
Compare and contrast two different screen representations of the Deep South.


The Southern region of the United States, notably the Deep South, holds a unique place in the American imagination since the end of the Civil War in 1865.  The charm of the region has been embodied through filmic representations from the captivating Forrest Gump in 1994 to the darker, silent picture, A Birth of a Nation in 1915.  Such representations  reinforce a Southern archetype of a romantic, mythical place that is also torn apart by racial conflicts.  This essay aims to compare and contrast two very distinctly Southern films, the Cohen brother’s O’ Brother Where Art Thou? (Coen: 2000) and D.W.Griffith’s The Birth of a Nation from (Griffith:1915).  O Brother Where Art Thou? concerns the comedic spin on human misfortunes during the Great Depression, whereas The Birth of a Nation focuses on Reconstruction and its effects.  Additionally, by analyzing the issues in these films, we can see Southern-specific themes being highlighted which affect the way in which we as viewers see the Deep South. Further, the way that race and class are represented varies in each film, and is manifested in the roles that African Americans play. 


Griffith’s The Birth of a Nation reflects a white, Southern Democratic viewpoint of the American South during the era of Reconstruction.  Written by Thomas F. Dixon, Frank E. Woods and Griffith himself, it uses the genre of melodrama as a platform to comment upon slavery, freedmen, state rights and the Lost Cause.  The ideology of the film commercially appeals to a white audience.  It is certainly a case for the viewer to establish myth from the reality throughout the film.


The way that Black people have been depicted in films began with the blockbuster itself.  As Jim Purdy argues, ‘Blacks have always been presented by Hollywood in terms that are acceptable to its white audience and that confirm the current attitude towards the negro’ (Purdy:1981:242).  This is without doubt the case in The Birth of a Nation and other such films set in a pre-World War One America, such as Gone with the Wind (1939) and Uncle Tom’s Cabin (1987).  The way we view the film’s message relies on good or bad representations, the same can be said of how we see Reconstruction: does it have a good aim or does it hold bad intentions?  Myth and memory must be distinguished from one another when viewing African Americans in post-Civil War films.  This in turn affects the way that we view the South’s past and is reflected through the films message.  W .Brian Rommel-Ruiz argues that the way President Lincoln is represented changes the way in which we view a film.  He asks, ‘was he the man who saved the union? Or was he the man who freed the slaves?’ (Rommel-Ruiz:2011:47).  Lincoln embodies the meaning of Civil War, during and post.  The way in which Lincoln is represented can reflect fears or romanticism in films.  Such is the case with The Birth of a Nation, where we see Griffith’s Lost Cause take on Reconstruction. 

 Certainly the most prominent theme in Griffith’s motion picture is the harsh misrepresentation of Southern freedmen.  One cannot watch The Birth of a Nation without seeing signs of Griffith’s blatant racism.  His un-objective view shapes what we as viewers see, which in turn distorts the historical prose. Perverted, unruly behavior of African Americans is exaggerated, giving viewers a falsified view of their demographic.  Aristotle once said, ‘The historian relates what happened, the poet what might have happened...poetry deals with general truths, history with specific events’ (Yanal: 1982:499).  Griffith showed a fantasized view of African Americans for the sake of dramatic effect, using the theme of Reconstruction as a platform to demonstrate his views.  The African Americans of the film appear ghoulish and frightening, a feared group amongst the South.  We know now in the age of communication not to take film as fact and truth, but as Bruce Crowther points out: by 1915, film was in its earliest stage of development and an unknown field in popular culture.  Furthermore, there is a danger, that ‘the film appeared as an illustrated history lesson’ (Crowther:1984:13).  For many people, especially new immigrants, whose knowledge of the Civil War is modest, this history lesson could shape their opinions of the Black population and redefine the meaning of Reconstruction.  For instance, a mass immigrant audience witnessed Flora Cameron (Mae Marsh) commit suicide rather than face misogyny or a sexual relationship with African American character, Gus (Walter Long).  These sexualized metaphors point to an archetype that attempts to justify a South which has been vilified following the Civil War.  This particular instance shows White Southerners as the good guys, and in turn, African Americans as dreadful people void of morals.  Such harsh representations were required to validate the South’s corrupted image.


Griffiths elaborate take of Ku Klux Klan agenda offers a very different view point to dominant historical accounts.  At one point, we see the KKK storm through the streets whilst the camera cuts to an apprehensive Elsie (Lillian Gish), clutching a small child. This shows the chivalric view of the KKK. Combining the KKK and helpless Southern Belle Lillain Gish, the film provokes a response in a white male audience.  Harry M. Benshoff argues that ‘Lillian Gish’s fluttery mannerisms and batting eyelashes suggested she was a delicate flower, constantly in danger and needing the protection of a good man’ (Benshoff: 2004: 209).  As we know, the KKK’s agenda doesn’t necessarily focus on the safety of women. However, the film provokes a response from the audience with this gendered twist on a racial matter.  Here, we see how a negative view of race has manifested in this sub story line.


 Woodrow Wilson himself said that The Birth of a Nation was ‘like writing history with lightning. And it’s all true’ (Crowther: 1984:14).  Granted, there is a loosely true start to the film, by depicting War between the North and South, and President Abraham Lincoln’s assassination, but there is certainty questions raised as to how Griffith suggests African Americans gained power. Furthermore, with film medium in such early stages of development, an audience who was in awe of the moving pictures and, the president’s seal of approval, Griffith had created a film with false assumptions of the era.  This combination was dangerous for an audience to view.  The romance of the region thwarted Griffith’s attempts to represent it objectively.  Through the study of history, we know that this portrayal certainly isn’t representative of the Deep South during the era of Reconstruction. 


The way that African Americans are presented in each of these films abide by the two most common stereotypical representations that Donald Bogle identifies.  Firstly we see a representation that is consistently used throughout The Birth of a Nation, ‘The Bad Nigger’ (Bogle:1973:18), who is shown to be savage and without morals is characteristically pinned to Gus (Walter Long). Secondly we see the ‘Good Negro’ (Bogle:1973:17)  who is characteristically harmless and faithful. This ‘Good Negro’ stereotype would fit in with Tommy Johnson’s character (Chris Thomas King) in O Brother Where Art Thou? 


Loosely based on Homer’s The Odyssey, O Brother Where Art Thou? concerns protagonist Everett’s (George Clooney) journey to find his estranged wife.  With companions Pete (John Turturro) and Delmar (Tim Blake Nelson), the trio encounter problems and pleasures in 1930’s Mississippi, symbolizing a Deep South and American way of life during the Depression.  The film focuses on pop culture images of the South during this period of time, such as chain gangs, encountering the KKK and befriending infamous bank robber, Baby Face Nelson.


Social themes such as the Great Depression, in O brother where art thou? are built around the comedic aspects of its story line.  As we know, our characters escape from the despair of a chain gang early on in the film.  Jim Purdy would argue that ‘prison is the ultimate metaphor of social entrapment, where the individual disappears among the masses in an impersonal institution’ (Purdy: 1981: 26).  This reflects an attempt to comment on a social issue of the time, using  the three protagonists escape from prison can reflect the need to leave behind the ways of the old South.  This subject matter subsequently sets the theme for the rest of the film, escaping monotony to experience a quest for joy in a time of a suffering population. However, this scene can also be used as a metaphor for race.  Our protagonists are often mistaken as not being White.  For example during the KKK demonstration, character Homer Stokes comments ‘The colour guard is coloured.  Who made them the colour guard?’(Coen:2000). Such instances are used to comment on discrimination of race and class. 


The Coen brothers use comedy and several instances of good luck to mask the deeper trouble of the subject matter.  The best example can be found when our protagonists encounter the Ku Klux Klan, who are attempting to lynch their African American acquaintance Tommy.  The hilarity of John Goodman’s Klan mask having one hole for his one working eye, and our trio accidentally stumbling on the ceremony and stealing KKK uniforms deter from the intensity of the situation.  Despite the humor circulating the event, one can’t help but focus on this moment of intense racial cruelty.  The organization advocates White supremacy.  A speech given to the organization states ‘and our women, let’s not forget those ladies yall, looking to us for protection. From darkies, from Jews, from papists and from all those smart ass folks who say we descended from monkeys’ (Coen:2000).  Here, much like in The Birth of a Nation, we see how the aim has taken a gendered spin as well as racial.  Despite Tommy’s lucky escape, the entertainment of the scene subverts the social commentary.  Subsequently we see that race and the KKK are represented differently in each film. They are the heroic saviors of the White race in The Birth of a Nation, the Cohen Brothers however, offer a counter view, where they are narrow thinking right wingers.  The history of racism in each film demonstrated two contrasting viewpoints. 


The quest for joy acts as a deterrent from the Great Depression.  Much like the structure we see in Gentlemen are Born (Green:1934), Everett’s strange encounters don’t deter him on his search for his wife.  Purdy argues that this idea replaces the idea of ‘the New Deal honeymoon’ (Purdy: 1981:94).  Instead of social problems being solved, love is a more traditional approach to the misfortunes of the era.  When at a time of trouble, love conquers all for Everett.  It could be argued that this is a variation of an American Dream for our protagonist; but despite his happy ending, the problems such as Southern politics and a strong KKK still loom.  Furthermore, Purdy argues that the premise of a Depression-era film can still possess happiness.  He states ‘At a time when financial strain was tearing families apart and robbing the male of his identity  as breadwinner…depression hardships brought families closer together and made better men of a contemporary youth’ (Purdy:1981:95).  Therefore the Depression and New Deal are not seen as bad in Hollywood representations because family kinships and moral ideals are strengthened.  Everett’s quest for his family concludes in such a way.


We can see through analysis of certain themes that O Brother Where Art Thou? is so much more than a comedic interpretation of Homer’s Odyssey (Butcher:2001).  Engraved within its structure are snippets of Southern culture during the Great Depression.  Even through The Birth of a Nation, we see encapsulated feelings towards race from a white Southern man’s point of view.  With overwhelming critiques on race and class, each film explores the importance of status in the American South and touches upon the political power structures in the region at two different points in time.  Despite the countless differences in viewpoints and subject matter, each demonstrates how race is a looming issue from Reconstruction through to the Great Depression.  This manifests in the way that our directors portray the KKK, as women saving heroes in Griffith’s spectacle, or narrow minded antagonists who aggravate our protagonists in the Coen brother’s masterpiece.  Through each film, we can see a distinct image holding a place in the American imagination.  Both films reinforce the familiar tropes and conventions of the region and in many ways represent a lost past. The myth of the South is just as prominent as the myth of taming the Wild West, which evokes a sense of nostalgia from the viewer.  The representations of race and of a time passed are encapsulated through these two very different films.  O Brother Where Art Thou? attempts to justify the vilified image that the South holds through comedy and likable protagonists; while The Birth of a Nation  has a different quality, showing a more cursed South, dominated by unruly Black men. 
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