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Discussion Document

 

In this brief extract, Robert Rosenstone, who was one of the most influential thinkers on the matter, 

sums up the potential and pitfalls of representing history on film. 

When historians think of history on film, what probably comes to mind is what we might call the 

Hollywood historical drama like Reds, or its European counterpart, The Return of Martin Guerre 

(1983) – the big-budget production  in which costumes, ‘authentic’ sets and locations, and well-

known actors take precedence over attempts at historical accuracy. Such works in truth fall into a 

genre that one might label ‘historical romance.’ Like all genres, this one locks both filmmaker and 

audience into a series of conventions whose demands – for a love interest, physical action, personal 

confrontation, movement toward a climax and denouement – are all guaranteed to leave the 

historian of the period crying foul. 

Yet this need not be so. In principle, there is no reason why one cannot make a dramatic feature set 

in the past about all kinds of historical topics – individual lives, community conflicts, social 

movements, the rise of a king to power, revolutions, or warfare – that will stay within the bounds of 

historical accuracy, at least to the extent that one need not resort to invented characters or 

incidents. If, by its very nature, the dramatic film will include human conflict and will shape its 

material in accordance with some conventions of story-telling, this does not entirely differentiate it 

from much written history. One may argue that film tends to highlight individuals rather than 

movements or the impersonal processes that are often the subject of written history, yet we must 

not forget that it is possible to make films that avoid the glorification of the individual and present 

the group as protagonist. This was certainly one of the aims and accomplishments of Soviet 

filmmakers in the 1920s in their search for non-bourgeois modes of representation. If the best 

known of their works – Sergei Eisenstein’s Battleship Potemkin (1925) and October (1927) – are for 

political reasons skewed as history, they certainly provide useful models for ways to present 

collective historical moments. 

What are the contrasts, however, between film as dramatic feature and an history book in 

representing the past? What do the two forms bring to the table?  

To represent history in a dramatic feature rather than a written text does involve some important 

trade-offs. The amount of traditional data that can be presented on the screen in a two-hour film (or 

even an eight-hour mini-series) will always be so skimpy compared to a written version covering the 

same ground that a professional historian may feel intellectually starved. Yet the inevitable thinning 
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of date on the screen does not of itself make for poor history. On many historical topics one can find 

shirt and long and longer works, for the amount of detail used in a historical argument partakes of 

the arbitrary or is at least dependent on the aims of one’s project. . . . 

If short on traditional data, film does easily capture elements of life that we might wish to designate 

as another kind of data. Film lets us see landscapes, hear sounds, witness strong emotions as they 

are expressed with body and face, or view physical conflict between individuals and groups. Without 

denigrating the power of the written word, one can claim for each medium unique powers of 

representation. It seems, indeed, no exaggeration to insist that for a mass audience (and I suspect 

for an academic elite as well) film can most directly render the look and feel of all sorts of historical 

particulars and situations – farm workers dwarfed by immense western prairies and mountains, or 

miners struggling in the darkness of their pits, or millworkers moving to the rhythms of their 

machines, or civilians sitting hopelessly in the bombed-out streets of cities. Film can plunge is into 

the drama of confrontations in courtroom or legislature, the simultaneous, overlapping realities of 

war and revolution, the intense confusion of men in battle. Yet, in doing all this, in favouring the 

visual and emotional data while simultaneously playing down the analytical, the motion picture is 

subtly – and in ways we do not yet know how to measure or describe – altering our very sense of the 

past. 

Robert Rosenstone (1988), ‘History in Images/History in Words: Reflections on the Possibility of 

Really Putting History onto Film’, American Historical Review, 93 (5), pp. 1178-9. 


