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S pe cial Introduction | Drive r Martha Drive r Pace  Unive rs ity Writing  About Me die val Movie s : Authe nticity and
His tory Why us e  film to  te ach s tude nts  about the  Middle  Ag e s ?  He re  are  s ome  re as ons : in a culture  that
value s  the  vis ual ove r the  printe d pag e , film ke e ps  me die val his tory and he roe s  alive , topical, and unde r
dis cus s ion, s ome time s  he ate d dis cus s ion. Film is  a ce ntral part of our e nte rtainme nt culture  that involve s  a
rang e  of pe ople , o e n our s tude nts , in formal and informal dialog ue s  about moral and s ocial is s ue s . Film is
inte rpre tative , jus t as  s cholars hip, his tory and primary s ource s  the ms e lve s  are  inte rpre tative . With film, in
particular, one  is  g e ne rally cons cious  (if one  is  watching  cons cious ly) of inte ntional and uninte ntional
anachronis m, and the  impos ing  of conte mporary s ocial or political value s  on the  pas t. This  mig ht dis turb the
te ache r of his tory or lite rature  who hope s  for more  re alis tic  or true r re pre s e ntation, for docume ntary rathe r
than fantas y. Ope nne s s  to  a varie ty of pre s e ntations , howe ve r, whe the r of me die val works  of art or of
mome nts  in me die val his tory or of s torie s  popular in the  Middle  Ag e s  can fre s he n our his torical
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pe rs pe ctive s , awake ning  us  as  we ll to  the  cultural attitude s  and ag e ndas  unde rpinning  the  inte rpre tations .
In othe r words , movie s  are  multivale nce d, te lling  us  s imultane ous ly about the  dis tant pas t and about more
re ce nt e ve nts  and s ocial attitude s . This  te nde ncy to  re cas t an olde r s tory in lig ht of curre nt tas te s  or to
addre s s  conte mporary is s ue s  unde r the  g uis e  of his torical re pre s e ntation is  not, in fact, ne w. Whe n
e xamining  the  illuminate d pag e s  of a me die valThe  imag e s  are  charming  and s anitiz e d, s imilar to  the  Book of
Hours , for e xample  the  Trè s  Riche s  He ure s , the s crubbe d ve rs ion ofhis torical films  produce d in Hollywood
G rimani Bre viary or the  Da Cos ta Hours , de luxe  manu-in the  19 40 s  and 19 50 s , in which the  Middle  Ag e s  are
pre s cripts  produce d for we althy patrons , we  notice  both re alis -s e nte d as  "brig ht, c le an, noble , s porting ,
and me rry." Contic  de tails  and ide aliz e d e le me nts . Building s  and imple me nts ,ve ntions  ofre pre s e ntation,
re adily re cog niz able  iconog raphy, for ins tance , are  o e n re alis tically re nde re d while  in the and
re a irmations  of s ocial s te re otype s  we re  appare ntly as  farming  s ce ne s  that illus trate  the  cale ndar portions
of the s e popular in the  cale ndar pag e s  of Books  of Hours  as  the y te xts , the  cos tume s  of the  pe as ants  are
brig htly colore d, the we re  to  be  late r on film, type s  ofvis ual s horthand promoting  wome n's  aprons  cris ply
white  and cle an. The ir hands  andide aliz e d s ce ne s  of daily life . face s , no matte r the  tas k athand, whe the r
s laug hte ring  orCompare , for e xample , the  s we e ping  (and immaculate ) g rape -picking , appe ar fre s hly
was he d. S uch picture s  we re , ofs tag e  s e ts  ofS ir Laure nce  Olivie r's  19 44 film ofHe nry V cours e , painte d for the
ple as ure  o he  books ' noble  owne rs .with the  mu¿¿y out¿oor f0 0 tag e  ofKe nne th Branag h's  19 89  Vol. 29 .1-
2(19 9 9 ) 1 5 Drive r !S pe cial Introduction ve rs ion. Olivie r's  film g ive s  an ide aliz e d he roic  account of the  Battle
ofAg incourt, while  Branag h's  vis ion is  more  g rue s ome , viole nt, and to  us , re alis tic , re fle cting  anothe r
s te re otype  that the  Middle  Ag e s  we re  "dark, dirty, viole nt...uns table  or thre ate ning ."1 Jus t as  our
pe rce ptions  of re alis m, of his torical-ne s s , in me die val art are  s hape d by vis ual conve ntions , s o  too with
films . As  film critic  Jonathan Ros e nbaum re ce ntly comme nte d to  me , "It doe s n't matte r if the  his torical
de tails  of the  film are  authe ntic. The y jus t have  to  look authe ntic  to  the  audie nce ."2 Authe nticity is  a
conve ntion ofcos tume  drama, part of the  vis ual lang uag e  in the  re -cre ation ofhis tory on s cre e n. Article s  in
the s e  two volume s  of the  me die val is s ue  of Film & His tory dis cus s  the  way in which various  me die val tale s  or
his torie s  have  found the ir way into twe ntie th-ce ntury film, the  te ns ions  be twe e n the  me die val s tory and the
way it has  be e n imag ine d by the  film-make rs , and the  us e s  te ache rs , s tude nts  and s cholars  mig ht make  of
the s e  dialog ue s  acros s  time . In the  ope ning  e s s ay in is s ue  one , "Looking  at the  Middle  Ag e s  in the  Cine ma,"
David John Williams , one  of the  g re at write rs  on the  s ubje ct of me die val movie s , arg ue s  that film can s tand as
a kind ofhis tory along s ide  the  writing  of profe s s ional his torians , g iving  us  g limps e s  into  the  pas t, which is
othe rwis e  only available  throug h te xts , docume nts  and artifacts . Film provide s  an imag inative  imme diacy
and re ality, a luminous  world we  phys ically e nte r by...
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