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Foreword by

Rob St. Mary

This book is dedicated to the complicated, complex, and incomparable 

Melvin Van Peebles. Love him or hate him, he was 

one of a kind.



ALTHEA GERBER: Aren’t you concerned with the civil rights issue?


JEFF GERBER: Yeah, sure. Most people are just crazy! They think that at any moment a Negro’s just going to hit them over the head with a watermelon and steal their high school ring. 


(Dialogue from Watermelon Man)






JEFF GERBER: What happened to the flaming liberal I was married to?


ALTHEA GERBER: I’m still liberal, but to a point.


(More dialogue from Watermelon Man)
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THEN AGAIN, MAYBE YOU SHOULD SHOW THIS FILM TO A THIRD GRADER

by Rob St. Mary

Growing up working class in Metro Detroit, you come to understand race is an aspect of life even before you can articulate it. That was especially true as someone born in the late 1970s, about a decade after hundreds of thousands of white people fled the city for the suburbs following the 1967 rebellion. Those days in July in the Motor City became the biggest rebellion since the draft riots during the Civil War in New York City over one hundred years before and was only eclipsed by the L.A. uprising in 1992. During my elementary school days, there was only one black student in our school. One of my earliest memories of racial talk in my neighborhood was a first grade friend who lived a block over who told me his family didn’t watch The Cosby Show (in the mid-1980s before we knew what a predator Bill allegedly was) because “there are n*****s on that show.” He said that vile slur as casually as one might give the time of day. My family didn’t abide such talk. My father always chafed against racism and made the point to me at a young age that “there are assholes of all colors and backgrounds—never forget that.” I guess that was his way of asking me to remember Dr. King’s hope that his children one day will “not be judged by the color of their skin but by the content of their character.”  

I don’t know how much my parents paid or the exact date we got our VCR, but it must have been around five hundred dollars in 1987 or 1988 dollars (or about $1,200 in 2021, according to an online inflation calculator). But I’ll never forget the first two films I saw in my home on VHS was because of my dad’s insistence that we needed to watch them as soon as possible because they were movies he had seen during his basic training in the US Army while stationed at Fort Benning, Georgia in 1971. Little did I know these two movies would profoundly impact me throughout my life as a human, writer, and all-around film geek. They were Stanley Kubrick’s A Clockwork Orange and Melvin Van Peebles’s Watermelon Man. 

Depending on when this double feature happened, I was nine or ten years old. At the time, it probably wasn’t the best choice my father made to show me these films at such a young age. But then again, maybe he realized there was something in them that I needed to know even though he had only seen them once, well over a decade earlier. Perhaps he knew that as I was on the cusp of moving out of childhood and into understanding the cruelty that comes with the teen years and adulthood, and that these stories offered something the latest Disney film didn’t. Thinking about it now, Kubrick’s film offers a lens on questions of delinquency, crime, punishment, and the concept of individual will, and if we could take away the choice for evil, we would also take away the choice for good at the same time. Van Peebles’ film offers something else—a way for someone like me, growing up where I did, to understand bigotry, racism, and the hate that hate can produce.  

At its core, Watermelon Man is a version of Franz Kafka’s Metamorphosis, but instead of a man waking up as an insect, he wakes up black. Jeff Gerber is the average, casual white bigot. What I mean by casual bigot is he’s not the type of person to burn a cross on someone’s lawn or commit a direct act of terrorism against black people, but he sure as hell thinks that group of people is always “playing the race card” and should  “know their place.” Sadly, I grew up around many men like him in my old neighborhood who think nothing of making comments about people of color, gays, women, or anyone else who is not them, and when you call them on it, these bigots hide behind it being a joke and you’re just too sensitive. 

The way Melvin builds the story is classical in many ways. We meet Jeff, the family, the daily routine, and then something happens that throws it all into chaos for someone who was perfectly content living the American dream in his white suburban neighborhood. Slowly, almost so you don’t notice it, you start to genuinely feel for Jeff in a masterful performance by comedian Godfrey Cambridge both in and out of whiteface.  

To put it bluntly, Jeff has been an asshole, and even though he becomes black, he’s still boorish and pushy, carrying around a heavy load of “white privilege” that seeps from his every pore. After being thought of as a thief for trying to continue his daily exercise routine while black, he is later shunned by his neighbors telling him to move out. Even his own wife can’t handle Jeff this way. In many ways, Estelle Parsons’ “Althea” is a stand-in for the good liberal—then and today. If you think the people on the Right roast such people in the age of woke, Melvin understands how someone like Althea means well but doesn’t stand strong during a real crisis in the cause of equality for black people. The reason why she can’t bring herself to commit fully is that she’s too concerned about what the neighbors or her family will think rather than the importance of human rights and dignity. She can’t stand Jeff’s tone, and how he fights for his equality by using the neighbors’ racism to milk every dollar he can get out of them when they want to buy his house to get him out of their lily-white neighborhood. Before, Althea just grinned and bore Jeff’s boorishness. But that was when he was a white asshole. Melvin shows us how society will accept such a crude and horrible person but not someone living their life, or trying to at least, as an average black man in American society. 

Althea and the kids leaving Jeff didn’t make me sad; in fact, I think that might have been for the best. But things start to get heartbreaking when his doctor tells Jeff he doesn’t want him as a patient anymore. Then, he faces being fetishized for the first time at the hands of Erika, the sexy Swede from the office. Melvin shows us that getting attention because of a fluke of DNA instead of who you are as a person is just as shattering as being hated for the same reason. As Jeff’s understanding, or to use a more political phrase—consciousness, is raised, he finds himself closer and closer to what was then called the “Black Power” movement, typified during the film’s era by the Black Panther Party for Self-Defence—a direct reaction to police brutally which started in Oakland, California and then fanned out throughout the country. In the last shot, a freeze-frame recalling Truffaut’s The 400 Blows, Melvin indicts society in a shot that says, “Look what you did. I am the hate that hate produced.” 

Did I realize the depth of Watermelon Man when I saw it over thirty years ago? 

No, and I don’t think my dad did either. But in recent years, I’ve come to appreciate just how structured this film is without really hitting you over the head. I think if this were in the hands of a lesser filmmaker, it would have come off as stiff or even offensive, especially with the original ending—I’m sure someone will talk about that later in this book. But in Melvin’s hands, as a storyteller, it plays smoothly and creates a surrealistic, funhouse mirror-type world in which many of the great satires play while being relatable and lived-in.

It might sound odd, but as I have gotten older, I realize I relate to Jeff, the black version. Thinking back on when I saw it the first time as a child, I understood what it was like to be excluded and put upon by the expectations of others. I was often bullied in the schoolyard, and it was because I was either the fattest and/or tallest kid in my class. This led to a lot of fights, whether I wanted them or not. This pugilistic childhood ran from Kindergarten until about seventh grade. So, I always felt this social hate for something that didn’t really seem like my fault. I wasn’t particularly loud like Jeff, but I still used humor as a defense. So, another reason why this film resonates so much for me is that I can relate to this feeling that I was someone who was a threat but never understood why. That’s probably another reason I related to James Whale’s Frankenstein starring Boris Karloff. Anyhow, by the time Jeff gets to the point that he does understand how this society works, it makes sense that he would join a group like the Black Panthers. When you have been hurt so deeply for no real reason besides fear, it feels like there could be no other ending that would satisfy and make the point, as I noted earlier, the hate that hate produced.  

This is not to say I know anything about the black experience in America. I am a very white man with my mother coming from one of the whitest countries on the planet—Scotland. The people who trace their lineage back to the clans of the isles know their skin tone is as pale as the Klansman’s robes that, sadly, many who share my heritage donned over America’s history. But by talking to close friends and their families over my life, as well as reading, I can say I understand the challenges of black and other marginalized people in American society. That’s why I’ve always felt much closer to people who have been raised in a similar “factory rat” working-class background who survive paycheck-to-paycheck than I have ever felt with people who share the same skin tone as me. That might be why this movie still resonates, and we need its lessons now more than ever. Not only the black/white issues but the queer/straight issues and all the divisions in between. Because if we can give ourselves and each other some empathy, especially when we meet someone as originally unlikable as Jeff Gerber, we might just see ourselves and how we can help redirect and reconnect them to the universals of humanity. 

I love this film, but it makes me sad to think you could pretty much remake this film today with just a few dialogue tweaks, modern dress, and it would still play to a lot of the same issues. Fifty years is a long time, and we’ve come a long way, but there’s still a long way to go. Watermelon Man feels contemporary, and you could even make the case that it is a spiritual father to something like Boots Riley’s extraordinary Sorry to Bother You—a film that picks up where Melvin leaves off about what it means to live as a black person in America. 

So, for all the inappropriate aspects of showing A Clockwork Orange and Watermelon Man to a pre-teen in the late 1980s, I have to say, “thanks, Dad!” While I believe both films were a shock to my system, I see them as the start of my moral education. As a Humanist, I believe we must figure out how to make this world work for all, or we will suffer even more than we already are. We need to see our responsibility to understand and embrace each other, or else we will always be running this absurd race that never really gets us anywhere, kind of like Jeff racing the bus—a meaningless symbolic victory that does nothing but breed contempt.  

WHY WATERMELON MAN?

by Andrew J. Rausch

“Why Watermelon Man?” This is a question I was asked repeatedly while writing and assembling this volume. The question is fair enough, I suppose. After all, Watermelon Man is hardly Citizen Kane (or any other perceived masterpiece). No one, including the film’s writer, director, producer, or stars, has been so bold as to identify it as such. I’m sure someone out there believes Watermelon Man is a masterwork, but labeling it as such requires a good deal of mental gymnastics and a reconsideration of the criterion by which films are judged. So, you might posit the question once more: “Why Watermelon Man?” To this, I would answer, why not Watermelon Man? One might be inclined to call this a piss-poor response and a cop-out, and I would be the last to argue.

Okay, so we’ve established that the film isn’t a masterpiece, but who gives a damn? Watermelon Man possesses a fair amount of artistic merit (even if it is a tad rough around the edges), and it holds a place in history as one of the first studio films made by a black filmmaker. (Some sources identify it as the first, but that is incorrect.) Moreover, Watermelon Man is a fun film. It was also the first studio film on which minorities were hired to shadow and learn at all the significant crew positions; this decision, allegedly by Van Peebles himself, had an immediate effect as it resulted in a handful of new minority film talent (where there had previously been next to none).

Beyond that, Watermelon Man is a key (and telling) event in the life and career of Melvin Van Peebles. The director is widely praised for kicking off the black film cycle of the 1970s (or “the black film revolution,” if you will) with Sweet Sweetback’s Baadasssss Song. As such, the director’s sole completed studio effort and predecessor to Sweetback often gets lost in a discussion of the man’s contributions to cinema. One of the biggest successes of Watermelon Man was its becoming a springboard for Van Peebles as a known American filmmaker, as well as a project around which he was able to establish (and I suspect construct through a bit of historical rewriting) his larger-than-life persona as a “take no shit” non-compromising black auteur. Much of his legendary reputation as such is the product of tales he frequently spun about how Columbia had attempted to sucker him and how he wound up suckering them. 

When scrutinized, some of the tales Van Peebles liked to tell about the film’s creation seem contrived. Nevertheless, the stories are good ones, and they help to reaffirm his image as the Godfather of Black Cinema. Let’s take a look at some of these likely tall tales. For starters, Van Peebles’ claim that (1) he was concerned that the studios would view him as being a representative of all black filmmakers and, as such, wanted him to fail so they wouldn’t have to hire any more minority directors does not jibe with his claims about how he then fooled the studio by misrepresenting his plans and actions regarding the film’s ending, forcing them to use an ending they didn’t like. If Van Peebles genuinely believed that the future of black filmmaking at the studios rested on his shoulders and was dependent on his actions (which it may well have been), then his alleged trickery makes no sense. Other Van Peebles tales seem equally implausible. For instance, he often told a story about his hiring a black shoe shine man at Columbia Pictures because he knew the studio execs would ask the man his opinion on Watermelon Man.

Furthermore, according to Van Peebles, they did. This story is problematic for several reasons, not the least of which is Van Peebles’ astounding foresight that the studio would ask this man for his opinion. (This seems particularly far-fetched considering that there was no precedent for Van Peebles to look to in making this assumption.) Also, how exactly would Van Peebles go about replacing the studio’s existing shoe shine man with a hand-picked man of his own? The logistics of this are questionable at best. Nevertheless, it makes for one hell of a story, and Van Peebles was nothing if not a good storyteller.

The filmmaker’s legend also benefitted from the public perception that he refused to return to work for the studios. (He later worked on the Richard Pryor vehicle Greased Lightning but was replaced by Michael Shultz with the studio citing “artistic differences.”) I am not sure that Van Peebles ever flat-out stated he had refused to work for the studios after Watermelon Man, but he did little to dispel the notion. And why should he? This misperception helped him to achieve notoriety and helped solidify his image as a black artist who stood up to The Man and knocked down every barrier that stood in his way.

Pointing these things out is not meant to diminish Van Peebles’ importance. These observations are only chunks of the road upon which I travel to reach my point. Van Peebles is a legend and is undeniably an important figure in cinematic history. Whether or not he was the defiant renegade he has painted himself to be (at least to the degree he claims) is irrelevant. In this instance, the image is king. Because the image that Van Peebles portrayed (whether earned, cultivated, or some combination of both) served as an inspiration for future black filmmakers. As I stated previously regarding my observations being “chunks in the road” to reach my point, Van Peebles’ image, reputation, and career was the road upon which a community of black artists traveled to become professional filmmakers. Consider how Van Peebles’ image as a strong black filmmaker must have appeared to young black people at the time (as well as the generations who have since followed). If those young people had aspired to make films, Van Peebles served as a concrete example that the dream was attainable. Even if these young people had never considered filmmaking prior to this (likely because they would have dismissed such a notion as an impossibility), Van Peebles was living proof that they could do anything they wanted to do.

Moreover, the example Van Peebles provided reaches far beyond filmmaking. He was a Renaissance Man with a ridiculous number of astonishing accomplishments under his belt; accomplishments that would have seemed impossible for any man, let alone a black man living in 1960s and early 70s America. No matter what anyone may think about Van Peebles or his art, there can be no denying that he found a way to do just about everything he set his sights on doing. After graduating with a B.A. in Literature from Ohio Wesleyan University, he served a stint in the Air Force. After that, he lived in Belgium, where he studied astronomy. Having already published a photo/essay book titled The Big Heart at the age of twenty-five, he relocated to Paris, where he taught himself to read and write French and then published five books in the language. During this time, Van Peebles also wrote several plays and became prominent enough that author Chester Himes helped him secure a job as a columnist (and later editor) for the anti-authoritarian publication Hara-kiri.

Not a man to rest on his laurels, Van Peebles began making music and released his first album, Brer Soul, on which he performed a sort of spoken word/singing hybrid. (Many hip-hop artists would later speak of his influence on their music and the art form itself.) Van Peebles next figured out a way to make a motion picture, so he adapted his novel, La Permission, as The Story of a Three-Day Pass. This landed him his first professional filmmaking gig with Watermelon Man. After that, he wrote and directed Sweet Sweetback’s Baadasssss Song, which became a hit and forever changed black filmmaking. The rough aesthetics of the film are often discussed, but not nearly enough attention is given to the fact that Van Peebles taught himself to make films. In fact, he taught himself to do all the fantastical things he did in his lifetime. The man even taught himself about the stock exchange and went to work for a time as the first black options trader on the floor of the American Stock Exchange. He is frequently cited as being a revolutionary figure. However, hardly any attention is given to the revolutionary nature of Van Peebles teaching himself to do things and then doing them without waiting for opportunities to be offered. Melvin Van Peebles created his own opportunities, setting an example from which we could all learn. 

The story of Watermelon Man is a story of Melvin Van Peebles. It is but a single chapter in the man’s extraordinary life and career. This book is intended as a celebration of both the outrageous 1970 film and the even more outrageous 1932-2021 Melvin Van Peebles. As of this writing, a proper print biography of his life does not exist. So, until such a volume emerges, this book will have to suffice.

AUTHOR’S NOTE

This book was challenging to construct because most of the individuals who worked on Watermelon Man are now dead and gone. I made numerous attempts to interview Melvin Van Peebles and screenwriter Herman Raucher. I was told by a mutual friend that Van Peebles was sick, so it was not a surprise when he did not respond. Raucher declined multiple times (through a representative). (It probably didn’t help matters that he reportedly hates the finished film.) Van Peebles passed away shortly after my request. Despite this, an interview I had conducted with him previously is included here.

I must warn you upfront that there are quite a few repetitive statements made by different people in different contexts within these pages. This is partially because of the number one hurdle I faced with this book, which was that there wasn’t a lot of detailed information out there about the making of the film. Most of the film’s primaries made the same one or two passing remarks about the project, and Van Peebles pretty much stuck to reciting the same couple of well-worn stories.

Another interesting aspect of this project is that the interviews, quotations, and lore often contradict one another. Because there was no real way to verify the statements, I decided to include them all. Much like an oral history (and I have written a couple of those), the contradictions leave it up to the reader to determine what they believe to be true.

I want to thank the following individuals for their assistance with this project: Ben Ohmart, Rob St. Mary, Mike White, Joshua Weathersby, Cassius Weathersby, John B. Bennett, Michael A. Gonzales, Ivan C. Beckoff, Garrett Chaffin-Quiray, Novotny Lawrence, Donna Dubrow, Nat Segaloff, Michael H. Price, and Michael Ferris.

AN INTERVIEW WITH MELVIN VAN PEEBLES

You can’t have a serious discussion about the Blaxploitation cycle without mentioning Melvin Van Peebles. It would be like talking about the Bible and not mentioning Jesus. Van Peebles, who has been dubbed the Godfather of Black Cinema, made his earliest short films in 1957. Van Peebles then traveled to France, where he found success as a novelist. In 1968, he directed his first feature-length film, The Story of a Three-Day Pass. The film, which Van Peebles made in French, garnered him accolades and awards. He then followed this achievement with his first Hollywood production, the 1970 comedy Watermelon Man. The film, written by Herman Raucher, told the story of a casually racist white man who wakes up one morning to find that he has somehow been transformed into a black man. 

However, it would be Van Peebles’ next film, Sweet Sweetback’s Baadassss Song, for which he would be most remembered. The now legendary independent film was written, directed, produced, composed by and starred Van Peebles. The film, which Van Peebles dedicated to “all the Brothers and Sisters who had enough of the Man,” was a major indie success and is generally considered the first Blaxploitation film. 

Van Peebles has since helmed a number of films, including Don’t Play Us Cheap and Gang in Blue, which he co-directed with his son Mario Van Peebles. In addition, he has found significant success as both an actor and a musician. Van Peebles is also the author of the book Sweet Sweetback’s Baadassss Song: A Guerrilla Filmmaking Manifesto, and is the subject of the films Baadasssss! (2003) and How to Eat Your Watermelon in White Company and Enjoy It (2005).

It should be noted that, because this interview was conducted for my 2011 book Reflections on Blaxploitation (co-written and edited with David Walker and Chris Watson), its scope reaches beyond Watermelon Man (although a portion of it does appear inside the booklet for the Indicator Blu-Ray release of the film and was later quoted in the liner notes of the 2022 re-release of the film’s soundtrack.) 

ANDREW J. RAUSCH: Tell me about your path to becoming a filmmaker.

MELVIN VAN PEEBLES: I wrote a photo essay about my having worked as a grip man on a cable car in San Francisco. I’d wanted to be a writer, and I thought I had a unique perspective regarding this particular story. So one day, a guy goes on my cable car and he’s asking me questions about the essay. My real name is Melvin Van Peebles, but I think he expected it to be something like Leroy Johnson. [Laughs.] So he didn’t think I had written the essay. And so he said, “Well, who set up these angles in these photographs?” And I said, “I did.” And he said, “Well, who wrote the text?” I said, “I did.” “Well, who did the layout?” I said, “What’s































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































[image: ]





[image: ]




	No event can be judged out of the context of its time.

	Standards evolve and cannot be imposed selectively.

	Emotions can play a determining role in judgment.
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