
The Birth of Nation

This film was the first twelve-reel film, other full-length films, including some of Griffiths’ past works, were only six to eight reels. The length of the film can be seen as a precursor to movies like Gone with the Wind, Ben Hur, and Braveheart. Griffiths’ real innovation in the making of Birth of a Nation was to bring together many disparate aspects of film making and amalgamate them in one film. These aspects include a strong narrative, emphasis on experienced actors, impressive sets, convincing battle scenes, and clever use of shots such as close-ups, tracking shots, and crane shots. Griffiths was also a master of self-glorification; he promoted the film and his own talents to the point of causing a lot of hype and expectation.
One intertitle directly quotes Woodrow Wilson’s ‘History of the American People’, where he states that congressional leaders were determined to ‘put the white South under the heel of the black South’. On many of the intertitles, there is a claim in the bottom right corner that says ‘an historical facsimile’. The first relates to Lincolns signing of the proclamation while another intertitle claims that in 1871 the House of Representatives had only 23 white congressmen versus 101 black congressmen.    
I think the title ‘Birth of a Nation’ relates to Griffiths’ belief that he was telling the story of how America came to be. He believed that his film was the real birth of the American nation and he was effectively delivering it.
The ‘Birth of a Nation’ is an important film. It provides an insight into the minds of white supremacists who are difficult people to relate to. Watching this film made me realise how difficult life has been for black people in westernised societies, as they have to contend with people like Griffiths controlling the narrative of how they are depicted in the media. Not only do they have to contend with white people who may believe what they have seen but they may also have believed it themselves, if you live in a society which constantly tells you that you are unworthy it is difficult to see past that when you have little or no access to an opposing viewpoint.  It is disturbing to think that if I had been watching this film at the time of its original release, I would probably have been taken in by it. Having always avoided films with race-related themes watching this has changed my mind, if racism is to be understood then it must be understood from all sides and that is why this film is important to watch. 



