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      ‘Lively and interesting’ Sunday Times

      ‘Drawing on several hundred letters and questionnaires, it’s a scholarly but very readable account, from a feminist perspective, of why GWTW’s legions of female fans still give a damn about it’ Independent

      ‘Helen Taylor has produced a very readable, thoroughly engaging, generally sound, and genuinely innovative monograph’ Darden Asbury Pyron, author of Southern Daughter: The Life of Margaret Mitchell
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      Even if they’ve never read the book or seen the film, almost everyone has heard of Gone With the Wind. GWTW, as it’s familiarly known, prompts many a superlative: ‘legendary’, ‘classic’, ‘golden’, ‘one of the greatest literary experiences a reader can have’, ‘one of the most powerful anti-war novels ever written’. Lines from book and film – ‘Tomorrow is another day,’ ‘Don’t know nothin’ ’bout birthin’ babies,’ ‘Frankly, my dear, I don’t give a damn’ – are quoted repeatedly in novels, films and TV comedies. Just when you think this epic work about the sufferings of white elite American Southerners during and after the Civil War has become irrelevant in a multicultural twenty-first century, it pops up again in new guises.

      Whenever there’s a significant anniversary of the book (published 1936), and film (premièred 1939), new publications, screenings, exhibitions, TV parodies and general brouhaha remind us this work is here to stay. In 2013, at the Victoria and Albert Museum’s ‘Hollywood Costume’ exhibition, featuring Judy Garland’s red Wizard of Oz shoes, and costumes from Titanic, Harry Potter and Pirates of the Caribbean, the garment arousing most excitement was Scarlett O’Hara’s green velvet dress and hat made for her by Mammy out of Tara’s curtains. In the words of the President of Warner Books, ‘GWTW looms larger and larger in our collective memory as the years go by.’

      Scarlett’s Women: Gone With the Wind and its Female Fans was published in 1989, pre-internet days, before everyone and her daughter could go online to pour out strong feelings and chat about books, films and indeed anything else. An enthusiast myself, curious about why GWTW was so important to women reader-viewers, I wrote snail-mail letters to elicit fans’ responses via newspapers, magazines and organisations’ newsletters. There was then no Facebook, Twitter or Mumsnet: just the National Housewives’ Register newsletter, the Women’s Institute Home and Country, Townswomen’s Guild Townswoman, women’s magazines and newspapers.

      Women responded in their hundreds, writing emotional letters and completing a paper questionnaire; their responses richly inform this book. Many of the most interesting came from older women who remembered the book being published and the film opening. For them, it was a series of exciting firsts: the longest book they’d read, the grandest and most lavish Hollywood film ever seen (in glorious Technicolor with the novelty of an intermission) and one of the first books and films featuring a multi-dimensional female protagonist rather than a bit of love interest for a complex hero. For that generation, now largely passed away, Scarlett was a wicked and dangerous figure, and Melanie the good woman they felt they should aspire to be. It didn’t escape their notice that the Goody-goody dies and the Superbitch survives to wave her fist at the fates and decide that tomorrow she’ll get back her man. Significantly, all agreed that Scarlett’s unrequited love for wimpish Ashley Wilkes was a grave error after she’d finally conquered devastatingly sexy Rhett Butler.

      Younger women shared that verdict on the male characters, but for them Scarlett O’Hara was mesmerising. Occupying every page of the book and scene of the film, Scarlett (described in the first line of the book as ‘not beautiful’) survives as a popular Everywoman figure. With all her weaknesses and mess-ups, she’s hardly a role model, but like many lovable fictional heroines from Elizabeth Bennett to Bridget Jones, she speaks to women across many boundaries. More than many other heroines, she encapsulates archetypal and recognisable female experience – enduring physical and emotional deprivations, bereavements and rejections. She is a deviant daughter, flawed three-times wife, negligent mother, careless friend and courageous defender of hearth and home. All this occurs against a sweep of major historical crisis and change that forces her continually to rethink and react creatively to major life challenges, and respond to the unexpected in order to survive and thrive. And she’s no victim. At the end of the story, when beloved Rhett Butler has walked out leaving her alone and bereft, she dusts herself off and resolves to think about it all tomorrow. For women who regret the ways we’ve failed ourselves and others in life, devalued our mothers and sisters, taken for granted the men and women who’ve loved us… GWTW delivers a magnificent epic heroine.

      As I write, with an African American US President serving his second term of office, numerous countries trying to make reparation for the slave trade and slavery, and a world keenly aware of the tragic consequences of racial divisions, you’d imagine GWTW would be an embarrassing anachronism. One recent commentator dubbed it ‘a romance set in Auschwitz’. Every time the book is reprinted and the film shown on TV, modern readers and viewers cringe at fat, comical Scarlett’s surrogate mother, Mammy, who lives for ‘her’ white family and Prissy, the comic buffoon who lies about her midwifery experience and gets slapped for her pains. In Rebecca Wells’ bestseller, Divine Secrets of the Ya-Ya Sisterhood (1996), the young Vivi, visiting Atlanta for the 1939 film première, is horrified by the way her black maid is barred from the celebrations and badly treated by privileged white women. This recalls the shocking exclusion of all black actors from that glittering event, and the testimony of African American actor Butterfly McQueen, who protested at director David O. Selznick’s use of the term ‘nigger’ (he relented, to ‘darkey’), and insisted that the on-set toilets be desegregated.

      Since my book appeared, there have been numerous publications and film or TV treatments of slavery, the Civil War, and relations between people of colour and whites, especially in the American South. Tourists to Atlanta, Georgia, can now follow a GWTW trail, culminating in the Margaret Mitchell House museum in the building where the novel was written. In fiction and film, the GWTW story and legacy have been reworked in Toni Morrison’s magnificent Beloved, through Divine Secrets of the Ya-Ya Sisterhood and Kathryn Stockett’s The Help, as well as Andrea Levy’s novel about Jamaica, The Long Song. Responding to urgent debates about race and the slave trade, film-makers have produced fine epics: Amistad (1997), Beloved (1998), Django Unchained (2012), Lincoln (2012), and 12 Years a Slave (2013). Yet this epic costume drama about that lush white southern Never-Never Land still works its magic on huge global audiences and eclipses more progressive stories.

      Until her untimely death at forty-nine, Margaret Mitchell received thousands of letters asking ‘what happened after Rhett walked out the door’, begging her to write a sequel. She refused, but the canny Margaret Mitchell Estate scented lucrative possibilities by ignoring her proscription. When I wrote this book, Alexandra Ripley’s sequel had just been commissioned, and since then her Scarlett (1991) has been published and made into a TV mini-series, followed by a further fictional version, Donald McCaig’s Rhett Butler’s People (2007), though the Estate also tried to commission one from Lady Antonia Fraser, and had a disastrous skirmish with seasoned sequel-writer Emma Tennant. With an iron hand, the Estate apparently attempted to deflect writers’ attention from the murkier sides of slavery and the Reconstruction South, forbidding references to miscegenation, mixed-race characters and unorthodox sexualities.

      Distinguished Southern novelist Pat Conroy, contemptuous of such censorship, failed to deliver his ‘companion novel’, which he joked would have begun with the line, ‘After they made love, Rhett turned to Ashley Wilkes and said, “Ashley, have I ever told you that my grandmother was black?”’ But he did write a preface to the 2011 seventy-fifth anniversary edition of the novel, in which he described his mother’s impassioned reading aloud of GWTW to the young Pat. He felt it lived inside her ‘like a bright lamp she could always trust in the darkness… the site of her own invention of herself, the place where she came to revive her own deepest dream of her lost girlhood’. In somewhat overblown language, these words express what – in my experience – so many women have felt about this book and film.

      A writer who knew GWTW all too well, taking an understandably more sardonic approach to its effect on her self-invention, is African American writer Alice Randall who in 2010 published The Wind Done Gone, a novel she argued to be a ‘political parody’ of the original. Taking a distinctly unromantic perspective on the South’s various sexual and racial secrets and hypocrisies, it features Cynara, a mixed-race ex-slave and half-sister to ‘Other’ [Scarlett], who marries the widowed ‘R’ [Rhett] – a relationship blighted by family racial secrets. Nevertheless, it offered a utopian conclusion with the plantation ‘Tata’ [Tara] bequeathed to R’s black butler, and all its black, white and mixed-race inhabitants buried together. Critic Marjorie Garber suggested this novel might be ‘cultural payback’, giving voices to silenced women and slaves, with a ‘liberatory tone and tang’. The fierce Mitchell Estate disagreed, bringing a plagiarism charge against Randall who – after winning her appeal – published with the defiant blurb, ‘The Unauthorised Parody’.

      Another attempt to subvert reactionary and racist elements of GWTW was the multicultural musical version produced in London in April 2008 by the renowned British director Trevor Nunn. Drawn to the powerful figure of Scarlett O’Hara, Nunn claimed his production aimed to give Mitchell’s black characters ‘a voice in this work of music theatre, which they will not previously have had’, focusing on the issue of slaves’ freedom. The concluding song, called ‘Gone With the Wind,’ was for Nunn ‘the fulcrum moment. By then, these words mean something different, no longer what was lost but what must and shall never return’. Alas, this worthy but dull musical, panned by critics and failing to attract audiences, closed two months later.

      When Scarlett’s Women appeared in 1989, it was greeted by enthusiastic media attention, more letters, and a new series of dialogues between me and the work’s fans and detractors. Twenty-five years later, I regularly receive testimonies to GWTW, be they from the American Confederate High Command (in an envelope bearing the stamp ‘God Bless Our Southern Women’), memorabilia collectors who want to know how to access Scarlett dolls and beer mats, and general readers who share their passion for this cherished work. And I still have conversations about its enormous impact, most recently with renowned novelist Hilary Mantel. She told me a schoolfriend lent her a precious copy hanging together by threads, smudged and cried over by a mother and two sisters. By the time Hilary read it, in the mid-1960s of civil rights struggles in the United States (she had asked her mother to explain the Ku Klux Klan on TV news), she was becoming politically aware and thus uneasy at its racial agenda. ‘So I couldn’t read it as a story anymore. But part of me turned the pages faster and faster.’

      There is the central paradox. We’ve all come a long way since 1989, and writers and film-makers galore have forced us to see slavery, the Civil War and its aftermath in politically sharper and emotionally clearer ways. But this one work – a compelling page-turner of a book and a magnificent triumph of Hollywood’s Golden Age – with all its political bias and flaws remains a beloved landmark. Seen from the perspective of a feisty and fascinating female protagonist, through the prism of a tangled and heart-breaking romance, Gone With the Wind still speaks to women about our desires, regrets, flawed attempts at love and loyalty, not to mention our capacity to be good-enough mothers, daughters, lovers and friends. No wonder it maintains a special place in female hearts.

       

      Helen Taylor, March 2014
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        Gone With the Wind seems to stand forever as great art in that timeless place where Scarlett forever runs through the fog, Elvis forever shakes his hips, Macbeth forever bewails his bloody hands…

        
          (Hannah Wilkins)
        

      

      Over the last few years, when I have told people at work, on trains or at parties that I was writing a book about Gone With the Wind, almost always they offered me an anecdote. A friend’s mother married her father because he looked like Clark ‘Rhett Butler’ Gable; a student who was reluctant to leave her new kitten at home during this long film took it along to the cinema, where it slept right through. Others told me it was their grandmother’s or auntie’s favourite book, out of which bits were read when they felt low. A colleague who could not bear the way the book concluded read it again and again, hoping next time it would end differently. Someone pointed me to a house called ‘Tara’ near my workplace. Lots of people offered to show me their Gone With the Wind collector plates, tea towels and posters. No one has ever asked me, ‘Gone With the… What?’

      Gone With the Wind is one of the most successful books ever published, made into one of the most popular and highly praised films to emerge from Hollywood. An instant best-seller when it was published on 30 June 1936, it sold a million copies in the first six months; twenty-five million more have sold since then. There are at least 155 editions; it has been translated into twenty-seven languages and published successfully in thirty-seven countries. It won the 1937 Pulitzer Prize. Margaret Mitchell never wrote another book, and spent the rest of her short life dealing with the publicity and fame which accompanied its phenomenal success.

      The film, which had its première on 15 December 1939 in Atlanta, Georgia, has been seen by more people than the entire population of the USA. It was given its first British screening on 18 April 1940, and has been an enormous favourite ever since. The film’s gross earnings are estimated at approximately $300 million. In the late 1970s MGM sold CBS the rights to twenty television screenings for a cool $35 million; 110 million people watched the first television showing. It has been subtitled in twenty-four languages, dubbed into six. Of thirteen nominations, it was awarded eight Oscars, including the first ever to a black actor, Hattie McDaniel. It is regularly referred to as the greatest film ever made, described in movie magazines as ‘the daddy of them all’.

      Everyone has heard of it. Gone With the Wind (known as GWTW) is sustained in popular imagination by manifold references, parodies and jokes. In English-speaking countries, sayings from GWTW (‘I’ll think about that tomorrow’, Tomorrow is another day’, ‘My dear, I don’t give a damn’ and ‘Don’t know nothin’ ’bout birthin’ babies’) are recognisable catchphrases. In the year 6939 a time capsule containing the book, sealed by fans at the 1939 New York World’s Fair, may be opened; Florida’s ‘Hall of Fame’ has waxwork figures of the characters; Joni Mitchell recorded a song entitled ‘Shades of Scarlet [sic] Conquering’ while Merle Haggard called his ‘Gone with the Wind’; Martini advertise a ‘Scarlett O’Hara’ cocktail – Martini Rosso, bitter lemon, grenadine and ice; Japan has produced several dramatic and musical adaptations, including an all-woman version; the American game ‘Trivial Pursuit’ contains the question ‘What is the last line of Gone With the Wind?’ And so on.

      Atlanta, home of Margaret Mitchell and setting for much of GWTW, has named a street, library reading room and elementary school after the author. The radio station’s office, ‘Twelve Oaks’, is named after Ashley Wilkes’s home; Lovejoy Plantation offers ‘Magnolia Suppers’ featuring Scarlett’s Turnips. In 1986, fiftieth anniversary of the novel’s publication, there was national and local celebration. The US Postal Service issued a one-cent commemorative stamp of Margaret Mitchell, while the Macmillan Publishing Company issued a facsimile of the first edition. During the month of June, Atlanta hosted a Rhett and Scarlett look-alike contest, an Antebellum Ball, a ‘Going, Going, Gone with the Wind’ auction and a display of Herb Bridges’ ‘world’s largest’ collection of GWTW memorabilia, as well as organising an essay contest for Georgia girls on ‘Scarlett in the 1980s’. As journalist Richard Nalley wrote, ‘Gone With the Wind proved bigger than hula hoops, bigger than saddle shoes, bigger than Davy Crockett. It is a fad we never got over.’1 1989, fiftieth anniversary of the film, has seen another round of celebrations in Atlanta and other US cities, with yet more television specials, new publications and memorabilia production.

      The press regularly features articles on GWTW. In 1986, two big stories hit the headlines. First was the attempt on Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer’s part to produce a sequel, with screenplay by James Goldman and Burt Reynolds as Rhett Butler. The other was the rumour that director Sergio Leone was considering a remake of the 1939 film, using unknown actors as Rhett and Scarlett, with major stars in minor roles. In February 1987 the media reported the dramatic news that, after a long rearguard fight by Margaret Mitchell’s executors, the right to a sequel had been won and that America’s top literary agency, William Morris of New York, was now hunting for the right author to commission what one newspaper referred to sardonically (though many would agree) as ‘perhaps the most serious challenge in the history of American literature’. A year later we were treated to ‘the biggest publishing deal of the age’, in which author Alexandra Ripley was unveiled, amid great media excitement, as the writer commissioned by Margaret Mitchell’s estate to write Gone With the Wind – 2.

      In crucial ways, GWTW has become an international soap opera. As book and film, the ambiguous ending (will Scarlett get Rhett back or not?) has invited speculation since 1936 that a sequel would be written, and a GWTW-2 film be made. The lives of the book’s author, Margaret Mitchell, and the film’s stars – especially Vivien Leigh – became the property of the media, which dogged them for the rest of their days. From the major publicity stunt, an international two-year search for an actress to play Scarlett O’Hara, to the later struggles over a proposed sequel between MGM and the author’s executor, her brother Stephens Mitchell, with Hollywood and media-induced pressure for GWTW clones and successors, GWTW has been kept in the public eye as a tantalising running story. Public interest, which is apt to flag, is stoked at regular intervals by new scandals, rumours and teases – all fuelled by publishers, film and television companies, and eagerly picked up by journalists and fans.

      As soon as you look for it, GWTW appears to be everywhere. When I first began searching, one week in May 1984, MGM was celebrating its sixtieth anniversary by screening the film in London; a ‘Scarlett’ advertised for her ‘Rhett’ in the New Statesman personal column; and a Bristol pub held a ‘Gone With the Wind Night’ featuring ‘Deep South fancy dress’, bourbon and beans. I began to notice how many popular novels by women such as Danielle Steel and Judith Krantz took characters and plot lines from the original. I spotted a still from the film (the Wilkes barbecue) being used as the basis for true-or-false questions and extended comprehension in an education textbook.2 My attention was drawn to Joan Collins’s biography, which contains no fewer than seven references to GWTW, while her daughter’s names are Tara Cynara: the first after Scarlett’s plantation home, the second a reference to the Ernest Dowson poem from which the book’s title comes: ‘I have forgot much, Cynara! gone with the wind, Flung roses, roses riotously with the throng.’3 I recalled how frequently GWTW is alluded to in the television series Dynasty, in which Joan Collins plays the formidable Scarlett-like Alexis Colby. And in 1987 I enjoyed the news that the left-wing Labour Member of Parliament ‘Red’ Ken Livingstone, saying of his suspension from the House of Commons, ‘Frankly, I don’t give a damn’, is now known as ‘Rhett Ken’.

      The 1986 television mini-series North and South was compared in the press with its famous predecessor, and many viewers apart from myself must have noted several parallels, from the characterisation of Southern belles to the settings and scenes of plantation life – not to mention the startling similarity between actress Lesley-Anne Down as Madeline Fabray and Vivien Leigh as Scarlett.

      Finally, as a writer myself, I am well aware that a whole academic and publishing industry has grown up around Gone With the Wind, and several men (though significantly few women) have made reputations out of it: men like Stephens Mitchell, guardian of Margaret Mitchell’s estate and defender of her desire for no sequel; Richard Harwell, bibliographer and critic; and Herb Bridges, GWTW collector and author. There is an impressively large, growing body of books and articles on everything from Vivien Leigh’s life, the Hollywood GWTW sets, detailed descriptions of the making of the film and casting of characters, to weighty collections of scholarly articles discussing the book and film’s historical veracity, literary and filmic merits, representation of the South, women, blacks, Georgia and so on.4 Some titles will suggest the variety of this mounting archive: Scarlett Fever: The Ultimate Pictorial Treasury of Gone With the Wind; Scarlett, Rhett, and a Cast of Thousands: The Filming of GWTW; ‘There Will Always be a Tara’; ‘Margaret Mitchell: Gone With the Wind and War and Peace’; ‘The Black Reaction to GWTW’; and The Ingenious Gentleman and the Exasperating Lady: Don Quixote de la Mancha and Scarlett O’Hara’. Best-sellers have come out of all this: for instance, Richard Harwell’s collection of Margaret Mitchell’s letters was chosen in 1976 as a Book of the Month Club Selection (as the novel GWTW had been forty years earlier); the letters have already sold over 30,000 copies. My own book is a contribution to the insatiable market for GWTW materials. The bandwagon rolls on.

       

      
One Woman’s Gone With the Wind


      I was a teenager of thirteen or fourteen when I first read Gone With the Wind, but I can hardly recall a time when I did not know and love it. The copy my father gave my mother during an army leave in 1939 was one of the few hardback books we owned, and I remember often lingering over it. I found the opening words, ‘Scarlett O’Hara was not beautiful, but men seldom realized it’, utterly irresistible. How profoundly I identified with the first half of the sentence, and hoped the second would always be the case. And I vowed that when I found my own Rhett Butler, he would bring me hats from Paris and we would call our beautiful daughter Bonnie Blue. I was raised by parents who had lived through the terrors and disruptions of the Second World War, my father in active army service and almost killed during the Dunkirk evacuation, my mother left alone at home to bring up a new baby (my older brother), uncertain of her husband’s whereabouts but making the best of a grim war in a household shared with her sister-in-law. Both see the war as disorientating the rest of their lives; it remains an emotive subject and, as for many of their contemporaries, their most haunting memory and reference point. Wartime attitudes dominated our family life. In small ways we were extremely frugal: never threw away scraps, held on to objects till they fell apart, valued good health and made minimal fuss over minor illnesses and accidents. In larger ways, the war bred a powerful conservatism. As a family we were unshakably, solemnly nationalistic; I grew up believing that Winston Churchill won the war virtually single-handed. My parents’ experience of the war confirmed for them the greatness of England and Englishness, and the importance of national stability with strong government (Conservative, of course). In the aftermath of war, what they most wanted was a strong, independent nuclear family in its self-sufficient home.

      For my parents, like other men and women in the 1950s, had no desire in the postwar years to maintain that wartime community spirit and ‘mucking-in-together’ ideology. The communal suffering and sacrifice on the home front which were credited so much with leading to ‘our boys’ winning the war on the battle fronts were gratefully abandoned in favour of a privatised domesticity and the new struggle to make a good civilian life within the family. Against her wishes (she enjoyed having an only child and wanted to go out to work) my mother stayed at home with three young babies, and used her considerable intelligence and talents on domestic labour, child-care, and mopping up leaks in our rather flimsy, heavily mortgaged house. My father, a sales representative, was away much of the time and I – the only daughter – sensed and to some extent shared in my mother’s anxieties over economic insecurity, family health and welfare, and our breadwinner’s safety over the thousands of miles he drove on his patch. Following her around as she did the chores, I emulated her by playing with dolls and dressing up in high heels and rouge; and I hated leaving the warm safety of the house. The bookish child of a bookish mother, I read my way into fictional knowledge of other societies, classes, and the world of men. Until my teens, I read few novels by women.

      Gone With the Wind, which I read and then viewed in early teenage years, spoke personally to me. It depicted a world of omnipresent women and intermittently stable and dependable men; it showed a society held together – often against heavy odds – by women’s energy, labour and ability to ‘make do and mend’; and it presented men as objects of mystery and fantasy, creatures who seemed to offer strong shoulders for women to lean on but all too often vanished into the night, assuring women how capable they were on their own. In GWTW the wartime camaraderie of the women, crowded into Aunt Pittypat’s parlour and gathered round the lists of war dead, echoed stories my mother had told me of the hours of waiting and watching, but also improvising and innovating, which were women’s lot during ‘her’ war. Scarlett O’Hara’s disdain for hospital work reminded me of my mother’s shameful admission that she had been relieved of vital wartime nursing duties after passing out during a blood transfusion. Scarlett’s bewildered struggles to take on the delivery of a baby and the rebuilding of a working plantation seemed familiar to me from my mother’s courageous attempts to mend the washing machine and bicycle punctures during my father’s frequent absences. Most of all, the whole ethos of GWTW struck a chord because of its echoes in my parents’ hard-working attempts to create the conditions for a respectable and comfortable middle-class lifestyle for their three children, and their confidence that we should enjoy what they did not have: good health on the National Health Service, and individual success and prosperity with new state schooling and the prospect of full employment.

      Both novel and film fed easily into the philosophy of my postwar family, and also of myself as a baby-boomer, product of the late 1940s birth ‘bulge’. The war had done its worst and damaged my parents’ adolescent aspirations, making them thereafter highly cautious and somewhat fatalistic. But for me, the dawn of a new peacetime era (especially as it was later developed in the now legendary 1960s) offered hopes of new styles of class, generational and sexual behaviour and relationships; GWTW placed all the energy and life force in characters who were, by the standards of my upbringing, distinctly unorthodox. Reading and viewing it as an imaginatively restless yet rather conformist teenager, I was able to identify with a society redefined by its young rebels, and especially by a young woman who – like me – bent her head in family prayer but thought on male flesh, and believed herself destined for greater things than marriage and motherhood.

      Furthermore, both book and film spoke to my strong emotional attachment to my mother. A text which helps the reader imaginatively to work through the deaths of both mother and father, it allows women reader-viewers a space in which to celebrate the mother’s virtues and values, but also to challenge and disregard them. Gone With the Wind must have offered many a woman the opportunity vicariously to experience the consequences of not becoming like, or indeed becoming her own mother. So a first exposure to GWTW helped me to understand the kind of impact which women had on war and peacetime economies; this was of course before the women’s movement had put domestic labour and women’s part in both World Wars on the map. It also undoubtedly helped me to acknowledge my love for and indebtedness to my mother, with her strong conservatism and hard work both at home and in unsatisfying part-time jobs. And it enabled me to recognise that I did not need to experience for myself her frustrations and dissatisfactions, which I had always taken for granted as part of a woman’s lot; nor did I need to share her philosophy or politics. GWTW was one of the first important texts in enabling me to resolve never to marry in haste, nor to trap myself into the restrictive and quietly desperate subordinate role of an Ellen O’Hara. Like Scarlett, I would be deviant and dangerous. I could be different from my mother, and there would probably be other women and men – like Melanie, Mammy and Rhett – who would offer me the kinds of comfort and support I felt as a child would emanate from no other source.

      That said, being a gloomy adolescent drawn always to tragic texts and fates, I was spellbound by GWTW’s heavy air of nostalgia and regret for lost love, home, ways of life and personal values. While it spoke positively and progressively to me of my youthful yearnings and discontents, as well as desires to shape a life differently from my parents and brothers, even more did it arouse my terrors of leaving the cosy family home and breaking away from my mother’s protection. Although I relished Scarlett’s wilful independence of her mother, Ellen, I took the point that such a radical departure from all her mother stood for resulted in a Scarlett alone, relatively friendless and rejected finally by the best mother she ever had, Rhett Butler.

      For me, as for many people, Gone With the Wind was the longest novel I had ever read, and the process of reading it felt and still feels like a major feat. In my teenage readings I felt I had accomplished a herculean task, managing to complete such a formidable book, being able to enter into and sympathetically identify with this grandiose treatment of human experience on a broad historical canvas. Indeed, the way the novel is organised and written persuades us readers to feel we are party to matters of weighty historical, mythic and universal significance. We refer to GWTW as ‘epic’ because of its sheer length, its formal division into five parts and two ‘volumes’ (mirroring both the tragic drama and the nineteenth-century novel) and its broad historical sweep and large cast of characters. Indeed, in many early reviews the book was compared with ‘epic novels’ such as Thackeray’s Vanity Fair and Tolstoy’s War and Peace.

      Also – because, from school English lessons, I was familiar with Shakespearian tragedy and Victorian family sagas set amid social unrest, especially wars – I read GWTW as an account of the tragic disruption of noble people’s lives, as a tale of chaos and disorder followed by the long haul towards restoration of white Southerners’ rights and dignities. A classic story of good triumphing eventually over evil, order over disorder. The ‘Lost Cause’ – which, in my ignorance of Southern history, I identified simply with barbecues at plantation houses with white columns – was the tragic loss I found poignantly celebrated and idealised throughout the book, so that I felt how right it was that Scarlett should be able to return finally to her own plantation and the arms of her own Mammy, safe in the knowledge that her property and land were intact.

      So I read GWTW in the way many readers must do, having little knowledge of the American Civil War and hazy notions of the Ku Klux Klan, Reconstruction, and so on. I accepted the historical context uncritically and found my sympathies locked unerringly into the fate of the white families of the defeated Confederacy. The way I read the book, then, meant that I focused on Scarlett O’Hara’s fortunes, and those of the characters with whom she interacts most, and fitted everyone and every event into the framework of Scarlett’s destiny and progress. Cheerfully skipping what I found to be boring political and social details, I concentrated hard on the central love triangle of Scarlett, Ashley and Rhett, which I found endlessly satisfying.

      By my early twenties I had seen the film several times, enjoying fantasies of swapping my miniskirt for a long hooped skirt and green velvet. A product of that 1960s meritocratic generation which looked forward to full employment and political and sexual liberation, I had been raised on Hollywood images and looked to America for celluloid fantasies as well as a vision of the future. Not surprisingly, therefore, after three years as a student in London, I decided to see the States for myself, so I accepted an offer to study and teach in Louisiana. I was disgracefully ignorant of the South, to which I travelled in 1969 and where I stayed for two years – with frequent subsequent return trips. I had seen television pictures of Martin Luther King and racial battles in Alabama and Mississippi; I spent hours listening to Delta blues, jazz and rock, and watching films like In the Heat of the Night; I had read novels by Carson McCullers, the plays of Tennessee Williams, and the poetry of Edgar Allan Poe. I had a fairly colourful and gothic view of the region, one which was to be shaken up and toned down in the years I have spent getting to know the South and Southerners.

      But as a teacher of Louisiana freshman students, I became aware that the idealised or grotesque version of Southern history and character with which I began were in some measure shared by my (mainly white) students, many of whom had been raised to be uncritical of and indifferent towards the region in which they lived. I once asked my ‘Freshman Composition’ class to write an essay on the period of history in which they would most like to have lived. At least three-quarters of the female students shared my own fantasy, straight from Gone With the Wind, opting for the antebellum South, in which they saw themselves dancing in green sprigged muslin with tiny puffed sleeves, while handsome planters’ sons vied for their favours. By contrast, of the small number of black students none chose this period; they preferred to stay in the present day…

      From speaking to many Southern white women, I know the power which Gone With the Wind has held over their imaginations and the centrality of this novel and film to popular myths, celebrating as they do a nostalgic version of the South’s glorious economic and social heyday. For the ladies who dress annually as plantation belles on Mississippi’s ‘Natchez Trail’ and at the New Orleans ‘Spring Fiesta’, as well as starry-eyed Southern girls who weep their way through many a matinée showing of the film, GWTW is the ultimate expression of the hopes, dreams and fears of Southern womanhood. They see it as ‘their’ book and film and, while tolerant of my enthusiasm, felt there was no way a British woman could ever understand the essence of Scarlett O’Hara.

      By the time I returned to Louisiana, a few years after my teaching experience, I was rather more informed about Southern history and culture and was preparing a book on Louisiana Civil War women writers. These women (mostly white and middle-class) had written fiction about the War and its aftermath, focusing especially on women’s lives and struggles during and after the War, often making politically charged arguments about the role of women and Blacks in the late-nineteenth-century South. One afternoon, tired of reading in the library, I decided to wander down to the local cinema, which – as it seemed to do every few weeks – was showing Gone With the Wind. Not having seen it for some years, I was startled at its similarity, in argument, setting and characterisation, to the nineteenth-century novels and stories I was researching. Since by now I was more familiar with Civil War history and literature, I realised with a shock how historically and politically biased it was, and how passionately it was arguing its pro-Confederate case. That afternoon’s viewing brought home to me the fact that Gone With the Wind’s vision of the Old South, the Civil War, and the subsequent violent phases before the restoration in the 1880s of white supremacy in the Southern states, was a very polemical version to which liberal and black writers would object.

      Yet, offended as I too was by the political argument, I enjoyed virtually every minute of it, and felt myself swept along by its extraordinary power. The colour, music, costumes, spectacular effects – not to mention Clark Gable’s devastating sexiness – moved and haunted me for days to come. In my dreams (a rerun of adolescence) I was carried upstairs by Clark-Rhett’s masterful arms. Together we rode through Atlanta in flames and kissed passionately against a vivid red sunset.

      The first few times I saw the film I had never seen any of the ‘Southern films’, depicting a romantic Old South, which were very popular in the 1930s. These films, with titles like The Little Colonel and The Littlest Rebel (1935), Dixiana (1930), Dixie Days (1928) and The Old South (1932), presented to Depression audiences nostalgic and idealised images of a feudal ‘paradise lost’ of large plantations, white-columned mansions, beautiful Southern belles and their chivalrous beaux, against a backdrop of loyal and humorous slaves. Reading film histories, I learned that Gone With the Wind was the last and most celebrated of this large group of Hollywood films, and that it followed the by then well-known, indeed clichéd patterns of setting, costume and characterisation – often to the extent of distorting the novel’s descriptions. For example David Selznick’s grand columned plantation house for Tara is very different from Margaret Mitchell’s more modest whitewashed square brick house on a hill with an avenue of cedars, and Butterfly McQueen’s simpering Prissy, far more of a grotesque than Mitchell’s creation, uses that ‘comic darky’ stereotype familiar from many earlier films.

      But however much I know of Hollywood’s historical distortions, nevertheless I still derive great visual pleasure from this brilliant re-creation of a mythic American past with its red sunsets, white cotton bolls, and extravagant rural plantation homes and vulgar town houses. In swallowing whole this long and emotionally demanding film I also absorb an interpretation of America’s real and legendary past, more vivid to me than any verbal re-creations I have read in my researches into American history and literature. Just as many Britons imagine contemporary America as one long drive-in movie or surfing party, so for me – and I am not alone – the South’s agricultural past will be for ever Tara. No amount of statistics about the rarity of the large plantation as opposed to the common poor white smallholding will erase that popular myth about a harmonious South in which classes, races and sexes mingle cheerily beneath the spreading magnolias. So while I know intellectually that David Selznick’s Southern plantation, built on a Hollywood studio lot thousands of both literal and metaphorical miles from the real Georgia earth, owes more to film-makers’ and set-designers’ fantasies than historical verisimilitude, emotionally I still revel in the luxurious, well-ordered paradise symbolised by that papier-mâché Tara.

      So Gone With the Wind has reached and satisfied me over and over again at various levels, providing contradictory models and messages. It has helped me to resolve familial conflicts, especially with my mother, while warning me about the pitfalls of stepping out of line; encouraged and spelled out the dangers of my political and personal radicalism; and afforded me sensual pleasures – the erotic charge between the Scarlett I identify with and the Rhett I desire, the pleasurable spectacle of lavish costume and epic action – while reminding me what an unpredictable and chaotic place the world is. My life experience, years of reading about and living in the South, have all altered my perspectives on character and event, but a profound fascination with GWTW remains.

       

      Like many white Southern novelists before her, Margaret Mitchell chose well the setting of her novel: three of the most dramatic, exciting and tempestuous periods of American Southern history – the climax of plantation culture and the slave economy, the bloody and tragic Civil War, and the violent Reconstruction period leading to the eventual ‘redemption’ of Old Guard white rule. The originality of the tale lies in its ability to convey this long and complex sweep of history from the perspective of one young woman who begins by expressing boredom at hearing any topic discussed except herself but has to live through extreme reversals of fortune, undergo terrible suffering and loss, and yet survive to rebuild her old plantation and way of life – and learn just what her role in her regional, class and race history has been.

      Scarlett O’Hara is a delicious fictional character. She offers opportunities for reader-viewer identification at each stage of her progress. First, as a selfish socialite unrequitedly in love with Ashley Wilkes, the poetic dreamer who never comes to terms with the New South. Next, as the restless wife of three men – Charles Hamilton (for spite because Ashley is marrying Melanie), Frank Kennedy (to pay off the plantation Tara’s postwar taxes) and Rhett Butler (for sexual pleasure, though eventual tragic separation). Most of all, as the pragmatist who moves with the times, getting on with delivering a baby single-handedly while the Yankees approach Atlanta, doing business with Yankees during Reconstruction in order to pay the bills, and then resolving to mend her broken heart by retreating to Tara to begin again. Like all of us, she has problems with everything and everyone: her parents, siblings, children, her sex life, her bank balance. And she is surrounded (rather more in the novel than in the film) by an array of complex, vital and comic characters who flesh out an historically acute and fictionally rich picture of the white South at its greatest crisis. Furthermore, the action moves at a breathless but beautifully controlled pace, shifting constantly between the rural tranquillity of Tara and the vibrancy of Atlanta; and it presents us with a variety of character and dialogue – from Gerald’s drunken Irish schmaltz to Mammy’s hectoring social commentary and Rhett’s sexy banter. And GWTW sustains a plangent note of nostalgia for those powerful notions and symbols of home, family, community and love.

       

      
Talking about Gone With the Wind


      This book is concerned with the popular meanings and associations of Gone With the Wind in the context of its first fifty years of life, with that process of personal, intimate and yet also collective relationship with a book and film which we call ‘readership’ or ‘viewership’.5 So I have focused on this work not by looking critically and in isolation at the book and film, author and film producer, or indeed just my own responses, but rather by asking how GWTW lives in the imaginations, memories and experiences of individuals and groups – that is, through the eyes of its fans who, to judge by the statistics of book sales, film and television viewing figures and a wealth of memorabilia and popular references, come from many nations, classes, races, generations and life experiences. GWTW is also a work which has appealed to both men and women, though from my own limited research and enquiries of friends and acquaintances, I am convinced that it is most cherished by women. I make no apology for focusing almost entirely on women readers and viewers. There is a story to be told about men’s involvement in GWTW (especially men who follow war fiction and film) but that will not be the tale I tell here.

      With this in view, in January 1986 I wrote a letter to dozens of newspapers and magazines, asking readers who were fans of GWTW to write to me about their memories, experiences and views of book and film. The letter was published in a wide range of British publications: the Women’s Institute Home and Country, the Townswomen’s Guild Townswoman, Options, Women’s Review, Spare Rib, U Magazine, Working Woman, Everywoman, The National Housewives’ Register Newsletter, The Voice, and two Bristol-based newspapers, The Western Daily Press and Evening Post. From these sources I received a total of 427 letters, and from these respondents and other contacts in Britain and the United States I amassed 355 completed questionnaires (only twenty-five of which came from men).6

      Although the women who wrote to me and the few I interviewed do not amount to a representative sample of the population, they were an interesting cross-section of women of all ages, regions and backgrounds. While it is hard to generalise about the kinds of people who read particular magazines and newspapers, and people’s class and income are not easy to infer from letters and questionnaires, I believe that most of my respondents are fairly middle-class women, or at least daughters of or married to men in professional or white-collar jobs. Most of them are in middle or later life, reasonably well educated, fed and housed. As far as I can tell, there was a tiny handful of replies from black women.

      By eliciting letters and questionnaires from women all over Britain, and a couple of dozen from the USA, I was able to gather ideas, memories and associations which have helped me to understand the continuing appeal of GWTW and the place it has in people’s lives – including my own. The number of responses delighted me and the articulate, witty and moving descriptions of GWTW were very illuminating. I have learned a great deal from the many women and a few men who took the time to write to me about their enthusiasm, and I have drawn freely on their thoughts and memories to support and question or demolish my own historical and critical readings of this controversial but passionately loved book and film. For inevitably, during the preparation and writing of this book my feelings about GWTW have fluctuated and changed. So as the book progresses I quote my correspondents’ and interviewees’ insights, and also offer my own – often contradictory – perceptions and judgements.

      Reading through the letters and questionnaires has confirmed my growing suspicions about the way people think of literature and film. As a student, then teacher of English, I had become accustomed to reading in certain ways and to learning ‘appropriate’ critical responses to everything I read or watch. Spontaneous enthusiasm and obsessive passion for writers or works tend to lose out in this professionalised pastime. But as a teacher I had been increasingly aware that students all read very differently, with varying levels of sophistication, critical acumen and relevant response. There is a marked contrast between the solemn, dutiful way a student will demonstrate, through close reading in class, a reverential respect for D.H. Lawrence, and the emotionally charged, voluble and sardonic enthusiasm she will share with a friend in the college refectory over last night’s episode of the soap opera Neighbours. I know well from my own experience that a sleepy, uncritical reading of Cosmopolitan in bed after a long day holds as many pleasurable memories as my most keenly analytical and alert readings of Shakespeare or Doris Lessing. Everyone seems to remember with special clarity the film they saw on their first date, regardless of its aesthetic qualities, and many of us recall in considerable detail our first sexually explicit novel or television programme.

      So it proved with my correspondents. Writing in this case about GWTW, they express passion (often secretive or slightly shamefaced) and emotional loyalty to this work, which they usually describe – in non-literary and untheoretical language – in terms of the narrative and characters, loved and loathed. For each of them, GWTW has a personal meaning (occasionally negative) and is recalled with careful attention to detail. It is such precise meanings this book aims to record and discuss.

       

      
The Book and Film in our Time

      This does not mean that I see Gone With the Wind as a work which has no existence outside readers’ or viewers’ minds and privatised memories. GWTW does exist and has to be read at one level as a book which, written by a particular person at a specific historical time, was made into a film that, since its première in 1939, has broken all box-office records. And both book and film do determine, through their structure and organisation, certain kinds of interpretation which seem natural to most reader-viewers. So while I shall record the views of GWTW’s female fans, I shall also examine the ways in which the book was written and the film put together, as well as the kinds of critical response both have received over the years. GWTW commemorated and became the definitive version of a significant period of American history, so I shall draw on my correspondents’ and published critics’ perceptions to outline the different ways readers and viewers over fifty years have made sense of the historical, social, racial and gender issues explored in this one text.

      I hope to bring together the multiple meanings and associations which GWTW has carried in the last half-century, and to demonstrate how such a work may both flourish in individual minds and memories, and also develop communal and social meanings which make it a particular kind of reference point across and within nations and groups. In the last fifty years GWTW has gone from strength to strength, but we cannot pretend that it means the same to its modern reader-viewers as it did on publication day in 1936 or at the film première in 1939. Like other popular works GWTW has changed with the times, carrying different meanings for subsequent generations in various countries. If we want to define its associations and resonances in 1989, we must look back over a half-century of reading and viewing experiences.
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        It’s getting to the point where my husband is convinced that I think they were real people, and in a sense, to me they are.

        
          (Vivienne Elliott)
        

      

      
        GWTW was more than just cinema for me – it was part of my growing up.

        
          (Mrs Jennifer S. Parkhouse)
        

      

      As I turned over the many letters and questionnaires sent to me by Gone With the Wind enthusiasts, I was intrigued to catch glimpses of women’s varied lives and experiences in relation to this popular phenomenon. It seems that for many women, more than any other work it has captured imaginations and made lasting connections with lives. Although many of my correspondents have read widely, and some go frequently to the cinema, they are clear about the special quality of GWTW. It is described repeatedly as ‘unique’; using the language of the publicity handout, women refer to GWTW as ‘immortal’, ‘a legend’, ‘the most fabulous book of all time’, ‘sheer magic’. Their commitment to it is less that of an impartial critic, more that of an addict: they are ‘fanatics’, ‘hooked’, ‘smitten’, ‘spellbound’ and ‘obsessive’. Some may have exaggerated their enthusiasm because of the infectious impact of its very commercial success, but there is no doubt that for many women, like myself, GWTW has a special place in heart and mind.

      A great many of the women who wrote to me about GWTW had read or seen it a number of times (some claiming hundreds!). Yet for the majority, the first experience was one of an extraordinary pleasure, which has remained a treasured memory. I received a large number of accounts of first readings and viewings, each from a woman describing the emotional power the work held over her imagination. Often this was experienced with a force which many felt to have been unusual, even unique, and therefore the memory is narrated in considerable detail.

      For some correspondents, the first reading dominated daily life to the exclusion of other duties. In 1936 Janet Ruskatch borrowed it from a library and ‘can still see myself bunched up on the kitchen table with a rug over my knees as it was chilly and the fire wasn’t started until evening (money wasn’t very plentiful). Time passed – I didn’t realise how much until I heard my husband’s key in the lock’; while Mrs J.E. Hancock read it in 1944 as a schoolgirl looking after her sick mother. She burned the potatoes because ‘I was helping Scarlett to deliver Melanie’s baby’.

      The excitement and sense of occasion at this unusually long and much-heralded film’s first showing testify to its dramatic impact on particular communities during the war. Sylvia King recalls an occasion in her childhood in a hamlet on the Helford River, Cornwall:

      
         

        One day, ten of us children were on our way home from school – turning the corner at the top of a steep hill we bumped into our mums walking up the hill laughing and giggling.

        We were all stunned – where were our mums going – what had happened? I can still feel our silence! It was the biggest occasion in their lives since VE Day! They were all off to walk one mile up the road to catch the local bus to Falmouth, five miles away, to see GWTW, and would be coming back in a TAXI. They had saved up for several weeks for this event and dads had come home early from their general labouring and gardening jobs to put us children to bed.

      

      And Mrs A.M. Lindsay remembers similar wartime excitement among her mother and women friends, shipped for safety from Egypt to South Africa, when a party of women went to Durban to see GWTW and, because of its length, returned ecstatic on the next morning’s ‘milk train’. In both cases the film’s extraordinary length required special transport arrangements so that the women did not miss the ending; and both describe a gregarious female experience of pleasurable anticipation of and excitement at a popular cultural event. Sylvia King and Mrs Lindsay point to ways in which women in the 1940s identified certain films as their own special treat – away from husbands and children – and caused minor social and sexual upheavals in their pursuit. (It cannot have been a very frequent event for dads to come home early to see to the kids, or for those expatriate women to stay away from home for the night.)

      GWTW’s ‘unique’ quality means that for many women the very ownership or borrowing of the book or (especially for a younger generation) the video has a special significance. In particular, copies of the book are much cherished – especially since its cost on first publication was prohibitively high for many people, so a great number borrowed it from friends, colleagues, private or public lending libraries, or bought it with others. Hylda Fletcher writes that in 1940, receiving for her sixteenth birthday a five-shilling book token, she bought the cheapest edition of GWTW at four shillings and sixpence. Her weekly wage packet at the time was nineteen shillings and sixpence, so it is understandable that many women had difficulty in getting hold of it at all. Margo Cox borrowed it from a shop lending library in 1942, paying threepence for a two-week loan, but was delighted when the following year her husband bought a copy for seven and sixpence, ‘a large sum to pay for a book in those days’. Just before the war, Doris Brecht and her husband worked as assistants in the West Ham public libraries. They recall that in 1936, when the book was published, there were long reserve lists for it, and since there was only one copy at each branch library they could never take a turn between borrowers. They had to wait until the war was over before borrowing it themselves. Many correspondents record their gratitude to parents, husbands and sisters who bought them a copy for Christmas or birthday, and there seem to be a great many dog-eared, brown-paper-covered, heavily sellotaped (in one case completely re-bound!) copies. Many have dedications commemorating special events; Verna Grant has written on the flyleaf the date of each of her many rereadings. Several writers describe their distress at having lost or lent their copies, which they would dearly love to have back. For many this book is the longest they ever had or have tackled, and it seems to be one of the very few (in most cases I believe the only one) read many times over. Rereading a novel seems to be regarded by most people as a rather odd – and slightly shameful – activity. GWTW is their one exception.
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