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SpecialIntroduction | Driver Martha Driver Pace University Writing About Medieval Movies: Authe nticity and
HistoryWhy use filmto teach students about the Middle Ages? Here are some reasons:ina culture that
values the visual overthe printed page, filmkeeps medieval historyand heroes alive,topical,and under
discussion,sometimes heated discussion. Filmis a central partofour entertainment culture thatinvolves a
range ofpeople,oftenourstudents,informaland informaldialogues about moraland socialissues. Filmis
interpretative, justas scholarship, historyand primarysources themselves are interpretative. With film, in
particular,one is generallyconscious (ifone is watching consciously) ofintentional and uninte ntional
anachronism, and the imposing of contemporarysocialorpolitical values onthe past. This might disturb the
teacherofhistoryorliterature who hopes formore realistic ortruerrepresentation, fordocumentaryrather
than fantasy. Openness to avarietyof presentations, however, whetherof medieval works ofartorof

moments in medieval historyorofstories popularinthe Middle Ages canfreshenourhistorical
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perspectives,awakening us as well to the cultural attitudes and agendas underpinning the interpretations.
Inotherwords, movies are multivalenced, telling us simultaneouslyabout the distant pastand about more
recentevents and social attitudes. This tendencyto recastanolderstoryinlight of currenttastes orto
address contemporaryissues underthe guise ofhistoricalrepresentationis not, infact, new. When
examining the illuminated pages ofa medievalThe images are charming and sanitized, similar to the Book of
Hours, forexample the Trés Riches Heures, thescrubbed version ofhistorical films produced in Hollywood
Grimani Breviary or the Da Costa Hours, deluxe manu-inthe 1940s and 1950s, in which the Middle Ages are
prescripts produced forwealthy patrons, we notice bothrealis-sented as "bright, clean,noble, sporting,
and merry." Contic details and idealized elements. Buildings and imple ments,ventions ofre presentation,
readilyrecognizable iconography, forinstance, are oftenrealisticallyrendered while intheand
reaffirmations ofsocialstereotypes were apparently as farming scenes thatillustrate the calendar portions
ofthesepopularinthe calendarpages of Books of Hours as theytexts, the costumes ofthe peasants are
brightlycolored, thewere to be lateronfilm, types ofvisual shorthand promoting women's aprons crisply
white and clean. Theirhands andidealized scenes ofdaily life. faces, no matter the task athand, whether
slaughtering orCompare, forexample, the sweeping (and immaculate) grape-picking, appearfreshly
washed. Suchpictures were, ofstage sets ofSir Laurence Olivier's 1944 film ofHenryV course, painted for the
pleasure ofthe books'noble owners.withthe mu;;yout;oorfoOtage ofKennethBranagh's 1989 Vol. 29.1-
2(1999) 15 Driver!Special Introductionversion. Olivier's filmgives anidealized heroic account of the Battle
ofAgincourt, while Branagh's visionis more gruesome, violent, and to us, realistic, reflecting another
stereotype thatthe Middle Ages were "dark, dirty, violent...unstable orthreatening."1Justas our
perceptions ofrealism, of historical-ness,in medievalartare shaped byvisualconventions, so too with
films. As film critic Jonathan Rosenbaum recently commented to me, "ltdoesn't matterifthe historical
details ofthe film are authentic. Theyjust have to look authentic to the audience."2 Authenticityis a
conventionofcostume drama, partofthe visuallanguage inthe re-creation ofhistoryonscreen. Articles in
these two volumes ofthe medievalissue of Film & History discuss the wayinwhichvarious medievaltales or
histories have found theirwayinto twe ntie th-ce ntury film, the tensions betweenthe medievalstoryand the
wayit has beenimagined bythe film-makers, and the uses teachers, students and scholars might make of
these dialogues across time. Inthe opening essayinissue one, "Looking atthe Middle Ages inthe Cinema,"
David John Williams, one ofthe great writers onthe subjectofmedieval movies, argues thatfilmcanstand as
a kind ofhistoryalongside the writing of professional historians, giving us glimpses into the past, whichis
otherwise only available throughtexts,documents and artifacts. Film provides animaginative immediacy

and reality, a luminous world we physicallyenterby...
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