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			This book is dedicated to my mother, Bonnie Walker, who took me to the movies all the time, and my grandmother, Nannie H. Walker, whose subscriptions to Ebony and Jet were my introduction to the world of Black film. I miss you both with all my heart.

		

	
		
			Author’s Note

			
				It is said that the camera cannot lie, but rarely do we allow it to do anything else, since the camera sees what you point it at: the camera sees what you want it to see. The language of the camera is the language of our dreams.

				—James Baldwin

			

			This book comes from my love of cinema and my frustration with how the industry has portrayed Africans and African Americans. Things have improved since I was a kid, watching Tarzan movies or wondering why there were no Black people in Star Wars, but it was the frustration from this exclusion that led me to explore film from a unique perspective. I needed to understand why this world of make-believe that I saw on the screen, or the “language of our dreams,” as James Baldwin called it, was so hesitant to include people who looked like me and the people I grew up around. And I needed to understand why most of the Black people I did see in film (and television for that matter) were so unlike any Black people whom I knew in real life.

			The film industry exists to make the unreal seem real. Movies combine imagination and technology to convey stories and ideas, and as such, movies have a tremendous impact on what we think and feel, both as individuals and as societies. Our desires can be informed by film as much as our morality. If there is any truth to the old adage “you are what you eat,” then there is also truth to the notion that you are what you’ve watched. Film helps make us who we are, and at the same time it shapes how we are perceived, be it the perception of race, gender, ethnicity, or any of the other ways in which we identify and are identified.

			In delving deep into the history of film and its overall representation of Black people, I saw the dehumanization of people who looked like me, my family, my friends, and my neighbors. In 1944, Dr. Lawrence D. Reddick of the New York Public Library’s Schomburg Center wrote an article for the Journal of Negro Education in which he described what he called “anti-Negro” films: “Films are classified as anti-Negro when the Negro elements in them are limited to the stereotyped conceptions of the Negro in the American mind.” All too often, and for far too long, film and television have perpetuated patterns of negative stereotypes informed by prejudice and racism. I learned that there was a word for what I was seeing: “propaganda.”

			As the British film critic Peter Noble wrote in his landmark 1948 book, The Negro in Films, “Film propaganda has, in fact, wrought great dis-service to the Negro cause, and the manner in which coloured actors are shown on the screen has affected to a truly remarkable extent the reaction of audiences all over the world to coloured people in their own country and elsewhere.”

			There came a point in my life, as a man of African descent born and raised in America, at which I realized that much of what I thought it meant to be Black came from film and television. I also began to realize that every person who told me that I was either “too Black” or “not Black enough” were making these assessments of my character based on what they had also learned from the worlds of entertainment and mass media. And that is why I wrote this book as a historical overview of how the medium of film has helped to shape the very idea of what it is to be Black.

			The history of film is complex, and when you throw the representation of African Americans, race, and racism into the mix, things become even more complex. This book contains images and film titles that may be shocking or offensive to some people. Their inclusion is crucial to understanding the history of film and the role of the motion picture industry in creating the perceptions of race that have helped shape our society.

			Throughout this book, I use variations of the term “Black film.” Film critics, historians, and fans have spent decades arguing over what constitutes a Black film. For the sake of this book, I liberally define a Black film as any movie that meets one of two criteria:

			
					
					A film that features a predominantly Black cast and was made with the intention of being marketed primarily to an African American audience.

				

					
					A film that stars at least one Black actor in a major leading role that is crucial to the story.

				

			

			The primary focus of this book is film, though there is some information related to television. The history of Black representation in television is worthy of a book in and of itself, but I have tried to limit myself to discussing only a few of the more important aspects of television. I have no doubt that I’ve left out more than one important subject related to television. And along those same lines, there are films, filmmakers, and actors that, for one reason or another, are not mentioned in these pages. These omissions are not meant as a condemnation of any one person, or any one film. In the end, I hope that this book will serve as an entry point into the history of Black Film, and quite possibly inspire others to dig deeper, and to ensure that this history is not lost to time or indifference.

		

	
		
			
			
				
					[image: Introduction: America, Racial Identity, and Film: A Very Brief Overview]
				

			

			For all intents and purposes, the invention of the motion picture, which led to the multibillion-dollar film industry, started with a bet in 1872. The story is a bit more complex than that, but since film has long taken factual events and shaped them into simple tales, legends, or myths, it seems fitting to start here with the wager proposed by Leland Stanford, the former governor of California.

			Stanford made a bet that when a horse is galloping, all four hooves come off the ground. In order to prove this, Stanford hired Eadweard Muybridge to photograph a horse running at a gallop. Muybridge was a leading pioneer in the emerging art of photography and had been experimenting for years to see if multiple photos taken in rapid succession could be used to simulate motion.

			After several years of trial and error to improve on the still-in-its-infancy technology of photography, Muybridge successfully captured the right combination of images that could replicate movement. So what started as a bet in 1872 turned into a series of artistic and technological experiments that by 1878 had evolved into “moving pictures.”

			The United States was only 102 years old, and the Civil War had been over for a mere 13 years, when photographic technology, whose earliest form was invented in 1839, advanced to the point of capturing motion in 1878. Photography and moving pictures are not much older than the United States itself, and the history of both the film industry and the nation are tied together in very complex ways. As the technology and craft of filmmaking quickly evolved, it became more than just entertainment: it was a means of conveying ideas. Film quickly went from being a curious distraction to an influential tool capable of shaping thought, emotion, and even identity.

			When it comes to the history of the United States and ideas surrounding race, especially as it relates to African Americans, much of what people believe to be true came to them, directly or indirectly, from film. Here is a very brief glimpse at crucial events in the history of America and of film that have shaped the perception and portrayal of Black people:
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			1619

			Slavery begins in the British American colonies when twenty enslaved Africans are brought to the colony of Jamestown, Virginia. The institution of slavery is built on the false belief of white supremacy and that Africans and their descendants are inferior to Europeans.

			1776

			The Continental Congress adopts the Declaration of Independence, breaking the American colonies away from British rule and founding the United States of America.

			1787

			The Constitution of the United States is adopted, omitting any mention of slavery, while simultaneously declaring that all enslaved Blacks be counted as only three-fifths of a human being. Known as the Three-Fifths Compromise, it is one of many legal precedents that define people of African descent as being less human.

			1828

			Thomas Dartmouth Rice creates a new form of American entertainment, the blackface minstrel show.

			1839

			Louis-Jacques-Mandé Daguerre invents the daguerreotype, the first viable form of photography.

			1852

			Harriet Beecher Stowe’s antislavery novel Uncle Tom’s Cabin; or, Life Among the Lowly is published. It becomes the best-selling work of fiction published in the United States during the nineteenth century. The book is controversial for its antislavery narrative and is considered to be one of the first truthful depictions of the harsh treatment of the enslaved.

			1861

			The Civil War begins after southern slave-owning states, fearing the government will abolish slavery, secede from the Union. It is the first American conflict to be documented through photography, forever changing the perception of war.

			1865

			The Civil War ends with a Northern victory, two years after Abraham Lincoln issued the Emancipation Proclamation, freeing all enslaved Blacks in the Confederacy. The period known as Reconstruction begins in the South, starting with all freed Blacks becoming citizens and granted civil rights.

			1866

			Edward A. Pollard publishes The Lost Cause: A New Southern History of the War of the Confederates, the first significant work to rewrite the history of the Civil War by depicting enslaved Blacks as happy with their forced servitude and claiming the Civil War was fought over states’ rights, as opposed to states’ rights to own slaves. From this emerges the “Lost Cause” narrative, which gains popularity, especially with writers and artists from southern states. History texts are written using the Lost Cause narrative, changing the common understanding of the Civil War, the cause of the conflict, and the role of slavery in society.

			1877

			Staunch opposition from southern states and virulent white supremacy lead to the failure of Reconstruction, leaving Blacks as second-class citizens. In southern states, segregation based on race is the law, while discrimination based on race is common in northern states.

			1878

			After years of experimentation, Eadweard Muybridge successfully uses multiple cameras lined up in a row to take a series of photographs of a horse running, capturing movement.

			1880

			Multiple photographs of a horse running are projected using a device known as a zoogyroscope, creating the illusion of motion. Within a few years, the screening of short motion pictures becomes a popular pastime in the United States and Europe.

			1888

			The single-lens motion picture camera and projector are invented, significantly advancing both the production and exhibition of moving pictures.

			1896

			The U.S. Supreme Court upholds the legality of segregation in the landmark case Plessy v. Ferguson, leading to the doctrine of “separate but equal” when it comes to race in America. Thomas Edison begins to produce short motion pictures.
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		The Early Days of Film

		At the end of the nineteenth century, the film industry was just starting to take shape in the United States and parts of Europe, with motion pictures emerging as a form of entertainment. Trains in motion. Horses in motion. People in motion. There was little by way of craft or intellectual engagement—no sound, no story, and no editing.

		Seen by many as nothing more than a novelty with limited appeal, movies were initially dismissed as a fad that would never replace other forms of popular entertainment. But some were not so quick to give up on moving pictures, instead seeing tremendous potential in what the new medium could evolve into. Early filmmakers like Georges Méliès, Thomas Edison, Edwin S. Porter, brothers Auguste and Louis Lumière, and many others pushed against the initial limitations of the moving picture, both creatively and from a business standpoint.

		It was during the late 1800s and early 1900s—the period of the Second Industrial Revolution—that the passing fad of motion pictures began to rapidly grow and transform. In just over twenty years a powerful industry took shape.

		The Power of Pictures

		As the motion picture industry was just coming into existence, record numbers of Black Americans were being lynched throughout the United States. While pioneering filmmakers like inventor Thomas Edison worked to further the technology, craft, and business of motion pictures, civil rights leaders such as Ida B. Wells fought to keep Blacks from being murdered with impunity. While one segment of America had an eye on entertainment and commerce, another segment of the country struggled for equality and survival.

		Edison was responsible for some of the earliest motion pictures, short films called “actualities,” which were precursors to the modern documentary and ran for less than thirty seconds. Edison’s actualities and other similar shorts didn’t have story lines, but even at its most primitive, moving pictures had the power to elicit thoughts and feelings from an audience.

		The first known moving pictures showing Black people were in a series of actualities produced in 1895, the same year that the abolitionist Frederick Douglass died. A former slave who became a respected author and outspoken advocate for civil rights, Douglass was the most photographed American of the nineteenth century. Douglass saw power in photography and used the medium to present himself with dignity, standing in direct and defiant contrast to the negative depictions of Black Americans in mass media. Douglass became one of the nation’s first major celebrities, speaking and writing at length about the art of “picture making.” He said that photography helped “the process by which man is able to invert his own subjective consciousness, into the objective form.”
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		Douglass believed that photography did not hold the biases and prejudices found in illustrations or cartoons and that through photos the only thing that could be revealed was the objective truth. The two things Douglass did not take into consideration, however, were the subjective perceptions of people looking at photographs—the prejudices they held in their hearts and minds—and what could happen if pictures were able to move.

		Among the Edison-produced actualities were the films A Watermelon Contest (1896) and Native Woman Washing a Negro Baby in Nassau, B.I. (1903). And while these actualities had no story other than what the titles implied, movies like Dancing Darkey Boy (1897) brought established prejudices and racist thinking into the emerging medium. Produced a year after the U.S. Supreme Court upheld segregation in the landmark case of Plessy v. Ferguson, by simply adding the word “darkey” to the title, Dancing Darkey Boy became more than just a simple moving picture; it became an extension of America’s systemic racism.
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		Not all the early moving pictures of the 1890s featuring Black people carried the same kind of bias and racism as Dancing Darkey Boy or A Watermelon Contest. Produced in 1898, and shot by the cameraman William “Daddy” Paley during the Spanish-American War, Colored Troops Disembarking presented the Second Battalion of Colored Infantry marching down the gangplank of a steamship anchored in Havana Harbor and was praised for its positive presentation of African Americans. That same year saw the release of Lubin Manufacturing Company’s Cake Walk, featuring a dance routine by a group of vaudeville performers, and William Selig’s Something Good—Negro Kiss. Considered lost until a print was discovered in 2017, Something Good—Negro Kiss featured the vaudeville performers Saint Suttle and Gertie Brown and is believed to be the first on-screen kiss by African Americans.

		Blackface, Minstrel Shows, and Bert Williams

		Minstrel shows, or minstrelsy, began in the United States in the early 1830s, eventually becoming the most popular form of live entertainment of the nineteenth century. A mix of comedy, song, and dance, minstrel shows starred white performers in blackface—when white performers use burnt cork, greasepaint, makeup, or some other means to “black up” their appearance and imitate the behavior and speech of African Americans.

		Playing to sold-out crowds, blackface minstrel performances were firmly rooted in the belief that Blacks were an inferior race, the same belief system used to justify slavery. Adding insult to injury, it was believed that Blacks lacked the intelligence to perform onstage—only white people had the skill and ability to be Black for the sake of entertainment. While this racist thinking was clearly not true, blackface became so popular and accepted in the United States that African American performers had to “black up” and use the same mannerisms and broken English as white performers, essentially pretending to be white people pretending to be Black people.
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		Black minstrels began to emerge before the Civil War in all-Black performance troupes, but few found success or popularity until well into the 1870s and 1880s, and only then in northern states. As vaudeville grew increasingly popular in the United States, minstrel shows, both Black and white, were incorporated in the more eclectic mix of acts. By the 1890s, Black minstrel acts, promoting themselves as “authentic Negroes,” dominated parts of the vaudeville world, bringing a greater sense of sophistication and humanity to the characters they portrayed.

		One of the biggest stars to emerge in vaudeville, and certainly the most popular of the Black minstrel performers, was Bert Williams, considered by many to be the greatest comedian in America. Williams partnered with George Walker, forming the minstrel team Williams and Walker and billing themselves as “Two Real Coons.” The duo had tremendous success onstage, performing their hit plays Sons of Ham and In Dahomey. After Walker died in 1911, Williams continued performing in blackface and joined the Ziegfeld Follies, eventually becoming a successful composer and singer.

		In 1913, Williams starred in Lime Kiln Club Field Day, produced by Biograph Company, but the film was never completed, and languished for nearly a century until unedited reels were discovered. Williams made his film debut the following year in Darktown Jubilee, also produced by Biograph, the same studio responsible for A Nigger in the Woodpile (1904), a short film with unnamed white actors in blackface and as racist as the name implies. Williams would go on to star in two more films for Biograph, A Natural Born Gambler and Fish (both 1916), which he also produced and directed, giving him unprecedented power for a Black performer. He was poised to become the first Black movie star and major filmmaker just as the film industry was starting to replace live theatrical performances in popularity. Williams, however, was slow to embrace film as his primary career, perhaps because live theater was still more financially lucrative at the time. Unfortunately, Williams’s untimely death in 1922 ended his career at the age of forty-seven.

		As early filmmakers started casting popular vaudeville acts in their movies, white actors in blackface began to find a new home in motion pictures produced by companies like Biograph and the Lubin Manufacturing Company. Southern states were likely to ban films with Black entertainers, but blackface was perfectly acceptable during the early days of the silent era and continued to be for decades. With the advent of sound, blackface performers like George Moran and Charles Mack, known as the Two Black Crows, became movie stars, appearing in ten films between 1927 and 1933. And while the degrading and dehumanizing blackface routines by white actors were losing popularity in vaudeville, they found an all-new life in the world of film.
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		Storytelling Comes to Film (and So Does Racism)

		In 1895, the Edison Manufacturing Company produced The Execution of Mary Stuart, an eighteen-second film that re-created the execution of Mary, Queen of Scots. Edison and his team of filmmakers were experimenting with motion pictures as a means of evoking emotional responses from the audience, conveying ideas, and advancing the storytelling capabilities of the medium. Unfortunately, movies like Edison’s The ’Gator and the Pickaninny (ca. 1901) did more than help refine the craft of storytelling in motion pictures. A short, silent comedy featuring an unknown white man in blackface fighting a fake alligator, The ’Gator and the Pickaninny helped establish a long legacy of racism in cinema.

		The Edison Manufacturing Company continued to embrace the distorted, racist ideology from which blackface was born, and in 1903 the company released director Edwin Porter’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin. This silent adaptation of Harriet Beecher Stowe’s novel starred an unknown white actor in blackface as Uncle Tom; and with an epic running time of just under fifteen minutes, it was not only one of the longest films ever released up to that point, but it was also among the most expensive.
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		At the time of its publication in 1852, Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin; or, Life Among the Lowly was a bestselling antislavery novel. The book divided the nation in a way that mirrored opinions about slavery itself, and many historians believe the book helped garner support in the fight against slavery, which culminated in the Civil War. Stowe’s book was adapted into various stage plays and musicals, none of which was authorized by the author herself and nearly all of which featured white performers in blackface. These different productions were so popular that more Americans were familiar with Uncle Tom’s Cabin as a stage play than the book, making it an obvious choice as a subject for motion picture producers.

		Following the lead of the Edison Manufacturing Company, Siegmund Lubin of the Lubin Manufacturing Company directed and produced his own version of Uncle Tom’s Cabin (1903). Between 1903 and 1927, there were nine film versions of Uncle Tom’s Cabin, with six of them featuring white actors in blackface as Uncle Tom. Sam Lucas was the first known African American to play Uncle Tom onstage in 1878, and he would be the first to play the character on film, starring in director William Robert Daly’s 1914 adaptation. James B. Lowe would be the second African American actor to play Uncle Tom on film in director Harry Pollard’s 1927 adaptation. Lowe was cast in the role after the renowned African American actor Charles Gilpin was hired by Pollard to play Uncle Tom, only to be fired when the filmmaker and actor clashed over the portrayal of Stowe’s famous character. Noted actor and pioneer in the race film industry Noble Johnson would portray Uncle Tom in the 1927 film Topsy and Eva, a satirical sequel to Uncle Tom’s Cabin, codirected by D. W. Griffith.
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		Much like the live stage versions, the nine film adaptations of Uncle Tom’s Cabin strayed significantly from Stowe’s original antislavery message. With the abolitionist message either watered down or removed completely, live productions and film adaptations transformed the title character of the book into a docile servant, sympathetic to slave owners. It was through this parade of stage and screen Uncle Toms, most of them white men in blackface, that the term “Uncle Tom” got its negative connotation.
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		Controlling Blackness

		White performers in blackface quickly became a regular part of the burgeoning motion picture industry. Between 1900 and 1920, more than 155 films were produced with white performers in blackface, with titles such as The Wooing and Wedding of a Coon (1905) and The Dancing Nig (1907). These films were as racist as the titles imply, and the popularity of these silent shorts spoke of white audiences’ acceptance of America’s normalized bigotry.

		Not every film with African American characters had blackface portrayals during the silent era. Films such as The Dark Romance of a Tobacco Can (1911) featured Black actors as well as white actors in blackface. But most of the time these Black performers were little more than background extras, playing slaves in plantation films like For Massa’s Sake (1911) or jungle savages in films like Sammy Orpheus; or, The Pied Piper of the Jungle (1912). There were, however, some films that had all-Black casts.

		Lubin Manufacturing Company had a stock company of Black actors that included the vaudeville stars John and Mattie Edwards, who appeared in Coon Town Suffragettes and The Tale of a Chicken (both 1914), among many others. Lubin’s Rastus Among the Zulus (1913) was one of the few films in the company’s popular Rastus series to feature an all-Black cast. Unfortunately, other than an all-Black cast, Rastus Among the Zulus is still just as offensive as Lubin’s film Rastus in Zululand (1910), which is very similar except with a white cast in blackface. And neither of these two films should be confused with In Zululand (1915), starring John and Mattie Edwards, which has a completely different story but is equally problematic.

		Examining films from the first fifteen years of the twentieth century that include representations of African Americans (as well as Africans), patterns of control begin to emerge within the growing

		The Fight of the Century
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		The Birth of the Studio System (a.k.a. Hollywood)
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