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Preface

Zeinabu irene Davis

American cinema and Black culture cannot underestimate the lasting influences of Ryan Coogler’s Black Panther. Its impacts on American cinema and more importantly Black culture worldwide are phenomenal. The film has jump-started and fortified our introductions, definitions, awareness, and discussions of Afrofuturism as a conceptual matrix for both celebrating and interrogating world-African popular culture. Culturally, the film moves us to a beautiful complex simmering gumbo of ideas and ideals around Black identity and representation, manifestations of Pan Africanism, Third World and national cinemas, debates about gender and class, and African diaspora culture. The textures and understanding of the film seem to only improve with time.

I am a proud, card-carrying member of a group of Black filmmakers now known as the LA Rebellion Film Movement. Our mission, borne out of the ashes of the Watts uprisings in Los Angeles in 1965, was to create cinematic stories that genuinely reflected our families and our communities. Our stories were raw and unpolished, imperfect creative representations of our lives and our struggles, and our victories and sometimes quiet successes. Guided by outstanding professors and mentors, such as Elyseo Taylor and Teshome Gabriel, we were exposed to cinemas from all over the world, especially the cinema of social change reflected by Third World filmmakers and the national cinemas from the African continent and its diasporas. Many of my friends, collaborators, and mentors of the movement—Charles Burnett, Julie Dash, Carroll Parrott Blue, Billy Woodberry, Barbara McCullough, Ben Caldwell, and Haile Gerima—experimented and made cinematic innovations with both form and content that still provokes audiences today. Our creative output should have been more significant; it does not match the wealth of our collective talent. Yet, it laid a basis for what we see happening now in contemporary Black cinema. One of the LA Rebellion’s hallmarks and lasting contributions is that we all dedicated our lives to passing on what we learned while making cinema. Some of us started and sustained film collectives and cultural institutions; several of us became teachers and college professors.

As a professor and independent filmmaker for over thirty years, I am grateful that I still make films and pass on what I know by teaching. I constantly revise and reinvent my courses to reach as many students as I can. So, I teach a class on Black Panther. The film provides a rich space to discuss so many topics, many of which you will see covered by the extraordinary range of authors in this book. From an analysis of stunt work, martial arts, the impact of colonialism, and the many meanings of the heart-shaped herb, this book has something for everyone.

I am lucky enough to live in San Diego, the home of the original Comic-Con. Every July, San Diego is filled with people who walk around as superheroes and villains, monsters and geeks for nearly a week. In the last few years, the convention has become much more ethnically diverse than it had been five years ago. It has indeed been a pleasure to see so many people dressed as Black Panther and Killmonger. Families come dressed as an entire clan of Black Panthers, and there are Black Panthers who are both male and female, straight and queer. It is incredibly awesome to see Black women dressed as Okoye, Shuri, and Nakia’s characters. Black Panther led many people to read comic books and graphic novels by authors such as Ta-Nehisi Coates, Nnedi Okorafor, and Roxane Gay. It opened people up to old questions and debates about superheroes to conversations and celebrations of culture.

For me, specifically, Black Panther: Afrofuturism, Gender, Identity, and the Re-making of Blackness will provide an excellent resource for my students to read, think, and interrogate the film and its context for the lives of Black people. Black Panther provides an exciting space to get students hooked on discussing cinema, the role of superheroes, and to engage a film beyond the pleasurable enjoyment it provides. More importantly, it lays the groundwork to explore the more complex topics of race, class, and gender roles. The film provides an entry point for students to discover and begin to read or continue to read comics and graphic novels, and it begs for the inclusion of a deep discussion of the Black Panther Party. The film and this book will open a dialogue of representation, culture, colonialism, and neoliberalism, and also the ideals of Pan-Africanism. In these troubled times where the killing of Black people by the police is still an ongoing tragedy, Black Panther has provided a safe space for my Black students to have pride and for my other students to listen, learn, and become better citizens and hopefully eventual allies.

It is impossible to write this and not acknowledge Chadwick Boseman who played the titular role of T’Challa as the Black Panther and his passage in August 2020, Mr. Boseman’s real-life courage to privately deal with cancer while portraying a fictional superhero is not lost on most of us. Chadwick’s incredible resilience and grit in honoring this beacon of representation are what made him a real-life superhero who will not be forgotten. I was fortunate enough to be in the Cinemark Theaters (formerly Magic Johnson Theaters) in south-central Los Angeles the week of the film premiere in February 2018. Although we could not get a seat in the theater, we experienced the roar of the crowd as Chadwick made a brief, unannounced appearance right before the screening started, much to the delight of fans of all ages. It was a magical moment and time that I will not forget.

Let this book take you back to the magical moments you spent when you first watched this film. Or let this book inspire you to watch it for the first time. However, you experience it, these rich and illuminating chapters will unpack layers of rich details and perspectives that are both exciting and evergreen.

By no means is Black Panther a perfect movie, but I deeply admire and love what the director Ryan Coogler has done within the Hollywood studio system. He has helped expand women’s roles in front of and behind the camera, facilitated a more equitable and diverse collaborative process, and offered many talented people a space to learn, create, grow, and see themselves. This was the LA Rebellion filmmakers’ objective, and I am happy to see it passed on to a new generation of filmmakers.

[image: ]

Figure P.1  Oil painting of the Dora Milaje by Karen A. Ritzenhoff, 2021.
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Introduction

Renée T. White and Karen A. Ritzenhoff 

Black Panther’s global box office success in the Marvel Cinematic Universe has exceeded even the wildest expectations for a superhero movie, directed by the thirty-four-year-old Black director Ryan Coogler, featuring a predominantly African American star cast and creative team. As director Ava DuVernay, one of the few female directors of color who is working on blockbuster films in Hollywood, has said loud and clear: filmmaking is about connections and Hollywood’s “old white boys’ club” mentality filters down to the below-the-line workers as well.1 Many Black designers, musicians, stunt workers, and behind-the-scene staff are excluded from profitable projects. Ryan Coogler made a point by giving key creative positions to African American talent. Ruth E. Carter won the Oscar for best costume design in 2019. The film was nominated for seven academy awards and won altogether three: best original score as well as best production design also went to Black Panther. The superhero film was a trailblazer not only due to his enormous financial success at the box office but also due to its underlying philosophy to base a superhero story on a narrative that is reliant on Afrofuturism, describing a fantasy country, Wakanda, hidden in the African continent. The strategy to appeal to a broad audience with a contemporary fairytale that featured strong Black female protagonists and an intriguing storyline about good winning over international antagonists paid off. On the IMDb website it lists the box office success of the movie at almost $1.35 billion. In the United States alone, Black Panther made over $700 million, compared to a $200-million production budget. As we are completing this manuscript, Black Panther 2 is scheduled for release by the Marvel Studio in the summer 2022. After the lead character Chadwick Boseman passed away in 2020 of colon cancer, no new King T’Challa, loved by so many, will take his place. Boseman was mourned by a global fan community. The tweet announcing his death in August 2020 is the most retweeted to that point.2 All of this—the huge financial success and the global appeal of Black Panther—warrants an entire collection of essays to help explain its role in American Cinema in the twenty-first century.

The journey of the character Black Panther begins in July 1966, when Jack Kirby and Stan Lee introduced the world to “The Sensational Black Panther!” in Fantastic Four no. 52. As Stan Lee later explained, “I wanted to create the first black super-hero, but I wanted to avoid stereotyping . . . . But, to avoid stereotyping, he [T’Challa] doesn’t live in a regular tribe and so forth; he is the prince of a nation, and the nation is hidden under the ground. It’s a country called Wakanda, and he is one of the greatest scientists in the world and his area; his country is more scientifically advanced than any,” Lee continued.

“When you get to the hidden entrance and go down to Wakanda, it looks like you’re in a scene from a science-fiction movie of the thirtieth century! But, in order not to be discovered by the rest of the world, ’cause he doesn’t want his nation contaminated by today’s civilization, it’s hidden underground, and up above it looks like just thatched villages where nobody would ever suspect what’s really below . . . . he’s one of the characters I’m most proud of because he was the first important black super-hero.”3

Previous images of people of African ancestry in comics reified long-held racialized stereotypes that centered whiteness by trading in the lingua franca of minstrelsy. Stan Lee and Jack Kirby are linked with one of the more infamous characters, Whitewash Jones, as part of the Captain America storyline published by Timely Comics (which later became Marvel Comics). Jack Kirby and Joe Simon conceived of Washington Carter (Whitewash) Jones as a sidekick to Bucky Barnes (himself a sidekick of Captain America), who was introduced to readers in Young Allies in 1941. His first line of dialogue has him confirming that he can play the harmonica: “Yeah Man! I is also good on de watermelon.”4 These kinds of images of Black America echo what psychiatrist, philosopher, and political theorist Frantz Fanon observed in his seminal text Black Skin, White Masks, published in 1967: “look at the children’s picture magazines: Out of every Negro mouth comes the ritual ‘Yassuh, boss’ . . . to make [a black man] talk pidgin is to fasten him to the effigy of him, to snare him, to imprison him, the eternal victim of an essence, of an appearance for which he is not responsible.”5 Visual culture and popular entertainment have been used as vehicles for the reproduction of circumscribed and reductionist notions of Blackness. This sort of racial propaganda is intended to deny readers the agency to imagine beyond the possible.

Obviously, there is a rich storytelling tradition in literature and other arts where the humanity of Black people has been expressed and where Black stories are at the center. For example, in 1919 Oscar Micheaux directed Homesteader, which is the first feature length film with an all-Black cast. His 1920 movie Within Our Gates is the earliest known surviving film directed by an African American, and it deals directly with anti-Black terrorism and sexual violence by Whites and the effects of living under White supremacy and oppression. Critics often see the film as a response to D. W. Griffith’s 1915 racist blockbuster Birth of a Nation.6

But within the world of comics, the introduction of Black Panther by Marvel Comics is arguably the first Black superhero (some claim that Lion Man, introduced by Orrin Evans in 1947 in All Negro Comics is really the first one).7 T’Challa/Black Panther would only appear sporadically in stories featuring The Avengers or The Fantastic Four. He did not have a significant solo storyline until the early 1970s when Don McGregor, a White proofreader at Marvel, argued that up until then the Africa-focused storylines of the series Jungle Action were not only unrealistic but were racist. They lacked any viable African characters and were centered on White protagonists traversing an imagined, non-specific, Africa. Not only did McGregor (along with artists Rich Buckler, Gil Kane, and Billy Graham, the first Black art director in the comics), end up reintroducing Black Panther to the public in 1973 and centering him in Jungle Action, in a two-year story called “Panther’s Rage.” He created the character Erik Killmonger and is credited with shifting the storyline to Wakanda so that all the characters were African or Black.8

Some fifty-two years later, the release of the film in 2018 caused reverberations. As journalist Micah Peters observes in “The Evolution of Marvel’s Black Panther,”

We have a blockbuster movie with a black lead, and a black director, premiering during Black History Month. The Black Panther exists (if you ask Stan Lee) because Stan Lee noticed that there weren’t enough black superheroes and thought hey, let’s make some. But now the story has been carried to the silver screen in the hands of the people who are best equipped to tell the truest and most interesting version of it. It’s still a movie, and it won’t save us, so to speak. But it is, like I said before, a gigantically big deal. Started as a refugee from a Tarzan movie, now we’re here.9

Why do superheroes matter, and why are they especially important for Black fans? A hero faces challenges and taps into all their abilities to overcome them. Heroes highlight what is possible. In contrast, author and blogger Balogun Ojetade writes in “Ain’t no Such Thing as Superman!” “superheroes possess fantastic powers, fight their battles with advanced technology, or possess uncanny beauty, bravery, skill, or luck. Superheroes are heroes who cannot possibly exist in our own world today.”10

If we follow this line of argument a bit further, while Black heroes are welcome and important, what they achieve is tethered to our current realities and involves them surviving within a racialized reality. In contrast, Black superheroes can exist in any realm including ones in which what it means to be Black can be redefined altogether, because the only rules that apply are the ones shaped by the imagination of the creator. They challenge the narrative conceit that superheroes are supposed to be White, or rather, non-Black. Given that, the Black superheroes that are “ensconced in a SF motif function not only as counter-hegemonic symbols of black racial pride and racial progress but possibly even as Afrofuturistic metaphors for imagining race and black racial identity in new and provocative ways,” argues African American Studies scholar Adilifu Nama in “Brave Black Worlds: black superheroes as science fiction ciphers.”11 The notion of Afrofuturism, which grounds this book, according to cultural critic Taylor Crumpton in “Afrofuturism Has Always Looked Forward.”

[I]s a fluid ideology shaped by generations of artists, musicians, scholars, and activists whose aim is to reconstruct “Blackness” in the culture. Reflected in the life and works of such figures as Octavia Butler, Sojourner Truth, Sun Ra, and Janelle Monáe, Afrofuturism is a cultural blueprint to guide society. The term was coined by Mark Dery in 1993 but birthed in the minds of enslaved Africans who prayed for their lives and the lives of their descendants along the horrific Middle Passage. The first Afrofuturists envisioned a society free from the bondages of oppression—both physical and social. Afrofuturism imagines a future void of white supremacist thought and the structures that violently oppressed Black communities. Afrofuturism evaluates the past and future to create better conditions for the present generation of Black people through the use of technology, often presented through art, music, and literature.12

Afrofuturism encourages freethinking that focuses on what is possible without constraints, to see beyond the known world.

The importance of that comic book character remains clear, even in the years since the release of the film version of Black Panther. February 16, 2021, marks the third anniversary of the U.S. release of the movie. As fans mark the occasion on social media, debates, and discussions regarding the film—its narrative arc, special effects, costuming, and cultural meaning—have also made a resurgence. That the film was released in the month of February, Black History Month in the United States, adds to its social and cultural meaning. In perusing some of the discussions on Twitter marking this anniversary, it was evident why Black Panther still resonates, has meaning and continues to stir debates. Fans of color, particularly Black ones, see the film as offering a needed counter-narrative:

3 years ago today, i watched black panther for the first time in theatres this movie gave us a mainly darkskin cast, no trauma centred around blackness, a lil love story, the celebration of african culture— man that was a great day #WakandaForever. (@mensahnicolee, Feb 20, 2021)

I don’t like Black Panther for obvious reasons like the third act. But overall, it’s a decent movie. I support my black brothers and sisters especially during February, and I’m Native American. I wished we had our Black Panther but I guess we unite under Wakanda. (@sectionxp12, Feb 16, 2021)

What anti-SJW don’t get about entertainment like #WakandaForever is that the industry is simply meeting the demands of a new generation of consumers. WE want entertainment that reflects us & we’re willing to spend for it. In other words, “woke” is capitalism. (@padresj, Feb 16, 2021)

The film’s story line also continues to push viewers to think about relevant real-world social questions:

This movie succeeds in MCU’s weakest area. It gave us one of the best villains ever with Killmonger because everything he believes in is actually true. Wakanda was a terror to withhold its resources from its own people around the world. Killmonger became a villain from his trauma. (@InthecutZine Feb 16, 2021)

not everything is celebrated the way black panther is. it is much more than just another mcu movie to a whole community, and i’m talking about the habitual negativity targeted at invalidating that. and that’s unique to black panther. (@dannyonfilm on Feb 16, 2021)

Ongoing interest in Black Panther is not only about the film as a form of entertainment. It encourages underrepresented groups to celebrate storytelling from their own vantage points. Furthermore, it is a showcase of artistry by and about the African diaspora. It has become a space in which imagined futures are possible. This volume recognizes all of these vantage points, particularly how film as text can tell us a great deal about how art interrogates daily life.

Ryan Coogler and Spike Lee: Two Black Directors with a Mission

The same year as Ryan Coogler’s Black Panther was released in 2018, Spike Lee’s BlacKkKlansman hit the screens. It is important to see BlacKkKlansman and Black Panther in their similarities and differences in the context of what was roiling the United States in 2018: Spike Lee addresses police violence and racism in the United States, connecting the realities of the 1970s, described by Ron Stallworth, with the violent rise of White supremacy in the past decade. Ryan Coogler directs a film that offers an alternate universe, independent of the current realities of the racial divisions that marked the summer of 2020 with global protests to raise awareness that Black Lives Matter. Black Panther is a film that affirms Black creativity, self-rule, global independence of an African nation, and non-violent protest to create awareness of racial inequality in the world. Both films use the strategy of telling stories within the framework of cinema. However, differently from the notoriously racist Birth of a Nation, American film history is re-written by these two Black directors. Lee shows the continuity of White supremacy as an arch that reaches from the early twentieth century to the 1970s, the summer of 2017, and Donald Trump’s Presidency.

Lee juxtaposes two groups in parallel editing that could not be more different: one chants “Black Power” while the other chants “White Power” and “America First.” The first is congregating around Jerome Turner (played by Harry Belafonte) who tells activists of the Black Student Union in Colorado Springs in the 1970s about lynchings he had witnessed. Turner also explains the power of images and tells his audience of D.W. Griffith’s silent racist film about the Confederate States, Birth of a Nation (1915), a “blockbuster” which ushered in a renewed rise of the Ku Klux Klan in America. It was screened by U.S. president Woodrow Wilson in the White House: “he said, it was history written with lightning,” says Turner to the students who are listening to him. The Black students raise their fists and chant “Black Power” together. The other group listens to the Grand Wizard of the KKK, David Duke (played by Topher Grace) who has come to Colorado to induct new members to the “organization.” The new Klan members and their wives all watch Birth of Nation together. The audience is seen clapping while watching the racists scenes, performed by White actors in blackface; they are frantically chanting “string
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