Robert A Rosenstone has written that Oliver Stone’s films about the Vietnam War merit him the distinction of ‘film-maker historian’. Choose another director whose films have concentrated on war and conflict and assess the extent to which Rosenstone’s ideas are applicable to their work 
Robert A Rosenstone argues in his essay, Oliver Stone as Historian, that the titular film director could be considered a sort of historian because the movies that he makes reflect historical occurrences. He does not argue that Stone (or any other filmmakers) depict a completely accurate representation of what actually happened in their work; instead he discusses and accentuates that film can provide for the audience a general sense of what history was like[footnoteRef:1]. For my study case, for primary consideration I have decided to select a notorious film, which although it is known to contain a number of inaccuracies within its content, it is still a portrayal of an historical war. The 2001 movie, Pearl Harbour, by the director Michael Bay, tells the story of a part of World War II, in particular the attack on Pearl Harbour by the Japanese on December 7th, 1941. Although not mentioned in the title other parts of the war are also included. The Battle of Britain appears at points. The climax resolves around an American assault on Tokyo in 1942[footnoteRef:2]. Bay also directed the film, Thirteen Hours the secret soldiers of Benghazi, on the 2012 attack on the US embassy and intelligence facility in Libya and this film will be used for additional consideration, which is also controversial regarding its accuracy[footnoteRef:3]. [1:   R. Rosenstone, Oliver Stone as Historian, < http://citeseerx.ist.psu.edu/viewdoc/download?doi=10.1.1.522.2976&rep=rep1&type=pdf>, [Accessed March 18th] ]  [2:  Pearl Harbor, Dir Michael Bay, (Jerry Bruckheimer Films, 2001)]  [3:  13 Hours: The Secret Soldiers of Benghazi, Dir Michael Bay, (3 Arts Entertainment,2016)] 

The first of a selection of points that Rosenstone presents in his discussion regarding history on film is that films about history generally contain a positive message and a happy ending. They usually communicate to the audience a sense that things are actually improving, even when dealing with dark and disturbing topics. Pearl Harbour follows this characteristic in its presentation of warfare[footnoteRef:4]. In this case this sense of positive outcome is very much justified, given the fact that the Axis powers were later defeated. Although it is a film focusing on the Pearl Harbour attack in particular, as suggested by the title of the movie, it does not actually limit itself to the attack. Instead the film’s climax continues to an American raid bombing Tokyo that occurred in April 1942, four months after the attack referred to in the movie’s title. The decision to include this extra storyline, despite its not being a direct part of the central focus, was in all likelihood made due to the desire to avoid ending the film with a lethal, if short-term defeat but rather to culminate the story with an act of military retribution for the unprovoked attack. After one of the main characters is killed in action, the film finds a happy ending by showing his wife and friend raising his son[footnoteRef:5]. Bay’s other film, Thirteen Hours dwells on the lives lost in the attack but also focuses on the survivors returning home and being reunited with their families, thereby providing some happiness in its ending[footnoteRef:6]. [4:  Rosenstone, pp 3-4]  [5:  Pearl Harbor,]  [6:  13 Hours: The Secret Soldiers of Benghazi] 

Another point made by Rosenstone that also applies to Bay’s war films concern his idea that films depicting history generally do so through individuals who are central to the movie’s focus and that these individuals represent wider historical trends and themes that require scaling down the personal level to better fit into a specific movie. He also notes that the characters tend to either represent a famous figure or even if they are not known, they represent embodied personal heroic action or suffering. The movie Pearl Harbour centres on a small number of largely fictitious military personnel who are supposed to act as substitutes for and to represent the pilots and nurses who actually experienced the battle and thereby give a sense of what their wartime experiences were like. The deaths of the fictional characters are intended to refer to those who were killed during the attack on Pearl Harbour and during the war as a whole. Some of the characters are historical figures, the most obvious example being Franklin D. Roosevelt. The figure of Doris Miller also portrays a real person whose inclusion accords with Rosenstone’s notion that heroism is depicted in these films as he shot down a Japanese plane in the actual battle, and this is presented in the film[footnoteRef:7]. Heroic action as a theme can also be seen in his other war film, which focuses heavily on the Security Team defence of those within from the terrorists and how some were killed or wounded in the process[footnoteRef:8].  [7:  Pearl Harbor,]  [8:  13 Hours: The Secret Soldiers of Benghazi] 

Both movies also concur with another of Rosenstone’s ideas, that being the idea of an absolute and singular version of the events. Rosenstone writes about how in filmmaking about historical topics, the film usually presents content that is intended to be the sole take on what occurred in the past. No other interpretations of these events and occurrences other than what is being visually depicted in the film are allowed[footnoteRef:9]. This idea can also be applied to Bay’s Pearl Harbour, even though some of the characters are fictional and thereby several scenes are fictional as well. The parts that do portray actual history are depicted with no doubts communicated that this is the history of what happened, and this version of events is meant to be taken without question as an authentic portrayal of what actually did happen[footnoteRef:10]. Rodenstone states that it is possible for a film that is supposed to be about the past to depict multiple interpretations of events, with the movie JFK being used as an example. It can be inferred that Pearl Harbour does not use that approach, as the intent is to make a romance film that happens to set during a historical event, which better suits a straightforward and clear plot than a movie on conspiracy theories. His other film Thirteen Hours proclaims that it is based on a true story, making its position of a singular take on events clear[footnoteRef:11]. [9:  Rosenstone, p 3 ]  [10: Pearl Harbor, ]  [11:  13 Hours: The Secret Soldiers of Benghazi] 

A key point that Rosenstone makes is the role that emotion inducing aspects of the films plays in history movies. He discusses how movies focus on certain particularly real parts of their topic for dramatic purposes, and he uses this to argue about the importance of emotion in the portrayal of history[footnoteRef:12]. The Pearl Harbour film uses this important aspect of communication, depicting in detail the suffering of the servicemen in particular, in order to build the audiences’ sympathy for them.  The most obvious case of this technique in Pearl Harbour is the depiction of the attack itself, in which many sailors are seen being killed in gruesome ways, such as by drowning and incineration. The sequence showing the wounded and dying being taking to the hospital, suffering from highly visible physical injuries is memorable and also fits into this idea of bringing emotion into the depiction of history. One specific scene that heavily centres on using emotion from the battle sequence shows a trapped sailor’s hand reaching out of jammed hatch on a flooding ship, as his compatriots attempt to free him. When the hand stops moving, as an indicator of his and other deaths, this acts to inspire sympathy for both the dead crewman and mourning, distraught allies.[footnoteRef:13] Thirteen Hours also uses this use of emotion to a significant degree. Personified deaths are portrayed, as is the mourning of comrades. This film also focuses heavily on people’s separation from their families and desire to return to them[footnoteRef:14]. [12:  Rosenstone, p 4]  [13:  Pearl Harbor,]  [14:  13 Hours: The Secret Soldiers of Benghazi] 

Rosenstone also points out that films with an historical topic differ from history in the form of literature as the medium of film allows numerous topics to be depicted at once though the use of multiple characters and storylines, unlike written history, which has a different format whereby the topics are divided into chapters[footnoteRef:15]. Whether Bay’s Pearl Harbour accords with this idea is debatable. The film does not focus in on enough characters who can be used to represent multiple ideas about the past at once. However, some characters do fit into this notion, to some extent. The case could be made that the two main male leads are at once locals of Tennessee, professional pilots and armed forces personnel. Despite this, these characters do not actually seem to represent multiple aspects of the history of the period and place portrayed in the film[footnoteRef:16]. In Thirteen Hours, not enough is revealed about the characters that they can really be said to be reflecting the times. The film does incorporate or mention events from this period such the fall of Gaddafi and the Syrian civil war. It also includes American interests such as McDonalds, Disneyland and the Call of Duty games[footnoteRef:17].  [15:  Rosenstone, p 5]  [16:  Pearl Harbor,]  [17:  13 Hours: The Secret Soldiers of Benghazi] 

To further support his film maker historian concept, Rosenstone offers the idea that film, being visual medium, can replicate the appearance of the past through the objects and the clothing used. He suggests that this visual representation can recreate the overall feeing of the period that it represents[footnoteRef:18]. This is something that Pearl Harbour does well, and it is a recognised method used for a period piece of any kind. However, there are a number of errors in this regard. For example, the attacking Japanese planes are coloured green rather than grey, which was their actual colour in real life. The aircraft carriers used by the Japanese in the film are actually the type used by the Americans and the film also uses technology that had not been invented at the time. The US, during the attack, used the P-40N, which came into use in 1943[footnoteRef:19]. After Rafe McCawley, an American, enlisted in the Royal Air Force, he nonetheless continued to wear his US army uniform[footnoteRef:20]. These errors do seem to call into question to what extent this movie fully fulfils Rosenberg’s idea. An effort is made to duplicate the objects and clothing of the time, but the accuracy is incomplete[footnoteRef:21]. Thirteen Hours also uses largely period accurate clothing although given it is depicting events only four years prior to its own release, this is to be expected[footnoteRef:22].  [18:  Rosenstone, p 5]  [19:   S. Fagaly, Pearl Harbor Memorial: How accurate is the movie pearl Harbor, <https://pearlharbormemorials.com/,>, [Accessed March 22]. ]  [20:  N.E Sarantakes, The Society of Military History, <http://www.smh-hq.org/gazette/pearlharbor.html>, [March 25th]]  [21:  Pearl Harbor,]  [22:  13 Hours: The Secret Soldiers of Benghazi] 

When considering how to replicate the past in a visual medium, Rosenstone suggests that a major part of depicting history in film concerns inventing aspects of the movie altogether in order to better explain what the past was like, because it is not possible to perfectly replicate the past, as guesswork is needed regarding details of events, objects and clothing[footnoteRef:23]. It can be inferred that Pearl Harbour would also accord with this, even without taking into account the inaccuracies mentioned earlier and the fictional characters’ storylines, as filmmakers cannot faithfully reproduce every single precise detail of an historical event. As Rosenstone says, a movie on history can only present material objects and events from this time. This applies to the sequence depicting the battle itself, as it attempts to present what the real attack looked like using what is known of the uniforms, equipment and locations and combining those with the events known to have taken place. There are still some inaccuracies in this regard[footnoteRef:24].  The other film also makes its best approximation of what these events looked like as it is not really possible to perfectly depict every aspect of the attack[footnoteRef:25]. It is difficult to replicate any event in perfect detail. [23:  Rosenstone, p 6]  [24:  Pearl Harbor,]  [25:  13 Hours: The Secret Soldiers of Benghazi] 

When discussing the matter of actors playing real people in films that focus on history, Rosenstone addresses the implications of certain actors being cast for particular roles. He argues that casting choices creates untruths in historical films even though they attempt to accurately replicate the real person’s mannerisms and actions, and he feels that this, regardless, gives a good sense of the past. He further claims that the viewers always know on some level that the actor playing the historical figure is a particular actor, even with make-up and costume and that the choice of actor carries with it an intertextual meaning of its own[footnoteRef:26]. Bay’s Pearl Harbour features multiple historical figures and of these the main focus is on one hero of the battle, Doris Miller, and on Franklin D. Roosevelt and Isoroku Yamamoto. Certainly, there are cases here of the historical character acting in a way that does not accurately mirror their real-life counterpart. For example, Roosevelt did not climb out of his wheelchair in order to make a point[footnoteRef:27]. In terms of the actors cast for the fictional as well as actual historical characters, his views on casting do seem to be reflected. The choice of Ben Affleck could be seen as similar to choosing Cruise or Costner as the sort of actor whose presence is meant to provide reassurance that everything is going to be resolved well, in time[footnoteRef:28]. Thirteen Hours also features real life people being played by actors. That said, at the end of the film we are shown actual photos of the real people in the tribute to them[footnoteRef:29]. [26:  Rosenstone, p 6]  [27:  Sarantakes]  [28:  Pearl Harbor,]  [29:  13 Hours: The Secret Soldiers of Benghazi] 

Rosenstone also discusses the role of compression in movies portraying events in history. He claims that that in this medium, it is necessary to bring events that occurred over a longer period of time together in a close sequence in order to create a sense of how these occurrences actually played out and to make connections[footnoteRef:30]. Pearl Harbour follows through this idea, in a sense. The movie as a whole compresses events from the early stages of World War II such as the Battle of Britain, the Pearl Harbour attack and the Doolittle raid together.  It could be argued that the ending of the film also contains an example of a compressed sequence as it cuts from the US military personnel receiving their medals from Roosevelt with narration, to the topic of the USS Arizona and the sailors entombed within. The sequence here though is more a reflection of what happened to those who fought in the battle rather than Rosenstone’s example, which was used to carry the implication that the events being shown led directly to the next occurrence in the sequence[footnoteRef:31]. Thirteen Hours contains a very clear example of time compression, leaving aside what shown before and after, the main focus of the film is a thirteen hour time span that is compressed into a barely few hours. There is even a clock to depict this[footnoteRef:32]. [30:  Rosenstone, p 7]  [31:  Pearl Harbor]  [32:  13 Hours: The Secret Soldiers of Benghazi] 

Rosenstone also advocates the concept that metaphor and symbolism have a crucial part to play in explaining the past to the viewers[footnoteRef:33]. This is used in Pearl Harbour, in the opening of its depiction of the Japanese attack. In an effort to convey the sense of lost innocence in America as a consequence of being attacked, Bay portrays children playing baseball and women taking in their laundry before looking up in shock at the arriving force, halting every day activities and in the case of baseball, their all-American activities, to stare in shock. As the attack occurred at approximately 7am when children generally would not be playing, disregarding the correct timeframe emphasises this scene’s inclusion as metaphor. The Doolittle Raid seems to have been included for the purpose of symbolising how America came back from the initial defeat to eventually defeat Japan, later on in the war, even if the event being used to represent this idea is not an obvious example of a victory[footnoteRef:34]. Thirteen Hours also uses blatant symbolism, the attacking terrorists shoot at the American flag in slow motion. A US flag is rising to the top of water shown as the survivors are going home, seeming to symbolise this event[footnoteRef:35]. [33: Rosenstone, p 7-8 ]  [34:  Pearl Harbor,]  [35:  13 Hours: The Secret Soldiers of Benghazi] 

Overall, Pearl Harbour does seem to reflect many of the ideas that Rodenstone puts forward to support his view of the methods used to depict history on screen in a way that re-creates its experiences for the audience. In some cases, this is because it is a necessary part of any film about history, warfare related or otherwise, to contain some of the elements he mentions, key historical figures being the most obvious example. Inventing certain elements to make the past clearer is also widespread. However, many of the inaccuracies in Pearl Harbour what about the other film do not serve to clarify the past or seriously grapple with the past events. Why are they there then I am reluctant to consider Pearl Harbour as a completely accurate depiction of history, given the number of outright mistakes, as Rosenstone seemed to be arguing that such films should not go against data. As for Thirteen Hours, this film does fulfil several of the ideas that Rosenstone discusses in how presents the matter. 
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