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Prologue

On Sunday, April 15, 1990, after watching the irreverent antics of the Bundy family on Married . . . with Children, viewers of the Fox network got their first look at a daring new experiment in television. It was a sketch comedy show created and controlled by Black artists, intended to pose a direct challenge to NBC’s long-running Saturday Night Live. In Living Color was the brainchild of Keenen Ivory Wayans. He was the head writer and star, supported by four of his brothers and the rest of a cast—and dance troupe—made up almost entirely of people of color. Americans had never seen anything like it before. And they loved it.

I sure did.

I was ten years old, sitting wide-eyed and slack-jawed beside my brother in our family’s living room. It felt like someone had kicked open the door to a party I hadn’t even known I was waiting to be invited to. I’d seen Black faces on TV before, but rarely had I seen so many, all at once, being this funny, this free, this in control. In Living Color didn’t just make me laugh, it reflected the rhythm of the barbershops, family reunions, and cookouts I knew so well. It was comedy that looked like my world.

That moment wasn’t an accident. It was the product of a deliberate strategy set in motion when Barry Diller launched the Fox network in 1986 with a mission to disrupt the television status quo. Back then, the Big Three—ABC, CBS, and NBC—offered a steady stream of safe, interchangeable programming. As the scrappy new contender, Fox had to break the mold. Diller, along with programming chief Garth Ancier, set out to build a network that was alternative by design—unafraid of risk.

The breakthrough, Diller told me, came with a script for a show pointedly titled Not the Cosbys—a riff on the wholesome, top-rated sitcom The Cosby Show. That script became Married . . . with Children, that gleefully subversive sitcom that set the tone for everything that followed. “It was as alternative as you could get in terms of what the American networks were offering to viewers,” Diller explained. “Once we knew we were an alternative and that we had to be edgy, it dictated almost every decision we made.”

That ethos produced groundbreaking successes—The Simpsons, Cops, and a slate of shows that challenged everything about what network television could be. But nowhere did it shine brighter than in the emergence of In Living Color and, soon after, Martin—two shows that would help transform Fox into an unlikely powerhouse of Black cultural creativity. It wasn’t a plan; it was a by-product of being open to voices, visions, and brilliance that the legacy networks too often ignored.

“It made Fox the number one network,” Diller noted.

What most of America didn’t realize at the time was that they were witnessing the dawn of a new era in entertainment, one where Black artists were shaking off cultural constraints and flourishing because of, rather than in spite of, their Blackness. It was a moment that had been a long time coming, carried on the shoulders of giants.

Black comedians had been honing their craft since the days of vaudeville, through the early days of television, and into the transformative decades of the 1960s and ’70s, despite segregation and institutional racism. Bert Williams, Jackie “Moms” Mabley, Redd Foxx, Dick Gregory, Bill Cosby, Richard Pryor, Eddie Murphy—these were artists who used humor to subvert the status quo and carve out space where there had previously been none. They weren’t just making people laugh; they were building a legacy.

By the 1990s, that legacy had taken root. And as Keenen Ivory Wayans assembled the cast of In Living Color, he made intentional choices to elevate talent outside the industry’s usual pipelines. “Minority talent is not in the system, and you have to go outside,” he told the press at the time. “We went beyond the Comedy Stores and Improvs, which are not showcase places for minorities.” He pulled in unknowns and rising stars—his brothers Damon, Shawn, and Marlon, alongside T’Keyah Crystal Keymáh, Kim Coles, and Tommy Davidson. Jennifer Lopez danced as part of the “Fly Girls,” with Rosie Perez as choreographer. There was one white guy: a rubber-faced impressionist from Canada named Jim Carrey.

The show’s success kicked off what would become a cultural boom. I didn’t have the language then to describe what was happening, but I felt it—this rush of pride, this sense that we were finally being seen not just as characters on a screen, but as full, complex people. The 1990s were the first time I remember being able to flip through TV channels and see Blackness represented in a way that felt real and expansive: from Martin Lawrence’s outrageous antics to the aspirational brilliance of A Different World, from Living Single’s confident cool to The Fresh Prince of Bel-Air’s blend of humor and heart. These shows weren’t just entertainment—they were reflections of life, mirrors in which my family, my friends, and I could see ourselves.

Of course, tensions simmered behind the scenes. The Wayans family’s bold vision for In Living Color eventually collided with the instincts of Fox network executives, who increasingly found the show too raw, too provocative—especially in contrast to the pastel wholesomeness of NBC’s The Cosby Show. But that edge wasn’t a bug; it was the feature. The irreverence was the point. It was what made the show matter. And it was what drew comics like Chris Rock and Jamie Foxx into its orbit. Rock famously left—or was pushed out of—SNL after growing frustrated with the limited roles he was given. “SNL is a pretty white show,” he later said. “And In Living Color was just hip. The shit was hot.”

It was hot, because Black creative power was being unleashed at all levels. “I think a lot of Black culture was finding its voice during that time,” comedian and producer Larry Wilmore told me. “If you talk about Black shows on television [before that], many of them were created and run by white people.” That shift—from being the subject of stories to being the storyteller—is what made the 1990s revolutionary.

I wrote this book because I’m a product of that revolution. I came of age watching Black characters who felt like people I knew, who were messy and hilarious and ambitious and flawed. They shaped how I saw the world and how I saw myself moving through it. I’m a journalist now, but I grew up loving comedy because it was one of the first places I saw truth telling as an art form. Jokes that punched up, that slipped past defenses, that revealed something deeper while still making you laugh.

The boom of Black comedy in the ’90s wasn’t just about laughter—it was about visibility, agency, and joy. It unfolded against a backdrop of real political change: the end of the Cold War, an economic boom, and shifting demographics that made America more diverse—and more reflective of voices that had long been kept on the margins.

Former president Bill Clinton was famously dubbed “the first Black president” by Toni Morrison in 1998, a nod to his cultural fluency and perceived empathy with Black communities. This was before Obama. Before the world imagined a real Black president. And yet, the cultural groundwork was already being laid—in part by comedians who turned stages, screens, and scripts into battlegrounds for inclusion.

The decade also saw a resurgence of Black political consciousness, inspired by the Civil Rights generation and fueled by modern injustices—from Rodney King to rising incarceration rates. Black TV responded in kind. Shows tackled racism, sexism, colorism, and class. Even sitcoms, cloaked in laugh tracks, were often sly Trojan horses for deeper truths.

The audience was changing too. More Black people were attending college and joining the middle class, which created demand for more nuanced portrayals. Before the ’90s, TV ratings for Black and white audiences were nearly identical. But by the decade’s end, Black viewers had more options—and made different choices. Shows like Seinfeld, while beloved by critics, never broke into the top ten for Black households. Why would it, when Living Single felt far more familiar?

This was more than a shift in taste. It was a cultural realignment.

And through it all, the lineage of Black comedy stayed unbroken. Jamie Foxx named himself in tribute to Redd Foxx. Arsenio Hall gave Chris Rock his big break, which led to SNL. Arsenio also mentored Will Smith, paving the way for The Fresh Prince, and shared a screen with Eddie Murphy in Coming to America. That movie featured John Amos—who’d starred in Good Times—and a then-unknown Samuel L. Jackson. Every laugh line, every one-liner, every moment of prime-time brilliance was connected by a thread of legacy.

By 1992, even as the golden age of Black sitcoms was peaking, a struggling playwright in Atlanta named Tyler Perry put on his first play with $12,000 of his life savings. Three decades later, he would be a billionaire, owning the largest Black-owned studio in the country.

Black comedians have had one hell of a century.

This book tells their story. It’s an underexplored chapter of American culture, but also a deeply personal one for me. Many of these comics were more than entertainers—they were cultural translators and civil rights figures in their own right. They didn’t march on Washington or face down fire hoses, but they climbed onstage night after night, often in rooms where few looked like them, and dared to be brilliant. Every ticket sold by Redd Foxx, every HBO special by Chris Rock, every sketch on In Living Color—they weren’t just performances. They were progress.

Without them, there would not have been any “golden age” of Black comedy. There might not have even been an opening for a Colin Powell or a Barack Obama. And I don’t know that I’d be sitting here, writing this book.

So why this book? It’s a question I’ve been asked often since I began reporting and writing it more than two years ago. I’ve spent most of my career as a journalist covering national politics. This clearly isn’t a book about Trump or Biden or the never-ending churn of political headlines—not because those topics aren’t important, but because they already dominate so much of our public consciousness. In a moment when politics can feel both inescapable and exhausting, it’s worth remembering that cultural power can be just as essential. And often, more enduring.

And why the focus on TV? While stand-up and film have shaped Black comedy, television is where it reached its widest audience, shifting culture in real time and embedding itself into the fabric of American life. In the ’90s, those stories were joyful, pointed, irreverent, beautiful, complicated, and unapologetic.

This is the story of how we got there. The breakthroughs, the battles, and the brilliance that made it all possible.

A language advisory: Comedy thrives on pushing boundaries, playing with language, and sometimes using words that carry weight. This book explores the history of Black comedy with honesty and respect, which means discussing language and including words that are provocative, controversial, or even offensive. Consider this a heads-up: Comedy doesn’t always play by the rules, and neither does its history.






Chapter 1 Billy Kersands and Minstrelsy

To understand how Black comedians came to shape not only television but the broader contours of American culture, we have to start much earlier—long before the breakout sitcoms of the 1990s. The story begins on the dusty stages of vaudeville, where performers like Billy Kersands laid a comedic foundation, joke by joke, amid a nation still reckoning with the scars of slavery and the deep divides of race.

At the height of his fame in the 1870s, Kersands stepped onto a Southern stage and was met with a sight as surprising as it was profound: a mixed-race audience, Black and white patrons seated together. In an era when rigid segregation dictated nearly every aspect of public life, such a scene was virtually unheard of. Black audience members were typically relegated to balconies or back corners. But Kersands was no ordinary performer. His exaggerated comedic antics packed the seats with Black audiences so eager to see him that money-hungry theater owners started bending their own segregation rules.

They let Black patrons take up half the house—balcony, gallery, ground floor, the works. It was America, after all—greed often wrestled bigotry into submission. If there was one thing that could occasionally overpower bigotry, it was the promise of a bigger payday. And when Kersands was in town, the payday was worth the compromise.

“When his name appeared on the billboards, the whole town would get ready for the show, taking on a holiday air,” Black comedian Tom Fletcher wrote in 100 Years of the Negro in Show Business. Fletcher’s work as a historian and performer in the late nineteenth century made him an important figure in preserving the legacy of early African-American entertainers.

Kersands was a minstrel performer—which meant, like all minstrels of his time, he performed in blackface. In the years leading up to the Civil War, white performers in blackface dominated the American stage, making minstrelsy the most popular form of entertainment in the young nation, especially among the struggling working class. In its early years, the world of minstrelsy was rigidly segregated; Black performers were barred from sharing the stage with white acts. That barrier eventually began to crack, but only slightly: Black performers were permitted to join the minstrel circuit—but only if they, too, wore blackface. Some accounts from the era even claimed that white audiences couldn’t tell the difference between white and Black performers under the burnt cork. That, frankly, strains credulity.

When white audiences packed theaters to see minstrel shows, they believed they were witnessing an authentic portrayal of Black life on Southern plantations—delivered, ironically, through the wildly exaggerated caricatures performed by white men in blackface. These portrayals were anything but real; they were grotesque parodies designed to entertain by dehumanizing. Black theatergoers, for their part, rarely showed interest in watching white men prance around in tattered clothes and burnt cork, recognizing the cruelty and absurdity behind these so-called depictions of Blackness. But Kersands was different.

He was such a gifted dancer that he’s credited with originating the Buck and Wing—a high-energy tap style—and pioneering an early version of the soft shoe. But even more than his footwork, what made Billy Kersands a sensation on the minstrel stage was his ability to create wildly popular, if deeply problematic, characters. He often portrayed a slow-witted plantation worker, singing songs drawn from caricatures of Black life in the South. One of his most requested numbers was “Mary’s Gone with a Coon,” in which an old man laments that his daughter has “run away wid a big Black coon.” Despite the offensive content, the song became a hit, emblematic of how minstrel audiences consumed distorted versions of Black identity as entertainment.

Kersands’s greatest claim to fame, however, was not his dancing or his characters—it was his mouth. Literally. He built much of his act around his unusually large mouth, famously stuffing it with props like billiard balls. According to lore, he once fit an entire teacup and saucer inside. While touring Europe with a minstrel troupe, Kersands reportedly told Queen Victoria that if his mouth were any bigger, they’d have to move his ears.

The physical comedy helped set him apart from the white performers who dominated minstrelsy. One critic noted that Kersands had “a copiousness of mouth and breadth of tongue that no White man could ever expect to rival” (Toll 1974, 254). It was both a grotesque gimmick and a defining feature of his stage persona.

Kersands and other Black minstrels often relied on the same painful caricatures that had defined white minstrel acts for decades—portrayals of Black people as slow-witted, bumbling, and confused, their blackened faces exaggerated with oversize red lips. These grotesque stereotypes were rooted in the “Sambo” figure, a fixture of minstrelsy since its emergence in the 1830s. The form’s founding myth traces back to Thomas “Daddy” Rice, a white performer who popularized the character Jim Crow after writing and performing the song “Jump Jim Crow,” which he claimed was inspired by an elderly Black man he had observed in Washington, DC.

Despite this fraught legacy, Kersands became the first Black entertainer in America to achieve national celebrity. While Frederick Douglass rose to prominence by commanding the attention of the educated elite with his fierce intellect and eloquence, Kersands captured the imagination of the masses with his comedic brilliance. Over a career that spanned four decades, he performed for packed houses across the United States and Europe, becoming a global star at a time when Black performers were still fighting for a place on the stage.

At first glance, the journey from Billy Kersands performing in blackface to Dave Chappelle donning whiteface on his self-titled show more than a century later might seem like a vast distance. Yet, there is a direct and traceable lineage connecting these two comic masters. Both rose to become the most celebrated comedians of their eras—artists whose popularity transcended racial boundaries. Kersands, despite relying on many of the same racist caricatures popularized by white minstrels, was deeply adored by Black audiences. Robert Toll, author of Blacking Up: The Minstrel Show in Nineteenth-Century America, suggests that most Black viewers at Kersands’s shows were less concerned with how white audiences perceived his performances than with the laughter and connection he inspired within their own communities.

“It was the difference between the Black bourgeoisie with their eyes focused on Whites and on middle-class standards and the masses of Black people whose perspectives were essentially confined to their group and to Afro-American culture,” Toll writes. “Unlike Whites, they knew the diversity of Black people; they knew all Blacks were not like these stage images and that no Blacks were exactly like them. But they also probably knew Black people who shared some of these traits. They laughed at the familiar in exaggerated form. At least in part, theirs was in-group laughter of recognition, even of belonging.”

It is a theory that would be familiar to modern observers perplexed by the popularity among Black people of such lowbrow, stereotypical characters as Tyler Perry’s Madea. Indeed, the complicated question of who gets to laugh at whom—and why they are laughing—was a big factor in Chappelle’s decision to walk away from his immensely popular Chappelle’s Show after just two seasons.

Kersands’s rise coincided with a fervent curiosity among Northern whites in the decade after the Civil War about slavery and the life of the plantation. While Northern whites had been warned of the hordes of newly emancipated people who would invade the North after the war, no such hordes materialized—leaving room for a nostalgic interest among Northern whites in these former slaves. Exploiting this interest, some Black acts billed themselves as “genuine slave bands” or “former slaves” who would perform in plantation clothes and sing slave songs. They would co-opt Black religious music and add “spirituals” to their shows, though often changing the words.

“Reflecting the immediacy of religion in their everyday lives, slaves had used spirituals as work, social, and marching songs as well as for worship in the narrow sense,” Toll writes in Blacking Up. “In addition to biblical stories, morality, and redemption, they had sung of food, clothing, dancing, and jesting—subjects that Whites, with their more limited concept of religion, felt were irreverent or irreligious. Thus, when Black minstrels included such material in their spirituals, they seemed to be corroborating deeply embedded White minstrel stereotypes of Negroes.”

Because of his popularity, Kersands performed with many minstrel troupes during his forty-year career, such as Sam Hague’s Georgia Minstrels and Callender’s Georgia Minstrels, where he gained notice because of his “gymnastic drumming.” Born in Baton Rouge in 1842, Kersands started his career in the early 1860s, as the country was convulsing during the Civil War. By 1882, Kersands reportedly earned $80 a week, which was only slightly less than the featured white minstrels. When he traveled to Europe, his earnings reached as high as $250 a week. In 1885, he started his own troupe, Kersands’ Minstrels, whose famous marching band led a Mardi Gras parade in 1886. Kersands reportedly offered $1,000 to any group that could outmarch his band.

Kersands’s star shone brightest in the South. In the words of Tom Fletcher, “In the South, a minstrel show without Billy Kersands is like a circus without elephants.” When his fellow Black entertainers had moved away from performing in blackface, instead presenting urban shows that had no connection to plantation life, Kersands refused to give it up. Until his last days, well into the twentieth century, Kersands was still taking to the stage with his face covered in burnt cork.

“All of my money came from the people of the South, the White and the colored, while playing down there. Whether they meant it or not, the way I was treated by them, and still am, I feel at home,” Fletcher heard Kersands say one night. “I also make a good living with no worries.”

He died in 1915 in New Mexico at the age of seventy-two, suffering a heart attack shortly after a performance with his minstrel troupe. Illustrating how far Kersands and blackface had fallen out of favor among Blacks, the last line of his obit in Louisiana’s Donaldsonville Chief stated, “The prices to see the old-time king of negro minstrels had dropped from two dollars a seat to fifteen cents.”

Minstrel shows surged in popularity during the 1840s, fueled by a growing American appetite for entertainment that spoke to the working-class masses. For decades, these audiences had been migrating to cities in search of better opportunities but still yearned for a connection to the rural traditions they left behind. Minstrelsy quickly emerged as the nation’s first—and most influential—form of popular culture. Its appeal crossed social and geographic boundaries: Presidents like John Tyler, James Polk, Millard Fillmore, and Franklin Pierce were among its many admirers, and its reach extended far beyond the East Coast. When gold was discovered in California in 1849, minstrel troupes followed, with as many as five companies performing in San Francisco by 1855. These shows thrived along key transportation routes—from the bustling ports and river towns along the Mississippi to the expanding railroad lines of the Northwest and the crowded cities of the Northeast, including New York, Boston, and Philadelphia. In New York, minstrel companies even built dedicated venues, sometimes dubbed “Ethiopian Opera Houses.” Once white audiences caught a taste of this new, raucous entertainment, they couldn’t get enough.

In trying to explain its appeal, Toll suggests that minstrels “became a major vehicle through which Northern Whites conceptualized and coped with many of their problems.” Toll writes:


Minstrelsy brought the vitality and vigor of the folk into popular culture. Furthermore, minstrelsy was not only responsive to its audiences, it was very much like them. It was immediate, unpretentious, and direct. It had no characterization to develop, no plot to evolve, no musical score, no set speeches, no subsidiary dialogue—indeed no fixed script at all. Each act—song, dance, joke, or skit—was a self-contained performance that strived to be a highlight of the show. This meant that minstrels could adapt to their specific audience while the show was in process.



The minstrel shows used a three-part format that would appear quite strange to the modern eye. In the first part, the performers arranged themselves in a semicircle, with the three leads in the front. The character known as the “interlocutor” sat in the center; he was the straight man, while the comic characters known as “Mr. Tambo” and “Mr. Bones” sat at opposite ends. In the second part, called the “olio,” the characters performed song and dance acts. In the finale, they did a rousing walk-around on the stage.

The shows had an additional benefit: They proclaimed to be authentic depictions of Black life, thus satisfying the burgeoning curiosity in the North about Blacks and slavery as it became an explosively controversial subject in the country. Because Northerners had limited direct contact with Black people during slavery—slavery had existed in the North, but in a form radically different than the Southern agrarian model—they tended to believe the exaggerated and often ridiculous versions of Black life portrayed onstage.

Minstrels illustrated the twoness of the Black mindset, performing for Whites while keeping their true thoughts and feelings closely guarded—hidden by a mask of burnt cork. This reflected the double-consciousness of the Black experience in America that emerged during enslavement. W. E. B. Du Bois would write eloquently of this phenomenon in The Souls of Black Folk, published in 1903.

“It is a peculiar sensation, this double-consciousness, this sense of always looking at one’s self through the eyes of others, of measuring one’s soul by the tape of a world that looks on in amused contempt and pity,” Du Bois writes. “One ever feels his twoness—an American, a Negro; two souls, two thoughts, two unreconciled strivings; two warring ideals in one dark body, whose dogged strength alone keeps it from being torn asunder.”

Enslaved Blacks learned there was a value in entertaining the white masters—but that value came with an incredibly steep cost.

“These behavioral adjustments forced many African-Americans to assume dual social roles: one for a hostile White world, the other the natural demeanor they reserved for interactions among themselves,” Mel Watkins writes in On the Real Side: Laughing, Lying, and Signifying—the Underground Tradition of African-American Humor that Transformed American Culture, from Slavery to Richard Pryor. “Humor was a crucial factor in dealing with the situation. In interactions with Whites, it eased tensions that might otherwise have exploded into violence. The humor many African-Americans displayed in public, however, often affirmed America’s vision of Blacks as naively funny and fundamentally simpleminded. . . . For a vulnerable Black minority, surreptitiousness and trickery were the principal defenses against repression, and humor played a key role in this deviousness. For much of America’s past, the two faces of Black humor could not be combined without serious risk.”

If they could keep the master laughing—even if it meant playing the ignorant fool—they might avoid the lash. But that “fool” soon hardened into stereotype, becoming the dominant white perception of the enslaved: a bumbling, childlike figure whose supposed lack of intelligence conveniently justified his continued bondage.

The tension between the public humor Black performers used to entertain white audiences and the sharper, more subversive humor shared within Black communities has endured for centuries. It’s a dynamic as old as Black performance itself—layered, coded, and often contradictory. Scholars like Mel Watkins trace the roots of Black humor to the rich oral traditions and layered communication styles of West African societies, where enslaved Africans first learned to mask truth with laughter.

For example, the clever wordplay and punning common in Black humor mirror the verbal ingenuity that enslaved people used as a tool for survival and resistance. Practices such as signifying, or “playing the dozens”—a long-standing tradition in Black culture—can be linked to similar verbal contests found in various African tribal groups. In these societies, the griot—the oral historian and storyteller—often combined comedy, trickster-like wit, music, and storytelling to captivate and entertain audiences, blending humor and history in a way that resonates deeply in the African-American comedic tradition.

“The evidence of Africans’ traditional high esteem for ‘verbal wit’ in discourse and their familiarity with the manner and benefits of ‘playing the fool’ strongly suggest that blacks were not merely imitating Whites or acting in a purely reflective manner to divert White enmity when they struggled to acquire verbal acuity in English or took on the guise of Sambo or the Fool,” Watkins writes. “It seems far more likely that they were simply relying on well-established and highly esteemed customs from their own background, both to sustain a connection with their past and to contend with the ‘arrogant contempt’ they faced as human chattel in the New World.”

They found a way to retain respect for themselves at the same time as satisfying their masters.

The slave owners were so clueless about the inner thoughts and feelings of their slaves that in the following exchange between Pompey and his master—taken from Peter Randolph’s 1893 slave narrative From Slave Cabin to Pulpit—the master doesn’t really grasp what the slave is saying about him because he believes the slave is a naïve simpleton.


“Pompey, how do I look?” the master asked.

“O, massa, mighty. You looks mighty.”

“What do you mean ‘Mighty,’ Pompey?”

“Why, massa, you looks noble.”

“What do you mean by noble?”

“Why, suh, you looks just like a lion.”

“Why, Pompey, where have you ever seen a lion?”

“I saw one down in yonder field the other day, massa.”

“Pompey, you foolish fellow, that was a jackass.”

“Was it, massa? Well, suh, you looks just like him.”



Clever slaves could use humor to evade punishment, or to barter for some type of favor or reward. In one common tale, after desperately hungry slaves killed the master’s hogs for food, they reported to him that the hogs had died from a horrible disease called malitis. What is malitis? The “disease” the hogs contracted after being hit between the eyes with a mallet.

“By becoming amusing darkies who entertained the master and their guests, they found themselves a new identity and a way out of the field, assuring themselves better lodging, elevated status, and better and more adequate food,” says The Redd Foxx Encyclopedia of Black Humor.

With this link between Black people and humor firmly solidified in the white mind, minstrels became a way for the white entertainer to lean on this link as he applied the burnt cork and portrayed stereotypical characters that his white audience fervently embraced and grew to love.

In Love & Theft, writer Eric Lott traces the enormous impact of minstrels up into modern America, calling the minstrel show “ubiquitous, cultural common coin.”

“It has been so central to the lives of North Americans that we are hardly aware of its extraordinary influence,” Lott writes. “Minstrel troupes entertained presidents (including Lincoln), and disdainful high-minded quarterlies and rakish sporting journals alike followed its course. Figures such as Mark Twain, Walt Whitman, and Bayard Taylor were as attracted to blackface performance as Frederick Douglass and Martin Delany were repelled by it. From ‘Oh! Susanna’ to Elvis Presley, from circus clowns to Saturday morning cartoons, blackface acts and words have figured significantly in the white Imaginary of the United States.”

Minstrelsy was so predominant that any Black performer in the late 1800s couldn’t avoid it even if they wanted. In the words of the legendary W. C. Handy, who would become known as the father of the blues, “all the best [Negro] talent of that generation came down the drain. The composers, the singers, the musicians, the speakers—the minstrel show got them all.”

After minstrels came vaudeville, Broadway, motion pictures, radio, and television—all owing a debt to the blackface entertainers who first pranced across the stage to entertain the American masses in a manner purposely as far from the pretentious European operas and symphonies as they could get. The list of white actors who performed in blackface in the early and mid-twentieth century is long—Shirley Temple, Al Jolson, Bing Crosby, Eddie Cantor, Bob Hope, Fred Astaire, Judy Garland, Mickey Rooney, and even Mickey Mouse all occupy spots on the list.






Chapter 2 Bert Williams and George Walker

In many ways, exploring Black comedy in America is inseparable from exploring American comedy itself. Black comedians have been so fundamental to shaping the nation’s sense of humor that their story cannot—and should not—be told in isolation. Few figures embody this truth better than the incomparable Bert Williams.

Williams was the bridge from the racialized posturing of the minstrels of the late 1800s to the bawdy stand-up joke tellers who emerged after the vaudeville era in the mid-twentieth century. Williams donned the burnt cork, but he managed to imbue his blackface characters with a humanity and even dignity that allowed him to be vigorously embraced by Black audiences as well as white. Given the crassness of the racial stereotypes underpinning most minstrel acts, it is remarkable that a Black man could transcend the form to such an extent that he would be applauded by no less than W. E. B. Du Bois and Booker T. Washington—two leaders as preoccupied with Black respectability and representation as any who ever lived. Neither man had any patience for foolishness and buffoonery.

Du Bois noted that after the minstrel was created by whites to mock Blacks, the form was elevated when Black performers like Williams and his longtime partner George Walker were allowed to step into the spotlight.

“Their development of a new light comedy marked an epoch and Bert Williams was at his recent death without doubt the leading comedian on the American stage,” Du Bois wrote in The Gift of Black Folk: The Negroes in the Making of America in 1924, shortly after Williams’s death in 1922.

In 1910, Washington wrote of Williams: “He has done more for our race than I have. He has smiled his way into people’s hearts; I have been obliged to fight my way.”

Williams’s was a career of firsts: the first Black recording artist (with Walker), star of the first Black musical comedy on Broadway (with Walker), the first Black actor to appear in a movie—the 1916 films A Natural Born Gambler and Fish, both of which Williams wrote, directed, and starred in. When he signed a contract to perform for the famous Ziegfeld Follies of 1911, he was the highest-salaried member of the Follies, an otherwise all-white Broadway production, earning $62,400 a year. At the same time as he broke the color line on Broadway, his talent and popularity forced Florenz Ziegfeld Jr. to pay him more than any white performers—a salary equivalent to more than $2 million in today’s dollars. That’s how good Williams was.

Born in the Bahamas in 1874, Egbert Austin Williams immigrated to the United States with his parents around the age of ten, eventually settling in Riverside, California. From a young age, Bert was captivated by the “medicine shows” that traveled through rural towns—traveling productions featuring pitchmen hawking miracle cures to eager audiences, often the only form of entertainment available in these communities during the 1890s. Drawn to the excitement, he quit school to pursue his dream of becoming an entertainer.

Charismatic and quick-witted, Bert was hired as a barker, whose job was to spin enticing stories about the wonders waiting inside the tent, luring crowds in. These shows combined dancers, singers, and comedians to provide a much-needed escape from the monotony of small-town life. Tall and fair-skinned, Bert often felt out of place among his peers, which sharpened his powers of observation and mimicry—skills that would become the foundation of his unique comedic talent.

“I suppose it was analysis, but in those times, I didn’t think anything about it,” Williams said of his childhood observations. “If I had, I should probably have accused myself of idle curiosity. But in retrospect, I can go back very, very far in my life and as I live over those old childhood scenes now, I realize that I was storing away little character sketches that were always to serve me. . . . Truly, it seemed that I was and am still, constantly storing away dialects and little bits of mimicry, together with mental pictures.”

As a Caribbean immigrant, Williams did not have a natural grasp of Black Southern dialect. In an essay he published in 1918, Williams acknowledged having to navigate the dual pressures of portraying Black life with authenticity while meeting white audiences’ expectations that Black characters were supposed to sound ignorant and uneducated. He said it initially “to me was just as much a foreign dialect as that of the Italian.”

He met his longtime partner, George Walker, in California. Where Bert was tall, stocky, and fair-skinned, with somewhat of a reserved personality, George was short, dark-skinned, with an ebullient and confident manner. Born in Lawrence, Kansas, in 1873, George—known as “Nash” to his friends—started his performing career working with twelve other young Black boys in a minstrel troupe. He also worked as a barker for medicine shows, like Bert. He said he learned two important lessons in those early years that he wouldn’t ever forget: “White people are always interested in what they call ‘darky’ singing and dancing and . . . I could entertain in that way as no White boy could.”

Bert suffered from a debilitating case of stage fright the first time he applied the burnt cork and took the stage in blackface in San Francisco in the early 1890s. “Although the blackface mask hid him, being on the stage exposed him,” Camille F. Forbes writes in Introducing Bert Williams: Burnt Cork, Broadway, and the Story of America’s First Black Star. He began sweating profusely, turning his face into a streaky zebra-like spectacle. When his stage mate threw lines at him, Bert’s mind went blank. As seconds passed, the audience thought the painful silence was part of his act. They howled in laughter.

“Even on his worst day,” Forbes writes, “Bert had been a hit.”

Bert walked away from that experience vowing never to wear blackface again. However, after he began performing with George, his attitude about the burnt cork changed. At a show in Detroit in 1895, Bert decided to wear the blackface again after having gone years without it and was surprised to discover that his feelings about the makeup had changed. He realized that the makeup hid his true self from the audience, serving as a kind of protection, a buffer.

“A black face, run-down shoes and elbow-out make-up give me a place to hide,” Williams explained. “The real Bert Williams is crouched deep down inside the coon who sings the songs and tells the stories.”

Williams and Walker were quite the performing phenomenon, becoming the most popular Black comedy duo in the country. Audiences clamored for Williams’s ragtime hit “Oh! I Don’t Know, You’re Not So Warm!”—the song he sang on the fateful day when he decided to once again wear blackface. The duo also scored a hit with “The Coon’s Trademark,” the lyrics of which demonstrated the racially odious parameters in which they were forced to work.


As certain and sure as Holy Writ,

And not a coon’s exempt from it,

Four things you’ll always find together,

Regardless of condition of sun and moon—

A watermelon, a razor, a chicken, and a coon!



As Forbes points out, the stereotype had now slid from the lazy and unthreatening Southern rube to a violent and dangerous Northern negro with a razor. So-called “coon songs” had exploded in popularity in the 1890s, appealing to the sensibilities of racist whites pushing ugly stereotypes. The phenomenon gained momentum with the popularity of “All Coons Look Alike to Me,” a hit song by African-American blackface performer Ernest Hogan. Hogan had reportedly borrowed the melody and reworked the lyrics from an earlier version that used the phrase “all pimps look alike to me,” swapping in the word coons. He later claimed that he intended the term as a compliment, suggesting that it associated Black people with the cleverness of raccoons. But whatever his intent, the song played a pivotal role in popularizing the slur among white audiences—and cementing the “coon” stereotype in American entertainment.

Williams and Walker made a savvy move when they included pictures of themselves on their sheet music, wearing elegant, tailored suits. In this way, they were announcing to the public that they were distinct from the stereotypical characters they portrayed onstage.

As Williams and Walker scrambled for work opportunities, they were eager to try their hand at a new form of popular entertainment coming out of New York called vaudeville. Developed by Italian immigrant Tony Pastor, vaudeville was his effort to create a variety show that would be acceptable to the middle class, which shunned the loud, uncouth minstrel shows. A necessity to this end was creating a show that would appeal to women, thus giving the show an air of sophistication. Pastor tamped down the drunken merriment at the shows by banning the serving of alcohol.

Vaudeville kept the tradition of showtime segregation alive by requiring that only one Black act be placed on a bill at a time.

“Blacks’ participation in this theatrical world was clearly circumscribed and controlled by white performers’ mocking characterizations as well as the preference of the white audiences,” Forbes writes. “Though black audiences often did attempt to register their dissatisfaction with their treatment in the theater both on and off the stage by boycotting venues, managers were not compelled to accommodate them. They comprised too small a portion of vaudeville’s audience to persuade those in power to change their course.”

In their vaudeville act, Williams and Walker called themselves “Two Real Coons” to distinguish themselves from the whites prancing on the stage in blackface.

“They attempted to claim the despised term [coon], using it consciously,” Forbes writes. “Rather than accept its assumption of inferiority, they took it on so as to assert their ‘realness’ in contrast to the counterfeit of white blackface performance.”

Williams and Walker took a dance they performed, called the cakewalk, and turned it into a national craze. With gliding, dragging, shuffling steps, the dance can be linked to African tribal rituals and was originally performed by slaves mocking the aristocratic ways of their white masters—though whites didn’t recognize that was what the dance was doing. When slaves, dressed in their finery, would battle each other for dance supremacy, the mistress of the house might give the winner a cake as a prize—thus the name. Ada Overton, who would eventually marry George and become Aida Overton Walker, was such a skilled practitioner of the dance that she would give lessons to white women of the upper classes.

Aida came to the duo’s attention by happenstance. The American Tobacco Company approached them in 1896 and asked them to appear in an advertisement for the company’s product, Old Virginia Cheroots. But the company wanted two women to appear with them in the ad. They found a woman in New York named Stella Wiley to appear with them. Wiley brought along her friend Ada Reed Overton. Described as strong, principled, and independent, Ada—she would later change her name to Aida—had had an unpleasant encounter with another troupe, the Black Patti Troubadours, and had decided she wanted no more to do with show business. But Williams and Walker’s manager wanted to recreate the foursome that appeared in the tobacco ad, so they asked Ada to join their act. She kept refusing, but eventually Walker persuaded her, with the agreement that she would only perform in New York. They began performing the cakewalk in their act, and Ada—now Aida—became one of the most skilled practitioners of the dance anyone had ever seen. When they took to the road, she was now more than willing to join them.

Williams and Walker were eager to make their mark in an emerging theatrical world that had taken on the all-encompassing name of its hectic hub—Broadway. Their 1903 play In Dahomey was the first full-length musical at a Broadway house written by and starring Blacks. The play was an attempt by Williams and Walker to explore African culture and history onstage—though they had to balance that admirable goal with the less admirable necessity of appealing to a white audience at the same time. It was composed and conducted by Will Marion Cook, a graduate of Oberlin College who served as their company’s musical director. Cook’s father, John Hartwell Cook, had been a member of the first class at Howard University School of Law and, as one of the first Black lawyers to practice in Washington, became chief clerk of the Freedman’s Bureau and eventually dean of Howard’s law school.

“They would strive to remain loyal to their Black audience without alienating the white audience, and to entertain their white audience without degrading themselves and their black audience,” Forbes writes. “They would create a majestic spectacle that countered the prevailing image of the ‘dark continent.’ And in the absence of ‘Americanized African songs,’ to which George had aspired, they would create songs utilizing the African American idiom of ragtime.”

In Dahomey had an extremely successful run on Broadway, but the play’s popularity outraged many whites, even leading some to gather in angry mobs outside the New York Theater, where it was staged. To appease the whites, the theater owners retained their segregationist practices inside the theater—especially when they witnessed Black crowds decked out in their evening finery flocking to the theater looking for the best seats they could afford.

“Even those who could afford to pay a dollar for such a seat had to accept accommodation in the gallery or forgo the chance to see the company perform,” Forbes writes.

This practice moved a New York Times writer to declare that the decision was “a triumph in fact for all concerned.” They brought In Dahomey to London, where they staged a command performance for King Edward VII at Buckingham Palace in 1903—which Bert would later call “the proudest moment of my life.” In London, Aida became the master cakewalk instructor once again, teaching British society how to do the dance.

Williams and Walker followed up In Dahomey with another Broadway musical, Abyssinia, which was even more grand than In Dahomey. It also allowed Bert an opportunity to show his range as a serious dramatic actor—something he had been yearning to do. With music written in an operatic style mostly by Will Marion Cook, Abyssinia wasn’t as warmly received by the white critics, with one questioning why whites would want to see Blacks make a serious musical in the style of whites “when they can have the real thing better done by White people almost any week in theatrical season.” Another critic faulted the play for having “barely a trace of negroism”—which meant the stereotypical characterizations they had grown used to seeing in minstrel shows.

In early 1906, Bert and George returned to the recording studio for what would be George’s final session—he never enjoyed making records. During this session, Bert recorded “Nobody,” the most popular song of his career. Delivered in a distinctive half-recited, half-sung style that became his signature, the song eventually sold hundreds of thousands of copies. Modern listeners have even likened his approach to the rhythmic spoken-word style used by contemporary rappers. Over the years, “Nobody” was covered by a diverse range of artists, from Nina Simone to Johnny Cash.

In 1908, tragedy struck when George suffered a stroke while performing onstage. It was later revealed that he was battling syphilis, an incurable disease at the time. George died in January 1911 at just thirty-eight years old, leaving Bert devastated. George’s wife, Aida, stepped in to perform alongside Bert, but eventually, Bert carried the show solo.

As a solo act, Bert’s star continued to rise, but he still faced the relentless sting of racism that shadowed his career. In his memoir, famed vaudeville comic Buster Keaton recounts a story that illustrates the daily challenges Bert endured even as a nationally celebrated performer:


When Negroes were allowed in white saloons at all they were restricted to the end of the bar farthest from the door. Pop [Keaton’s father] ignored this the night he walked into the Adams Hotel bar in Boston, which was conveniently situated, being directly behind Keith’s Theatre. Bert Williams, who was again on the bill with us, was standing, as required, far down at the other end.

“Bert,” said Pop, “come up here and have a drink with me.”

Bert looked nervously from one white face at the bar to another, and replied, “Think I better stay down here, Mr. Joe.”

“All right,” said Pop, picking up his glass, “then I’ll have to come down there to you.” (Forbes 2008, 178)



Bert frequented saloons, where he was often welcomed by white patrons, but he was always wary that at any moment his presence could turn into an ugly encounter.

Coming out of vaudeville, Flo Ziegfeld established a variety show featuring comedians and chorus girls and called it Follies of 1907, eventually becoming Ziegfeld Follies. Ziegfeld was hoping the Follies would be considered closer to legitimate theater than the raucous vaudeville shows; his Follies would become enormously successful. But he would face dissension from his all-white cast when he decided to add Bert Williams to the show. Despite their protests, Ziegfeld considered Bert to be vital to his show and wouldn’t budge. But Blacks weren’t allowed to buy tickets to the Follies, meaning they couldn’t see Bert’s triumphant, race-busting performances. Many Blacks called on him to speak up for them, but it wasn’t in his nature to protest publicly. He said he joined the Follies cast to break down barriers as a pioneer—even if Blacks couldn’t see him.

Bert eventually decided to leave the Follies in 1918 out of frustration that his talents weren’t being fully utilized. An article in the Crisis, the NAACP magazine founded and edited by W. E. B. Du Bois, reported that Williams walked away “alleging that while his name was carried to help the show, his parts have not been commensurate with his ability or reputation” (Forbes 2008, 329).

After leaving the Follies, Bert recorded numerous songs for Columbia Records, including several “Prohibition songs” bemoaning the disappearance of alcohol and saloons, that were big hits. He also recorded monologues that featured his amusing take on such scenes as a Black preacher speaking to his congregation.

W. C. Fields famously called Bert “the funniest man I ever saw, and the saddest man I ever knew.”

When Bert died on March 4, 1922, there was a great deal of sorrow, but also recognition of the magnitude of his career and life. More than 5,000 people crowded into St. Philips Episcopal Church in Harlem to view his body, with thousands more lining the streets outside to be close to him. The Masonic Lodge in Manhattan held a second funeral for Williams at the all-white Grand Lodge, with 2,000 people crowding into the 1,200-seat venue on West Twenty-Third Street. It was the first time in New York State that a white masonic lodge held services for a Black man.

White writers extolled Bert’s comic genius and praised his contributions to the Negro race. “Williams put into his quaint songs and humorous sayings the quality and philosophy of the Negro race,” wrote the New York Tribune. “He did for one side of Negro life and character just what the plantation Negroes did for another. He gave expression to and put into form easily understood and appreciated something of the inner life and peculiar talent of the Negro.”

Caribbean writer Eric Walrond, who gained fame during the Harlem Renaissance of the 1920s, wrote a piece after Bert’s death that probed the contradicting sides of Bert at war in his soul:


Although it was his business to make people laugh, there were times when he would go into his shell-like cave of a mind and reflect—and fight it out.

“Is it worth it?” one side of him would ask. “Is it worth it, the applause, the financial rewards, the fame? Is it really worth it—lynching one’s soul in blackface twaddle?”

“But it is the only way you can break in,” protests the other side of the man. “It is the only way. That is what the white man expects of you—comedy—blackface comedy. In time you know, they’ll learn to expect serious things from you. In time.” (Forbes 2008, 329)



Over the years, many subsequent generations of African Americans hesitated to fully recognize Bert Williams’s genius because his legacy was overshadowed by the blackface he wore—a symbol of unforgivable racism. This painful tension came into sharp focus in 1981, when legendary actor and performer Ben Vereen paid tribute to Williams during Ronald Reagan’s inauguration. Vereen first became fascinated by Williams during his Tony Award–winning run as the star of the Broadway play Pippin in the early 1970s.

As Vereen explained to me, a man who attended the play gifted him a copy of Nobody: The Story of Bert Williams by Ann Charters, published just a year earlier in 1970. Vereen, who knew little about the history of minstrelsy, was captivated by the story of this pioneering artist.

“I started reading it; I couldn’t put it down,” Vereen recalled. “I had started to think about an act to take out on the road. Something’s got to be said about this, I thought to myself. Black artists like me were in the entertainment industry and didn’t know anything about our roots in the business.”

Vereen developed a one-man show about Williams and took it on tour, recounting Bert’s career on Broadway and with the Ziegfeld Follies alongside legends such as Eddie Cantor and W. C. Fields. Vereen recalled the transformative moment in his act:

“I sit down at the table and I slowly become Bert Williams as I put on the black makeup. After I finish, I get up and I sing and dance as Bert. I do the cakewalk that he made famous. Then I sit down at the table again and start wiping off the blackface. It reveals the painful, dehumanizing process he had to go through in order to entertain white folks.”

A few years later, Frank Sinatra called Vereen and asked him to perform at Reagan’s inauguration. Vereen saw it as a unique opportunity to offer an important lesson in Black history to the new president and his supporters.

“I thought I could smack this cat, this new ultra-conservative president, and show him sectors of our society and history he now had to face,” Vereen said with a chuckle.

But Vereen admitted he didn’t have enough time to provide the full context for Williams and blackface during the performance. When aired, the segment was severely edited—omitting Vereen’s explanation and the crucial moment of wiping off the blackface. Instead, viewers only saw a Black man in blackface dancing and shuffling onstage.

“Oh God,” Vereen said when he learned how the act was cut.

The backlash was swift and fierce. Vereen joked that this was the first truly bad cut of the Reagan years. Many Black viewers were outraged; the Chicago Defender called him “a disgrace to the race.” Even worse, attendance at his one-man show, which had previously been popular, plummeted. When comedian Dick Gregory advised Vereen to apologize, he replied, “Dick, I can’t apologize. That’s like you asking a Jew to apologize for the Holocaust. I can’t do it.”

As Vereen’s tribute showed, Bert Williams’s story is not just about blackface or entertainment—it’s about the difficult choices Black artists have long faced to be seen and heard.






Chapter 3 Stepin Fetchit

They gathered downtown at the Civic Club in lower Manhattan—bright, ambitious, and determined to chart a new course for Black art and identity. Among them were Jean Toomer, Langston Hughes, Countee Cullen, and Alain Locke, all emerging as literary lions poised to reshape American letters. The invitation came from sociologist Charles S. Johnson, the Urban League’s national director of research and investigations and editor of its influential magazine, Opportunity. That evening in March 1924 would come to be known as the spark that lit the Harlem Renaissance.

On the heels of World War I, this group of thinkers felt that they could use the arts and literature as tools to fight American racism by depicting more complete, more progressive portraits of Black life than the stereotypical Sambos, Mammies, and Uncle Toms.

“While white society had geared itself to resist advances by blacks in employment, voting, housing, and union affiliation, there were fewer obstacles to blacks in publishing and entertainment,” Mel Watkins writes in On the Real Side.

Locke wrote an influential book entitled The New Negro in which he argued that Blacks had moved far beyond Mammy and Sambo as they flocked to the cities of the North and Midwest and became more sophisticated and urbane. However, most of white America had little interest in this emerging artistic movement in Harlem. America was still feasting on the simplistic, offensive characterizations of Black life shown in minstrel joke books and, for the better educated, magazines like Judge and College Humor.

This is a sample of the fare in Judge, in a 1919 column called “Darkeyisms”:


“Seems to me,” said Mammy Chloe, “dat sometimes you’d rather sleep than eat.”

“Speck I would,” answered Pickaninny Jim. “Cause when I’se asleep I’se liable to dream about fried chicken an’ spare ribs an’ watermelon—an’ I ain’t seen no such dinner as dat in a long time.”



Or another from Judge (1922):


Doctor (noticing a squalling black child on the floor): Missus Johnson, that baby is spoiled, isn’t he?

Mrs. Johnson: No sah, doctah, all nigger babies smell dat way.



WHILE BLACK WRITERS and artists looked to Harlem as a source of optimism and inspiration, whites saw Harlem and other centers of urban Black life as alluring quarters for their more licentious desires. “They rushed to see and hear African-American musicians, mimicked black dances, and glorified black style while, in private, they retained their disdainful view of Negroes,” Watkins writes. “Even as they violently suppressed black efforts to advance in education and employment, and exercise their lawful rights, whites turned to the black community as a model for their rebellion against puritanical rural values.”

This was evidenced by their nightly presence in Black population centers such as Chicago’s South Side, Watts’s Central Avenue in Los Angeles, Beale Street in Memphis, and Harlem.

As the Roaring Twenties roared on, speakeasies and nightclubs popped up across Lenox Avenue and Seventh Avenue in Harlem—many of them owned by mobsters and, despite their location in the heart of Black New York, all of them exclusively reserved for whites, except for the service staff and the performers onstage.

As noted by Watkins, “These clubs generally indulged the white stereotype of blacks as natural primitives.”

While the nation continued to search for ways to amuse itself, American popular entertainment was subsumed by two inventions that changed everything: talking films and radio. For Black performers, it was a struggle trying to break into these new spaces. Initially, efforts to put Blacks on-screen were aided by the claims of Black filmmaker and promoter Bill Foster, who said that Black voices were “recorded with better fidelity than white” and were a better fit than whites for sound pictures. That notion circulated throughout the film industry, aided by the discovery that the voices of many of the white silent film stars were too weak for talking pictures. Ironically, Hollywood responded by producing a rash of films featuring whites in blackface—most famously Al Jolson in 1927’s The Jazz Singer, the film credited with launching the sound era. There were many all-Black musical shorts and feature productions; two of the most noteworthy were the full-length 1929 films Hallelujah! and Hearts in Dixie. While Hearts in Dixie was filled with the typical nonsense such as dancing pickaninnies, the movie did introduce a performer who would become one of the most famous and ultimately controversial Black comedians in the country: Stepin Fetchit.

In his lazy buffoon character, Fetchit would reflect the Black community’s long-standing struggle with Black participation in Hollywood and the intoxicating power and destructiveness of Black imagery in film. This struggle really commenced with D. W. Griffith’s groundbreaking 1915 Birth of a Nation, which mesmerized the country with its glorification of the Ku Klux Klan and devastatingly offensive portrayal of Blacks. So powerful was the film that it led to violence and rioting in dozens of cities across the country, resulting in hundreds of deaths.

Hollywood had no interest in presenting balanced portrayals of Black life. The Black characters that appeared on-screen closely resembled the clownish stereotypes popularized by the minstrels. If they wanted to continue working, Black performers had no choice but to play the role. Their frustration is apparent in a letter Langston Hughes wrote to fellow Harlem Renaissance writer Arna Bontemps, complaining about the seductiveness of Hollywood. Hughes had been asked to write for trite Hollywood productions like Sol Lesser’s 1939 film Way Down South.

“The bad things I do are the only things that ever make me any money,” he writes. “Never take a Hollywood job.”

“Hollywood is our bête noir,” Hughes would later write. “It is America’s (and the world’s) most popular art. . . . Yet, shamelessly and to all the world since its inception, Hollywood has spread in exaggerated form every ugly and ridiculous stereotype of the deep South’s conception of Negro character.”

Born Lincoln Theodore Monroe Andrew Perry (his father launched his comic career by naming him after four US
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