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FOREWORD


SIR JOHN AKOMFRAH CBE RA


“A journey through cinematic Blackness”: these words leap at you from the front cover of Ashley Clark’s magnificently encyclopedic survey, surprising with both their ambition and clarity, their reach as well as their value. But something else also jumps out at you, something to do with the rhetorical fervor of the term “cinematic Blackness” itself.


Why?


Because until relatively recently, “cinematic Blackness” would have been considered an “impossible category” in film writing, the conjunction of two mutually exclusive categories best understood either on their own or at least without reference to each other. So, the fact this book exists at all, the fact that it illustrates “the journey through Blackness” it speaks of so well is testament to three simultaneously overlapping journeys: of Black film, of Black film scholarship, and of Ashley Clark’s remarkably agile mapping of what he calls The World of Black Film.


But there is also—and of course—another journey to Blackness which this book presupposes, and which it in many ways exists to herald and acknowledge, and that is the world of its reader.


In my case, the one hundred films this book dissects and discusses come to me from a constellation peopled by ghosts and phantoms. They come from a place of memory. Above all, they come to me from a liminal space in which moments and encounters are organized by these ghosts: the moment of my meeting Paulin Soumanou Vieyra and Sarah Maldoror for the first time by the pool of the Hotel Independence in Ouagadougou in 1987; meeting Ousmane Sembène and Lionel Ngakane in Cairo; attending that remarkable first screening of Spike Lee’s She’s Gotta Have It at the Edinburgh International Film Festival in 1986; meeting Sergio Giral and the Afro-Cuban film fraternity at the 1987 Havana Film Festival; having a memorable dinner with Safi Faye in London in 1982; talking into the early hours with Zeinabu irene Davis at the New York Flaherty film seminar of 1989. All this too is the “world of Black film”: the festivals and colloquiums, the solidarities and mutual aid.


All this because I picked up this book.


I also remember several remarkable things, unusual moments that I would never have put together in quite the same way, strange and bizarre conjunctions and unexpected “elective affinities” that I hadn’t thought possible, largely because of picking up this book. Two instances in point:


It now seems incredible that films that once felt divided by decades to me were in fact released in the same year: Ousmane Sembène’s brooding study of Parisian anomie, Black Girl, was released in 1966. But so was Moustapha Alassane’s irreverent Sahelian western, The Return of an Adventurer. In my head, two films that felt centuries apart were Ola Balogun’s exceptional Black Goddess and Sidney Lumet’s entertaining The Wiz. And yet here they are, both released in 1978. The year 1991 gave us both Julie Dash’s Daughters of the Dust and John Singleton’s Boyz N the Hood. And Ava DuVernay’s Selma debuted in the same year as Abderrahmane Sissako’s Timbuktu (2014). Before the timely reminder of this book, all this seemed strangely impossible, even for Black film.


Now, I am not for a second suggesting some sort of kumbaya group hug between these disparate film projects, but something suddenly happens to how we think about them once we see them sharing these temporal affinities, once we realize that they were conceived in the same time frame. Suddenly, one can sense a sort of shared striving, perhaps, or at the very least a grappling with a set of common overlapping themes and motifs.


It is also remarkable for me to now abruptly realize that films that once felt worlds apart were not only released in the same year, but were also unusual bedfellows sharing many things in common from the very beginning. For instance, Djibril Diop Mambéty’s Touki Bouki and Bill Gunn’s Ganja & Hess not only appeared in the same year (1973) but now seem like Siamese twins: both display an uncannily similar punk insouciance as well as a cavalier dispositif that hangs together by a series of almost hooligan audacities.


The World of Black Film is a book of chronologies. It clearly understands that the importance of chronology rests on its ability to highlight both continuities and discontinuities. But it also understands that somewhere between the two always lies the uncategorizable, the unclubbable. And they are all also here: Kenneth Macpherson’s Borderline of 1930, Bill Greaves’ Symbiopsychotaxiplasm of 1968, Sara Gómez’s Cuban “experiments” like My Contribution from 1972. And Haile Gerima’s Sankofa from 1993.


Looming—and perhaps inevitably too, since this book documents a movement over a century old—is the question of death. Only a handful of filmmakers from the first fifty films chosen are still with us. And the grim reaper’s insatiable appetite for new souls continues at a pitiless rate. It has now begun taking from the second list too, to the point where it feels quite shocking to see so many people on the list who were friends; friends whose lives seemed cut tragically short (Marlon Riggs and Menelik Shabazz), and friends whose deaths seemed almost foretold (Djibril Diop Mambéty), came as an absolute shock (Idrissa Ouédraogo), or were tragic but not a huge surprise (Ousmane Sembène and Lionel Ngakane).


As I think about these deaths, I want to keep remembering what Montaigne once said about cheerfulness being the most certain sign of wisdom. Let us therefore end on a note of hope, on a note that reminds us once again of the many remarkable discoveries that these hundred films contain. For me, these journeys to a series of Joycean epiphanies would include: the first time I saw King Vidor’s Hallelujah; meeting Euzhan Palcy for the first time; the quiet dignity of Sarah Maldoror; the brilliance of Med Hondo’s smile; living for a week in Tokyo with Kwaw Ansah’s hypochondria; discussing Julie Dash’s Daughters of the Dust with Arthur Jafa in a New York hotel all-nighter; and working on the script of Bandit Queen with Horace Ové.


And then, as always, there are the moments that you know will stay with you forever: Josephine Baker performing “Haiti” in Zouzou; watching the remarkable flashback scenes of Dikongué-Pipa’s Muna Moto; feeling the sheer awesomeness of Ghanaian master drummer Kofi Ghanaba’s performance in Haile Gerima’s Sankofa; crying through the unexpected, deeply moving final scenes of Barry Jenkins’ Moonlight. Each of these moments is a luminous and illuminating step on a personal journey toward Blackness, toward the cinematic.










INTRODUCTION


Since entering the film industry professionally in 2009, I have been deeply invested in amplifying, contextualizing, and sharing my enthusiasm for international Black film in my various roles as a critic, broadcaster, and programmer. Black film is often underfunded, overlooked, and marginalized in mainstream film discourse, and I’ve long been motivated to counteract these prevailing narratives. As a writer and moderator, I’ve been fortunate to interview some of my filmmaking heroes, from Spike Lee to Julie Dash and Mahamat-Saleh Haroun, and I’ve authored monographs on Lee’s film Bamboozled (2000) and the trailblazing work of the British outfit Black Audio Film Collective. As a public programmer, I’ve organized retrospectives at venues including the BFI Southbank, the Museum of Modern Art, and the Brooklyn Academy of Music on themes ranging from Afrofuturism to cinema in the age of Black Power and the Black film boom in 1990s America. In my present role as the curatorial director of the Criterion Collection—a New York-based publisher of home video editions of classic and contemporary films—I am proud to have overseen a marked rise in the number of international Black films included in its prestigious catalog, and on its streaming service, the Criterion Channel.


However, I had not considered the possibility of writing an entire book on Black film—after all, it’s kind of a big subject, right?


This changed in early 2023, when I received an unexpected email from Elisabeth Faber, a senior commissioning editor at Laurence King, asking if I’d be interested in doing just that.


Elisabeth’s eye had been caught by a feature at the pop-culture website Slate, published in February 2023, entitled “The New Black Film Canon,” a rundown of the “75 greatest movies by Black directors” as voted for by a panel of thirty-eight scholars, critics, filmmakers, and curators, including—as it happened—myself. “The New Black Film Canon” was an expanded sequel to “The Black Film Canon,” a fifty-film list published in May 2016. The first list was designed as a celebration of Black cinema, and a corrective to the glaring absence of films by and about Black people in influential registers such as Sight & Sound magazine’s decennial critics’ poll, and the American Film Institute’s recurring 100 Years…100 American Movies surveys, along with the continued tendency for awards ceremonies held by major industry bodies, such as the Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences, to overlook Black talent behind and in front of the camera. (In 2016, the hashtag #OscarsSoWhite became a viral phenomenon.)


In addition to being moved and entertained by the 2016 list, I also found myself slightly piqued by its overwhelming conflation of “Black film” with “American film”: Of the fifty titles included, only five were made by non-American filmmakers outside America. In some respects, this is understandable. Slate is an American digital publication, the majority of respondents polled were Black American, and people generally skew toward what they know. Black American popular culture—including film—has long enjoyed a hard-earned and deeply influential global reach. And much international Black film—from Africa, the Caribbean, Europe, and beyond—sadly remains poorly distributed and largely inaccessible.


Even so, given the authoritative self-branding of the Slate feature, I yearned for a more international outlook. This is why, when I was invited to contribute my selections for the 2023 redux, I deliberately picked exclusively non-American titles. It didn’t make an enormous difference. In this expanded list of seventy-five films, only four more films made by non-American filmmakers outside America were added, barely altering the overall percentage of non-American representation.


Elisabeth wondered if there might be scope for a book project that drew some inspiration from “The New Black Film Canon,” and, as I considered my reaction to Slate’s polls, an answer began to form in my mind. It would be interesting, I thought, to develop an introductory survey of Black film throughout history that, while certainly featuring a significant American presence, was genuinely global in scope, and explored how the medium of film has addressed links between Black people around the world, from the reverberations of the transatlantic slave trade and colonialism, to cultural exchange, migration, and intercontinental collaboration. This book should be accessible and inviting to non-experts, and informed by my own subjective experiences as a person who was born in London, England, in the mid-1980s, to a Black Jamaican-British father and a white Scottish-Irish mother, then moved to America to live in 2014. It should also serve as a culmination of sorts to my first decade and a half of professionally advocating for and presenting Black cinema.


Here, then, is that book: The World of Black Film.


Before you dive in, though, I’d like to explain the reasoning behind my approach, and some of my choices. “Black film” is a dauntingly complex subject with a rich and hotly contested history of scholarship and spectatorship. I had to establish some rules for myself, otherwise this project could have swiftly gone off the rails.


First, you might be wondering: how am I defining the term “Black”? After all, race is a complicated and charged subject, memorably described by the Jamaican-British sociologist Stuart Hall as a “floating signifier…one of those major concepts which organize the great classificatory systems of difference, which operate in human societies.”1 Definitions and terminologies of Blackness—not to mention the myriad ways in which people self-identify—have varied dramatically from place to place and throughout history, and continue to change. In my four decades on Earth, I have identified—or been identified—as Black, mixed-race, “Mixed: White and Black Caribbean,” biracial, Jamaican-British, and a light-skinned Black man. (I was also, in 1998, cast as the luckless Egyptian child king Ptolemy in a Hallmark Channel remake of Cleopatra. But that’s another story for a different book.)


For utilitarian purposes, I have used Black as a catchall term to describe African American people born on American soil and living in America and elsewhere, people from sub-Saharan Africa (unless otherwise noted; for example, white South Africans), and members of the sub-Saharan African diaspora in the Americas, Europe, and the Caribbean. I hope not to be too guilty of identifying people in ways they would not wish. I have not included people from the Middle East and North Africa (MENA) in my definition of Black, but this region has played an important role in the history of Pan-African cinema. To give just one example, Tunisia’s Carthage Film Festival, founded in 1966, has been a crucial platform for cultural exchange and collaboration for filmmakers across the African diaspora and the Arab region.


With that established, there follows a natural follow-up question: how am I defining a “Black film”? Put simply, I have chosen to write about films that genuinely center the experiences of Black characters and, in the case of documentaries, real Black people around the world, as opposed to films ostensibly about Black identity that feature Black people in marginal roles, or—a frustratingly common issue in much Western cinema—define them in opposition or relation to white characters.


While film is a collaborative medium, I have opted to employ an auteurist lens—which regards the director as the prominent creative visionary driving a film—primarily because it’s helpful from an organizational perspective. I restricted myself to one film per director, which led to some painful choices. For example, even though Spike Lee’s Do the Right Thing (1989), which I first saw in my early teens, truly kindled my passion for the medium, I overlooked it in favor of Lee’s epic Malcolm X (1992), which has a more international outlook, and features a cameo from the South African leader Nelson Mandela. It is possible that some filmmakers included in this book might bristle at being described as “Black filmmakers,” or as making “Black films.” For me, it’s a framing principle that allows me to examine the craft and impact of filmmakers I admire in a way that is hopefully generative, rather than an attempt to define—or limit—artists solely on the basis of their race. It is, therefore, a risk I’m willing to take. While the majority of filmmakers included in this book are Black, I depart from Slate’s polls in not restricting my choices to films made solely by Black filmmakers. Non-Black filmmakers have made numerous fascinating and challenging films about Black life that are worthy of inclusion and analysis.


I made the decision to write about one hundred films, a punishing but necessary task if this survey were to achieve my desired breadth. My chosen films reflect my subjective tastes, and are works I feel to be artistically, culturally, technically, and historically significant, as well as often in dialogue with one another. I make no claim for these films to be the “greatest” or “best” Black films of all time. (Readers may be angry, upset, or confused by certain omissions. Rest assured: I am too. My apologies to the films and filmmakers that didn’t make the final cut.)


I flirted briefly with thematic and geographical frameworks before settling on arranging the films in chronological order. This felt like the most organic way to map certain developments—for example, you’ll notice a dramatic uptick in rebellious, urgent films made by empowered Black filmmakers across the diaspora from the 1960s through the 1980s, following a wave of successful national decolonization movements. This approach also had the effect of revealing to me—as I read, researched, watched, and wrote—how things have changed regarding the representation, participation, and reception of Black people in film and, in some disturbing ways, how they have remained the same.


Regarding form and genre, I have made no distinctions. Studio, independent, feature, short, mid-length, narrative fiction, documentary, and hybrid films are all fair game, and I’ve even included one web series. It gives me a little kick to see the 201-minute behemoth Malcolm X occupy the same real estate on the page as Integration Report 1 (1960), a scorching twenty-minute short by the unfairly overlooked Black documentary pioneer Madeline Anderson. And while there are moments of serendipitous synergy—my favorite being the unofficial “cane trilogy” comprising three films from different countries in quick succession: Cane River (1982), Sugar Cane Alley (1983), and Bitter Cane (1983)—my “big tent” approach to film selection obviously has limits. If you approached me on the street and asked me to explain an authentic connection between Sarah Maldoror’s ferocious anticolonial classic Sambizanga (1972) and, say, Tyler Perry’s preposterous drag fandango Madea Goes to Jail (2009), I would point behind you, and sprint in the opposite direction while your head was turned. Overall, though, I hope that there are enough common themes and resonances running through the films selected for this book—and my appraisals of them—to make The World of Black Film feel like a satisfyingly unified undertaking.


As much as I want people to be able to see the films I’m writing about, I could not solely base my choices around their wide, public availability, which varies wildly from region to region, and will continue to change over time. One film in this book, Chadian filmmaker Mahamat-Saleh Haroun’s Bye Bye Africa (1999), is explicitly about the difficulty that African people experience trying to see African films in their own countries. Although some films in this book are only available to view through academic and research institutions, or lurk online in various states of quality and legality, I’m happy to say that many are readily accessible, at least for some Western audiences. In fact, The World of Black Film can be read as a fortuitously timed record of a miniature golden age of restorations and rediscoveries of Black film. Thanks to the essential work of foundations, archivists, preservation and restoration artists, distributors, publishers, exhibitors, and curators, an encouraging number of unfairly underseen Black films have returned to circulation in recent years. But there is a long, long way to go.


I hope that readers will find The World of Black Film to be a fresh, entertaining, and sometimes surprising work of synthesis and criticism. However, it feels important to acknowledge the profound and influential contributions that many others have made to amplify international Black film. A robust rundown of thanks and acknowledgments follows the conclusion of the main text, but this book literally could not exist without the foundational, lifelong work of June Givanni, creator of the June Givanni PanAfrican Cinema Archive, connector of people, and co-founder in the 1990s (alongside Gaylene Gould) of the essential publication Black Film Bulletin; BFB was reborn in 2021, and is now managed by Givanni alongside Jan Asante and Mel Hoyes. In May 2023 I visited the exhibition “PerAnkh: The June Givanni PanAfrican Cinema Archive” at East London’s Raven Row gallery, and my immersion in this diasporic cinematic dreamland came at a pivotal time in my conception of the book that you are now reading.


With all of this said, it is now time to begin your journey through the world of Black film. Enjoy!












LIME KILN CLUB FIELD DAY


1913
T. HAYES HUNTER
EDWIN MIDDLETON
USA


An unfinished silent comedy starring vaudevillian performer Bert Williams as a scheming, bungling dandy who competes with two men for the hand of a lady. Scenes include a social club gathering, Williams’ character’s discovery of a gin well, a day at a fair, and a cakewalk (a derivation of a pre-Civil War dance performed by enslaved people on plantation grounds).


In 2014, I was fortunate to attend a historic event: the premiere screening at New York’s Museum of Modern Art of Lime Kiln Club Field Day, the earliest work in this book. Titled by MoMA’s curators after a fictional social club that surfaced in their research, this unfinished, previously unnamed project—shot in New York and New Jersey, and among the first-known surviving films to boast a predominantly Black cast and interracial crew (including Black producer Sam Corker Jr.)—is composed of rushes found in 1939 among a hoard of negatives acquired from the early film studio Biograph by MoMA’s founding film curator, Iris Barry, then later restored and assembled. Ironically, Barry was searching for work by D.W. Griffith, the director of The Birth of a Nation (1915), the epic Civil War film that set the template for racist and stereotyped depictions of Black people on screen in America for decades to come.


The MoMA team constructed a remarkable artifact full of (sometimes unsurprisingly dated and dubious) humor, suspense, ambiguity—the inclusion of multiple takes of the same scenes hint at how many directions might have been taken—and, most touchingly of all, romance. But there’s no getting around the jarring fact of the ever-present blackface makeup worn by its Bahamas-born star Bert Williams. For MoMA curator Ron Magliozzi,2 Williams’ decision to replicate the then-common stage tradition of blackface minstrelsy was, to a degree, altruistic: a sop to the expectations of potential white audiences that allowed the rest of the cast to refrain from doing the same. After all, the talented Williams—who was a pathbreaking performer on Broadway alongside double-act partner George Walker, then solo, in the Ziegfeld Follies following Walker’s death—boasted genuine star power.


Williams’ complicated legacy has been a subject of interest for future generations of Black filmmakers. He is referenced as a purely tragic cautionary tale in Spike Lee’s scathing satire Bamboozled (2000), but younger directors such as RaMell Ross and Garrett Bradley have taken a more perspicacious view, weaving footage of Williams in Lime Kiln Club Field Day into their respective, equally moving, nonfiction reveries Hale County This Morning, This Evening (2018) and America (2019). In both, Williams serves as a spectral evocation of the spiked cocktail of brilliance, pain, and compromise that has long been associated with Black artistic practice in America.








[image: Bert Williams dressed as a dandy rides a carousel horse beside a woman holding an ice cream as people ride behind them at a fairground. Below, Bert Williams stands beside a woman holding a parasol as they face the camera.]












WITHIN OUR GATES


1920
OSCAR MICHEAUX
USA


A silent drama about an idealistic schoolteacher, Sylvia Landry, who is abandoned by her fiancé while visiting her duplicitous cousin in the American north. She returns home to the rural south, but heads north again hoping to raise funds to support a financially imperiled school back home. A startling extended flashback then reveals Sylvia’s backstory.


It’s easy to reel off information about this silent-era drama written, produced, and directed by Oscar Micheaux, the Illinois-born Pullman porter-turned-trailblazer of Black independent cinema. It is the earliest-known surviving completed feature directed by an African American filmmaker, and was preserved by the Library of Congress in 1993 from a single nitrate print found in Spain, where it had been titled La Negra (The Black Woman). It was made in close proximity to Micheaux’s semi-autobiographical feature The Homesteader (1919), an adaptation of his own 1917 novel, which, like many films in Micheaux’s prolific subsequent career, is considered lost. It is a shining example of a “race film,” a term used to describe Black-cast films made by both Black and white independent production companies outside the Hollywood system between the 1910s and the early 1950s. These films, of which hundreds were produced, were specifically created for, and exhibited to, Black audiences, and often, especially in the case of Micheaux’s work, addressed social issues in a time of Jim Crow laws, segregation, and violent racism.


It is harder to convey through words the dizzying experience of watching Micheaux’s thematically complex, grandly melodramatic, chronologically elastic, formally inventive film. Within Our Gates follows the romantic, professional, and familial intrigue of one woman, Sylvia Landry (Evelyn Preer), against a backdrop of major social upheaval: the Great Migration of Black people from the American south to northern, midwestern, and western states; the continued emergence of the idea of “racial uplift” (the responsibility of educated Black people to advance the cause of the race); divisions of Black people along lines of class and skin tone; and the rise of organized racist violence in the south, a subject about which—in still-shocking scenes near the film’s conclusion—Micheaux is brutally frank.


Micheaux’s unambiguous depiction of the white mob’s barbarity contrasts starkly with the absurdly heroic portrayal of the Ku Klux Klan in D.W. Griffith’s influential box-office hit The Birth of a Nation (1915), which was screened at the White House and remains a widely taught text in spite of its poisonous racism. Within Our Gates, which should be just as well-known, was a deliberate artistic riposte to Griffith’s film, and only one aspect of a wider wave of Black resistance against it, with protests spreading to Black communities in Canada, the Panama Canal Zone, and France.








[image: A collage of six black and white stills from Within Our Gates. Evelyn Preer as Sylvia Landry sits reading, later rests in bed and appears with a man on a bench. A man peers through a window and a violent mob scene unfolds outdoors.]












FIELDWORK FOOTAGE


1927–29
ZORA NEALE HURSTON
USA


Footage filmed by the Alabama-born author and anthropologist Zora Neale Hurston, who from 1927 to 1929 studied the folkloric customs, vernacular language, spirituals, and work songs of rural African American communities along the River Road and from New Orleans to Florida. Hurston’s research informed Mules and Men, her 1935 collection of African American folklore.


In my own mind, Zora Neale Hurston has long been connected with cinema: My introduction to her work came when, in my late teens, I watched Spike Lee’s independent sex comedy She’s Gotta Have It (1986). The film opens with the following memorable on-screen quotation from Hurston’s 1937 novel Their Eyes Were Watching God, a classic of the Harlem Renaissance, which was an explosion of multidisciplinary African American arts and culture that lasted from the end of World War I to the onset of the Great Depression: “Ships at a distance have every man’s wish on board. For some they come in with the tide. For others they sail forever on the horizon, never out of sight, never landing until the watcher turns his eyes away in resignation, his dreams mocked to death by time. That is the life of men. Now, women forget all those things they don’t want to remember and remember everything they don’t want to forget. The dream is the truth. Then they act and do things accordingly.”


It wasn’t until much later that I came upon Hurston’s own profound acts of cinematic remembering: her anthropological fieldwork footage focused on rural southern African American communities, which was undertaken and completed under the tutelage of anthropologist Franz Boas, and the patronage of philanthropist Charlotte Osgood Mason.


In total, Hurston shot around fifteen rolls of 16mm film, amounting to approximately eighty-five minutes. Not all of it survived, but what remains is beautiful to behold: children playing games, a cookout, a baseball game, women relaxing on a porch. The intimate quality of the footage is underscored by Hurston’s cheerfully unguarded narration. In one sequence, accompanying images of a logging community near Loughman, Florida, Hurston belts out a clear, hearty version of “Wake Up, Jacob,” a holler sung by the shack-rouster, a man hired to wake up work-camp laborers. Listening to it, it’s hard not to grin.


Hurston’s fieldwork footage is a remarkable and revelatory affirmation of everyday Black presence at a time when depictions of Black people were frequently not produced by Black people, and were subject to ruthlessly negative stereotyping. Hurston’s dream was the truth, and that truth reverberates in each of these valuable images.








[image: Six images from Fieldwork Footage feature scenes of a logging community. Men stand beside trains and logs, workers rest near machinery and tracks extend into a wooded area.]












HALLELUJAH


1929
KING VIDOR
USA


A musical drama set in the American south that follows Zeke, a sharecropper who becomes involved with the temptress Chick. In cahoots with her boyfriend, Chick swindles Zeke, who in the ensuing uproar accidentally shoots his own brother. Zeke seeks repentance by becoming a preacher, but Chick’s unexpected reappearance threatens to scupper Zeke’s salvation.


The year 1929 was a milestone for Black on-screen representation in American cinema. Hollywood, having noted the burgeoning independent race movies movement—and spotted the earning potential from Black audiences—produced its first two all-Blackcast movies: from Fox, Paul Sloane’s musical Hearts in Dixie; and from Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer, King Vidor’s Hallelujah, a curate’s egg that cracks to reveal both soaring highs and frustrating lows.


In this book, the question of authorship—specifically of white filmmakers making “Black films” —is a fraught one, and Hallelujah is an especially tricky case study. The white Texan Vidor had long harbored an ambition to make his version of a realistic portrait of Black life, and MGM only fully came on board after Vidor invested his own money in the project. In search of authenticity, Vidor shot parts of the film on location in Arkansas and Texas, and hired Black residents to advise him on cultural aspects including vaudevillian dance, gospel music, and religious services.


These good intentions pay off to a degree—and Vidor constructs numerous stylishly cinematic sequences—but Hallelujah is still afflicted by simplistic, condescending portrayals of Black life, from the faithful “Mammy” caricature to the guilelessly beaming cotton pickers. A review in The New York Times by critic Mordaunt Hall offers a window onto what many white viewers perceived as authentic depictions of Blackness at the time. Hall lauded Vidor’s “familiarity with the ways of the dusky sons of Ham,” and his depiction of the “peculiarly typical religious hysteria of the darkies and their gullibility.”3 (The “dusky sons of Ham” would have to wait many decades before being hired themselves to write reviews in prominent national newspapers.)


Hallelujah’s contradictory nature is encapsulated by leading lady Nina Mae McKinney, who was just seventeen when she played Chick. McKinney is incandescent and frequently hilarious, but the role itself barely rises above the devious, sex-mad Jezebel stereotype. McKinney earned a five-year contract with MGM from Hallelujah, but Hollywood had little idea how to mine her talents. Frustrated and underutilized, she left for Europe in the mid-1930s, where she performed in cafés on the French Riviera, in Prague, Budapest, and Athens, and starred alongside Paul Robeson in the British film Sanders of the River (1935). Back in America, she garnered a few more screen credits before dying at fifty-four from a heart attack in 1967.








[image: A poster for Hallelujah with stylised illustrations sits above two stills. Nina Mae McKinney as Chick smiles beside Daniel L. Haynes as Zeke at a gambling tableand a family stands outdoors with musical instruments.]












BORDERLINE


1930
KENNETH MACPHERSON
SWITZERLAND


This silent experimental drama, set in a Swiss guesthouse, follows the romantic entanglements of a Black couple, Pete and Adah, and a white couple, Thorne and Astrid. The end of Thorne and Adah’s extramarital affair leads to dramatic consequences for all of the characters.


A singular figure, New Jersey-born Paul Robeson was a decorated student athlete and law graduate who, after experiencing racism in the law office, left to pursue his passion for acting. He became a prominent stage performer in the Harlem Renaissance era, and made his screen debut in Oscar Micheaux’s riveting drama Body and Soul (1925). Robeson enjoyed stage success in London, and settled there with his wife, Eslanda. Robeson found life in England more hospitable than back home, but still faced prejudice: in 1929 he and Eslanda were refused entry to the Savoy Hotel’s Grill Room restaurant.


The following year, Paul and Eslanda decamped to the Swiss Alps to film Borderline, an ambitious, gripping avant-garde drama directed by Kenneth Macpherson, editor of the British film journal Close Up. Borderline conveys its tortuous tale of interracial infidelity and psychosexual breakdown in a deliberately fragmentary style, all disorienting cuts and oblique camera angles. At its center is Robeson’s Pete, who aims to reconcile with his estranged wife, Adah (played by Eslanda), following her affair with a white man.


Borderline has progressive intentions but, despite Robeson’s radiant charisma, Pete is a curiously beatific cuckold, and there are hints of fetishization in the way Macpherson’s camera lingers over Robeson’s face and body. Eslanda was unimpressed, writing in her diary that “Kenneth and H.D. [poet and Borderline co-star] used to make us so shriek with laughter with their naive ideas of Negroes that Paul and I often completely ruined our makeup with tears of laughter, had to make up all over again.”4 Nonetheless, in a departure from many stereotyped Black roles of the era, Pete is a genuinely multifaceted character, and Borderline is critical of the racist pathology of the community that ultimately expels Pete.
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