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For Christina Madej


“Those who do not learn the mistakes of the past
are condemned to repeat them on film.”


—Santayana & Ebert at the Movies





INTRODUCTION


Gibbon said that history is little more than the register of the crimes, follies, and misfortunes of mankind, but when fictionalizing history, writers often feel such dramatic fare needs a tweaking for maximum theatricality. The real events, however stormy, seem to require more stürm und drang.


The great German playwright Friedrich von Schiller once wrote that “in order to tell the truth sometimes you have to lie.” He amply demonstrated this in his 1803 play The Maid of Orleans, at the end of which Joan of Arc escapes imminent immolation and gains her freedom! Schiller was attempting to get at some deeper philosophical truth rather than the well-known facts of Joan’s life, including her iconic death. But more often and with less noble goals, history for centuries has been twisted and distorted beyond recognition for a much simpler reason. As the old newspaper hack once urged, “Never let the facts get in the way of a good story.”


Ever since Homer used rhyme to jog his memory and Suetonius put stylus to parchment in his gossipy, ahistorical Lives of the Caesars, writers have been using history for purposes other than the obvious—accurate re-creations of the past. But the greatest gap between the actual past and fictionalized accounts of it may lie in Hollywood’s marzipan-and-truffles treatment of history. Never, indeed, let historical truth get in the way of a good, two-hour blockbuster that earns $200 million domestic.


I hope this work serves as more than a “gotcha!” catalogue of movie missteps proving the already proven: that Hollywood treats history like an ugly stepchild that needs to be tarted up with fictional additions. Or, as The Times (London) said, “No historical drama can be said to have done its job unless it causes at least half a dozen historians to tear their hair out.” There’s also an old saying that when one walks through history, one should be careful not to trip. Critics would say that Hollywood has been stumbling over its feet since the day it began making period films.


The stakes are higher than the frivolous nature of popular entertainment makes them seem at first glance. As John Harlow and Nicholas Hellen wrote in The Times (London), movies are often the only way kids learn history:


Dramatists have long sacrificed fact in pursuit of art, and much of the time it can be shrugged off . . . but there is a growing concern that in a “post-literate” society, where children get more information from films and television than books, the routine distortion of history in Hollywood films is becoming pernicious. Films are no longer mere entertainments: they are a prime and often sole source of information for many young minds.


Consider these sad surveys of the state of young American minds: Shortly before the release of Schindler’s List in 1993, a Gallup poll revealed that eighty percent of children had never heard of Auschwitz. Other polls show that youngsters think Lenin, not Stalin, led the Soviet Union during World War II, and that some think the first name of the leader of the Russian Revolution was John. And, no doubt, that Groucho wrote Das Kapital.


“Highly fictionalized treatments of the past are being accepted as historical truth by students,” reports history professor Judith MacKinlay, who recalls that one of her college students “reproduced whole chunks of dialogue almost verbatim from the film Michael Collins,” the 1996 epic about the birth of the Irish Republic, which was widely criticized for its pro-IRA, anti-British slant. “Students would rather watch movies than wade through a textbook, without realizing that directors are twisting the facts. Hollywood leaves behind powerful images,” MacKinlay says.


The New York Times agrees. “More people are getting their history, or what they think is history, from the movies these days than from the standard history books,” Richard Bernstein wrote in 1990. Things have improved a bit since then, as people now learn about the past from sound bytes on the History Channel.


But it’s not just our youth who swell the ranks of the historically confused. Here’s another bit of embarrassing trivia: The American distributor of the British-made The Madness of King George III demanded that the Roman numeral be removed from the title so frustrated audiences wouldn’t think they were watching a sequel whose first two installments they had missed.


If Santayana was correct that those who do not learn the mistakes of the past are condemned to repeat them, we’re in big trouble.


Commercial imperatives most often fuel cinematic rewrites of history. Complex economic and social issues are puréed into easily digestible bits of information intended for consumption by Hollywood’s most sought-after demographic: the lowest common denominator.


The entertainment industry’s traditional liberalism also nurtures historical solipsism. American historian James Bowman says:


The deeper sin is to make every historical character, from Merchant/Ivory’s Jefferson in Paris to Elizabeth I, sound like a modern liberal. They distort in subtle as well as obvious ways, such as making us feel superior to Nazis and slave-traders rather than questioning if, in another life, we might have been Nazis and slavers. It gets in the way of understanding the foreign country that is the past.


This historical solipsism goes beyond politics. Writing in The Los Angeles Times, film critic Jack Matthews said, “Period movies inevitably reflect more the period in which they’re made than the period of their subject.”


In his Poetics, Aristotle said that art is more real than life. If the fourth century B.C. philosopher had lived in our times, he might have been even more convinced of the truth of his words when “real” figures appear on movie screens two stories high, making them more real and literally bigger than life. Hollywood’s iconization of historical figures has validated Aristotle’s claim in spades.


Rather than point out historical inaccuracies in films and turn this work into a pseudo-scholarly, high-brow variation of Trivial Pursuit, I have tried to reveal why filmmakers have played fast and loose with the facts, that is, what greater truth or dramatic benefit was achieved by distorting the past.


“The past is a foreign country. They do things differently there.” So goes the opening line of L. P. Hartley’s 1953 cult novel, The Go-Between. In the case of Hollywood’s re-creation of historical events, sometimes it seems that the past took place on another planet. Planet Hollywood? But don’t take my word for it. Check out the following other worldly visions of the past recorded on film.


FRANK SANELLO


Los Angeles, California


September 2002





PREHISTORY, ANCIENT TIMES, AND THE BIBLE






Quest for Fire
(1981)


Directed by Jean-Jacques Annaud


Written by J. H. Rosny, Sr., Gerard Brach


CAST


Everett McGill (Naoh)


Ron Perlman (Amoukar)


Rae Dawn Chong (Ika)


Gary Schwartz (Rouka)


Franck-Olivier Bonnet (Aghoo)


Jean-Michel Kindt (Lakar)


Critics couldn’t agree if Quest for Fire was a laudable attempt to popularize the arcane subject of paleoanthropology or an example of disposable flick-your-Bic filmmaking.


In 80,000 B.C., the world was a very cold place. It wasn’t called the Ice Age for nothing. In that frigid time and climes, fire was as essential to life as food and water. If you had it, you could cook meat, repel beasts and unfriendly neighbors, and make an inhabitable cave a home. The Cro-Magnon Ulam tribe in Quest for Fire has fire, provided by trees ignited by lightning, but doesn’t know how to create it. When their only torch goes out during a fight with a tribe of Neanderthals, the Ulam seem doomed. So they send three of their clan across the permafrost of what would one day be called Western Europe to find fire—and better yet, learn how to make it. During this primeval quest for a burning grail, they battle saber-toothed tigers, woolly mammoths, a tribe of really scary cannibals called the Kzamm and rescue a captive girl the flesheaters are about to dish up as an entrée. Along the way, centuries if not millennia of human discoveries occur during their three-month journey, including the birth of slapstick (a food fight and a rock falling on a caveman’s head), the convenience of footwear and female orgasms (introducing the missionary position). Oh, and they learn how to rub two sticks together to make fire.
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Rae Dawn Chong and Everett McGill play a cave couple seeking a reliable source of light and central heating in Quest for Fire.


Academics came out of the woodwork en masse to slam Quest for Fire’s factual flaws, but their arguments didn’t seem to prove anything more than the quip attributed to Dwight Eisenhower, “All generalizations are inaccurate, including this one.”


The biggest complaints revolved around so many epoch-making discoveries occurring over such a short time span. Director Jean-Jacques Annaud countered that his timetable was symbolic, not historical. “Quest for Fire doesn’t try to be true, only plausible. It is a symbolic approach to man’s development. In a few days, these people make progress that might really have taken several generations,” Annaud said.


Paleoanthropologists also had trouble with the approximate date, 80,000 B.C., of the primary event in Quest for Fire, i.e., how to make it. Excavations in China in the early part of the 20th century indicated that the control of fire developed more than 500,000 years ago. More recent evidence uncovered in Kenya pushes the date even farther back, to 1.4 million years. But Annaud, an armchair anthropologist who studied the subject in college, insisted that the ability to make fire came and went throughout prehistory, with fiery renaissances alternating with chilly dark ages. “No one knows when man mastered the making of fire. We had to make a guess. Making fire was probably discovered and forgotten and rediscovered many times. Some [primitive] people in the 19th century did not know how to make fire,” Annaud said.


The director explained that he chose 80,000 B.C. because the extinct Neanderthal species was still alive at the time, and the much less evolved Neanderthals in the film make good, knuckle-dragging bad guys who steal the Cro-Magnon Ulam’s fire and launch the movie’s quest.


Doug Feldman, an assistant professor of anthropology at John Jay College of Criminal Justice, felt the Neanderthals got a bad rap in the film, although he undercut his argument by misidentifying the Cro-Magnon Ulam tribe as Neanderthals. The real Neanderthals, according to Dr. Feldman, were not the fur-covered simian villains of Quest for Fire. That misconception has come down to us from the writings of French paleontologist Marcellin Boule, who in 1913 examined a Neanderthal skeleton and deduced the species consisted of slouching, waddling brutes with chimp-like behavior, which is the way Quest for Fire depicts them, with larceny thrown in. Later scientists realized that Boule’s Neanderthal suffered from a severe form of arthritis that caused the creature’s deformities.


Neanderthals, Feldman said, “weren’t all that different from men and women today.” They walked erect, didn’t slouch, didn’t use their sense of smell to find animals as they do in the film, and they hunted rather than ran in terror from tasty prey like woolly mammoths. And in Feldman’s idealized view of Neanderthals—as noble savages with a body waxing problem—they would have been more likely to borrow fire from a friendly tribe next door rather than steal it.


Annaud and screenwriter Gerard Brach relied on so-called “experts,” research, and guesswork to create a prehistoric world that looked believable. They hired zoologist and behavioral theorist Desmond Morris, author of The Naked Ape, to create a system of gestures that modern audiences could understand but would not appear contemporary. Novelist-linguist Anthony Burgess (who created an Anglo-Russian dialect for his novel A Clockwork Orange) invented a vocabulary of 100 words for the film based on Indo-European, the mother of Western tongues, which may have been spoken 80,000 years ago.


In his quest for authenticity, Annaud also became a casting tyrant and insisted that all the actors have small chins and bent foreheads, which the film’s makeup artist, Chris Thicker, justified by saying, “You can always build but you can’t cut a forehead.” Professional wrestlers, including one who weighed 545 pounds, got the job of playing the bigger, less evolved Neanderthals.


No one complained about the film’s imagined re-creation of the discovery of making fire because it was based on the stick-drill method used by the Tasadays, a Stone Age tribe that came to light in the Philippines in the 1970s.


But critics did complain about Quest for Fire’s R-rated violence, and they weren’t the usual opponents like right wingers or Joe Lieberman-type centrists. Dr. Gloria Levitas, an anthropologist at Queens College of the City University of New York, was “astonished” by the characters’ brutal behavior, which was inspired by Robert Ardrey’s 1960s book, African Genesis. Ardrey hypothesized that early man was a killer ape. “People were violent then, but it is incorrect to give the impression of utter mayhem between tribes of people. They were as likely to engage in avoidance behavior as confrontation. Mostly they ran away from conflict,” Levitas said. But avoidance doesn’t provide screen drama.


Quest for Fire’s Kzamm cannibals caught the most flak. Most anthropologists agree that cannibalism was a creation of Dead White European Males, who used the accusation to promote the stereotype of aboriginal peoples as less-than-human flesh-eaters of color who deserved to be colonized by superior white people.


The woman rescued from the cannibals by the Cro-Magnon good guys belongs to a more advanced tribe that not only knows how to make fire but has discovered the joys of face-to-face sex, otherwise known as the missionary position, which she shares with one of her lucky rescuers. Dr. Helen E. Fisher, an anthropologist at the New School for Social Research in New York, said people were having face-to-face sex as far back as four million years ago, as soon as early hominids began walking on hind legs—an obvious prerequisite for the missionary position.


Dr. Feldman of John Jay College said, “As a science fantasy, Quest for Fire is a top-notch thriller, but . . . as an anthropological statement, it’s a dismal failure.” The anthropologist said he dreaded the inevitable sequel, Quest for the Wheel.


Director Annaud agreed with Feldman’s assessment that his film was more fantasy than anthropology, but naturally disagreed with his criticism of it. “Prehistory is a domain as unknown as the galaxies,” he said. “No one objects to extrapolating from our meager knowledge of the future. Why not do this with regard to the past? Intelligent speculation, backed by research, may lead us to the truth.”


Or at the very least, a reliable source of fire.
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The Ten Commandments
(1956)


Directed by Cecil B. DeMille


Written by J. H. Ingraham, A. E. Southon


CAST


Charlton Heston (Moses)


Yul Brynner (Pharaoh Ramses)


Anne Baxter (Nefretiri)


Edward G. Robinson (Dathan)


Yvonne De Carlo (Sephora)


Debra Paget (Lilia)


John Derek (Joshua)


Cedric Hardwicke (Sethi)


Nina Foch (Bithia)


Martha Scott (Yochabel)


Judith Anderson (Memnet)


Vincent Price (Baka)


John Carradine (Aaron)


The Ten Commandments may be one of the best researched movies in the history of the industry, yet it remains largely a work of fiction because its many sources ranged from the questionable to the worthless. In the opening scene, which must be the first biblical epic to include a movie director’s office, DeMille crows that his researchers relied on the historical accounts of Philo, Josephus, Eusebius, and the Jewish Midrash, a collection of interpretative studies of the Bible. What DeMille fails to mention is that Philo and the others all lived more than a millennium after the events in the Bible’s Book of Exodus, on which the movie is primarily based. He also omits other, less profound sources for the film listed in the credits, including romance novels like Dorothy Clarke Wilson’s Prince of Egypt, J. H. Ingraham’s Pillar of Fire, and A. E. Southon’s On Eagle’s Wings.
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Moses (Charlton Heston) has his hands full in The Ten Commandments trying to get the people of Israel to follow some simple rules and regulations.


The events and characters described in the Book of Exodus are not corroborated by any other contemporary records. The closest reference is a stone tablet dating from the reign of Merneptah, the son of the Egyptian Pharaoh Ramses II, which suggests that around 1215 B.C. the people of Israel settled in Canaan, which became the homeland of the Hebrew people. DeMille accurately sets the story of The Ten Commandments in the reign of Ramses II, which would be consistent with the time frame of Merneptah’s stone tablet, or stela. Contemporary, nonbiblical documents also show that Ramses’ father, Seti I, made extensive use of forced labor to build his treasure city of Avaris, which is consistent with DeMille’s depiction, however overwrought, of long-suffering Hebrew construction workers in Egypt. Other Egyptian records mention a group named “Apiru,” an approximation of “ivri,” the Hebrew word for “Hebrew,” were used to build the Pharaoh’s treasure cities.


The Bible undramatically gives Moses only one love interest, his wife, the Midianite Sephora. Relying on romance novels rather scripture, DeMille injects a totally fictitious relationship between Moses and Ramses’ future wife, Nefretiri, who first loves Moses, then vows revenge after he spurns her for a higher calling—leading his people out of Egyptian bondage to the Promised Land. Historical records indicate Nefretiri was one of Ramses’ wives, but a romantic triangle involving them and Moses owes everything to DeMille’s reliance on romance novels and nothing to biblical or contemporary sources.


DeMille ignored the Bible when it said that Pharaoh died when Moses closed the Red Sea after parting it to allow the Hebrews to escape. In the film, Pharaoh, played by Yul Brynner, survives—a strange development in a melodrama, where the bad guy usually dies at the end.


The director also gives Moses (Charlton Heston) spurious authorship of the first five books of the Bible, the Pentateuch, based on Jewish and Christian tradition, even though the Bible makes no mention of Moses’ contribution to those books. His authorship is implied in the film when Moses, just before his death, hands the five scrolls of the Pentateuch to his brother Joshua for safekeeping. (In the film, Joshua accompanies his brother on the flight from Egypt. In the Bible, he appears later.)


What The Ten Commandments lacked in accuracy, it made up for with spectacle. Twelve thousand extras and fifteen thousand animals at one point in the film covered a three-mile area, and the director had to issue commands standing on a crane, using a public address system.


James Thurber said of DeMille’s lavish production, “It makes you realize what God could have done if He’d had the money.”
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The Last Temptation of Christ
(1988)


Directed by Martin Scorsese


Written by Paul Schrader, Nikos Kazantzakis (novel)


CAST


Willem Dafoe (Jesus)


Harvey Keitel (Judas)


Paul Greco (Zealot)


Steve Shill (Centurion)


Verna Bloom (Mary, Mother of Jesus)


Barbara Hershey (Mary Magdalene)


Not since Vanessa Redgrave appeared to fellate a crucified Christ during a sacrilegious fantasy sequence in The Devils in 1970 has a film raised the hackles of devout Christians as much as The Last Temptation of Christ did in 1988. The opening disclaimer that it was not based on the Gospels did not mollify the Christian fundamentalists who picketed theaters and claimed that the production was a conspiracy of Jewish studio executives—in particular Universal chairman Lew Wasserman—whose home was also picketed. Blockbuster Video refused to stock the film when it came out on VHS, and South Africa banned it outright. Italy brought criminal charges against the film’s director, Martin Scorsese, who stood trial and was acquitted on obscenity and blasphemy charges. An unsuccessful lawsuit that attempted to ban the film in Pennsylvania went all the way to the U.S. Supreme Court.


So what about The Last Temptation of Christ generated so much wrath? There was so much to object to, where to begin? For starters, Paul Schrader’s script closely follows the novel by Nikos Kazantzakis, whose Jesus is a modern hero torn between earthly desires and his divine mission. Schrader wanted to avoid famous lines from the Bible, and the modern day vernacular he substituted enraged fundamentalists as being disrespectful or worse. Scorsese not only defended the use of contemporary language, but promoted it, saying, “The Last Temptation of Christ will push the concept of Jesus into the 21st century.”


Scorsese’s Jesus is a man racked by self-doubt. Before the Sermon on the Mount, he obsesses, “What if I say the wrong thing?” He begins the sermon with a stumbling apology, which one critic said made Jesus sound like a Method actor: “Umm, uh, I’m sorry. I’m going to tell you a story. . . .”


In one of many fantasy sequences, Jesus says, “I give my heart to you, [Mary Magdalene],” then literally pulls his heart out of his body. He rejects his mother, Mary, saying, “I don’t have a mother. I have a father. In heaven.” Instead of the Bible’s famous line Jesus used to stop an adulterous woman from being stoned (“Let he among you who is without sin cast the first stone. . . .”), he says in the film, “Who has never sinned here?” In another fantasy sequence, naked women shimmy around St. John the Baptist. In the film, the young Jesus is a collaborationist who uses his carpentry skills to build crosses for Roman crucifixions. Jesus suffers convulsive headaches as he wrestles with the decision to accept his role as the redeemer who must die for our sins. “I lied, I am afraid. Lucifer is inside me!” Jesus exclaims. Evangelical critics complained that Scorsese’s Jesus was a “wimp.”


Other biblical figures also get a makeover. When Jesus brings Lazarus back from the dead, an observer asks him to compare being alive to being dead, and he replies, “I was a little surprised. There isn’t that much difference.” Before performing Lazarus’ resurrection, Jesus appears afraid to enter the dead man’s tomb until Lazarus’ arms protrude from the entrance and drag him in. Instead of a glorious apparition, Lazarus is a smelly, half-rotting corpse of a man. The film’s Judas is a hero, not the traitor who betrays Christ to the Romans for thirty pieces of silver. One scene shows the two men asleep under a tree in each other’s arms, leaving the viewer to decide if their nap is platonic or homoerotic. With Jesus’ prodding, a reluctant Judas turns him in so he can fulfill his mission on the cross. Judas insists this act is tougher than Jesus’ death. As for Jesus’ work making crosses for the Romans, Judas yells at him, “You’re a coward! You’re a disgrace!” Critics and the faithful lambasted Harvey Keitel’s Judas for speaking with a Bronx accent and acting like a Mafia wiseguy. (“The other day, you said, someone hits you, you turn the other cheek. I didn’t like that,” Judas says in reproach.) Judas sports a fake bulbous nose and an ill-fitting red wig. When a lion approaches Jesus during his temptation in the desert, the animal speaks with Harvey Keitel’s voice and asks, “Don’t you rekonnize me?” These 20th century intrusions and revisions irritated believers who consider the Bible a literal revelation of God’s word. But the biggest offense that sent the faithful to the picket lines was a fantasy sequence more ribald than Redgrave’s wet dream sequence in The Devils, re-creating the most iconic moment in Christ’s life, his crucifixion.


Jesus’ last temptation occurs on the cross, when Lucifer in the form of a beautiful young female angel offers to get him off the hook and off the cross. Jesus accepts the offer, escapes crucifixion, and marries his long-time love, Mary Magdalene. Although discreetly shot from a distance, a scene showing Jesus making love to his wife caused the most protest. But the alleged blasphemy didn’t stop with Jesus setting up house with a former prostitute. After bearing several of Jesus’ children, Mary Magdalene dies, and Jesus welcomes Lazarus’ sisters, Mary and Martha, into his bed! The satanic angel removes any guilty qualms about this by telling Jesus, “All women are as one.”


Jesus grows old and happy. On his deathbed, Judas reappears, scolding him for forsaking his mission and revealing that the flaxen-haired angel is really Lucifer. Jesus then rejects his happy retirement and returns to the cross.


Despite this redeeming act of piety, the Christian right was not charmed, and a fundamentalist preacher from Tupelo, Mississippi, the Reverend Donald Wildomon, called for a national boycott of the film, the studio that produced it, and the studio’s other enterprises and products. The boycott got ugly when some picketers carried placards that included anti-Semitic slurs against the Jewish executives at Universal, which bankrolled the film after a terrified Paramount pulled the plug during pre-production. (The script was such a hot potato, Sylvester Stallone, Robert De Niro, Eric Roberts, and others turned down the title role.)


Not everyone in the religious community found the film objectionable. A Catholic bishop, Anthony Bosco of Greensburg, Pennsylvania, decried the picketers because they only brought the film more publicity. Indeed they did. The $7 million art film seemed to prove Henry Ford’s belief that there is no such thing as bad publicity. The public outcry stimulated public interest, and when huge lines formed outside theaters on opening day, they were ticket buyers, not picketers. On only nine screens, The Last Temptation of Christ grossed a whopping $400,000 during its opening weekend as the more curious than devout flocked to see for themselves what all the brouhaha had been about. However, mixed to poisonous reviews and word of mouth soon nailed the picture, which disappeared from theaters after three months with a total gross of only $8 million, barely enough to cover the cost of making it. While condemning the film for showing Jesus capable of sin, Bishop Bosco liked the ending that had infuriated his peers. “The key concept, however, is that despite his struggle with the thought of crucifixion, Christ ultimately rejects the temptation and freely accepts his death on the cross in order to redeem humanity,” Bosco said. But despite his approval of its message, he still advised his flock to skip the movie. “The sex in this dream sequence is probably rather subdued by modern day film standards but would probably be considered objectionable by many, even if the Christ-figure were not involved,” Bosco wrote in a letter to fellow bishops. “Is the film blasphemous? That is a judgment call” the Bishop refused to make.


Liberal Protestants defended the film. The Reverend Charles Bergstrom, a Lutheran and former chairman of the People for the American Way, said, “I was not offended in any way Scripture was used and applied. Obviously, a lot of imagination about what might have been done and said was used, but sermons in church also do that.” The Episcopal Bishop of New York, the Reverend Paul Moore, was one of the few in the religious community who gave the film two thumbs up and recommended it to his congregation. “The movie is artistically excellent and theologically sound,” Moore said after Universal screened the film for religious leaders. Fundamentalist leaders declined the studio’s screening invitation, and much of their protests were based on earlier drafts of the screenplay, which contained lines that didn’t make it into the movie, such as Jesus saying to Mary Magdalene, “God sleeps between your legs.” (In one draft, Jesus also blames himself for Mary Magdalene becoming a prostitute because he called off their engagement.)


Overwhelmed by the controversy, the director reiterated the film’s opening disclaimer: “It’s not the literal truth of the Bible. It’s a work of fiction.” Scorsese defended his all too human hero, saying, “If He’s God, when He had temptation brought in front of him, it was easy—He was God, it was easy to reject it. But if He has the human foibles, if He has all the parts of human nature that we have, then it was just as tough for Him as it is for us.


“I didn’t want a Christ who glows in the dark.”
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Gladiator
(2000)


Directed by Ridley Scott


Written by David H. Franzoni


CAST


Russell Crowe (Maximus Decimus Meridius)


Joaquin Phoenix (Commodus)


Connie Nielson (Lucilla)


Oliver Reed (Proximo)


Richard Harris (Marcus Aurelius)


Derek Jacobi (Gracchus)


The box-office success of Gladiator, with a $184 million gross in the U.S. alone, proves that moviegoers love it when Hollywood makes a spectacle of itself. The archetypes of the biblical and ancient era epics are as classic and compelling as the American Western’s good guys in white and bad boys in black, except the epic hero is usually either a noble gladiator or a stoic general, while the decadent emperor twirls a toga instead of a mustache.


Fifteen hundred years after a pious Christian emperor officially banned them, the Roman games still pack ’em in at the multiplex. The creators of Gladiator touched a national nerve with a 2,000-year-old story of blood and guts and really hungry animals. But for a change, Hollywood actually toned down the nasty nature of the villain. One historian said of the sixteen-year-old Emperor Commodus played by Joaquin Phoenix in Gladiator, “Commodus was one of the few Roman emperors of whom nothing good can be said.” Unlike the Roman spectacles of Cecil B. DeMille, which condemned ancient debauchery by showing in leering detail just how debauched those terrible Romans were, Gladiator’s emperor is virtually celibate, except for some light petting with his grossed out sister, Lucilla, played with by Connie Nielsen with what looks like a permanent migraine. Far from being celibate, the real Commodus went way beyond incest and was an equal opportunity pervert, with two harems comprising 300 boys and girls each. In an unusual departure from wardrobe-as-character, the good guy, the title character Maximus (Aussie actor Russell Crowe), wears black, while Phoenix’ epicene emperor looks positively virginal in one white ensemble after another. Also accurate and something you haven’t seen in other Roman epics, women duke it out in the arena, an innovation introduced by that feminist madman Nero. In Gladiator, the ladies are buff, chariot-chauffeured-Diana-type huntresses who dispatch male adversaries with bow and arrow.


For the sake of dramatic economy, Commodus fights only once in the film, with fatal results. The real emperor fancied himself a jock and a killer and appeared in the arena 735 times, bankrupting the treasury of Rome by charging it 25,000 pieces of silver per title bout. Unlike in the film, where he loses his one and only match, his real-life adversaries were so intimidated to be fighting a “living god” that they always threw the fight, which may explain Commodus’ 735 and 0 record. The Jewish politician Herodian cynically explained the emperor’s impressive fight card: “In his gladiatorial combats, he defeated his opponents with ease, and he did no more than wound them, since they all submitted to him, but only because they knew he was the emperor, not because he was truly a gladiator.”


Sometimes to make absolutely certain he won—or maybe to pump up his win-loss ratio—Commodus tossed handicapped victims into the arena, arming these paraplegics with sponges that were painted to resemble rocks, then shot arrows at them. Commodus also used blood the way others employ cologne. He liked to rub the blood of his victims on his clothes and hair. One historian wrote, “Never did he appear in public without being stained with blood.” Gladiator omitted the emperor’s signature toilette, perhaps feeling it was too ghastly to be credible.


The emperor met a more prosaic end than the creative ones he concocted for his victims. Commodus was strangled in his bathtub by his best friend, a professional wrestler named Narcissus. In Gladiator, Maximus guts Commodus like a fat flounder in the arena, literally hoisting the emperor on his own petard, a more dramatic end than perishing in a bathtub, which is not nearly as cinematic as being stabbed in the neck in the arena as thousands of members of the Screen Extras Guild feign bloodlust for their $75 per diem.


For all its realistic touches, like a computer generated Colosseum that for the first time in film history depicts the arena as a four-story behemoth and not the rotting, two-story ruin it is today, Gladiator bows to modern sensibilities in an effort to attract a contemporary audience. The Wall Street Journal reported that director Ridley Scott treats the mano a mano bouts in the Colosseum like “World Wrestling Federation” extravaganzas—only with better hair and makeup. Better dialogue too.


The Roman historian Dion Cassius claimed Commodus poisoned his father with wine, the wise and maxim-quoting philosopher-emperor Marcus Aurelius. To more dramatic effect, in Gladiator Commodus clutches his father to his breast in what seems like a filial touch that turns into fatal asphyxiation, drawing him to his bosom in a smothering embrace. Modern historians speculate that the aging Marcus Aurelius may have died of the plague, which was endemic in Rome at the time. Ancient historians were more polemicists than reporters and loved a dramatic fiction over a literal yawn as much as their cinematic heirs two millennia later, so they went with the poisoned wine conspiracy theory.


To play the muscular title character, Method actor Russell Crowe found it hard to lose the 35 pounds he had gained to play the zaftig whistle-blower for his Oscar-nominated performance in The Insider. But he managed to drop the weight and morph his body into something the pre-gubernatorial Jesse “The Body” Ventura might have felt proud to display in the ring. But Crowe didn’t want the verisimilitude to stop with chiseled pecs and baseball-shaped biceps. The back story revealed that his Roman general Maximus hailed from Iberia, today’s Spain, and Crowe wanted to play Maximus with a Spanish accent. “Like Antonio Banderas only with better elocution,” he said. Director Ridley Scott overruled his star and insisted on a linguistically incorrect Old Vic shtik, or as the hard-drinking Crowe described the lingua antiqua he ended up using—“the Royal Shakespeare Company after a few pints.”
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The Fall of the Roman Empire
(1964)


Directed by Anthony Mann


Written by Ben Barzman, Basilio Franchina


CAST


Sophia Loren (Lucilla)


Stephen Boyd (Livius)


Alec Guinness (Marcus Aurelius)


James Mason (Timonides)


Christopher Plummer (Commodus)


Anthony Quayle (Verulus)


John Ireland (Ballomar)


Omar Sharif (Sohamus)


Mel Ferrer (Cleander)


Eric Porter (Julianus)


With its 1960s bouffant hairdos, troweled-on mascara, and permed patricians, The Fall of the Roman Empire looks like Gladiator’s tacky twin and covers the same time period. Without computers to create a digitized Rome, but with an inflation-adjusted budget even bigger than Gladiator’s, the production built an entire Roman Forum from scratch, with no fusty ruins anachronistically sitting in for structures that would have been in mint condition at the time. (People who keep track of such things say the Forum set was the biggest ever constructed, and The Fall of the Roman Empire also holds the record for most extras.)
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Lucilla (Sophia Loren) nurses her dying father, the Emperor Marcus Aurelius (Alec Guinness), while her boyfriend Livius (Stephen Boyd) nurses really bad razor burn in The Fall of the Roman Empire.


As if the story of the saintly Marcus Aurelius and his psycho heir Commodus didn’t have enough inherent drama, and just as Gladiator felt compelled to interject a fictional character, Maximus, The Fall of the Roman Empire revolves around a fictional rival to Commodus’ throne, Livius (Stephen Boyd), and a troubled romance between Livius and Commodus’ real life sister, Lucilla, played like a pagan saint by a perpetually tearful Sophia Loren, who should have gone easy on the glycerin eyedrops.


While Livius’ and Commodus’ (Christopher Plummer) curly hairdos look just like classic Roman statues’ coifs, the director bowed to 1960s tastes when he allowed one of the most beautiful women in the movies, Loren, to look as though she just stepped off the cover of Vogue for a location shoot in ancient Rome. The slavish close-ups of her watery eyes exacerbate the modern look of tweezed eyebrows and mascara so heavily applied it almost manages to obscure Loren’s enormous doe eyes.
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Statue of Marcus Aurelius Antoninus, Roman Emperor (121-180 A.D.). Courtesy of The Library of Congress.


Loren’s Lucilla is a chaste romantic who only has eyes for the unavailable Livius (he’s too busy fighting Commodus’ inept rule to spend quality time with her), but the real Lucilla resembled another famous Roman temptress, the Empress Messalina, who like Lucilla had a yen for group sex that rivaled Clara Bow’s.


As in Gladiator, Commodus kills his father, Marcus Aurelius (Alec Guinness), although in this go-round he uses poison, not asphyxiation. The historical jury is still out on whether Marcus Aurelius died of natural causes like the plague or was murdered, although the identity of his possible murderer has never been established except by tabloid historians like Dion Cassius, who poisoned his account of imperial Rome because he preferred the ancien regime of the Roman Republic.
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Braveheart
(1995)


Directed by Mel Gibson


Written by Randall Wallace


CAST


Mel Gibson (William Wallace)


Patrick McGoohan (King Edward I)


Sophie Marceau (Princess Isabelle)


Peter Hanly (Prince Edward)


James Robinson II (Young William)


Sean Lawlor (Malcolm Wallace)


Sandy Nelson (John Wallace)


If director/star Mel Gibson and screenwriter Randall Wallace played fast and loose with William Wallace’s life in Braveheart, they might be excused because so few documented facts about the warrior who briefly united Scotland against English invaders in the 13th and 14th centuries exist.


Much of the film’s story is based on an epic poem written by a minstrel called Blind Harry. Harry was not only blind, but not a great source for Wallace’s life, since the minstrel poet lived almost three hundred years after the legendary hero.


Little is known of the historical Wallace. Born the son of a Scottish knight, Sir Malcolm Wallace, a minor member of the gentry, William made his first recorded appearance in history after Edward I of England deposed the Scottish king John Balliol and made himself king of the Scots in 1296. A year later, Wallace and 30 followers rose up in revolt, burned the town of Lanark and killed the English sheriff.


Wallace entered legend when he defeated a far larger English army under the command of the Earl of Surrey at Forth, Scotland, in 1297. Later that year, he invaded Northern England, but neglected to occupy the forts he decimated, then returned to Scotland where he was knighted and named Guardian of the Kingdom and regent in Balliol’s absence.


Edward I had been campaigning in France when he learned of Wallace’s victories and rushed back to England. His superior force of archers and cavalry easily beat Wallace’s primitive spear chuckers at the Battle of Falkirk in Scotland. Wallace’s reputation as a warrior was ruined, and he spent the rest of his life fighting small guerilla skirmishes with the English until his capture near Glasgow in 1305. He was brought to London, tried for treason despite his valid argument that he had never sworn allegiance to Edward I, and was executed. The manner of his execution was ghoulish but typical of the times. He was hanged, but cut down before he died, then disemboweled with his organs burned in front of him, castrated, then in what by that point must have seemed like an act of mercy, beheaded.


To this bare-bones record of bravery and butchery, the director and screenwriter injected fictional romances and a homophobic subplot that had gay activists screaming about the portrayal of Edward’s son as a screaming queen.


The film portrays Gibson’s Wallace as a shaggy, war-painted barbarian when in reality he was a member of the aristocracy who rose to rule Scotland for a brief time. According to historian David Reid of the State University of New York at Stony Brook, Gibson also got the makeup and home furnishings wrong. Like Medieval Mad Maxes, Mel and his boys wear blue face and body warpaint, de rigueur in the British Isles of Julius Caesar but passé in 13th century Scotland. Professor Reid, a Scottish emigrant, says, “They had 13th century Scots dressing up as Britons of the 1st century B.C.! Julius Caesar described their blue warpaint in The Gallic Wars.”


Reid also says the film’s architecture seems to have come from some time machine, housing the Scots in cozy, fireplace-furnished “crofts,” or Highland cottages, circa the 18th not 13th century. Wallace’s contemporaries would have lived in “ ‘black houses,’ without fireplaces, just holes in the roof for smoke to get out of,” Reid says.


Braveheart is also a revenge movie, with Gibson as a Celtic Rambo who begins his rebellion against the English for personal rather than patriotic reasons. It’s only after his wife is raped and murdered by an English soldier (though there’s no record of this) that he decides to make war on the English.


The other romance in the film contains a glaring anachronism, although it’s easy to see why the screenwriter injected the fictional affair between Wallace and the Princess of Wales, since among other things it allows Wallace, even in defeat, to have the last word, so to speak, in the war between England and Scotland.


One critic complained about the plot invention that has Edward I employ his daughter-in-law, Isabelle, the French-born Princess of Wales, as go-between in his negotiations with Wallace. Historians note that a woman in 13th century Europe would never have been used as an emissary in an era when such duties were handled by men. Madame Ambassador would have to wait for the advent of Clare Boothe Luce.


Gibson defended the historical accuracy of his film, which won him a best director Oscar and Braveheart four more, including best film. “I would say in broad strokes it’s factual,” Gibson said. “But I don’t think, for example, Wallace fathered Edward III, but it’s feasible.” No, actually, it’s not. The real Princess Isabelle was a child of six and lived in France at the time the film has her relaying messages between her father-in-law and her lover.


During one of these fictional missions, Isabelle falls in love with Wallace and becomes pregnant with his child. In the film’s most gripping scene, the villainous Edward I, paralyzed and speechless after a stroke, lies impotent in bed while Isabelle whispers in his ear that Wallace’s son, not Edward’s, will one day rule England. The immobilized king, whom the film has portrayed as a genocidal psychopath, can only grunt and twitch in fury at the news of his heir’s true paternity.


While historians quibbled about fictional additions like those, gay activists condemned the depiction of another character, Edward I’s son, whose portrayal was based on fact. The future Edward II, who was indeed homosexual, was eventually disemboweled by homophobic courtiers. Although not depicted in the film because it took place after Braveheart’s story ends, the murder had an ironic symbolism that focused on the offending part of the king’s anatomy. In what must be history’s most grotesque example of lèse majesté, the assassins rammed a red-hot poker up the king’s anus so there would be no physical evidence of foul play. Contemporary accounts by viewers of the king’s open casket describe a face transfigured by indescribable pain. That’s one bit of historical trivia we won’t see re-created in a film unless Pasolini comes back from the grave.


The filmmakers take the historical fact of Edward’s homosexuality and turn him into an effeminate, feckless youth and the butt of much humor. Worse, in a scene played for laughs, Edward I, who despises his son’s sexual orientation and homosexual hangers-on, throws his son’s male lover out the window to his death. There is no historical record of such a royal defenestration.


Long before Braveheart made it into movie theaters, Mel Gibson was the gay community’s bête noire for homophobic statements he allegedly made in an interview with a Spanish publication. The film only worsened his relationship with gay activists, who demonstrated outside theaters in nine cities, including Los Angeles and New York.


“The Edward II character in Braveheart is a throwback to the classic celluloid ‘queer’ played for laughs as a simpering weakling,” Ellen Carton, executive director of GLAAD (the Gay & Lesbian Alliance Against Defamation), said in calling for the demonstrations. “The film’s Edward II provides excessive comic relief; he’s shown wearing a dress and lipstick and the audience is cued to laugh every time he appears with his male lover. As if that weren’t offensive enough, in an entirely unnecessary [and invented] scene, Edward’s father casts the male companion out of a window to his death to the audience’s applause.”


It didn’t mollify gay critics that the hero is eventually disemboweled as Edward would later be, and the depiction of his grisly death elicited derision for its unlikelihood. The Los Angeles Reader’s film critic, Andy Klein, complained that no one could behave so heroically while having his intestines scooped out: “Wallace, in mid-disembowelment, cries out ‘Freedom!’ loud enough for the mob’s back row to hear. The idea that any disembowelee, even a stalwart fellow like Wallace, could yell at the top of his lungs, even as his entrails are being ripped pell-mell from his thorax, is simply too much.” One aspect of Wallace’s execution was too much for the squeamish director, who didn’t even hint at, much less show, the portion of the execution that included castration. Ouch!
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The Passion of Joan of Arc
(1928)


Directed by Carl Theodor Dreyer


Written by Joseph Delteil, Carl Theodor Dreyer


CAST


Maria Falconetti (Jeanne d’Arc)


Eugene Silvain (Eveque Pierre Cauchon)


Antonin Artaud (Jean Massieu)


Michel Simon (Judge Jean Lemaitre)


Maurice Schutz (Nicolas Loyseleur)





Joan of Arc
(1948)


Directed by Victor Fleming


Written by Maxwell Anderson, Andrew Solt


CAST


Ingrid Bergman (Joan of Arc)


Jose Ferrer (Dauphin, Charles V)


Francis L. Sullivan (Pierre Cauchon)


J. Carrol Naish (Count John of Luxembourg)


Ward Bond (La Hire)


Shepperd Strudwick (Father Jean Massieu)


Gene Lockhart (Georges la Tremouille)


Leif Erickson (Jean Dunois)


Cecil Kellaway (Jean Le Maistre)





Saint Joan
(1957)


Directed by Otto Preminger


Written by Graham Greene, George Bernard Shaw (play)



CAST



Jean Seberg (Saint Joan)


Richard Widmark (The Dauphin)


Richard Todd (Dunois)


John Gielgud (Warwick)


Felix Aylmer (Inquisitor)


Archie Duncan (Robert de Baudricourt)


Harry Andrews (John de Stogumber)





The Messenger: The Story of Joan of Arc
(1999)


Directed by Luc Besson
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