
‘Like History 
with Lightening’: 

Historical 
Controversies 

surrounding The 
Birth of a Nation



1. Civil War History: The Basics

2. Technical Analysis of Birth of a Nation

3. Birth of Cinema: Early Film History

4. Birth of a Nation as History

5. Oscar Micheaux and African American responses to 
Birth of a Nation



• What made The Birth of a Nation so 
innovative and distinctive to a 1915 
audience?

• What features of The Birth of a Nation are 
characteristic of later Hollywood films and 
genres (e.g. epics, blockbusters)?

• What claims to historical accuracy does the 
film make? Does the film claim 
to be 'History' in any way?

• How do you interpret the title of The Birth of 
a Nation?

• Should we still watch The Birth of a Nation, 
and if so what are the best ways to handle 
this most controversial of films?



“It's like history  with 
lightning.  My only regret is 
that it is all so terribly true.”

- Quote attributed to Woodrow Wilson after a 
screening of The Birth of a Nation at the White 

House, February 1915



The American Civil War
(April 12 1861–April 9 1865)

American Civil War: THE BASICS

• Combat began with capture of Union base at Fort Sumter, South
Carolina April 12 1861

• Union president Abraham Lincoln explicitly endorsed abolition in the
rebel states (note: not border states) as a war goal with
Emancipation Proclamation, January 1 1863. This too formally
permitted African American troops’ entry into the military.

• Surrender of General Robert E Lee’s forces, April 9 1865; assassination
of Lincoln, April 14; new President Andrew Johnson declares end of
insurrection, May 9



The Civil War:

The American Civil War was the product of a century’s-worth of
sectional tensions between northern and southern United States
regarding the issues of:

a) states’ rights v. Federalism

… in particular as pertaining to …

b) the westward expansion of the United States

… and above all else with regards to …

c) whether or not the ‘peculiar institution’ of
slavery would be permitted in newly-acquired
territories



Reconstruction: Constitutional Amendments

• The Reconstruction era saw attempts to put Union victory on legal footing,
and to transform Southern society accordingly:

- 13th Amendment to US Constitution abolished slavery
Submitted January 1865; ratified December 1865

- 14th Amendment grants citizenship rights to “all persons
born or naturalized in the US” (inc. former slaves)

Submitted June 1866; ratified July 1868

- 15th Amendment prohibits federal/state governments
from denying the right to vote based on “race, color, or
previous servitude”

Submitted February 1869; ratified February 1870

• Hundreds of African Americans enter public office as a consequence



End of Reconstruction: Compromise of 1877

• Disputed 1876 Presidential election: Democrat candidate
Samuel J Tilden in virtual tie with Republican Rutherford B
Hayes

• Compromise of 1877: in exchange for permitting a Hayes
victory, Republicans agree to withdraw Federal troops from
the South – Republican governments in Louisiana, Florida
and South Carolina promptly collapse

• Initiates Jim Crow era

“The slave went free; stood for a
brief moment in the sun; then
moved back again toward slavery.”
- WEB DuBois, Black Reconstruction: An Essay Toward a History of 

the Part Which Black Folk Played in the Attempt to Reconstruct 
Democracy in America, 1860–1880 (1935)



Jim Crow: Segregation

• Systematic effort at all levels of Southern society to
disenfranchise African Americans, and to exclude
full black participation in US society – in politics,
economic activity, education, transport, etc. …

• Circumventions of Civil Rights and federal
constitutional amendments: states enact laws
requiring payment of poll taxes, resident
requirements literary tests, “understanding
clauses” (Several states passed Grandfather Clauses –

permitting automatic voting rights to people whose father or
grandfather could vote legally prior to 1867 – added in order to
allow white voters to proceed irrespective of these restrictions)

• Terror tactics, mob rule (tacitly-approved by
mainstream): lynchings, resurgence of Ku Klux Klan
from 1915 – Birth of a Nation a catalyst



Technical Analysis of Birth of a 
Nation: Marketing







Technical Analysis

Marilyn Fabe, ‘The Beginnings of Film Narrative: D.W. 
Griffith's The Birth of a Nation,’ in Closely Watched 
Films: An Introduction to the Art of Narrative Film 
Technique (Berkeley: University of California Press, 
2004), pp. 1–18.

What made The Birth of a Nation so innovative and 
distinctive to a 1915 audience?

What is notable about these aspects of the film’s mise-
en-scene:

- Acting styles

- Costumes and makeup

- Sets and locations

- Props

https://whel-primo.hosted.exlibrisgroup.com/primo-explore/fulldisplay?docid=44UWTSD_ALMA51168809210002421&context=L&vid=44WHELF_UWTSD_VU1&lang=en_US&search_scope=CSCOP_EVERYTHING&adaptor=Local%20Search%20Engine&isFrbr=true&tab=tab1&query=any,contains,%22birth%20of%20a%20nation%22%20history&sortby=date&facet=frbrgroupid,include,335651843&offset=0


Acting Styles

• Long rehearsals

• Players had worked before

• Theatrical technique

• No dialogue



Costumes and Makeup

Joseph 
Henabery as 
Abraham 
Lincoln





Walter Long as Gus





Harper’s Weekly 1872 representation of KKK



Sets



Sets in Intolerance



Technical Analysis

Marilyn Fabe, ‘The Beginnings of Film Narrative: D.W. 
Griffith's The Birth of a Nation,’ in Closely Watched 
Films: An Introduction to the Art of Narrative Film 
Technique (Berkeley: University of California Press, 
2004), pp. 1–18.

What made The Birth of a Nation so innovative and 
distinctive to a 1915 audience?

What is notable about these aspects of the film’s 
cinematography:

- Framing/shot distance (closeups, long shots)

- Editing (eyeline match, parallel editing, Iris in/out)

- Colour?

https://whel-primo.hosted.exlibrisgroup.com/primo-explore/fulldisplay?docid=44UWTSD_ALMA51168809210002421&context=L&vid=44WHELF_UWTSD_VU1&lang=en_US&search_scope=CSCOP_EVERYTHING&adaptor=Local%20Search%20Engine&isFrbr=true&tab=tab1&query=any,contains,%22birth%20of%20a%20nation%22%20history&sortby=date&facet=frbrgroupid,include,335651843&offset=0


Closeups



Long Shots



Long shots



Iris 
in/out



Eyeline match



Parallel Editing



Parallel Editing writ large in Intolerance







Birth of Cinema: Early Film History



Birth of Cinema: 
Photography

Photography: various methods 
developed in 1820s and 30s



Civil War cartes-de-visite



Brady company photographs, 
aftermath of battles at Gettysburg 
(top) and Antietam (below)



‘Guerrilla 
Warfare: Picket 
Duty in Virginia,’ 
Albert Bierstadt 
(1862); 
stereoscopic 
photograph by 
his brother 
Edward Bierstadt



Early Cinema: Chronphotography



Birth of Cinema: Kinetoscope



Lumiere Brothers



Georges Méliès





Musketeers of Pig Alley (1912)

Directed by DW Griffith (1875 –1948)



Turn-of-20th-Century Mass Media/Culture

• Cinema’s symbiosis with other mass media,  mass entertainment: e.g. Thomas Edison’s Leonard-
Cushing fight (https://www.loc.gov/item/00694127); American Mutoscope & Biograph, Shooting 
the Chutes (https://www.loc.gov/item/00563608/)

• Cinema a modern technological innovation, and a medium for representing and dramatizing  
technological modernity itself: e.g. Lumière Brothers, Arrival of a Train at La 
Ciotat’(https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1dgLEDdFddk) Workers Leaving 
Factory(https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DEQeIRLxaM4)

https://www.loc.gov/item/00694127
https://www.loc.gov/item/00563608/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1dgLEDdFddk
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DEQeIRLxaM4


Birth of a Nation as History

“It's like history  with 
lightning.  My only regret is 
that it is all so terribly true.”

- Quote attributed to Woodrow Wilson after a 
screening of The Birth of a Nation at the White 

House, February 1915



Spanish-American War 
and Early Cinema

“ Within three years
of being ‘invented’ the
cinema was already inserting
itself into
the problematic of the histo
rical record and re-
marking the boundaries of
fact and fiction, truth and
falsehood, in history.”
Nowell-Smith, 'On History and the Cinema,' pp. 

161–162



• What claims to historical accuracy does the film 
make? Does the film claim to be 'History' in any 
way?

• What sources was the film based on?

• What is the film's interpretation of history?



Birth of a Nation as History

“A time will come, and in less than ten 
years, when the children in the public 
schools will be taught practically 
everything by moving pictures. 
Certainly they will never be obliged to 
read history again … There will be no 
opinions expressed. You will merely be 
present at the making of history.”

- DW Griffith, 1915



“ …To focus on the representation of war and revolution, however, or indeed
on the representation of historical events of any kind, runs the risk of
confining discussion within the framework of a basically realistic notion of
the cinema. The issue tends to become whether a particular representation
was or was not 'true' or whether 'truth' (and the spectator who assumes s/he
is in presence of the truth) is being manipulated. These issues are not
unimportant, because the cinema is a realistic medium – and is widely
believed to be such – to the extent that it can both show what is, and can
represent things that are presumed to have been. One of its operations is to
confer a certain status of reality on what it shows.”

- Nowell-Smith, p.163



“The reality effect of cinema is not just given by the fact of similitude or
verisimilitude – the picture which resembles a thing or mimes an event, and
is, therefore, a picture ‘of’ that thing or event. What is also needed is belief,
the willingness of the psyche to accept the word and image of the cinema with
or without regard for its referential truth. The cinema established itself very
rapidly as a picturing and narrating mechanism capable of imposing on its
spectators belief in the reality of what they are being shown or told.”

- Nowell-Smith, 'On History and the Cinema,' p.163 (see https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=oGRTEjTzgBc)

Chronophotgraph
ic methods, as 
pioneered by 
Eadweard
Muybridge

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=oGRTEjTzgBc




Thomas Dixon jr.

(1864 –1946)





Harriet Beecher 
Stowe 

(1811–1896)

“the little woman who 
wrote the book that 

started this great war”











• Dixon was an acquaintance of 
Woodrow Wilson (1856–1924, 
pictured)  as a graduate student at 
John Hopkins University, Baltimore

• Wilson had successful academic 
career (e.g. President of Princeton 
University) before entering politics

• Governor of New Jersey (1911–
1913)

• President of the United States 
(1913–1921)





African Americans and The Birth of a Nation

Members of the National Association for the 
Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) 
protesting screening of Birth, 1947















Oscar Micheaux (1884-1951)





Spike Lee, The Answer (1980)
BlaKkKlansman (2018)

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wfxCcePNBw4

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wfxCcePNBw4






“I've reclaimed this title and re-purposed it as a 
tool to challenge racism and white supremacy in 
America, to inspire a riotous disposition toward 
any and all injustice in this country (and abroad) 
and to promote the kind of honest confrontation 
that will galvanize our society toward healing 
and sustained systemic change.”

- Nate Parker, director of The Birth of a Nation 
(2016)


