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Ken Burnss Rebirth of a Nation-
Television, Narrative,
and Popular History

striking a Responsive Chord
—

Fdon’t think ithe story of the Civyl Warf can be (old
toooften, I think swrelvit oughi (o be retold for cvery
sencration, P 1
~—HKen Bums, |99
It’s been nearly four years since the phenomenon of The Civil Way premicred
over five consecutive evenings {September 23-27 | 990), amassing a level of
attention unsurpassed in public television history. Ken Burns’s I'1-hour version
of the war between the states acted as 4 kind of lightning rod for 4 new genery-
tion, attracting a Spectrum of opinion that ranged from rapturous enthusiasm to
milder interest in most segments of the viewing public, to outrage over Yankee
Propaganda in a few scattered areas of the south, to hoth praise and eriticigm
from the academy.? Burng employed twenty-tour prominent historians as con-
sultants on thig project, but undcrstandably, notall of these scholars agreed with
everything in the final series. With so many experts, and with a subject the size
and scope of the Civyi] War as the historica) terrain, a certain amount of contro-
versy was unavoidable 3

One historian even concluded his analysis of The Civil War by calling the
series “a flawed masterpiece,” thug evoking the customary judgment of D, W
Griffith’s The Bireh Of a Nation (191 5) that’s been repeated in literally dozens of
general film historjes over the past fifty years. 4 Thisg analogy only goes so far,
however, making more sense on the grounds of shared cinematic brilliance than
ccause of any similarities in outlook and sensibility., Indeed, one of Burns’s
Mtated intentions was to amend the “pernicious myths about the Cjvi] War from
Sirth of 4 Nation to Gone with the Wind, especially in regards to racia) stereo-
Yping and the many other bigoted distortions in plot and imagery.”

Still Birth ofa Nation and The Civil War were similarly indicative of main-
tream publjc opmion during theijr respective eras. For example, Russell Merritt

om Film g History 224 {December 1992, Reprinted with bermission of the editors,
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has argued convincingly that the racisc aspects of Birth of a Nation were any-
thing but the ravings of some “isolated crackpot,” but rather representative of
white America at the time. According to Merritt, Griffith “ateracted his audi-
cace .. because the drama ieself was one . Americans wanted to sec.”® As g
result, Birth of a Nation was embraced by an estimated ten pereent of the U S,
population in its original release, making it the preeminent box-office suceess in
stlent Hlm history.”

The widespread reaction to The Civil War was hikewise lavish and record-
seteing. The initial aim of this essay, in fact, is to examine the unprecedented
response to this series, tocusing specifically on why The Civil War struck such a
spirited chord with a contemporary mass audience. A sccond and related prior-
: ity, morcover, is to analyze Ken Burns's approach to doing history, assessing both
f the historiography ot The Civil War as well as the ilmmaker's relationship to the
practices and goals of traditional scholarship. More than anyone before him,
Ken Burns has transformed the historical documentary into a popular and com-
‘pelling form through the apt though unexpected forum of prime-time television.

The Public Broadcasting System actually achieved its highest ratings when
39 million Americans tuned into at least one episode of The Civil War, averag-
ing more than 14 million viewers each evening.” Interestingly, the viewership
“skew|ed| older, male and upscale,” while nearly half the audience would not
have been watching at all if it had not been for this program.” These inclinations
were also retlected in the range of published responses to The Civil War, even
including political pundits who rarely, if ever, attend to the opening of a major
motion picture ot television serics. George Will, for examiple, wrote: “Our Hiad
has found its Homer . . . if better use has ever been made of television, I have not
seen it.”!Y David Broder and Haynes fohnson weighed in with similar praise.!!

Film and television critics from across the country were equally effusive.
Newsweek reported “a documentary masterpiece”; Time “eloquenlt] . . . a pen-
sive epic”; and U.S. News & World Report “the best Civil War film ever
made.”!* David Thomson in American Film declared that The Civil War “is a
film Walt Whitman might have dreamed.”!? Tom Shales of the Washington
Post remarked: “This is not just good television, nor even just great television.
This is heroic television.”!'* And Monica Mullins of The Boston Herald

informed her readers that “to watch ‘The Civil War’ in its entirety is a rare and
! wonderful privilege.” She thien urged: “You have to keep in mind that the invest-
ment in the program is an investment in yourself, in your knowledge of your
country and its history.”!®

Between 1990 and 1992, accolades for Ken Burns and the series took on
institutional proportions. He won “Producer of the Year” from the Producers
Guild of America; two Emmys (for “Outstanding Information Series” and “Out-
standing Writing Achievement”); a Peabody; a duPont-Columbia Award; 2
Golden Globe; a D. W. Griffith Award; two Grammys; a People’s Choice Award
for “Best Television Mini-Series”; and eight honorary doctorates from various
Amierican colleges and universitics, along with many other recognitions. 16 As
Burns remembers,
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I was tlabbergaseed! | still sort of pinch myself about jr . it's one of the rare
mstances in which something helped stitch the country together, however bricily,
and the fact thay | had a pare in that is juse tremendously satistying .| don't
really know how to putmy finger on it A seneration ago as we celebrated, or tried
to celebrate the centennial, we seemed focused on the battles or e generals, and
the kind of stuff of war, but here we seemed to respond o the human drama and
mavybe it just resonated in a particular way with how we are. | feel a tremendous
sympathy for thig country and somewlere along the line that sympathy must line
up with where we are now and whatever the subjectis, 17

The Civil Way became a phenomenon of popular culture. The SCries wis men-
tioned on episodes of Twin Peaks, Thirtys(mw[hmg, and Suturday Night [ ive
during the 199¢. | 991 television sedason. Ken Burng appeared on The Tonight
Show; and he was selected by the editors of People magazine ag one of their 725
Most intriguing people of 19907 The series also developed into 4 marketing
sensation as the tompanion volume by Knopf, The Civil War: An Hlustrated
History became 3 runaway bestseller; as did the accompanying Warner sound-
track and the nine episode videotaped version from Time-Life,

The Civil War has continued to fascinate Americans for more than 130
years. James M. McPherson, the 1988 Pulitzer Prize-winning author of The
Battle Cry of Freedom estimates that the literature “on the war years alone . .
totals more than 50,000 books and pamphlets 18 Reader interest had actually
been increasing in the five years preceding the debut of The Civil War. 520 of
the 1,450 titles that were still in print in September 1990 had only been published
since 1986. After the premiere of the series, however, tixation with the war
became “higher . . than it has ever been, 719

Several interlocking factors evidently contributed to this extraordinary leve|
of interest, including the quality of The Civij War itself, its accompanying pro-
motional campaign, the momentum of scheduling Sunday through Thursday,
and the synergetic merchandising of ity ancillary products. Most significantly,
though, a new generation of historiang had already begun addressing the war
from the so-called “bottom-up” perspective, underscoring the role of African-
Americans, women, immigrants, workers, farmers, and common soldiers in the
conflict. This fresh emphasis on social and cultural history had revitalized
the Civil War as a subject, adding a more inclusive and human dimension to the
traditional preoccupations with “great men,” transcendent ideals, and batle
Strategies and Statistics. The time wasg again propitious for €reating another
rebirth of the nation on film which included the accessibility of the “bottom-up”
approach. In Ken Burns’s own words, “I realized the power that the war stjj]
exerted over ug.

Shelby Foote was the first contemporary writer to liken the Civil War to the
Hiad in the third volume of hig trilogy, The Civj] War: A Narrative (1974); and hig
intent wag o emphasize how “we draw on it for our notion of ourselves, and our
Artists draw on it for the depiction ofus in the same way that Homer and the later

ramatistsHAcschylus, Sophocles, Euripides—drew on the Trojan war for their




Plava. ™ AMuch on the suceess of ke Burns's e € s nius he cottated
Kind tothe oveenc o whneh s verson makes this pimeieenth contnm contlior
mymcdiate and comprchensible s the T990S The arean question~ of tace and
contmumg discrimation of the changig roles o swomen and e 1 soctets
ot hig governnmenCyersis local controland o the mdiadual ~crugele tor mean
g and convieton m modorn Tie st emam, The Croil War fasc o= hecaiae
s parposes vontiaes Amerncans e s cngaged as cver o theovar < drama

conthiets. A~ Buros sunimansos,

thore s somnch ahoat fe Crodvvs that revarbenaes todoan cdevdlopimg

woren s mavemient. Wall Ssyrcer <pecidators the mnporial presdonaoy new nmlitgry
technology the crolmehes guesaon and the conubuton of Bk soldicr~  here
arealsoapprostmations and it sortof thing You live to cat <tat! o | would
have Joved more on the coneressonal sont of intnaes dorme vhe O W Faould
have Toved to domore onwomen and more on crrancipation and more on Rober
EoLecand moe o dhe western hardes butiimcaons o photograhs or st time

or thythm or pacie o whatever 10 s conspired azamst dhese thines. And they

were there, but thev eere taiken ou to serve the demsands of the nlinace master,

whiuch s nartanve,

Phe Filmmaker as Popular Historian

Narrative s a particular mode of knowledge and means of relaving history, Itis
a historical seyle thacis dramatic and commonly literary, although The Civil
War does indicate thatitccan be ideally adapred to il and elevision as well. In
selecting the Tlomeric mode, Ken Burns drew certain narrative parameters

which arc epicand hicrore in scope. The epic Torm tends to eelebrate a people’s
national tradition 1 sweeping terms: a recurring assertion throughout Ken
Burn<'s tilmic historvis how the Civib War gave birth o a newly redetined Ameri-
can navion. The tinal episode, “ The Better Angels of Our Nature,” for cxample.
begins with three commentarios on nationhood swhich rhetorically sets the stage
from which the sertes will be brought o its rousing conclusion:

Strange is it not that batdes, martves, Blood, even assassination should s con-

dense a navonalng, Walt Whitmun
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It is the event [the Civil War] in American history in thae it1s the moment that
made the Unijged States as a nation. —Barbara Fields
Betore the way i was said the Unired States are, srammacically it wyg spoken that
way and thoughe of as 4 collection of independent states, and after the war it was
always the Uniged States is as we say today without being self-conscious at all—and
that sums up what the war accomplished: it made ys an is, 3

—Shelby Foore

These remarks are then immediately totlowed by the bittersweet and tragic
lament that Serves as the series’s anthem, “Ashokan Farewell,” thus reinforcing
the overall heroic dimensions of the narrative. Hervism, honor, and nobility are
related Homeric tmpulses that bermeate this series, shaping our reactions to
the “Great Men” of the war, such g Abraham Lincoln, Frederick Douglass, and
Robert E. Lee, along with the many foot soldiers whose bravery often exceeded
the ability of their officers to lead them, resulting in the appalling carnage
recounted in episode after episode,

The series’s most celebrated set picee, in fact, the clogquent and poignant
voiceover of Major Sullivan Ballou’s parting letter to his wife before being killed
at the first hattle of Bull Run {and 4gain accompanied by the haunting strains of
“Ashokan Farewell”}, foregrounds why there has been adegree of criticism lodged
at The Civil Wyr by some professiona] historians. This scene, which lasts approx-
imately three and one-half minutes, concludes episode one, “The Cause,” thug
rendering the preceding 95 minugeg with an air of melancholy, romance, and
higher purpose. Poctic license s used throughout the scene, as Ballou’s declara-
tion of love is heard over images that have nothing factual ly to do with Sullivan
Ballou, but evoke the emotiona] texture of his parting sentiments, including
photographs of the interior of a tent where such 4 letter might have been written,
dsequence of pictures portraying six other Ciyi War couples; and three Sstatic
tilmed shots of Manassas battletield as it looks today in a pinkish twilight.

The impact and etfectiveness of ¢his section, entitled “Honorable Manhood,”
Wwas apparent immediately as Kep Burns recalls:

Within minutes of the first nighe’s broadcast, the phone began ringing off the hook
with calls from across the country, cager to find oyt about Sullivan Ballou, anxioug
to learn the name of Jay Ungar’s superb theme musijc {"Ashokan Farewell”), des.
perate to share their families’ experience in the war or just kind enough to say
thanks. The calls would not stop alj week—and they continue stjjj 23

Several historians, in contrast, took a closer and more analytical look a¢ the
Ballou letter, raising serious questions about its authenticity, and the number
of different versions that do indeed exist. Burns himself expresses

[Poctic license] is that razor’s edge between fraud and art that we ride all the time.
You have shorten, you have to take shorecuts, you have to abbreviate, you have
W sort of make do with, you have to sometimes go with something that's less criti-
cally truehfu] imagery-wise because it does an ultimately better job of telling the
larger truth, but wh g deciding and under what system becomes the operative
question,
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Here Burns raises the two fundamental differences between his own approach
to documentary film structure as history and the goals of more critically-based
historians. First, Ken Burns is more concerned with the art of storytelling than
detailed accuracy, although he is careful and meticulous in marshaling the
facts” of history as his stated goal of capturing an “emotional truth” warrants,

He continues:

the historical documentary Almmaker’s vocation is not precisely the same as the
historian’s, although it shares many of the aims and much of the spirit of the lat-
ter. ... The historical documentary is often more immediate and more cmotional
than history proper because of its continual joy in making the past present through
visual and verbal documents.

Second, Ken Burns is not as self-reflexive about historiography as the profes-
sivnal historian. He is aware that there are “systems” to history, but there are
times when he is chided for stressing narrative instead of analysis.

[ am primarily a filmmaker. That’s my job. I'm an amateur historian at best, but
more than anything if you wanted to find a hybridization of those two professions,
then I find mysclf an emotional archeologist. That is to say, there is something in
the process of filmmaking that I do in the excavation of these events in the past that
provoke a kind of emotion and sympathy that remind us, for example, of why we
agree against all odds as a people to cohere.

At first blush, this final statement might appear to confirm the assessment
offered in a 1992 American Quarterly essay, “Videobites: Ken Burns’s “The Civil
War’ in the Classroom,” which suggests that “‘The Civil War’ stands as a new

nationalist synthesis that in aims and vision can be most instructively com-
pared to James Ford Rhodes's histories of the Civil War (written at the end of the.

nineteenth and in the carly twentieth centuries).”2> A 1991 appraisal in Ameri-
can Historical Review similarly takes the filmmaker to task:

Burns used modern historical techniques, at the level of detail and anecdote, to
create an accessible, human-scale account of the Civil War. But, when it comes
to historical interpretation, to the process by which details coalesce to make
events meaningful, The Civil War is vintage nineteenth century.

The severity of these judgments is encapsulated by the same authorina final dis-
missal: “|The Civil Warl is the visual version of the approach taken by generations
of Civil War buffs, for whom recnacting battles is a beloved hobby. Ze2
Historical documentaries should certainly be subject to evaluation and crits
icism, especially if they are to be viewed by audiences of tens of millions on tele:
vision or in theaters, and subsequently used as teaching tools in our nation’s
schools. The Civil War, for example, was licensed after its premiere telecast t0
over sixty colleges and universities for future classroom use; and Ken Burns
reports that he’s “received over 6,000 letters and cards from seconddry_-‘ici""‘"
teachers alone, grateful for the series, pleased with how well it works,”*" There

i
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boses to such a widespread degree. Both of these articles, in fact, do raise impor-
tant questions of interpretation and detail that are usefu] and edifying. It is a
welcome development that historians are increasingly attending to the validity
of films and television programs.

These reviews, on the other hand, concurrently demonstrate the academy’s
longstanding and persistent tendency to underestimate yet another motion pic-
ture or television series which, in turn, shortchanges The Civil War as a class-
room supplement. One of the primary goals of scholarship is to create new
knowledge and be “cutting edge.” No more thorough indictment €xists, accord-

and design; in this case, banishing it to the dustbin of the nineteenth century. The
Civil War, however, deserves a more measured examination than merely being
dismissed as the stuff of “Civil War buffs.”

In his widely acclaimed book, That Noble Dream (1988), Peter Novick has
skillfully examined the controversies that have fundamentally affected the his-
torical discipline over the [ast generation.?® Current debates continue in the
literature and at conferences over the relative merits of narrative versus analytic
history, synthetic versus fragmentary history, and consensus versus multj-
cultural history. Lawrence Levine suggests that all of these historiographical
exchanges make

Tnentioned reviewers suggest. The Civil War, moreover, evinces elements of the
Omantic, progressive, “new” social history, and tonsensus schools as well. As
Jurns explains,

in narrative history you have thisg Opportunity, I believe, to contain the multitude
of perspectives. You can have the stylistic, and certainly my films have a particu-
lar and very wel] known style. You can involve yourself with politics, but that’s not
all there is. And that’s what I'm trying to do, is to embrace something that hag a
Variety of viewpoints.

The Civil War is essentially a pastiche of assumptions derived from a num.-
r0of schools of historical interpretation. As just mentioned, the series is nation-




Fhe Civil War is romantic i its narratve, chronological and quase-brogry
structure, but it lacks the ungualiticd, farger-than-hie depreaons of the w
nished “Great Men™ approach. The Civil War s progrossive i its persisien
mation that the war was ultimately o struggle o end shavery and ensure
justice, although tis perspective 1o s temperad by passages, sucly as B
Fields's assertion in the final eprsode that the Civil War i sull o be tough
regrettably, iccan sutl be lost”

The Civil War 1= also intormed by soctal istory with its atention to At
Americans, women, laborers, farmers, and especially Hrsthand accounts
of the nine episodes by two contmon soldiers (Elish Tune Rhodes, a Yanked
Riode Island, and Sam Watkins, a Conlederate trom Tennesseet, but the
1s nowhere near as purely representative of the “bottom-up” view as are ther
histories. In Burns’s own words, “ Loy to ongage, on literaliv dozens ol levels
nary human beings from across the country - male and lemale, black and s
young and old, rich and poor, inarticulate and articulate.” Y

What Ken Burns is annunciating is the liberal ploralist perspective whe
ferences of ethuicity, race, class, and genderare keptina comparatvely stab
negotiated consensus within the body politic. Consensus history s marked
by agrcement than is the multicultural or diversity model which groun
mew” social history. The preservation of the Union, and an emphasis
ideals and achievements, are fundamental to consensus thinking; they a1
some of Burns’s primary themes throughout Fhe Crod Ware

1Us interesting that we Americans who are not united by rehigion, or patn
or even common language, or even a geography that s relatively similar w
agreed because we hold a few pieces of paper and a fow sacred words oy
we have agreed to cohere, and for more than 200 vearsat's worled and th,
cial alchemy is something Fminterested i Tedoesn't work ina Pollyar
way .. we corrupt as much as we construct, but nevertheless, Tihink t
the aggregate the Amcrican expericnce 15 a wondertul heacon .. and 1 thi
overwhelming response to The Civil War s a testament to that,

Rather than being ideologically stuck in the nincteenth century
Burns and the audience for The Civil War are instead very much of the 1
The tenets of liberal pluralism have understandably been challenge
qualitied in the academy since the mid-1970s, but the consensus ou
remains the most prevalent view on the strects of contemporary Am
Popular metaphors, such as the “quilt” or the “ramnbow” or to a lesser degre
old-fashioned “melting pot,” are still widespread images used by publict
across the political spectrum to evoke a projection of America that is bas
fixed on agreement and unity, despite whatever soctal diftcrences may exi
realizing this outlook on film, Ken Burns has, morcover, usurped one
foremost goals ot social history, which is to make history meaningful anc
vant to the general public. The Civil War brithantly tultills this objeetive
books, or motion pictures, or television serics, oreven teachers, for thatn
have ever done.
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The Historical Documentary and the Academy
_

My job is 10 convey history 1o people. No film, however
well done, can eyer replace that wash,
—Barbara Fields, jogp3l

We have begun 1o use new media and new forms of expres.
Ston—including films and television—to tell our histories,
breaking the seran gle hold the academicians exercised over
this discipline for the Jusg hundred years.

—Ken Burns, 199132

The mutual skepticism that sometimes surfaces between the historian and the
historical documentary filmmaker is understandable and unfortunate. Each usu-
ally works with different media (although some professional historiang now
make films and videotapes); each tends to place a dissimilar stress on the respec-
tive roles of analysis versug storytelling in relaying history; and each tailors a
version of history which is designed for disparate though overlapping kinds of

aspects of history that are generally communicated best through the electronic
media (or in a much different way on field trips); Burns’s series render the people
of the 1860s accessible to tontemporary audiences in 2 direct and intimate way,
As the filmmaker explains,

we wanted you to believe you were there . . . there ig not one shot, not one photo-
graph of a battle ever taken during the Cjvi] War. There is not one moment in which
4 photographer exposed a frame during a battle, and yet you will swear that you saw
battle photography. . . You live inside those photographs, experiencing a world ag
if it was real inside those photographs. . . Once you've taken the poetry of words
and added to it 2 poetry of imagery and 4 poetry of music and 4 poetry of sound, 1
think you begin to approximate the notion that the real war could actually get
someplace, that you could bring it back alive.

Burns accordingly eschews detailed analysis by Stressing “poetry and emo-

Ken Burns hag even stated that The Civil Wy was meant “to emphasize the story
in history, avoiding the contentiong of analysis.”33 [ the “Was It Not Real?”
segment of the fina) episode, for example, there is 4 montage of three commen.-

®Mporaries, begins by observing that “the slaves won the war {my emphasis| and
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they lost the war because they won therr treedom . that is the removal of sk
but they did not win treedom as they understood freedom.”

Next James Svmington provides a ditferent Jdant on the issue by dedd
that “the signilicance ot Lincoln’s hife and victore imy emphasisis thatw
never agam enshrine islaveryy into law,” while altirming Ficlds with “let
whatwe can do toerase . thedeeper it between people basedon race -
the hearts and minds of people.” Stephen Oates then ends this section by
me the locus to the survival and triumply of popular government, endiy wi
assertion that the Civil Waris “atestament to the liberation ol the human
for all time.” Oates's concluston has littde o do with the specitic subs
addressed in the previous statements by cither Fields or Svmington, ald
coming where it does, his testimony cannot help but soften the reteren
racial injustice that preceded it

More importantly, this specific sequencing of remarks establishes thel
pluralist consensus: in other words, ditferent speakers might clash on ¢
issues (such as what degree of frecdom was actually won in the Civil War
whom), but disagreements ultimately take place within a broader framew
agreement on underlying principle. In this case, the larger principle is C
evocation of popular government, which is understood to guarantee the d
racy and human rights needed to eventually eradicate racial incequalit
disharmony. Historical narrative, therefore, does not merely record wha
pens; it interprets events and shapes the presentation of the subject at he

Furthermore, this particular example illustrates that the historical
mentary is not a particularly useiul instrument tor in-depth analysis (as of
to scholarly publication or classroom discussion and debate, for instanee
expert testimonies and first-personreports that Burns cmploys do provide
ing angles-of-vision that sometimes agree and, at other times, differ an
trast with cach other. These multiple voices, however, fornt a cultural con:
beeause of both the filmmaker’s liberal pluralist orientation, and in B
words, “the power of film to digest and synthesize.” e

The limitation of the liberal pluralist perspective resides in its beli
aspiration that all outlooks and disagreements are ultimately reconcil:
consensus. As Ken Burns proposcs,

we have begun to speak of a synthesis of the old and the new histories, 4
combine the best of the top down version, still inspiring even in jts “grea
addiction, with the bottom-up version, so inspiring too at times, with the
heroic acts of women, minorities, labor, ordinary pcoplc.")";

In contrast, new historians, social and ideological, would arguc that the
Men” and “bottom-up” approaches are fundamentally incompatible sir
combining of the two perspectives is destined to be incomplete and uneve
Achilles’ heel of liberal pluralism is the way that it subordinates all difte
such as race, class, cthnicity, and gender, to a consensus which in the e
serves the present power relations in society cssentially as they are. Some
do indeed benefit from current conditions, while other subordinate
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was shaped by both

the fifties and sixties because [ think that maybe all of that stimulus from the cen-
tennial celebration of the Civil War, to the mythology that still pertained, not only
got fixed, but then got challenged in the sixties. And I think that those two things
going in opposite directions, probably accounts for why we're all drawn to [The
Civil War| right now.

Burns similarly contends, “the Civil War compelled me to do the film.”
enabling him to establish “a dialogue with the past.” As Barbara Fields reminds
us in the final episode of the series: “the Civil War is in the present as well as in
the past.” In this sense, at least, all history is contemporary. We can never escape
our own time or set of ideological predispositions; and within this context, no one
has ever done a better job of “bringing [the Civil War| back alive” to more Ameri-
cans through the power and reach of television than Ken Burns.

NOTES

L. Matt Roush, “Epic TV Film Tells Tragédy of a Nation,” [JSA Today, 21 September

1990, 1.

2. See Lewis Lord, “"The Civil War’: Did Anyone Dislike [t? U.S. News &) World Report, 8
October 1990, 18; “Ken Burns,” People, 31 December 1990-7 January 1991, 47; Civil War Ilus-
trated, July/August 1991, and Confederate Veteran, January-February 199 L, March-April 1991,
and July-August 1991

3. Some of the more prominent critiques of The Civil War focus on errors in detail, the way
the series abridges the origins of the war and later the matter of reconstruction, and the con-
densing of other complex issues, such as policymaking and the formation of public opinion. For
additional disagreements in interpretation, see Jerry Adler, “Revisiting the Civil War,”
Newsweek, 8 October 1990, 62; David Marc and Robert J. Thompson, Prime Time, Prime
Movers {Boston: Little, Brown, 1992}, 307; Jane Turner Censer, “Videobites: Ken Burns’s “‘The
Civil War’ in the Classroom,” American Quarterly 44:2 {June 1992}, 244-54; Ellen Carol
DuBois, “The Civil War,” American Historical Review 96:4 {October 1991 ), 1140-42; A, Cash
Koen iger, “Ken Burns’s ‘The Civil War”: Triumph or Travesty?” The Journal of Military History
55 {April 199] }, 225-33; Hugh Purcell, “America’s Civil Wars,” History Today 41 {May 1991},
7~9; and Mark Wahlgren Summers, “The Civil War,” The Journal of American History 77:3
{Deécember 1990), 1106~1207.

4. Koeniger, “Ken Burns’s ‘The Civil War*: Triumph or Travesty?” 233, Like many film
Scholars before him, Louis Giannetti writes, “Birth is a diseased masterpiece, steeped in racial
bigor T, in Masters of the American Cinema Englewood Cliffs, N.J.. Prentice-Hall, 1981 1, 67.




ity Fodecrion

Fhits critical ambivalonee about Fhe By ofa Nation iogeneral il lestories dates hackooo Tern
Ramsave, A Million and One Nichis (Now York: Sunon & Schuster 19261 Bearanin Hampron,
AT Intor of the Vovres (New York. Covier Friede, 19318 and Lewis lacobs s The Bise arthe
Aanre rrean Pl (New Yok Flarcours, Brace. [9391

A ohn Milius, “Relivarg the War Bevween Brothers " New ok Tinnes 16 Septemboer 1998
Sect. 2opp. 1S

6 Russell Merrte “Dixon, Gritiith, and the Southern Legend: A Cultural Analvsis ot Lint s
o Naton . In Cineng Fxanined. Sclecuons irom Crensa fournal ol Richard Dyver MacCann
and Lack O ElLis  New Yorke Dutton, Tus2t e 175

7 dhul, 1660

8 “Learning Lossons rom - The Cral Wa ™7 Broadeasting, 8 October 1990, 52 53 Racharnd
Gold, “Civil War Boost to Docu Bautle,” Varery, 1 October 19960, 36, Bill Carrer.  Crvil War?
Sets an Audiciree Record tor PBS,” New York Tinies. 25 September 19900 C 17 feremy Gerard,
Civil War Seers to Have seta Record,” New York Tunes, 29 Septemher 1994, 3o, and Susan
Bickelhaupt, " Civil War” Weighs In With Heavy Hicers,” Boston Globe, 25 Septenher 1990,
ol 04

9 CBS, PBS Factors in Surprising Prime Tine Stary,” Broadeasang. October V90,18,

10, George B Will, “A Masterpicee on the Civil War, ™ Washington Post, 20 September 1990,
Sect A, 23

11 David S, Broder, “PBS Series Provides a Timely Reminder of War's Hlorrors,” Sunday
Republican (Springfickl, Mass 1, 30 September 1990, B-2; Haynes Johnson, “An Eloguent His-
tory Lesson,” Washington Post. 28 September 1990, Seet. A, o5

12, Harrv E Waters, “An American Mosaie,” Newsweek, 17 September 1990, 68; Richard
Zoglin, “The Ternible Remedy,” Time. 24 September 1990, 73; and Lewis Lord, “The Civil War,
Unvarnished,” 1.8, News o) World Keport. 24 September 1990, 74,

13 David Thomson, “History Composed with Film,” Film Commnient 26:5 {Scptem-
ber/October 19901, 12,

4. Tom Shales, “The Civit War Drama: TV Previews The Herote Retelling ot a Nation's
Agony,” Washington Fost, 23 September 1990, Sect. O, 5

15, Monica Collins, “A Victory tor ‘Civil War, " The Boston Herald. 21 September 1990, 43,

t6. Ken Burns has received honorary degrees from the lollowing cight institutions: LHD
{hon.), Bowdoin College, 19915 Liet.D. thont, Ambersteollege, 1991; LHD thon }, University
of New Hampshire; DFA, Franklin Pierce College; Litt. D (hon.d, Notre Dame Coliege (Man-
chester, N, Litt. 1D, thon ), College of St foseph {Rutland, VT LHD ihon.}, Springticld Col-
tege {Htinois); and LHD (honl, Pace University.

17. Ken Burns, Personal Interview, 18 February, 1993, These comments by Ken Buras,
and the many unfootnoted ones that tollow, are from an extended telephone interview with the
author,

18, James M. McePhorson, Battle Cry of Freedom (New York: Oxford, 1988], 865.

19, Edwin McDowell, “Bookstores Heed Calt on Civil War” New York Times, 1 October
1990, DI0O.

20. Shelby Foote, The Civil War, A Narrative: Red River to Appomatox. Volume 3 {New
York: Random House, 19741, 1064; and Lynne V. Cheney, “A Conversation with . Civil War
Historian Shelby Foote,” Humanities 11:2 [March/April 19943, 8.

21, Ken Burns, “In Search ot the Paintul, Essential Tmages of War” New York Ties, 27 Jan-
uary 1991, Seee. 2, p. 1.

22. Milius, “Reliving the War Between Brothers,” 43

23, Ken Burns, text of specch, “Mystic Chords of Memory,” delivered at the University o
Vermont, 12 September 1991, T4,

24. Cathryn Donohoe, “Echoes ot a Union Major’s Farewell,” Insight 6:45 15 Noverber
19901, 54-55; and Susan Bickethaupt, “Civil War Elegy Captivates TV Viewers,” Boston Globe.
29 September 1990, 1,5

25. Censer, "Videobites,” 245,

26. DuBots, “The Civil War,” 1140-41.

i



35

Ken Burns s Rebirih of a Natien

27, Dylan Jones and Dennis Kelly, “Schoots Use Series to Bring History wo Life,” (754
Todav, 1 October 1990, 4D); and Burns, “Mystic Chords of Memory,” 16,
28, Peter Novick, Thae Noble Drcatn: The hjectivity Question “and the American FHis.
torical Profession {Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1988)
19 Lawrence W Levine, The Unpredicrable 1
torv (New York: Oxford, 19931, 5.
30" The Civil Wy,
ber 1yvpt, 58,
31 Adler, “Revisiting the Civil War ” 61
32 Ken Burng, “Thoughits on Telling History,”
number 1, March-April 199], 17
33. Robert Hunto, “War Storics: Ken Bur
Front to the Frout Lines In fts Exhaustive
sourtl, July 1117, 19vg, 1o,
34 Bernard AL Weisberger “The Great Arrogance of the Present Is o Forget the Intelligence
ol the Past,” American Heritage 41:6 {Sepember/Ocrober 19901 99,
35. Burns, “Mystic Chords of Memory,” 6.

st Explorations in American Cultural His-
Ken Burns Charts o Nation's Birth,” American Film 15:12 {Septems-
American Historv Hustrated, Volume 26,

18" Epic-lengeh Croid War Moves From the Home
Coverage,” The Riverfront Times {St. Louis, Mis-

R

g s

]
\

WA e

i
L

FheSlap i




	Ken Burns’s Rebirth of a Nation: Television, Narrative, and Popular History
	Recommended Citation

	Butler University
	January 2000
	"Ken Burns’s Rebirth of a Nation: Television, Narrative, and Popular History."

