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Why Gods and Generals Fails to Captivate

Just like American society as a whole, the Big Screen reflects the national fascination with this nation’s coming of age story, the American Civil War.  From classics such as Birth of a Nation and Gone with the Wind to more recent films such as Glory and Cold Mountain, Hollywood has appealed to and shaped America’s memory by depicting the political, social, and military aspects of the Civil War.  Judged by its copious following of amateur historians and the countless shelves of books written on the subject, the Civil War uniquely and extensively engages the public, and lasting interests are not uncommon.  Therefore, when the public overwhelmingly excoriates a Civil War production in which tens of million dollars were invested, the causes for such a tremendous disaster deserve analysis.  Gods and Generals is such a production.  Largely financed by Ted Turner and produced, written, and directed by Ron Maxwell, this 2003 release fell far short of its successful and captivating sequel, Gettysburg, produced by that same Ron Maxwell ten years prior.  Gods and Generals can trace its disappointment as a Civil War movie to a general sluggishness, distracting special interest stories, and stale characters.  

To begin, the introductory chapters suffer from lethargy that sets the tone for the rest of the movie, something a 231 minute film can ill-afford.  Assuming that four hours exceeds the public’s attention span for a movie, efficient usage of time and the shedding of unessential elements should be high priority.  It was not.  The opening chapter features five minutes of credits shown on flapping Civil War era flags.  Although beautiful works of art in their own way, they do not directly contribute to plot development.  In light of the movie’s time issues, those opening five minutes should have been more wisely used, displaying credits while simultaneously engaging in characterization or conflict creation.  Additionally, the opening song, Mary Fahl’s Going Home, is not exactly Ramstein when it comes to keeping the audience awake through drama and energy in music.  

Perpetuating the first chapter’s indolence is the second chapter, a four minute exhange in which Robert E. Lee (Robert Duval) rejects a generalship offered by President Lincoln.   The conversation between Lee and a congressman representing Lincoln furthers the initial sloth.  Speech devoid of emotion matches equally dry music and monotonous background.  Political diction, formal mannerisms, and dull voices dangerously combine to alienate the viewer.  The movie’s mediocre soundtrack, especially when compared to Gettysburg’s superb music, contributes to the drowsiness.  The scene shows the inside of a Washington parlor for the entire four minutes, resulting in visual ennui.  While the conversation contains plot significance, these cinematic elements prohibit the garnering of the viewer’s interest.   Suggestions for improving this scene include cutting its length, adding emotion to the actors’ voices, or displaying images of the upcoming battle while Lee speaks.  

Even if the viewer escapes the doldrums of the introduction, distractions abound in the form of subplots that appeal to special interests.  Glory and Gettysburg can partly attribute their success to a focus on a few key issues or conflicts.  For example, Glory spotlighted the combating of racism in the army, and, likewise, leading an army in battle stands as one of the prominent issues in Gettysburg.  What is important is that both of these movies maintained a sharp focus by limiting their scope.  Logically, when choosing to expand the movie’s scope through secondary themes, Gods and Generals should have decided to maintain a narrower scope.  This rings especially true given that it had to tell an entire nation’s story for a two year time period as opposed to Glory’s story of only one regiment or Gettysburg’s story of only three days.  In other words, burdened with a bigger story, Gods and Generals could not afford a potpourri of themes.


However, Maxwell tried anyway.  As a result, the movie was stretched thin, and, accordingly, the movie’s plots and subplots were not well-developed.  Gods and Generals half-heartedly tackles numerous themes with varying levels of failure.  The movie took quick dips in the philosophical issues of secession, states rights, and slavery but never really moved beyond using common buzz words.  Religion often manifests itself in the movie but is hard to believe.  Irish immigrants fighting on opposite sides made for an interesting story that was the closest to achieving a feeling of completeness.  Wives of the main characters’ added another, but much less complete, dimension.  Finally, Gods and Generals featured two subplots – a general’s friendship with a little girl to show his sensitive side as well as a Southern family’s story – that received special attention but suffered from the aforementioned problems.  The stories occupy valuable time but lack the depth to add much value to the plot.  The movie’s end appearance is one more interested in lip service to a grand hodgepodge of issues than quality.  Perhaps the alleged six-hour director’s cut will take care of many of the loose ends, and, then again, maybe it will create more.

Partially as a result of the distracting subplots, the main characters and their conflicts are stale.  The viewer struggles to develop feelings for the main characters because the main characters face little conflict or exhibit little emotion.  To put it simply, the movie suffers from a lack of drama that excites the viewer.  Thus, the viewer dispassionately watches events unfold, devoid of feeling for the characters.  As Gettysburg proved, battlefields, with their connection to death on a large scale, can be the source of abundant drama.  Gods and Generals failed to capitalize on developing battles, and, naturally, the main characters went through battle like pawns of circumstance rather than players with the ability to face conflict and influence events as they unfold.   

Of the three main characters, Stonewall Jackson was the most three-dimensional. However, he still fell far short of inspiring drama because, excluding his final minutes, he faces few challenges and risks.  Joshua Chamberlain’s main challenge was leading men in a futile charge, a situation that could provoke thought but lacked development to any meaningful level.  Unlike Gettysburg when his decisions mattered, Chamberlain was merely a pawn of circumstance; the viewer could only watch him endure.  More than any other character, Robert E. Lee suffered from being stale, a problem especially abhorrent given the talents of Robert Duval.  Lee, one of the most mythological figures and best leaders in American history, was wooden.  Never did the movie depict his genius at work or demonstrate his brilliance meaningfully; nor did it allow Lee to betray emotion or passion.  Because the movie focuses very little on Lee’s internal conflict, the viewer must take such attributes for granted.  Perhaps, Lee was too great for Gods and Generals to touch.  

Given the momentum from Gettysburg and extra money from Ted Turner, Gods and Generals disappointed as a Civil War movie.  Its general sluggishness, distracting special interest stories, and stale characters prohibited the movie’s success and stand out as a case study for failure. Other issues certainly exist.  For example, Gods and Generals has received much scrutiny for authenticity and use of reenactors versus paid actors.  Recent news reports indicate that, in spite of Gods and Generals, Ted Turner has optioned for the third and final movie in the trilogy, The Last Full Measure.  Hopefully, the numerous lessons learned from Gods and Generals will effect positive changes in the production of The Last Full Measure, resulting in a Civil War epic that inspires pride.  First and foremost, never produce a movie bearing a title whose acronym is “GaG.”  
