Henley 5

Screening the Past
The Birth of a Nation
October 24, 2020
Carter R. Henley

In 1915, D.W. Griffith’s film The Birth of a Nation opened in cinemas. Upon its release, 
audiences across the United States both adored and abhorred the film. Nonetheless, it was a massive success for the director. For audiences in the American South, this film encompassed a collective sense of validation for Confederate sympathizes who may have felt marginalized since the end of the Civil War. Although the film was considered a success in the early twentieth century, it has been catalogued as controversial by today’s standards. Nevertheless, this film continues to be studied by university students due to the use of innovative and groundbreaking techniques.  Through the use of cinematic and literary techniques: realism, theme, costumes, setting, and shot, Griffith’s film was designed for audiences to watch the real history of Civil War as told from the South’s point of view. 
The appearance of historical accuracy is one aspect of the film that made it so powerful to early 20th century audiences while also so controversial to 21st century audiences. For example, the way in which a sense of danger is constantly present in the film creates an understanding for the audience that the characters are indeed heroically fighting against evil that seeks to destroy them. Timothy Corrigan, professor of cinema studies at the University of Pennsylvania, explains that the audience needs to feel that what they are seeing is real. For example, in his book, A Short Guide to Writing About Film he writes, “The illusion of realism, in short, is a kind of mise-en-scène that makes us believe that the images are of an everyday world that is simply “there”—one we know and are familiar with” (66). The’ reality’ of the war that the film wants its audience to believe is one where Ben Cameron and his family are the heroes, and they are battling against the literal darkness of the North. 
In addition to the illusion of the heroism of protagonist, the heartbreak of the war creates a visceral reality in 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 (1:03:30). 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 (1:05:00). 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. 
Like many epic blockbusters, there is a love story in The Birth of a Nation. The Romero and Juliet narrative in which most modern audiences are very familiar. Ben Cameron, the 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 (43:12). 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 (1:07:24). 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.
Not only is the theme of the film meaningful and relatable to audiences, but the costumes in The Birth of a Nation are of particular importance in relation to cinematic techniques. Flora Cameron’s dresses before and during the war are an example of the way costumes can deeply affect the believability of a character and set. Flora appears at the beginning of the film as a young girl wearing a nice dress with ribbons in her hair; however, as the war goes on, her dresses are replaced with dirty rag-like smocks. The simple shift in the quality of her clothing furthers the sense of gravity of the Cameron’s situation as the war drags on. All aspects of their lives have been negatively affected – down to their clothing. 
	In addition to the Cameron’s clothing, the state of the Confederate soldiers’ clothing degrades throughout the first half of the film. For instance, when the war begins, Ben Cameron leaves his hometown wearing his well-tailored uniform, proudly presenting his saber to the cheering crowd as he rides his horse off to war (33:35). As the war progresses, soldiers appear in the trenches looking dirty and tired, and their uniforms are no longer clean and well-tailored. As the war rages on, the Confederates appear wearing torn clothing with missing sleeves and tattered pants. The costumes bring a sense of authenticity to the characters, which in turn assist in maintaining the continuity of the film. 
In the film, the viewer is drawn into each scene by the setting in which the scene was filmed or the objects which exist within the characters’ space. Regarding the power of setting, Corrigan writes, “In writing about setting, however, one must do more than just describe it: One must seek to discover its significance in relation to the major themes of the film or to other aspects of the film” (68). The Cameron home is one example of the power of setting throughout the film. At the beginning of the film we see the Cameron family smiling within their stately home. As the years go by and the war drags on, the home is no longer filled with laughter and joy. Not only are three members of the family gone, but the feeling of joy in the home has diminished. The degradation of the once beautiful and lavish manor home is a visceral reminder of just how much the war cost the people of the South. 
In addition, the use of close-ups makes this film both innovative and distinctive. For example, the portrait of Elsie Stoneman at the beginning of the film is almost its own character. Stoneman’s portrait is carried by Ben Cameron throughout the war, and its importance is observed when Cameron pulls it from his pocket. 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 (43:12). 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.
In addition to close-up shots, the use of the tinted screen throughout the film is an innovative way for a silent film to create drama. For example, the use of the red screen creates a sense of danger. One example is seen in the multiple shots in which Union soldiers are shown ransacking towns and terrifying their inhabitants. The silhouettes of Union soldiers raiding a town while women and children running away is made more intense with the red glow of the backdrop. What makes this scene so innovative is the use of red lights to give the allusion of fire (48:46). The score along with the intense red glow creates a sense of danger without the need for any dialogue. In addition, the battle scene (55:21) in which Ben Cameron is wounded is cast in the red glow. This coloring also reinforces the narrative that the North is the evil enemy and the South are the good guys, unfairly beaten by the villainous Yanks. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]Many innovative and technically advanced techniques were created and implemented in the filming of The Birth of a Nation. Regardless of the viewer’s personal beliefs regarding the plot and themes of this film, it remains objectively groundbreaking. D.W. Griffith’s focus on the belief of historical accuracy and the exploitation of the love story theme creates depth and promotes a sense of empathy for the protagonist.  Also, the consistency of the costumes and setting provide the film with continuity so that the audiences believes what they see. Finally, the innovative camera techniques used created a brand new way of approaching film. These techniques provided the next century of film makers, students, and audiences alike a reason to further the art of film and bring it into the twenty-first century.



