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A film evaluation of Gettysburg (1993) using Stuart Hall’s Encoding/Decoding model. 

[bookmark: _Hlk56425076][bookmark: _Hlk56416937]The aim of this essay is to evaluate Stuart Hall’s Encoding/Decoding Model and the film Gettysburg (1993) which was directed by Ronald F. Maxwell and produced by Moctesuma Esparza and Robert Katz.[footnoteRef:1] The film will be evaluated through the use of the Encoding/Decoding model which was first proposed by Hall in his 1973 essay ‘Encoding and Decoding in the Television Discourse’.[footnoteRef:2] Despite the allusion to television in the paper’s title, Hall’s model can be used to evaluate multiple forms of media as the model’s application is not just confined to television. This will largely be done by considering the views of sociologists and film theorists who have written about Hall’s work as well as a consideration of the actual effectiveness of the evaluation phase of this essay.  [1:  Ronald F. Maxwell, Gettysburg [film]. 1993 < https://www.amazon.co.uk/Gettysburg-Martin-Sheen/dp/B00IHROM84/ref=sr_1_1?dchild=1&keywords=gettysburg&qid=1606571604&sr=8-1> [Accessed: 28th November 2020]. ]  [2:  Stuart Hall, ‘Encoding and Decoding in the Television Discourse’, in Essential Essays Vol. 1: Stuart Hall, ed. By David Morley (London: Duke University Press, 2019), pp. 257-276 (pp. 257-258). ] 


Hall’s Encoding/Decoding model is a product of Hall’s scepticism of the ideas surrounding communication in the mass media during the early 1970s.[footnoteRef:3] The model is Hall’s attempt to propose a new model of communication in televisual media which was influenced by his perspective as a Marxist sociologist.[footnoteRef:4] The model suggests that the producers of televisual works act as encoders as they place certain messages, referred to as codes in Hall’s work, into their output to be communicated to the receiving audience. The audience then plays the role of the decoder as they receive the codes in the film and decode them based on the symbolisms encoded into the media they have viewed.[footnoteRef:5] To illustrate this point Joe Proctor uses the coverage of the 2001 Twin Tower attacks in the American media.[footnoteRef:6] He claims that because the media placed codes in their coverage of the attack to show it is as a tragedy and that America as the victim. Americans came to accept the media’s narrative that America was a victim of a violent attack.[footnoteRef:7]     [3:  Hall, pp. 257-276. ]  [4:  James Procter, Stuart Hall (London: Routledge, 2004), pp. 3, 57-74. ]  [5:  Ibid., pp. 57-74. ]  [6:  Ibid., p. 63-64. ]  [7:  Ibid., p. 63-64.] 


Hall also claims that in many cases the codes inserted into a televisual product get distorted during the communication process between the encoder and decoder and that audience is active in decoding a medium’s messages.[footnoteRef:8] Hall therefore believes that the audience is an active participant in the decoding of the codes placed in media and that their interpretation is influenced by ‘local conditions’.[footnoteRef:9] In other words, an audience member’s interpretations are formed based on their experiences, culture, and ideology.[footnoteRef:10] Hall in his work provided three interpretations someone could reach when interpreting a piece of media and they are called, the dominant hegemonic position, the negotiated position, the oppositional position.[footnoteRef:11] The dominant hegemonic position is taken when an audience member accepts the codes in the televisual media and takes up the interpretation the content creator wants them to take.[footnoteRef:12] The negotiated position is one of conflict as it gives the audience the capacity to both except the dominant hegemonic position and oppose the messages coded into the media.[footnoteRef:13] The oppositional position is when someone completely rejects the messages in the media that the content creator is trying to convey to the audience.[footnoteRef:14]  [8:  Ibid., 57-74.]  [9:  Ibid., p. 69; Hall, p. 273. ]  [10:  Antje Schuhmann and Jyoti Mistry, ‘Puk Nini- A filmic Introduction in Seduction: Exploring Class and Sexuality in Gender Relations’, in Gaze Regimes: Film and Feminisms in Africa, ed. By Antje Schuhmann and Jyoti Mistry (Johannesburg: Wits University Press, 2001), pp. 81-96 (pp. 82-83).      ]  [11:  Hall, p. 69-50.   ]  [12:  Ibid., pp. 69-50.   ]  [13:  Ibid., pp. 69-50. ]  [14:  Ibid., pp. 69-50.] 


Perhaps the most straightforward way to use the model is to use it as a methodology to identify the types of interpretations that people hold about Gettysburg and why they hold them. One such viewpoint belongs to Martin Pengelly who wrote about the film for the Guardian.[footnoteRef:15] By using the Encoding/Decoding model it is possible to identify Pengelly’s interpretation as being of the negotiated variety. This is because according to the article he largely accepts the messages being communicated to him in the film but at the same time he has reservations about other aspects.[footnoteRef:16] For instance, he notes that the film’s narrative is a thrill to watch as it effectively conveys the grand scale of the actual Battle of Gettysburg.[footnoteRef:17] On the other hand, this acceptance of the encoder’s messages is tempered by his knowledge that the film is based on a fictional novel about the battle instead of the historical events themselves.[footnoteRef:18] Because he accepts the director’s code informing him that Gettysburg was a grand battle whilst having mixed feelings about the source material Pengelly’s interpretation is clearly of the negotiated type as he both accepts and rejects the coding placed in the film.[footnoteRef:19]      [15:  Pengelly, ‘My Guilty Pleasure: Gettysburg’, The Guardian, 24th March 2014. < https://www.theguardian.com/film/filmblog/2014/mar/21/my-guilty-pleasure-gettysburg-jeff-daniels-civil-war > [Accessed: 28th November 2020]. ]  [16:  Hall, pp. 69-50; Pengelly, ‘My Guilty Pleasure: Gettysburg’, 2014. ]  [17:  Pengelly, ‘My Guilty Pleasure: Gettysburg’, 2014.]  [18:  Pengelly, ‘My Guilty Pleasure: Gettysburg’, 2014.]  [19:  Pengelly, ‘My Guilty Pleasure: Gettysburg’, 2014. ] 


This approach though is potentially limited in its effectiveness as a film evaluation tool. It has to be remembered that Hall’s model is designed to explore the communication process between producers and the viewer, as well as to provide a methodology to typify and rationalise interpretations formed by audiences.[footnoteRef:20] This makes it a very useful tool in explaining why people interpret Gettysburg the way they do, as highlighted by the above paragraph. Yet, it also shows that the model is potentially limited in its use as a methodology for anything else when it comes to film evaluation. That being said the exploration of an audience’s interpretations of Gettysburg does provide forms of evaluation which are very useful. For instance, it can indicate why people disagreed with certain messages placed in the film. In Gettysburg one of the more apparent messages placed in the film is that the Battle of Gettysburg’s result would have decisive ramifications for the loser and the winner, be they Confederate or Union.[footnoteRef:21] The film seems to have been particularly successful in making people appreciate this message as even critics of the film praise Maxwell, including the Pulitzer Prize winner Roger Ebert, for managing to convey the significance that the Battle of Gettysburg would have on the course of the American Civil War.[footnoteRef:22]  [20:  Procter, Stuart Hall, pp. 57-74. ]  [21:  Ronald F. Maxwell, Gettysburg [film]. 1993 < https://www.amazon.co.uk/Gettysburg-Martin-Sheen/dp/B00IHROM84/ref=sr_1_1?dchild=1&keywords=gettysburg&qid=1606571604&sr=8-1> [Accessed: 28th November 2020].]  [22:  Pengelly, ‘My Guilty Pleasure: Gettysburg’, 2014; Roger Ebert, ‘Gettysburg’ Review of Gettysburg, directed by Ronald F. Maxwell. (1993), < https://www.rogerebert.com/reviews/gettysburg-1993> [Accessed: 28th November 2020].    ] 


The model also allows for the analysis of symbols as well as their usage and people’s interpretations of them.[footnoteRef:23] A part of Hall’s model is his belief that producers  use verbal and non-verbal symbols as part of their codes to communicate their messages to the audience.[footnoteRef:24] This makes semiotics a key element of the Encoded/Decoded model, which can also be used to evaluate Gettysburg’s symbols’ symbolism and what they potentially mean.[footnoteRef:25] For instance, during the defence of Little Round Top, Chamberlain is injured after a bullet ricochets off his scabbard into his thigh.[footnoteRef:26] Maxwell seems to have wanted to focus on this for a particular reason as it perhaps symbolises the 20th Maine’s actions on Little Round Top in that, like Chamberlain, they were bloodied but quickly recovered in order defend against the enemy.[footnoteRef:27] That being said, the scene could possibly just be a symbol alluding to how close the 20th Maine came to losing the battle. In fact, other symbols including the dialogue, which is counted as a verbal symbol by Hall, and the characterisation of the characters by their actors all assist in the creation of this sense of possible defeat which is felt until the action at Little Round Top is completed by Chamberlain’s charge down the hill.[footnoteRef:28]   [23:  Procter, Stuart Hall, pp. 65-66. ]  [24:  Procter, Stuart Hall, pp. 65-66. ]  [25:  Ibid., pp. 65-66. ]  [26:  Ronald F. Maxwell, Gettysburg [film]. 1993 < https://www.amazon.co.uk/Gettysburg-Martin-Sheen/dp/B00IHROM84/ref=sr_1_1?dchild=1&keywords=gettysburg&qid=1606571604&sr=8-1> [Accessed: 28th November 2020].]  [27:  Maxwell, 1993. ]  [28:  Maxwell, 1993. ] 


With the above in mind is it possible to use the model to analyse things such as costumes, cinematography, camerawork, and other concepts specific to film studies? The answer is yes. Since Hall’s work is about understanding how the audience interprets media, the above can be analysed to understand how these concepts influenced people’s interpretations.[footnoteRef:29] In the case of Gettysburg, the non-diegetic sound in the shape of the film’s score is used to great effect to symbolise what the production staff consider to be important events in the film.[footnoteRef:30] This is especially the case when the score is used to emphasise the importance of Chamberlain and the 20th Maine at Little Round Top, as well as the Confederate’s final assault on the Union’s centre at the end of the film.[footnoteRef:31] The score, of course, changes in both instances, there is a sudden drop in the music when Chamberlain is shot and a change in tone when the Confederate’s advance starts to unravel.[footnoteRef:32] The other side of this is that the score is used in an impartial manner as it is used to highlight key events irrespective of wither they are initiated by the Confederates. This point means that the score is also used to support Maxwell’s attempts to produce a film that was objective in its point of view.[footnoteRef:33]     [29:  Procter, Stuart Hall, pp. 72-74. ]  [30:  Maxwell, 1993. ]  [31:  Maxwell, 1993. ]  [32:  Maxwell, 1993. ]  [33:  Maxwell, 1993. ] 


[bookmark: cysill]This impartiality is largely achieved through how the film portrays the interactions between the characters be it with their allies or enemies. As an example of the film showing the Union’s point of view there is a scene where Lieutenant Chamberlain discusses the reasons why he and some Confederate soldiers are fighting in the war.[footnoteRef:34] Chamberlain is fighting to preserve the union and free the slaves, whilst the confederates are fighting for their rights.[footnoteRef:35] In this scene the dialogue is crafted in such a way that no judgement is passed on either side’s reasons for fighting.[footnoteRef:36] Some commentators see this as a negative part of the film but in reality, it is a strength.[footnoteRef:37] From the Encoding/Decoding model’s point of view it could be argued that Maxwell inserted this aspect into the film in an attempt to influence the audience to look at both sides’ motivations with objectivity.[footnoteRef:38] Of course, this influence did not hold with everyone as some reviewers have taken an oppositional stance towards the impartiality despite many seemingly taking a negotiated or dominant hegemonic position.[footnoteRef:39] This is despite Maxwell seemingly emphasising the objectivity with regards to the Confederates through the use of Lieutenant Colonel Fremantle.[footnoteRef:40] By using a foreign observer, the film is able to show the rationalisation behind the Confederate cause without the danger of providing a narrative tainted by pre-conceived opinions about the Confederates.   [34:  Maxwell, 1993.]  [35:  Maxwell, 1993]  [36:  Maxwell, 1993. ]  [37:  Timeout, ‘Gettysburg’ Review of Gettysburg, directed by Ronald F. Maxwell. (1993), < https://www.timeout.com/movies/gettysburg-1> [Accessed : 29th November 2020]. ]  [38:  Timeout, 2020. ]  [39:  Timeout, 2020; Pengelly, ‘My Guilty Pleasure: Gettysburg’, 2014.]  [40:  Maxwell, 1993. ] 


Maxwell’s objectiveness also carries implications for how useful Hall’s model is in analysing Gettysburg. As previously discussed, Hall places the power to decipher the meaning of televisual outputs firmly in the audience’s hands.[footnoteRef:41] He acknowledges however that during the production process the values, ideas, and cultures, of organisations responsible for production do have an influence on viewer’s interpretations.[footnoteRef:42] This creates issues with using the Encoding/Decoding model to evaluate Gettysburg as it opens the question whether the methodology’s emphasis on the audience precludes its use in analysing Maxwell’s and his staff’s role in creating the film and what they wished the film to show and represent. Maxwell wanted Gettysburg to be a faithful historical and objective representation of the eponymously named battle.[footnoteRef:43] This intention is shown by his decision to film Gettysburg at the Gettysburg National Military Park which is the very location that the battle took place.[footnoteRef:44] It is also shown through his decision to use re-enactors who held a love of the period as extras to play the soldiers of both the Confederate and Union forces.[footnoteRef:45] As the Encoding/Decoding model puts so much emphasis on the audience determining the meaning of televisual output rather than the production staff an examination of a film’s meaning through the use of the  model may neglect the production staff’s views on what the film was about and how it should be interpreted.  [41:  Hall, pp. 257-276. ]  [42:  Procter, Stuart Hall, pp. 67-74.]  [43:  Maxwell, 1993. ]  [44:  Maxwell, 1993.]  [45:  Maxwell, 1993.] 


In truth though the above may not be too much of an issue. In his model Hall also outlines a concept which he refers to as the ‘preferred reading’.[footnoteRef:46] This is the interpretation that content creators would prefer the audience to take when viewing their films.[footnoteRef:47] By the inclusion of this concept the Encoding/Decoding model can be used to analyse the preferred meaning and the reasons why people chose to reject it or to accept it. In the case of Gettysburg, a large part of the preferred meaning is the creation of historical authenticity as described above. The film has been praised for its authenticity but criticised by others.[footnoteRef:48] The website Timeout in their review accept the preferred reading but criticise it heavily as they believe that it damaged the film by not letting it develop its own viewpoint.[footnoteRef:49] They go further by implying that whilst the use of the extras was good for authenticity it also poorly done at times especially in the scene detailing the action at Little Round Top.[footnoteRef:50] Pengelly also accepts the preferred reading, but he is also critical of it as believes that this authenticity is based on mythology rather than historical fact. Ultimately this also means that the work of Maxwell and his staff can be acknowledged.[footnoteRef:51]  [46:  Procter, Stuart Hall, pp. 67-74.]  [47:  Procter, Stuart Hall, pp. 67-74.]  [48:  Time Out, 2020; Pengelly, ‘My Guilty Pleasure: Gettysburg’, 2014. ]  [49:  Time Out, 2020.]  [50:  Time Out, 2020.]  [51:  Pengelly, ‘My Guilty Pleasure: Gettysburg’, 2014.  ] 

 
Using the Encoding/Decoding model to evaluate Gettysburg has its strengths and weakness. First it is useful in classifying the types of interpretations that viewers hold as highlighted by Pengelly’s negotiated interpretation of Gettysburg. The model is also useful in analysing the symbols placed within Gettysburg such as in the scene where a bullet hits Chamberlain after it ricochets of his scabbard. The meaning of the scene though is not concrete as its meaning is dictated by the audience interpreting the film. The model can also be used to highlight the excellent use of the non-diegetic sound to both highlight the key events of the battle and to support Maxwell’s attempts to create an objective narrative. The main weakness of using the Encoding/Decoding model is that it might cause the neglect of the production staff’s own wishes for how the film should be interpreted. This weakness is rendered meaningless however by Hall’s inclusion of the ‘preferred reading’ concept as it allows for the acknowledgment of the production staff’s work on the film.                 
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