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Based on a True Story

Based on a true story.  How often we hear that phrase, yet most of us do not understand its consequences.  Most know that a director will stretch the truth of history, and most would not know the difference even if it were a work of fiction.  Simply, how important should historical accuracy be when one examines epic films?
Film is often the only exposure to history an audience may have.  The visual experience of actually witnessing what a director displays as historically accurate may be deceiving however.  The line where a film’s production crew decides what is important to leave historically accurate and what can be changed to make it more entertaining is often crossed and criss-crossed on the trail to blockbuster success leaving audiences in the aftermath.    

For starters, epic films can be divided into two distinct groups, and this distinction clearly draws a line as to the importance of history in a film.  The first subgroup of epics includes those based on history so far as the setting and stage, the activities of the time, cultural inferences and relevant historical events that might have taken place during that period.  While all the evidence of history prevails, the main characters did not truly exist in history and are therefore works of fiction operating in history.  Examples of these types might include Roots and Gone with the Wind. Certainly the first subgroup, which exemplifies historical times rather than figures, proves that history in the movies can be taken seriously and that creators can do a remarkable job highlighting the past in an entertaining and educational way.  By displaying fashion styles, choice of language and free time, architecture and musical taste, one can seize a peek of life in a different time.  

On the other hand, the second subgroup tries to depict true historical figures during the key moments in their lives, or even perhaps their entire lives.  These films explore the main characters insofar as what historians can tell us, as well as the setting, events and culture that existed during these times.  Examples of these might include The Passion of the Christ and Hidalgo.

In the 2004 summer film, King Arthur, for example, movie publicists called this film “the untold true story that inspired a legend” (King Arthur promotional website).  Promotion for this film held that this was the historical accuracy which had been missing from previous King Arthur tales.  Cathy Shultz, associate professor of history at the University of St. Francis, disagrees with that statement, however.  She argues with the promoters saying, “Hundreds of books have been written about Arthur, each giving its own spin on these questions. The ultimate answer? No one knows for sure. (Which is true, by the way, for lots of things in history.)”  (par. 5)                                      

Documenting historical figures can be a challenge.  Very often little is known about the person behind the legend.  In our King Arthur example, questions remain about the nationality of Arthur; his love, Guinevere; and even his celebrated round table.  While different stories abound, discovering the truth is nearly impossible.  Yet movie execs insist on labeling another version of this time old tale the truth.


If historians cannot even agree what is truly historical, should movie producers be promoting movies by claiming that they are the ultimate truth?  Ethically, I would say no.  Yet, movies are about getting folks to the box-office and making money.  Cutting out certain passages, characters and subplots may be the best way to get people in the seats. However, someone certainly seems to be being cheated by presenting an inaccurate version, whether it is the historians frustrated with the lack of interest in the truth, the audience who naively buys into the inaccuracy or the movie execs who must choose to promote dishonestly. 

Finally, are audiences really captured by the importance of historical accuracy when they consider their choices outside the theatre?  I know I have been known to say on occasion, That was a great movie; wasn’t it based on a true story?  Perhaps just knowing that there is truth within the often replayed, monotonous storylines cluttering the selection at Blockbuster makes me appreciate, even if it is only a little bit of truth in some films. 
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