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Winds of Change in the South

Hollywood has made an unmistakable mark on Western culture.  Although some may consider movies only a means for pure entertainment, an evening at the cinema can be positively enriching.  Historical movies can bring a certain era to life and foster appreciation of a particular period in history.  America’s dramatic history contains many events that could make interesting movies.  Although Gone with the Wind exhibits several aspects that are to be expected in strong movies, it also endeavored to educate the viewer of the permanent change the South experienced at the hands of the Civil War.  Despite a spirited attempt to be historically sound, improvement is feasible in a few areas.


Gone with the Wind does an admirable job of depicting mid 19th century Georgia to the viewer.  First, one is engulfed in the splendor of the rich plantation class.  The movie presents the era in a romantic aura, which is highlighted by the particularly picturesque landscape and enormous manor houses.  Slaves dutifully worked in the fields and staffed the houses.  Secondly, the viewer is bombarded with the fear felt by the Southerners during the destructive siege of Atlanta; wounded soldiers lay in the streets of Atlanta, waiting for treatment.  After shelling Atlanta, the Confederate army set Atlanta ablaze, which prompted frantic looting.  Finally, some light was shown on the reconstruction process of the South, using Atlanta as the chief medium.  The dynamics of the rebuilding city was changed by the appearance of sly carpetbaggers, of free blacks, and of stern soldiers.  The dynamic characters made the lively setting more convincing.

Gone with the Wind features several memorable characters.  First, the viewer is introduced to the stunning Southern belle, Scarlett O’Hara, who enchanted most of the local boys with her raven colored hair and alluring charms.  Although her rash and impetuous nature led to three marriages, after the war she showed exemplary determination through her noteworthy assent from poverty to the pinnacle of wealth.  Secondly, Ashley Wilkes, a rugged blond, was a common face throughout the movie.  Though they were poor and she was unable to have children, Ashley showed loyalty, by refraining from abandoning his wife.  In addition, Ashley proved that he had a strong sense of duty and honor, as he answered the Confederacy’s call to arms and did not desert when defeat was imminent.  Finally, the screen welcomed the tall, dark, and suave Rhett Butler.  Although he was initially disgraced for his scandalous behavior, he became a war hero for cleverly evading the Northern blockade of Southern ports.  Furthermore, Rhett was also a very logical man, who after the capture of Fort Sumter, appeared to be the only man in the South who was skeptical of the South’s ability to defeat the industrial juggernaut opposing them.  The exciting plot brings the well-crafted characters to life.

The viewer is enveloped with Gone with the Wind’s exhilarating plot, which follows the transformation of the South.  While growing up on her father’s plantation, Tara, Scarlett had many suitors, but she desired only the handsome Ashley Wilkes.  When Scarlett discovered that Ashley planned to marry his cousin, Scarlett married one of her awkward suitors, in an attempt to spite Ashley.  However, Scarlett became a young widow, when her husband died of an illness, while in the army.  Since Scarlett detested the solitude of widowhood, she welcomed the company of Rhett Butler, a charming war hero.  Scarlett visits her aunt in Atlanta just before the Union soldiers begin their siege of the city.  Rhett Butler makes a surprise appearance to help Scarlett escape, as Atlanta is set ablaze.  Scarlett returns to the war torn remains of her home and determines to do whatever possible to be rich again.  When taxes are due on the farm, Scarlett cajoles her sister’s beau into marrying her.  Scarlett aggressively manages his store to facilitate her rise from poverty.  Scarlett became a widow again when her husband, who was secretly a member of the Klu Klux Klan, was killed by occupying Union soldiers.  This time, however, Scarlett was not a widow for long; Rhett’s eager courting resulted in the two marrying.  The two lived in opulence because Rhett stole the Confederate treasury.  Unfortunately, their marriage gradually grew sour, and the relationship was shattered, after the death of their only child.  Rhett abruptly left Scarlett, who comforted herself with the fact that she still had something that she loved more that Rhett: Tara.  A consistent occurrence of strong themes drove the film’s plot.

Fundamental ideas throughout Gone with the Wind guided the viewer to the central themes of the movie.  First, the importance of land was an enduring theme throughout the motion picture.  Since, in the pre-war South, land was a major measure of wealth, the elite plantation class valued land heavily.  In her deepest moments of despair, Scarlett turned to Tara for comfort.  Secondly, the movie made a strong argument that will power could overcome adversity.  Scarlett was used as a major vehicle to present this ideology, as she made a resolute climb from poverty to zenith of wealth.  Finally, the major focus of the film was the radical transformation the South experienced in a mere 10 years.  The economy, demographics, and social structure of the South were changed forever.  Scarlett, Rhett, and Ashley each tried to cope with the change in different manners, with varying degrees of success.  

While one may argue that Gone with the Wind has set a standard for motion pictures, which few surpass, it is also evident that this movie attempts to portray the era in a historically correct manner, with varying degrees of success.  The movie’s principle historical discrepancy was the overtly romantic view of the master-slave relationship, which reflected the common beliefs of early 20th century America.  First, the masters were presented as benevolent caretakers for slaves, who needed guidance.  Most of the slaves in the movie were presented as slow-minded and naïve people, who probably would not be able to do much with freedom.  Next, by an accumulation of details, the movie asserts that the life of a slave was easier than one might think.  The only image of a master mistreating a slave was that of Scarlett slapping Prissy, who was being dishonest and cowardly during a tense moment in Atlanta.  In addition, one of the first scenes in the movie showed a group of slaves working in the fields, without on overseer, stopping to prepare for a leisurely break.  Such a life could not have been the norm, for many slaves tried to escape their masters.  Frederick Douglass mirrored this attitude in his famous narrative as he anticipated “a time at which it would be safe for me to escape [slavery] … I consoled myself with the hope that I should one day find a good chance.”

In contrast to the image of the pre-war South, the image of the South during the war was both vivid and quite historically accurate.  First, the Southern dogma was captured well.  It was widely believed among Southerners that they could defeat the Northerners easily despite the obvious industrial disadvantages the South faced.  “At the start of the war, the value of all manufactured good produced in all the Confederate states added up to less than one fourth of those produced in New York State alone (Pbs.org).”  The sons of rich plantation owners eagerly enlisted to join the Confederate army, and their parents gave generous donations to the war effort.  Secondly, the horrific siege of Atlanta was skillfully presented.  The Union army bombarded the city mercilessly, and mauled the valiant Confederate defenders of Atlanta.  According to www.civilwar.com, 8,499 Confederate solders were killed or wounded, during the final defense of Atlanta.  In a desperate move, slaves, who had until then not been allowed to fight, were recruited to dig trenches to impede the march of the Union soldiers.  Before taking the city, General Sherman destroyed much of the countryside as part of his destructive march to the sea.  

Finally, the viewer is exposed to Georgia transitioning through the reconstruction period.  First, the social structure of the South was changed forever.  The elite plantation class was shattered by the destruction of many of the plantations and the freedom of the slaves.  A new wealthy class emerged, which was not as agrarian or supported heavily by inherited money.  Secondly, the South had some new visitors.  Blacks migrated to the cities of the South at a rapid rate.  Pbs.org highlights this post war phenomenon, “Over the next five years [immediately after the Civil War ended], the black populations of the South’s ten largest cities will double.”  Moreover, Union soldiers occupied the region to keep the peace.  Thirdly, an accretion of facts, which mirror history, gave the image of the age a more authentic feel.  For example, the possibility of owning 40 acres and a mule elated former slaves.  In addition, convict labor gangs were brutally used for the new cheap labor, after the abolition of slavery.  The movie also briefly showed the influence of Klu Klux Klan in the reconstructing South.  Finally, the South developed a strong democratic base, which in principle marked the end of the Reconstruction.

Although Gone with the Wind has been christened a classic by many and hailed as the best movie ever by a few, there are a few areas where improvement could be made.  First, the movie would have benefited from a more balanced portrayal of the lives of the slaves because the movie appears to acquiesce to human bondage.  Mistreatment of or discontentment among the slaves could have been shown, with more frequency.  Moreover, the movie did not have enough capable black characters to balance the negative view created by the several cowardly, slow minded, or naive black characters.  Secondly, while the siege of Atlanta was a thrilling cinematic experience, it was a bit hollow due to the mishandled presentation of Union soldiers.  The movie presented the Union army as a driving force that overwhelmed the South, without any thought given to the hardships that individual Union soldiers faced.  Finally, by choosing more interesting music than generic suspense or drama sound bites, the movie would be more appealing.  Since the Confederate anthem was quite effective once, in the movie, during a moment of Southern dogma, in all likelihood, it could be used effectively again in a similar manner.  Moreover, the movie totally ignored the effect blacks had on Southern culture.  Negro spirituals could highlight the black contribution to Southern culture during the era, while serving as a window to the sorrow many slaves felt.

Although Gone with the Wind is an example high-level cinematic artisanship, it is also undeniably an attempt to educate the viewer on the change the mid 19th century Southern states experienced, because of the Civil War.  While, the movie faltered in its mythical depiction of a golden age of harmony between slaves and masters, it successfully recreated the horror of the Civil War, in addition to, the slow reconstruction process.  One should hope that movies continue to use their powerful abilities of presentation to remain a powerful medium to retell history.
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