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What made The Birth of a Nation so innovative and distinctive to a 1915 audience? 
The use of camera angles allows this film to stand out amongst its contemporaries. One aspect of The Birth of a Nation that I found to be distinctive was the scene where a negro Union regiment raids the town. The camera focuses on the street just outside of the Cameron house as a band of union soldiers rush into town. The wide camera angle allows the audience to see the entire area as chaos ensues on the street. The same shot is used later as a Confederate regiment comes to the rescue of the town. This time the audience sees townspeople cheering on their Confederate rescuers. The dichotomy between the former and latter scenes allows the audience to feel the sense of relief the townspeople felt as the Confederates drive off the marauders. In addition, the battle scenes in which buildings are on fire, e.g. the Atlanta scene, shows silhouettes of soldiers and people with smoke in the background. What makes this scene so innovative is the use of red lights to give the allusion of fire. The score along with the red screen creates a sense of danger without the need for any dialogue. I imagine these scenes to be very powerful to a 1915 audience. 
In addition, the use of close-ups makes this film both innovative and distinctive. For example, the shots of Elsie’s portrait stick out in my mind. When the camera focuses on her face, her eyes are the main focus. Everything else is black except for her ivory skin and sparkling eyes. She looks longingly away from the camera, but there is something melancholy about her beauty. It is as if she knows the outcome of this war, but the knowledge is trapped within the portrait. Ben Cameron is unaware of this foreshadowing as he is wholly consumed by her beauty. Finally, the heartbreak of the war is visceral throughout the film. For example, Cameron’s family learns of the death of the middle son, and the grave state of Ben Cameron in Washington when a Confederate soldier brings the bad news. After delivering the letter, the soldier turns slowly away from the family with his eyes downturned. Once he leaves, Flora Cameron, the youngest daughter, holds her older sister, Margaret, in her arms as she stares into the camera. This close-up focuses on her face, swollen with tears, processing the devastating news she just learned. This vignette encompasses the horror of the home-front in war-time. The Civil War was not only fought on the battlefield, but in cities, towns, and communities across the nation. 

What features of The Birth of a Nation are characteristic of later Hollywood films and genres?
Like many epic blockbusters, there is a love story in The Birth of a Nation. The Romero and Juliet narrative is one modern audiences are very familiar with: West Side Story and Shakespeare in Love. Ben Cameron, he oldest son of an affluent doctor, is also a caring family man and war hero. At the beginning of the film, he is given a portrait in a small folio of the beautiful Elsie Stoneman by an old friend. Cameron is unaware that Miss Stoneman’s father is a powerful Northern politician from Washington D.C. Cameron subsequently carries her portrait with him throughout his time in the war. His admiration for Elsie grows as the war drags on. For example, we see Cameron sitting alone in his tent, seeming to lose hope in the war; he opens up the folio and stares at Elsie’s face before almost tossing it aside, however, he hesitates and ends up putting the folio back in his pocket. Later, the scene where Cameron wakes up in a Washington field hospital could appear on television today. After a near fatal injury sustained at the disastrous battle of Petersburg, Virginia, he opens his eyes to see the face of Elsie Stoneman’s face, whom he has loved surreptitiously throughout the war. As the war ends and Reconstruction begins, the pair struggle with questions of loyalty to their families and personal beliefs despite being in love. For these reasons, this narrative makes The Birth of a Nation identifiable to audiences in both 1915 and 2020 despite the viewer’s background and personal feelings toward the history of this time period. 



