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Gary R. Edgerton

Chalk, Talk, and Videotape:

Ultilizing Ken Burns’s Television
Histories in the Classroom

en Burns is an admittedly controversial tigure in historical

circles. He has single-mindedly pursued his dual obsession

with film making and history for over aquarter of a century
now, anticipating a much broader surge of interest in all rhings
historical among the general population. When Burns first began
work on the film that would evenrually become his Public Broad-
casting Service (PBS) debut, Brooklyn Bridge (1981), the histori-
cal documentary held little interest

practices. Preparing each historical documentary includes the dis-
ciplined rigors of thoroughly researching his subject, writing grant
proposals, collaborating and debating with an assortment of schol-
arly advisors, composing multiple drafts of the off screen narration,
as well as gathering and selecting the background readings and the
expert commentaries. The final 372-page script for The Ciuvil War,
for instance, was its fifteenth version (2).

Ken Burns is, accordingly, an

for most American television view-
ers. By 1997, however, audience pref-
erences had changed dramatically as
TV Guide reported: “Seven years af-
ter Ken Burns's The Civil War proved
that history on TV could be engag-
ing—and attract millions of viewers,
documentaries are all over the dial”
(1). Burns, in this way, has emerged
as the signature figure for a much
larger trend in historical program-
ming, primarily because of the un-
precedented success of The Civil War
(1989) as well as the consistently
robust showings of his other televi-
sion specials. He has likewise be-
come a lightning rod for professional
historians to express a spectrum of
proand con reactions about the grow-
ing popularity of films and television
programs about the past, overshad-
owing the one-time preeminence of
written histories alone.

Ken Burns's position as a histori-

able if “self-taught” historian, but
he is not a professional. In contem-
porary America, the term profes-
sional suggests a person who has
made a lifetime commitment to a
specialized career and thus belongs
to an exclusive and highly select
group. An amateur, in contempo-
rary terms and by contrast, is not to
be taken all that seriously; he orshe
is considered a beginner, a dabbler,
or in the worst-case scenario, a
dilectante. “l just wanted to say
that | wasn't a historian in the
traditional, professional sense,” ad-
mits Burns, “and 1 think it may
have been a lirtle insulation or ar-
mor that would protect me” (3). In
today’s parlance, therefore, he is
more precisely a popular historian
rather than an amateur, who uses
the power and influence of film to
reach well beyond a scholarly audi-
ence with his television histories.

cal documentaristessentially scraddles
two well-established and typically dis-
tinct professions. He is a highly ac-
complished relevision producer-director, and, as he often
characterizes himself, “an amateur historian” with a wide-ranging
interest in American history but no special scholarly training or
specialization in any one particular area. His work habits, neverthe-
less, do have a grear deal in common with many standard academic
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his 1996 documentary about the third president.

All rold, Ken Burns has created
sixteen major specials so far—Brook-
Ivn Bridge, Shakers: Hands to Work,
Hearts to Gud (1984), Huey Long (1985), The Statue of Liberty
(1986), Thomas Hart Benton (1988), The Congress (1988), The
Civil War, Empire of the Air: The Men Who Made Radio (1992),
Baseball (1994), The West (1996), Thomas Jefferson (1997), Lewis
& Clark: The Journey of the Corps of Discovery (1997), Frank Lloyd



Wright (1998}, Not For Ourselves Alone: The Story of Elizabeth Cady
Stanton & Susan B. Anthony (19993, Jazz (2001}, and Mark Twain
(2002}, Most remarkably, seventy million Americans have now
seen T he Ciuil War. Fifry million have watched Baseball; and all of
his other television productions over the last decade have aver-
aged more than fifreen million viewers during their initial tele-
casts {(4). The cumulative popularity of Burns’s biographical or
quasi-biographical histories is striking by virrually any measure,
and they have over time redefined the place of historical docu-
mentaries on prime-time television.

Ken Burns's made-for-television histories are also regular
features in high school and undergraduate history courses through-
out the country. This development, too, began in the immediate
wake of The Ciuil War when over sixty colleges and universities
licensed the series for classroom use in only the first month afrer
its premiere relecast, while more than a decade later, the seventy-
nine-page Telecourse Student Guide: The Civil War, conraining
episode synopses, themaric overviews, key concepts and names,
questions for review, and recommended readings, is still in print
and widely urilized as a reaching supplement (5). Elaborare web
sites containing similar kinds of educational materials are now
readily accessible to teachers and students alike on his seven latest
historical documentaries (6). Overall, then, what issuesneed to be
considered when adopting Ken Burmns’s work on videotape or
DVD as a pedagogical aid?

[ have often screened examples from Burns’s films in my own
courses over the last decade. Analyzing either entire episodes or
shorter clips from his television histories requires both a basic
knowledge of the subject at hand as well as a cerrain degree of
media literacy. As with any film maker, aestheric and technical
factors always influence the kinds of historical representations
that result. In the remainder of this article, I will focus primarily
on Ken Burns’s combined perspective as a television producer-
director and a popular historian, discussing the strengths and
weaknesses of this multifaceted viewpoint. In the process, I will
hone in on the stylistic, narrative, and ideological features which
typify Burns's work as a whole, suggesting several classroom
strategies rhat should help in revealing more about the filmic and
historical choices that he generally makes. Finally, I will end with
some brief concluding observations about the ways in which

Burns’s popular histories complement the mostly ditferent though
reciprocal purposes of professional history.

Ken Burns as Stylist

Any understanding of Ken Burns’s work must begin with rhe
fundamental assumprion rhat relevision's representation of the
past is an entirely new and different kind of history altogether.
Unlike written discourse, the language of relevision is highly
stylized, elliptical {rather than linear) in structure, and associa-
tional or metaphoric in the ways in which it portrays its historical
themes, figures, and events. At first it may appear thar Burns has
embraced a wide assortment of subjects in his sixteen television
a bridge, a nineteenth-century religious sect, a statue,

histories
a demagogue, a painter, the legislative branch of government, a
civil war, a mass medium, the national pastime, the frontier, a
founding father, a pair of explorers, an archirect, rwo pioneering
but there are four

feminists, a musical genre, and a writer

underlying common denominators that bind his approach as a
producer-director and popular historian rogether.

First, Ken Burns has creared a distinctive and well recognizable
style based largely on rechniques first introduced decades ago;
however, he arranges these constituent elements into a wholly
new and highly complex rexrual arrangement. Beginning with
Brooklyn Bridge and continuing through Mark Twain, Burns blends
narration with what he calls his “chorus of voices,” meaning
readings from personal papers, diaries, and lerters; interpretive
commentaries from onscreen experts, usually scholars, critics, and
wirnesses; his rephotographing rechnique which closely examines
old photographs, paintings, drawings, and other artifacts with his
movie camera; all backed up by sound effects and a musical rack
thart features period compositions and folk music. The effect of this
collage of rechniques is to create the illusion that the viewer is
being transported back in time, literally finding an emotional
connection with the people and events of America’s past.

| frequently use a short clip from Huey Long to illustrate Burng’s
many skills as a stylist. Approximately twelve minutes into chap-
ter one, “Every Man a King,” a brief fifty-five-second vignetre
containing five period stills ideally captures the subtle effective-
ness of Burns's poetic approach to history. This section is part of
a slightly larger two-minute scene that begins with stock footage
of Long, speaking energetically to a large crowd, as narrator David
McCullough recounts off screen: “His listeners loved to hear him
lash the rich and powerful—rthe thieves, bugs, and lice who dared
oppose him.” The screen, then, cuts after this forty-five-second
long shot to a static image of the Kingfish with his arms and hands
spread outward, speaking into an old NBC microphone ar another

his standing presence on the podium. This photograph almost
instantly springs ro life with the clamor of cheering people fading
up on the soundtrack several seconds before McCullough begins
speaking: “But they loved still more his vision of a new Louisiana.”
The dramatic coup de grice of this filmic moment occurs with the
introduction of Jay Ungar’s heartrending lament, “Ashokan Fare-
well,” the very same violin piece that would become the signature
theme of The Civil War five years later. Burns, first and foremost,
brings these old archival pictures alive by synesthesia or the
process by which one rype of sensory stimulation enhances an-
other. In this specific case, the simulated realism of the crowd
noises, the narrative context provided by the narration, and the
climactic emotional force of the background music literally jump
starts this static image of Huey Long in such a way thar the
audience is betrer able to suspend its dishelief, thus perceiving the
film’s protagonist as viral {(and maybe even moving for just an
instant} in that photograph.

Ken Burns also employs accompanying sights as well as sounds
to similarly animate these old archival images. This same scene
cuts to an old black-and-white photo of a majestic vak tree, as the
haunting strains of “Ashokan Farewell” and David McCullough's
expressive narration continue off screen:

At the lirtle Cajun town of St. Marrinville, he set forth his
hopes for the future. “It is here,” he said, ‘under this oak [dissolve
to a live color shor rilting slowly downward on the same osk tree

as it looks today], where Evangeline waited for her lover who never
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Burns uses his 1985 film Huey Long to dramatize the rise, reign, and
assassination of one of the most compelling and powerful figures in all
of American politics: Louisiana's corrupt champion of the poor, the
turbulent and self-proclaimed “King Fish.”

came. This oak is an immortal spot made so by Longtellow’s poem.
But Evangeline is not the only one here in disappointment
[dissolve ro ablack-and-white photo of Myrde Bigler of Atchafalaya
River as a young girl]; Where are the schools that you waited for
your children to have [dissolve to live color shot of Myrtle Bigler
as an old woman|? Where are the roads and highways [dissolve to
black-and-white picture of Edmond Riggs of St. Martinville at
about twelve years old] that you sent your money to build [dissofve
to live color shot of Edmond Riggs as an old man] that are no
nearer now than ever betore [dissolve to black-and-white stiff of
Alcide Verret of Atchafalaya River as a young boy]! Where are the
institutions to take care of the sick and the disabled [dissolve to
live color shot of Alcide Verret as an old man]? Evangeline wept
bitter tears in her disappointment [cut to stock footage of a poor
middle-aged woman scrubbing clothes at a wash tub outside her
small tenant home on the Bayoul, but it only fasted through one
fiferime. Your tears have lasted through generations. Give me the
chance to dry the tears of those thar weep here” [as “Ashokan
Farewell” reaches its poignant conclusion oft screen]. (Huey Long.
Alexandria, VA: PBS Video, 1985)

In this specific example, Ken Burns revivifies five carly twen-
tieth-century black-and-white photographs by merging them se-
quentially with contempaorary color footage. Saill and moving
images of the actual Evangeline oak and the same three average
Louisiana citizens correspond one-to-one, young-to-old over the
course of just fifty-five seconds. Burns recognizes thar film and
television are incapable of rendering temporal dimensions with
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much precision. The media have no analogues for the pase and
future tenses of written language. These visually based media,
instead, amplify the present sense of immediacy out of all propor-
rion. The producer-director recognizes this characteristic of film
grammar and capitalizes on it by mixing and marching historical
source material (such us the five static photos) with contemporary
sighes and sounds, putting rthem all on an equal footing in the
present rense. In this particular scene, the live quality of the
contemporary color foorage encourages audiences to interpret the
matching black-and-whire stills as if they were also alive and
animated. Huey Long's populist message and raw political talents,
in this way, grow far more immediate and tangible to current
viewers. Audiences can, in effect, experience and hetter under-
stand the charm of his thetoric and the appeal of his message for
ordinary voters throughout Louisiana at the tme—such as the
Myrtle Biglers, the Edmond Riggses, and the Alcide Verrets—
whom McCullough describes in his off screen narration as the

“trappers and fishermen of the Bayou, redneck tarmers from the
hills, sharecroppers and tenants and small town storekeepers,
Carholics and Protestants alike.” Instead of overwhelming view-
ers with too many details, Burns strategically provides just enough
information about Huey Long’s platform for governor in six
representative lines from his stump speech, thus connecting his
concerns for education, highways, and health care with memo-
rable imagery—bhoth old and new-—as well as with an evocative
melody, which together convey a deeply emotional sense of the
past to audiences with great staying power and personal impact.

Ken Burns as Storyteller

Second, Burns relies strongly on a seamless, solidly con-
structed plot structure which retlects his partial integration of the
Hollywood classical style into his methods as a popular historian.
As with all of his miniseries, The Civil War exhibits an epic
storyline overflowing with historical people, places, and events.
At the same time, its extended eleven-hour narrative design is
virtually transparent to most of the viewers who follow along on
television, episode by episode, through the full extent of its
chronological and biographical strucrure. Burns and his col-
leagues, in this way, strive for the seemingly realistic presentation
strategies of Hollywood, which involve tefling stories in a straight-
forward it formulaic manner, relying heavily on one or more star
protagonists (Abraham Lincoln, for example, among many oth-
ers) and employing the elements of film form (camera work,
editing, sound) as their main means of always keeping the me-
chanics of the plot line hidden from millions of viewers.

“I am the audience,” Burns readily admits, “it [ have one gitt,
[ think it is that I have an ability in the editing room to be my
audience’s representative” {7). Nowhere is this trait more appar-
ent than in the producer-director’s ability to rranstorm history
into narrative and rhus wake the dead by bringing select historical
characters back to life within the confines of a well-told story
about America's past. A case in point is The Civld War's most
celebrated set picce, the poignant and cloquent voice-over of



Major Sullivan Ballou’s parting letter to his wife before he was
killed at the first bartle of Bull Run (accompanied again by the
haunting lament that serves as the series anthem, “Ashokan
Farewell”). | have used this clip in class many times to demon-
strate Burns’s abilities as a storyteller. This three and one-half
minute scene is placed out of sequence in episode one (“1861—
The Cause”) to elicit its full dramatic effect. Referring solely to
evenits in July, this chapter, entitled “Honorable Manhood,”
actually concludes the episode after all the events of fall and
winter have already been covered, thus rendering the preceding
ninety-five minutes with an air of melancholy, romance and
higher purpose.

[t is important to recognize and point out to students that poetic
license is used throughout the segment, as Ballou's declaration of love
is heard over images that have nothing factually to do with Sullivan
Ballou but evoke the emotional texture of his parting sentiments:
photographsof the interiorof a tent where such aletter mighthave been
written; a sequence of pictures portraying six other Civil War couples;
and three static filmed shots of Manassas battlefield as it looks today in
a pinkish twilight. The effectiveness of this scene is profound in its
ability to engage an audience emotionally at a strategic moment in the
plot. Such dramaric liberties regularly draw criticisms from some
professional historians, however. One scholar, for example, chided
Burns for utilizing the Sullivan Ballou letter without “report[ing] in The
Civil War . . . that the letter was never sent; it was discovered among
Ballou’s possessions” (8). Another historian raised the question thata
number of different versions of the letter do in fact exist (9). Burns
responds that “poetic license is that razor’s edge between fraud and
art that we ride all the time. You have to shorten, you have to take
shortcuts, you have to abbreviate, you have to sort of make do
with, you have to sometimes go with something that’s less criti-
cally truthful imagery-wise because it does an ultimately better job
of telling the larger truth” (10).

Ken Burns as Biographer

Third, Ken Burns stresses the biographical approach in creat-
ing his made-for-television histories. Biography, above all else, is
the central organizing principle around which Ken Burns builds
all of his historical narratives. He believes that “[tjhe way we come
to terms with our common past is through a doorway that is the
lives of other people” (11). Brooklyn Bridge, for instance, starts out
as a dramatic rendering of John and Washington Roebling'’s
combined struggle to design and oversee the construction of this
inspired American landmark. Mother Ann Lee is likewise the
seminal presence behind the story of Shakers. The Statue of Liberty
begins by chronicling the creative obsession of Frédéric Auguste
Bartholdi. The Congress is successively comprised of historic
accounts and anecdotes concerning that institution’s “Builders,”
“Debators,” “Bosses,” “Progressives,” and “Managers.” Baseball's
over eighteen-hour narrative likewise boasts a cast of approxi-
mately seventy-five key figures; a similar number of historical
characrers animates rhe nearly nineteen hours of Jazz.

“I've been working in two parallel tracks,” Burns reveals, “one
The Civil War, Baseball,

falnd in a parallel track, I've been working on a series

has been a trilogy of three major series
and Jaxz. ..
of biographical porrraits” (12). This unwavering allegiance to
biographical storytelling is also another one of the prime reasons
why Burns is sometimes criticized by members of the academic
community. The biographical approach probably reached its
nadir in the historical discipline with the growing influence of the
new social historians of the late 1960s and [970s. This scholarly
movement infused rechniques mainly associated with the social
and behavioral sciences into professional history, including a wide
range of quantitative methodologies that succeeded in more
effectively delineating the social, economic, and demographic
aspects of their subjects. The old-style historical biographies
appeared hopelessly unscientific and impressionistic in compari-
son, with their traditional reliance on narrative and their larger-
than-life looks at “Great Men.”

The most prominent and successful practitioners of the hio-
graphical approach to history. during this era actually came from
outside the academic world, led by best-selling writers such as
Shelby Foote with his three-volume Civil War: A Narrative; David
McCullough with early works such as The Great Bridge; and Michael
Shaara with his Pulitzer Prize-winning Civil War novel, The Killer
Angels (13). Foote, McCullough, and Shaara, among others, were
working within and renewing a much longer tradition of popular
history, while also inspiring an even younger generation of nascent
filmmakers who would initiate a mini-revival in the historical
documentary on television just a decade later. Ken Burns, in
particular, adapted McCullough’s The Great Bridge as his first film,
and decided to produce The Civil War after he finished reading The
Killer Angels on Christmas Day of 1984, an experience he describes
as “changling] [his] life” (14). In discovering his own personal niche
somewhere between the general public and the academy, Burns has
seized the attention of tens of millions of viewers by the subjects he
chooses and the way that he presents them.

Ken Burns as Liberal Pluralist

Fourth and finally, Ken Burns articulates a version of the
country’s past that conveys his own perspective as a popular
historian, intermingling many widespread assumptions about
the character of America and its liberal pluralist aspirations. In
this way, most of his subjects are recognizable rather than
marginalized—such as the Statue of Liberty, the Congress, the
Civil War, baseball, and in this next example, Thomas Jefferson—
although he does incorporate multi-cultural issues and outlooks
into the broader panorama of his nationalist narratives. Burns
has always contended that in making all of his documentaries he
is “asking one deceptively simple question: who are we! That is
to say, who are we Americans as a people?” (15). This preoccu-
pation with the elemental question—who are we as Ameri-
cans’—could not be more relevant in an era when
multiculturalism has become the source of sweeping and funda-
mental reappraisals of almost every aspect of national life.

OAH Macazing oF HisTory * S



Thomas Jefferson, for instance, is designed as such a reexamina-
tion. Jefferson’s image is clearly in transition today, and his
racial legacy is the major reason why he now occupies such a
problematic place in American history and culture.

Burns's most effective tool in reexamining this issue (and all
of the other controversies

Burns then allows the audience to rest for a moment and
absorb what has been said as he inter-cuts an old photograph of
Monticello, the Capitol in Washington, D.C. at mid-century;
another image of several slaves; and a live shot of the Jefferson
Memorial. Andrew Burstein prefigures the Civil War in the next

statement, “l don't

that he examines in his
work) is his creation of nu-
merous editingclusters. Luse
examples of these scenes
all of the time to illustrate
the way in which he uti-
lizes oppesing points of
view todebate relevant and
important historical mat-
ters. In the coda of Thomas
Jefferson, for example,
paintings of Jefferson by
Rembrandt Peale (1800),

Judss 14, 1861
Camp Clark, Weshinglon

My wery dear Sarnah:

The indicalions are wery sbhoug thal we shall movs in o few dos — perhaps
lomornow. Leil 7 should nol be sble b wrile again, T feel impelled lo wnile o few lines
thal wasy Jall wnder goun ege when I shall be no e ...

ﬁMMMWM,Mk&ezméafen&wﬂwWwwl«&ﬁjam

gaged, and my g doed nol biall on fallen. J huow how sbrongly American
Cinidigation now leant on the binmpl of the Goven , and how greal o deld we sue
lo those who deed bofore us Yvough the blood and sufferings of the Reaslection. Aud J
MM%M?@@MWW&@WQIJWWM&&&{%&WW

Charles Wilson Peale
{1791), and Gilbert Stuart
(18053} are interspersed
with seven separate opin-
ions of Jefferson’s accom-
plishments, his
shortcomings, and his cur-
rentsignificance. Burnsre-
fers to Joseph Ellis: “There
is a simple but extraordi-
narily resonant message
that Jefferson somehow
symbolizes, namely the fu-
ture is going to be better
than the past”; and Gary
Wills: “I think the thing to
remember from Jefferson is
the power of the word—
that ideas matter.” A shot
of the Declaration of Inde-
pendence pans across the
phrase “life, liberty, and the
pursuit of happiness,” after
which viewers consider
Clay Jenkinson’s opinion

Sanale ey lowe for you is deathdoss, it seemi lo bind me wilh mighly cables thal
nothing bl Omaipslence could breals; and yel my love of Counlry comes sven me like o

TFhe 4 of the blcssfed momends J hoove dpend will gow come creeping oven
me, and 7 feel mosl gralified lo God cud lo you thal I have enjoged them 1o long. Aad
hand i it for me lo give thens wp and burn b ashes the bopes of fulsne qeans, when, God
willing, we might Will haue lived and loved logethen, and 1een oun tons grown up lo
honorable manbood, d wi. J have, I bonow, beet fows and small claims wpon Disine
Providence, bud 1o 7«%%&%wp%ft&p&d&iﬁww{&cfwo{m¢;&ﬁé
Edgan, thal I shall nelern fo my loved onet unbarmed. Jf I do nol my dear Saral:,
nover forgel bwws much I love you, and when my last brealh escapes me on lhe ballle
deﬂwﬁdpmwm@mwww,wﬁewwfm
Wwﬁmwwwﬁma{&n%@&w’ﬂw%w«dﬁ

Bud, @gmﬁﬂgﬂewmwm&t(ftﬁmﬂfﬁ aa'd’//cf:uz.cr. chrceend
Uivie they loved, T 1hall alwans be near you; M%W&ﬂwm%m{
be my brealhs, as the conl cin fans yownr Uinolbbing lemple, i shall be miy spinit

ERE

Seellivarn Ballow wis killed a teeek buter at the First Buttle of Brel Ruen on July 21, i861,
This copy of has letter to his wife, Saralt, is conrtesy of General Maotors,
vorparate wnderwriter of Ken Brrnsh areand winning THE CIVIL WAR series o PBS.

think he was convinced
that America would be
able to advance with-
out fits and seizures and
numerous torments. He
didn’t know how to
hold the union to-
gether, but in the end
P'm sure he felt he had
done his best—rthat he
had lived up ro his
dreams.” The codacon-
tinues with Gore Vidal:
“With all his faults and
contradictions . . . if
there is such a thing as
an American spirit,
then he is it.” Finally,
Clay Jenkinson returns
off screen over various
portraits of Jefferson:
Jetferson essentially
tells us rthat we cannot
be complacent until two
conditions are met. Ev-
ery human being born
on this continent has a
right to equal, indeed,
identical trearment in
the machine of the law,
irrespective of race, gen-
der, creed, or class of
origin. And, secondly,
everyone born on this
continent has a right to
roughly equal opportu-
nity at modest prosper-
ity, and until these

that: “lt is Jefferson who is indispensable because he is mysterious,
idealistic, pragmatic, misunderstood, complicated, paradoxical,
hypocritical. He is the stuff of America and that is who we are and
that is why Jefferson has to be the center of our national dis-
course.” Then, ashot of aslave accompanies John Hope Franklin’s
quote: “The legacy of Jefferson is both a gift and a curse . . . he
cursed us with a practice of inequality and slavery and a denial of
justice that scarcely can be erased by anvthing we can think of.”
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conditions are met, we cannot rest. When those conditions are
met, we may say as Jefferson said he would, nunc dimittis, you may
dismiss me, my work is done. (Thomas Jefferson. Alexandria, VA:
PBS Home Video, 1997)

This specific sequencing of opinions underscores Burns's lib-
eral pluralist perspective because individual speakers differ on the
exact meaning of Jefferson’s legacy throughout this editing clus-
ter, but disagreement ultimately takes places within the broader
framework of agreement on underlying principle. The scene ends



with a dramatic time-lapse shot of the sun setting with the words
of Thomas Jefferson spoken by Sam Waterston about the enduring
nature of representative government and “this countryl’s aim} to
preserve and restore life and liberty.” Like other popular and
professional historians of his generation, Burns, too, addresses
matters of diversity, but unlike many of his contemporaries, he
presents an image of the United States pulling together despite its
chronic differences rather than a society coming apart at the seams.

Finding a Place for
Popular History Alongside
Professional History

The mutual skepticism that
sometimes surfaces between
popular and professional histori-
ans is understandable and unfor-
trunate. Each usually works with
different media (although some
scholars do produce historical
television programs, videos, and
films); each tends to place a dis-
similar stress on the respective
roles of storytelling versus analy-
sis in relaying history; and each
tailors a version of the past that
is designed for disparate——though
overlapping—kinds of audiences.
These distinctions are real
enough. Still, the artist and the
scholar, the popular and profes-
sional historian can complement
each other more than is some-
times evident in the expressions
of suspicion, defensiveness, and
even on occasion, scorn, that
too often arise on both sides.

Professional history typically
rejects the mythmaking of popu-
lar history. This tradition, which
dates back to the second half of the nineteenth century, recasts the
study of history inside the larger framework of scientific inquiry
with an allegiance to objectivity {albeit modified these days), a
systematic and detached method of investigation, and the pursuit
of new knowledge. The much older legacy of popular history, in
contrast, is far more artistic and ceremonial in approach. It is
usually consensus-oriented, narrative and biographical in struc-
ture, and intended to link producers and audiences in a mainly
affirming relationship based on the immediate experience they
are sharing together around the characters and events of their
cultural past. Most surprising today, the most prominent and
influential examples of popular history in America now originate
on prime-time television and many of these made-for-television
histories eventually find their way into the country’s classrooms as

Bumns uses this anonymous Civil War couple to put a human face on
Sullivan Ballou’s last letter to his wife. (see opposite page)

tools to help stimulate reaching. Ken Burns's work, in particular,
can serve as a useful point of departure for further analysis and
debate about the subjects that he covers.

Granted, each one of the sixteen historical topics thar Ken
Burns has produced on film so far is much more complex and
sweeping than can be adequately addressed or explained by any
one television documentary or book for that matter. Too often,
made-for-television histories are hastily misperceived as the last
word on any given topic, simply because of the unprecedented
power and influence of televi-
sion as a medium. Rather than
being definitive, Ken Burns’s
historical documentaries are
best understood as dramatic al-
ternatives to the many pub-
lished histories that exist within
a general subject area. Burns’s
work revivifies a historical topic
for both television and class-
room audiences, spurring some
of these viewers to pursue this
newly cultivated interest be-
yond the screen and into other
forms of professional and popu-
lar history. Ken Burns’s televi-
sion histories can be utilized as
an engaging and effective peda-
gogical aid when paired with
an assortment of related schol-
arly readings as well as supple-
mented with thorough class
discussions about the ways in
which Burnsactually constructs
these television histories, the
strengths and limitations of his
filmic representations, and
what issues he covers or leaves
out and why. O
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