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re-mixed Histories
Cinematic narrative, Found Footage, and Hip-Hop Historiography
in DJ Spooky’s “Rebirth of a Nation”

Jason C. Apple

In the program notes to his Rebirth of a Nation 
project, Paul D. Miller, aka DJ Spooky that 
Subliminal Kid, makes an explicit comparison 
between the present day political landscape and 
that of D.W. Griffith’s The Birth of a Nation (1915), 
of which Miller’s project is a remix. Citing “a 
nation occupied by foreign troops,” “laws imposed 
without concern for the local populace,” and 
“exploitation and political corruption,”1 Miller 
appeals to Hispanic-American philosopher 
George Santayana’s aphorism “those who do not 
understand the past are doomed to repeat it.”2 
In a certain way, Santayana’s phrase demands 
comparison with Walter Benjamin’s equally apt 
assertion that “every image of the past that is 
not recognized by the present as one of its own 
concerns threatens to disappear irretrievably.”3 
Both quotations imply that history is not simply 
a dispassionate recounting of past events, but a 
force capable of material effects in the present. 
Further, both authors seem to argue that history is 
contingent upon the moment in which it is invoked, 
in that it must be understood and interpreted to 
be meaningful in the present. This understanding 
of history becomes the crucial aspect of Miller’s 
work, as it is that understanding which The Birth 
of a Nation, through its deployment of dramatic 
cinematic narrative and appeals to authority 
through authorship, seeks to obscure in an effort 
to create a fixed, internally coherent vision of an 
idealized past. 

Certainly the particular correspondences 
Miller notes as occurring between the present 

moment and Griffith’s articulation of the American 
past bear further exposition, but to leave aside an 
exhaustive proof of his thesis, it is more important 
to investigate the implied premises which allow 
Miller to perform this kind of historiographical 
reevaluation; for what Rebirth of a Nation aspires 
to is not simply a kind of historical allegory, but 
the remixing of two histories—the history of the 
United States and the history of cinema—through 
the lens of a hip-hop aesthetic. This aesthetic, 
which draws upon older African-American 
traditions of quotation and orality, renders 
Miller’s DJ performance necessarily ephemeral 
and contingent in its remixing of Griffith’s film. 
Rebirth of a Nation’s ephemerality as a performance 
evokes Benjamin’s reading of history as inevitably 
articulated in the present in contrast to the fixed 
history Griffith attempts to create.

Rebirth of a Nation begins with a short 
preamble by the artist, during which Miller 
frames the performance as “a chilled-out scenario,” 
which seems to acknowledge, while seeking to 
forestall, the vehement protests that have dogged 
exhibitions of Griffith’s film since its release. 
Miller also reemphasizes the historical resonances 
he finds in The Birth of a Nation and notes re-
appropriations of the Ku Klux Klan in the history 
of hip hop, in particular the choice of moniker 
by such pioneering DJs as Grandmaster Flash 
and Grandwizard Theodore (the inventor of the 
scratch) both of whom seem to have unconsciously 
called themselves by these Klan titles.

After this introduction, Rebirth of a Nation 
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unfolds in two parts. The first is a blindingly fast 
montage of the flags of various nations. The flags 
are intercut so quickly as to cause the images to 
strobe and flicker, blending each flag into the 
others. The Confederate flag, appropriately, appears 
more and more frequently, seeming to assert its 
presence as if emerging out of history to mark 
the present. Similarly, the Israeli and Palestinian 
flags are repeatedly cut together, evoking another 
perennial conflict between polar opposites.4

The second part of Rebirth of a Nation 
consists of the remix of Griffith’s film. Miller 
projects the film onto three screens arranged in a 
triptych; the two side screens run synched to each 
other and often slightly behind the center display, 
playing the same images seen only moments earlier 
on the main screen. Overlaying this footage are 
diagrams of circuit boards, maps, and floor plans. 
At times, the overlays obscure the background so 
much that the characters appear to move and speak 
within a depthless plane of abstractions. Finally, 
Miller supplements Griffith’s film with video 
footage of two dance performances—Last Supper 
at Uncle Tom’s Cabin and And the Maiden—both 
choreographed by Bill T. Jones. 

Structurally, Miller’s remix closely follows 
Griffith’s narrative though Spooky omits large 
sections of the film and repeats certain sequences 
out of their original context. In the performance 
I attended, Miller skipped almost the entire first 
portion of Griffith’s film, in which the Cameron 
and Stoneman families are introduced living in the 
idyllic world of the antebellum south.5  Beginning 
with an extended meditation on the slave market 
scene and a perfunctory introduction of the principle 
characters, Miller moves quickly through the Civil 
War to Reconstruction, Lincoln’s assassination, 
and the death of the youngest Cameron sister 
at the hands of Gus, the depraved Negro Union 
soldier. Miller’s performance then culminates with 
the pinnacle of Griffith’s cinematic technique: Ben 
Cameron and the Klan’s triumphant ride to rescue 
Elsie Stoneman and the Cameron family from 
their respective Black attackers.

Both parts of Rebirth of a Nation are set to 
Miller’s specially composed score, the Rebirth 
Suite, which he mixes and scratches over live. It 
should be noted that Miller performs the whole of 
Rebirth of a Nation, both the film and the music, 

live. This proves a crucial distinction in evaluating 
the historiographical work of Miller’s project 
because, unlike its source, Rebirth of a Nation rejects 
the closure of narrative filmmaking, an internally 
coherent editing structure often attributed to 
Griffith himself. Furthermore, the performance 
aspect of Rebirth of a Nation, its unfinished and 
ephemeral quality, forms the basis of the hip-hop 
aesthetic that enables DJ Spooky’s work to achieve 
its historiographic project.

This hip-hop aesthetic involves a particular 
tradition of oral storytelling and performance 
in African-American communities: that of 
signifying, “the black trope of tropes”6 outlined by 
Henry Louis Gates Jr. in his The Signifying Monkey. 
Signifying, according to Gates, is a mode of 
“repetition and revision”7 stemming from African 
tribal traditions and stories, which in turn inflects 
African-American forms from literature to jazz to 
rapping. As Gates notes:

Improvisation, of course, so fun-
damental to the very idea of jazz, 
is “nothing more” than repetition 
and revision…It is this principle of 
repetition and difference, this practice 
of intertextuality, which has been so 
crucial to the black vernacular forms 
of Signifyin(g), jazz—and even its 
antecedents, the blues, the spirituals, 
and ragtime—and which is the source 
of my trope for black intertextuality 
in the Afro-American formal literary 
tradition.8

Though signifying is most often understood in 
hip hop as related to rapping or MCing, the oral 
expression of most hip hop, the above reading of 
signifying as improvisational and intertextual—as 
an ad hoc reworking of texts—informs my reading 
of Miller’s performance as a DJ in Rebirth of a 
Nation. However, another crucial aspect of this 
oral tradition must first be explored: the ephemeral 
character of orality as opposed to the substantial 
fixity of the written word.

As Ben Sidran argues in his book Black Talk, 
oral traditions of storytelling differ fundamentally 
from those of written literature due to the 
performative nature of the oral. While “literacy 
freezes concept, as it were, through the use of 
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print,”9 orality provides a “basic actionality”10 
through which revisions and elaborations take place 
in the performed text. As opposed to the perceived 
internal unity of a literary work, the oral mode 
does not imply that a work is static or complete; it 
exists in a given form only at a particular moment 
of performance. 

This distinction between the oral and the 
literary, while ignoring its troubling binarism, 
illustrates Diana Taylor’s differentiation between 
the epistemological categories of the archive 
and the repertoire. For Taylor, archival “memory 
exists as documents, maps, literary texts, letters, 
archaeological remains, bones, videos, films, CDs, 
all those items supposedly resistant to change.”11 
The archive, then, represents an epistemology in 
which knowledge is fixed and verifiable, as opposed 
to the repertoire, which “enacts embodied memory: 
performances, gestures, orality, movement, dancing, 
singing—in short, all those acts usually thought of 
as ephemeral, nonreproducible knowledge.”12 Both 
the archive and the repertoire transmit knowledge 
and history; however, like the literary and oral 
traditions, the former promotes an understanding 
of knowledge as immutable, while the latter 

represents knowledge as transitory and contingent 
upon a perpetually revised performance. If hip-hop 
can be argued as embodying some aspect of the 
African-American oral tradition, through its use 
of the improvisational and revisionist technique 
of signifying, then hip-hop forms such as rapping 
or DJing would seem to become part of Taylor’s 
repertoire, ephemeral performances which reject 
the self-contained fixity of the literary or archival 
work. The performance of the hip-hop DJ, however, 
complicates this easy categorization through the 
DJ’s use of archival objects in a performatic13 
context.

The DJ, arguably, traverses both the archive 
and the repertoire by employing fixed media, vinyl 
records or CDs, in her performance. As Houston A. 
Baker argues, the DJ’s records constitute an archive 
of sounds which are then cut up and recombined 
into new forms. 

The techniques of rap were not 
simply ones of selective extension 
and modification. They also included 
massive archiving. Black sounds 
(African drums, bebop melodies, James 

DJ Spooky performs Rebirth of a nation
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Brown shouts, jazz improvs, Ellington 
riffs, blues innuendos, doo-wop croons, 
reggae words, calypso rhythms) were 
gathered into a reservoir of threads that 
DJs wove into intriguing tapestries of 
anxiety and influence.14 

Baker’s list of “black sounds” in this passage evokes 
one of the pivotal functions of hip-hop: to act 
as a means of transmitting African-American 
history to new generations. As David Metzer 
notes in his Quotation and Cultural Meaning in 
Twentieth-Century Music, digital sampling, while 
ripping snippets of older recordings out of their 
context and placing them in the eternal present of 
the postmodern, also offers younger generations 
an introduction to and a familiarity with the 
achievements of African-American culture.

Rap artists…have drawn upon samples 
of such past political figures as Malcolm 
X to comment on contemporary events 
and to make young African-American 
listeners aware of their own past. With 
samples of James Brown and 1970s 
funk bands, they have offered similar 
music history lessons as well.15 

Importantly, the DJ achieves this same function 
through performance, thus rendering archival 
history, in this case the history of black music 
frozen in the form of recorded sound, part of a 
repertoire of cultural memory to be called up at 
any moment.  

The ephemerality of the DJ’s performance 
is mitigated, then, by the archival quality of her 
tools, while at the same time, the archival becomes 
part of the repertoire as records are juxtaposed 
improvisationally. Conversely, when Grandmaster 
Flash recorded his seminal 1981 turntable 
exercise, “The Adventures of Grandmaster Flash 
on the Wheels of Steel,” the first hip-hop track 
to consist entirely of a DJ’s mixing, the repertoire 
again became part of archival knowledge. The DJ’s 
movement between the two poles of the archive 
and the repertoire thus serves as an antidote to 
the tendency to overdraw the binary oppositions 
between these types of categories: archive and 
repertoire or literary and oral. 

Nevertheless, in the context of Rebirth of a 
Nation, DJ’s performance should be considered as 

reflecting the ephemeral and contingent qualities 
of the repertoire within the context of a live event. 
As Taylor notes, “[t]he live performance can never 
be captured or transmitted through the archive. 
A video of a performance is not a performance, 
though it often comes to replace the performance 
as a thing in itself.”16 In the same way, once a DJ 
records a mix, it becomes an object for listening, 
appreciated for its completeness, its ability to 
create a cohesive narrative, rather than its ability 
to react to its audience. If, as Bill Brewster and 
Frank Broughton argue, the key to DJing is “how 
sensitively a DJ can interact with a crowd,”17 then 
the recording of a mix nullifies this crucial element 
of contingency in the interaction between a DJ 
and her audience. The fixity of a recorded mix then 
seems to emphasize a reading of the recording as a 
unified whole, the product of a singular vision, that 
of the DJ’s, rather than as a selection of disparate 
musical artifacts produced by interaction between 
the performer and audience. In much the same 
way, the traditional approach to cinematic narrative 
favors an understanding of a film as a complete and 
cohesive object by denying the role of contingency 
and selection in the creation of the filmic text 
through editing. 

To return to Griffith’s and Miller’s works, 
narrative films (in particular The Birth of a Nation) 
seek to obscure their contingency through 
sustaining an illusion of narrative continuity. 
To expand upon the ideas of Catherine Russell 
and others,18 Hollywood filmmaking attempts 
to sublimate the chaotic implications of cutting 
between discontinuous pro-filmic events through 
narrative and visual causality: for example, the 
close up registers the reaction to an event occurring 
in a medium shot filmed hours earlier. Another 
example specifically implicates Griffith in the 
creation of this kind of narrative continuity. In his 
After Many Years (1908), Griffith cross cuts between 
the parallel stories of a ship-wrecked sailor and his 
wife, in the process “inventing”—in the mythology 
of the cinematic legacy of D.W. Griffith—what 
has become known as parallel editing. This method 
of cutting between two seemingly simultaneous 
events would become Griffith’s trademark, 
exemplified most often in his “ride to the rescue” 
sequences which conclude many of his films as it 
does The Birth of a Nation.
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Miller’s remix of Griffith’s film undoes 

much of the effect of this parallel cutting. Instead 
of creating a sense of two events occurring 
simultaneously thereby building narrative suspense, 
Miller’s use of three screens, two of which show 
what had been on the center screen seconds earlier, 
depicts the same event occurring at two different 
times highlighting the discontinuity of the 
footage. Further, his repetition of sequences from 
earlier in the film forces the audience to interpret 
juxtapositions of images not as occurring either 
simultaneously or sequentially within the narrative, 
but allegorically. The sequence in Rebirth of a 
Nation in which the Klan riders, through Miller’s 
cutting, salute the marching Negro soldiers, while 
played for humor, provides an apt example of the 
subversion of narrative continuity by Miller.

The negation of narrative unity, of course, is 
not unique to Rebirth of a Nation. For some critics, 
Miller’s performance sits squarely within the 
tradition of found footage filmmaking, a practice 
from which remix work in general, and Rebirth of a 
Nation in particular, certainly draws. As Catherine 
Russell argues:

Narrativity, as a representation of 
time, displaced the actualities of 
early cinema…as a protection against 
the threat of cinematic contingency. 
Found-footage filmmaking is precisely 
a realization of the threatened “blizzard 
of images” that renders memory an 
inadequate means of organizing time, 
reinventing the shock experience as a 
form of cultural representation.19 

Films such as Bruce Conner’s A Movie (1958) or 
Martin Arnold’s Alone. Life Wastes Andy Hardy 
(1998) perform the same kind of ironic assemblage 
of disparate shots into a semblance of narrative. 
These juxtapositions, however—a sailor looking 
through a periscope to see a bikini-clad woman, 
to draw an example from Conner’s work—reify 
narrative continuity at the same time as they serve 
as limit cases, testing our willingness to accept the 
illusion of causality. Even disregarding these comic 
examples and taking up juxtapositions which 
Catherine Russell might call “properly dialectical,”20 
as in Rebirth of a Nation when Miller superimposes 
the slave auction over the South’s surrender to the 
Union, Miller’s project differentiates itself from 

other found footage films as it does from narrative 
filmmaking: through its performatic conceit. 
While the dialectical possibilities of other found 
footage films become ossified in the completion 
and completeness of the text, rendered quantifiable 
by our ability to re-view the same film as often as 
we are able, Rebirth of a Nation remains purposely 
unfinished, open to revision, and, most importantly, 
fixed only in the viewer’s memory of a particular 
performance.

Though Miller recapitulates much of the 
narrative of The Birth of a Nation, one cannot 
argue that Rebirth of a Nation utilizes narrative 
continuity. Rather, Miller uses narrative as an 
organizing force, an armature upon which to 
launch his critique, in order to critique cinematic 
technique. Returning to the notion of a hip-hop 
aesthetic, we can see that Miller, rather than 
portraying narrative as continuous, employs a kind 
of “narrative in the mix,” which embraces two 
paradoxical modes of hip-hop practice, as outlined 
by cultural critic Greg Dimitriadis. “This hip hop 
aesthetic, broadly speaking, allows for sharp and 
abrupt discontinuities or ‘cuts’ as it encourages 
continuity by way of the all-important ‘mix.’”21 He 
continues:

This ‘cut and mix’ duality is crucial 
for understanding why hip hop has 
had such a lasting appeal for so many 
for so long. Hip hop engages the 
postmodern present in its stress on 
the discontinuous and the contingent 
while it nurtures a community building 
musical tradition rooted in the oral.22

Interestingly, the most oft cited analogies DJs 
use for mixing are those of “taking a listener on 
a journey” or “telling a story.”23 While a mix is 
composed of cutting between disparate elements 
to create a continuous whole, much like a film, the 
DJ mix does not attempt to nullify the contingency 
of its cutting by asserting a continuous temporality. 
Partly, this is the function of sampling and 
quotation in hip-hop. To paraphrase David Metzer, 
a quotation in a piece of music only performs its 
function to the degree by which it is recognized 
as existing outside of the work.24 By evoking a 
time and history outside of the mix, the quotation 
or sample, even the separate tracks which the 
DJ mixes (if recognized as such), draw attention 
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to themselves as anachronistic moments in an 
otherwise unified work. 

In a historical work such as Griffith’s, the 
insertion of such anachronistic moments serves to 
break down the causal, progressive vision of history 
to which narrative continuity lends itself.25 This 
seems to be the function of the overlays and video 
footage noted earlier as part of Miller’s remixing of 
The Birth of a Nation. The visual properties of video, 
in contrast to the nitrate film stock used by Griffith, 
highlight the different temporality of the dance 
pieces in much the same way as the circuit diagram 
overlaid onto images from Griffith’s vision of the 
Reconstruction-era South. Michelle Faith Wallace 
explicitly notes the visual attributes of nitrate 
film in her analysis of cinema’s authorization of 
dominant racial ideologies:

Birth is rarely shown in public 
because it presents an emotionally 
charged historical argument in an 
aesthetically dynamic package. Griffith 
accomplishes this in part by using 
black-and-white nitrate film, perhaps 
the most lovely medium ever invented, 
and by emphasizing classical whiteness 
as a racial ideal.26

Wallace argues here that nitrate film stock 
reproduces the visual whiteness of classical Greek 
statuary, which figures as an ideal of whiteness in 
the nineteenth century.27 In contrast, Nick Couldry 
argues that “camcorder footage (juddery, moving 
in a confined space) has in some respects become a 
sign of ‘direct’ access to ‘the real’ within television 
and elsewhere”28 Nitrate film then seems to reflect 
an archival understanding of history by evoking a 
form of art—Greek statuary—which forms part 
of the Western world’s myth of origin through its 
perception as immutable and permanent. Video 
footage, on the other hand, seems to signify the 
ephemeral and the live, though it is not actually a 
part of the repertoire until it is mobilized as such 
in Miller’s performance. Nevertheless, the aesthetic 
contrast between the film and video footage 
emphasize the presence of different, perhaps 
conflicting, histories in a work which originally 
sought to posit a self-sustaining historical polemic: 
that of the birth of the American nation as the 
birth of a unified White nation.

As Wallace notes in the passage cited above, 
the racially deterministic nature of Griffith’s 
subject matter, paired with the film’s powerful 
aesthetic impact, is at the heart of the apparently 
inevitable protests whenever the film is shown. 
Rather than simply decrying the representation 
of African-Americans as rapacious and wanton 
conquerors of a genteel white South, protesters 
arguably fear the perceived authority of Griffith’s 
vision of history; an authority which derives in 
part through Griffith’s decisive use of narrative 
continuity as much as it does through a seemingly 
paradoxical relationship between authorial intent 
and historical production.

Traditional historiography stipulates that 
history needs to be understood as unmediated and 
without an author. As Emile Benveniste suggests, 
in the language of history “[t]here is no longer a 
narrator. The events are set forth chronologically as 
they occurred. No one speaks here; the events seem 
to narrate themselves.”29 This method of writing 
or speaking history derives its veracity through 
the elision of its authorship, much as narrative 
filmmaking obscures the selection and contingency 
of its construction by creating a sense of causality 
through continuity editing. 

Obviously, The Birth of a Nation can hardly be 
said to elide the mark of its author given Griffith’s 
almost obsessive signing of his work. The first two 
title cards allow for no mistake as to who is the 
author of the film. The first reads: “Griffith Feature 
Films; Produced exclusively by D. W. Griffith.” 
The second—“DG: This is the trade mark of the 
Griffith feature films. All pictures made under 
the personal direction of D. W. Griffith have the 
name ‘Griffith’ in the borderline, with the initials 
‘DG’ at bottom of captions. There is no exception 
to this rule” (original emphasis)—is followed by 
Griffith’s handwritten signature. While this literal 
signing of the film might be construed as a method 
to prevent piracy, a practice which ran rampant in 
the early days of film production,30 the passage of 
a motion-picture copyright law in 1912 offered 
Griffith legal protections not afforded to earlier 
film pioneers. Given these protections, Griffith’s 
emphasis on his role as author would appear to be 
more a function of Griffith’s desire to exhibit his 
control over his work and promote himself after his 
split with Biograph in 1913, prior to which he had 
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on the authorless quality of historical utterances, 
rendering the film’s appeal to historical veracity 
through authorship and outside authority.

Given this paradox within Griffith’s text, 
Miller’s negation of narrative continuity in Rebirth 
of a Nation does not perform any truly radical 
work as the continuity of The Birth of a Nation is 
already fragmented by Griffith’s authorship and 
use of quotation. In fact, as Bordwell, Staiger, 
and Thompson argue, the illusion of continuity 
is necessarily destroyed by the awareness of the 
author.

The following pages assume that 
identifying the ‘author’ with the 
narrational process, either within 
a film or across several films, is the 
approach most pertinent to the history 
of film style. If we think of authorship 
as characteristic processes of narration, 
we shall find that authorial presence 
in the Hollywood cinema is usually 
consonant with classical norms.32 

Whether one accepts Bordwell’s privileging of 
narration over other expressions of authorship, it 
seems apparent that Griffith’s emphasis on his own 
authorship of The Birth of a Nation undermines 
his appeal to a dispassionate historicism through 
narrative continuity—that is, if one subscribes to 
Benveniste’s conception of history as non-narrated. 
If, however, one accepts Benjamin’s articulation of 
history as contingent upon the moment of writing, 
then one might argue that Griffith does not truly 
seek to write history, but rather, as Michael Rogin 
argues, to replace history with film.33

Rogin notes how Griffith, in presenting The 
Birth of a Nation as impartial history, in fact sought 
to efface the interpretability and contingency of 
history in favor of the fixed meanings of narrative 
film.

Griffith claimed to be filming history 
in Birth…but he also claimed to be 
bringing a new history into being. 
‘We’ve gone beyond Babel, beyond 
words,’ he said in 1914. ‘We’ve found 
a universal language…’ That preverbal 
universal language did not simply 
create a historical eschatology, a move 
from the traditional to the sacred. It 
replaced history by film. Presented as 

been prevented from signing his films. In response 
to Griffith’s obsessive signing, Miller reworks the 
intertitles of Rebirth of Nation, replacing the “DG” 
of the original film with his own “PDM.” Miller 
does not completely obscure Griffith’s name in the 
film, leaving some of the titles untouched, though 
with no apparent method as to which cards he 
signs.

One effect of Griffith’s obsessive signing 
of The Birth of a Nation which Miller’s work 
destroys is the sense that all narration in the 1915 
film emanates from a singular voice, with few 
exceptions, as David Bordwell, Janet Staiger, and 
Kristin Thompson argue:

The film [The Birth of a Nation] 
becomes a mosaic of events to be 
interpreted by means of the historical 
argument and dramatic parallels 
urged by the omniscient narration. 
Moreover, the expository inter-titles 
register a specific voice issuing from 
the film—one which analyzes history, 
certifies verisimilitude (some titles 
have footnotes), anticipates action, and 
poetically meditates upon the images 
(one title refers to “War’s peace”). In 
a final beatific vision of peace, the 
omniscient narration carries us to a 
divine perspective outside history.31 

While this passage highlights Griffith’s voice in the 
film, it also points towards other voices affecting 
the text through Griffith’s use of quotation.  

Indeed, Griffith’s writing of history relies on 
quotation—primarily in the use of then President 
Woodrow Wilson’s A History of the American People, 
but also on the historical facsimiles of Lincoln’s 
Executive Chambers and Ford’s Theatre, derived 
from Nicholay and Hay’s “Lincoln, a History,” 
all of whom are cited in the film’s intertitles. It is 
telling that Griffith chooses to quote the President 
of the United States at the beginning of The Birth of 
a Nation’s second part, the film’s more controversial 
account of the history of Reconstruction. The 
placement of the quotation lends the film crucial 
authority where it seems most necessary, even as 
it undercuts Griffith’s desire to appear as the sole 
author of his work. Further, Griffith’s use of both 
narration and quotation in The Birth of a Nation 
stands in stark contrast to Benveniste’s observation 
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a transparent representation of history 
(more transparent than language could 
ever be), the film actually aimed to 
emancipate the representation from 
its referent and draw the viewer out of 
history into film.34

Griffith’s move to present the filmic image as 
unmediated historical truth constructs The Birth of 
a Nation as a vital historical object in its own right 
(with a legacy bestowed upon both cinematic form 
in Hollywood and race relations in the United 
States). If the protests attending contemporary 
exhibitions of the film can be understood as 
figuring in the history of African-Americans’ 
assertion of a historical political identity (through 
the recently formed NAACP), then “The Birth of 
a Nation, by appropriating history, itself became a 
historical force.”35 

Thus it is The Birth of a Nation’s dual status as 

both historical object and historical polemic that 
allows Miller’s formal revision of Griffith’s text to 
perform its remixing of the two histories noted in 
my introduction to this essay. Rebirth of a Nation, 
as a live performance, negates the ossification of 
Griffith’s film into an object of archival knowledge 
by rendering it ephemeral, through African-
American traditions of revision and performance 
embodied in the signifying figure of the hip-hop 
DJ. The ephemerality of the DJ’s mix in turn rejects 
the possibility that filmic narrative can present 
history as fixed and unmediated, and emphasizes 
the essential contingency of writing history in 
the present. History, like performance, then, is 
never fixed as object, much like a DJ mix cannot 
be recorded without becoming something other 
than it is, negating its contingency and obscuring 
its discontinuities in favor an illusion of a coherent 
narrative.
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