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

The film The Birth of a Nation (1915) was not only a controversial film, but one with cutting-edge technology and resources for the time it was made. It was not only the controversies of the film that made it distinctive, but also the effects and the varying points-of view of the camera which were used in the film.  One example of effects is the contrast between a blue/green and red/pink shade to different scenes, whereby the red colours seemed to signify war and conflict, and the blue/ green colours represented peace, harmony, and happiness and/ or romance.  There were also scenes which used a brown/ beige colour, which seems to be one of the norms in the film as well as the use of black, white and shades of grey.[footnoteRef:1]   [1:  The Birth of a Nation (1915), D. W. Griffith. Available from: <https://moodle.uwtsd.ac.uk/course/view.php?id=7287> [accessed 12th October 2021]] 

The costumes which were used were very true to their original, though from a viewer’s perspective it was not easy to tell which side was which during the battle scenes. However, a lot of attention to detail was paid to the costumes and make up.  In particular, there is a part in the film where a family gives up their best clothes for the war effort and later one of them uses southern cotton that was picked by black slaves to decorate their ‘lesser dress’.  This could signify the privilege she had over black slaves, and that she either did not care about them, or did not think about them and their rights.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  The Birth of a Nation (1915), D. W. Griffith. Available from: <https://moodle.uwtsd.ac.uk/course/view.php?id=7287> [accessed 12th October 2021]; Dr. Alexander Scott; Lecture slides from: <https://moodle.uwtsd.ac.uk/pluginfile.php/433098/mod_resource/content/1/Week%203%20Birth%20of%20a%20Nation%2020-21.pdf> [accessed 20th October 2021]] 

The film was (and still is) controversial for its time, whereby the story is told from a radical racist’s, extreme right-wing point of view.  The main emphasis is on how black people would take over and dominate white people due to black people having the same rights as white people.  None of which was true, however it was seen as being true to D. W. Griffith, the former president Woodrow Wilson and by Thomas Dixon Jr., the author who’s work The Birth of a Nation had been based upon.  As the film gives this point-of-view, it is not surprising that there were protests against the viewing of this film.  Although this was the case, the film is distinctive as a result of it being controversial.  In addition to this it has inspired counter-films to its narrative, including the BlacKkKlansman (2018), which tells the story of a black person going undercover as a member of the Ku Klux Klan to infiltrate them and subsequently have them arrested.[footnoteRef:3] [3:  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. Available from: https://moodle.uwtsd.ac.uk/course/view.php?id=7287 [accessed 20th October 2021]; Lecture Slides.  ] 
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