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- Black Beginnings:

from Uncle Tom’s Cabin to

. The Birth of a Nation

In the beginning, there was an Uncle Tom. A former mechanic
photographed him in a motion picture that ran no longer than
twelve minutes. And a new dimension was added to American
movies.

The year was 1go3. The mechanic-turned-movie-director was
Edwin S. Porter. The twelve-minute motion picture was Uncle
Tom’s Cabin. And the new dimension was Uncle Tom himself. He
was the American movies' first black character. The great paradox
was that in actuality Tom was not black at all. Instead he was
portrayed by a nameless, slightly overweight white actor made up
in blackface. But the use of whites in black roles was then a com-
mon practice, a tradition carried over from the stage and main-
tained during the early days of silent films. Still, the first Negro
character had arrived in films, and he had done so at a time when
the motion-picture industry itself was virtually nonexistent. The
movies were without stars or studios or sound. There were no
yroat directors or writers. And the community of Hollywood had
not yet come into being.

Afler the tom’s debut, there appeared a variety of black pres-
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ences bearing the fanciful names of the coon, the tragic mulatto,
the mammy, and the brutal black buck. All were character types
used for the same effect: to entertain by stressing Negro inferi-
ority. Fun was poked at the American Negro by presenting him
as either a nitwit or a childlike lackey. None of the types was
meant to do great harm, although at various times individual ones
did. All were merely filmic reproductions of black stereotypes that
had existed since the days of slavery and were already popularized &
in American life and arts. The movies, which catered to public §
tastes, borrowed profusely from all the other popular art forms. &
Whenever dealing with black characters, they simply adapted the &
old familiar stereotypes, often further distorting them. i

In the early days when all the black characters were still po
trayed by white actors in blackface, there was nothing but the old
character types. They sat like square boxes on a shelf. A white actor
walked by, selected a box, and used it as a base for a very square 3
rigidly defined performance. Later, when real black actors played
the roles and found themselves wedged into these categories, th
history became one of actors battling against the types to creat
rich, stimulating, diverse characters. At various points the tom, th
coon, the tragic mulatto, the mammy, and the brutal black buc
were brought to life respectively by Bill “Bojangles” Robinson
Stepin Fetchit, Nina Mae McKinney, Hattie McDaniel, and Walte
Long (actually a white actor who portrayed a black villain in The
Birth of a Nation), and later “modernized” by such performers
Sidney Poitier, Sammy Davis, Jr., Dorothy Dandridge, Ethel Wa
ters, and Jim Brown. Later such performers as Richard Pryo
Eddie Murphy, Lonette McKee, Whoopi Goldberg, and Dann
Glover also found themselves struggling to turn old stereotype
inside out. Often it seemed as if the mark of the actor was th,
manner in which he individualized the mythic type or towere
above it. The types were to prove deadly for some actors an
inconsequential for others. But try as any actor may to forget th
typecasting, the familiar types have most always been present i
American black movies. The early silent period of motion picture
remains important, not because there were any great black pe
formances—there weren't—but because the five basic types—th
boxes sitting on the shelf—that were to dominate black characte
for the next half century were first introduced then.

Porter’s tom was the first in a long line of socially acceptabl
Good Negro characters. Always as toms are chased, harassed
hounded, flogged, enslaved, and insulted, they keep the faith, n'e
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turn against their white massas, and remain hearty, submissive
stoic, generous, selfless, and oh-so-very kind. Thus they endear
themselves to white audiences and emerge as heroes of sorts.

Two early toms appeared in the shorts Confederate Spy (c. 1910)
and For Massa’s Sake (19n1). In the former, dear old Uncle Daniel
is a Negro spy for the South. He dies before a Northern firing
squad, but he is content, happy that he “did it for massa’s sake and
little massa.” In For Massa’s Sake a former slave is so attached to
his erstwhile master that he sells himself back into slavery to help
the master through a period of financial difficulties.

During the silent period, there were also remakes of the Harriet o
Beecher Stowe novel in which the tale of the good Christian slave &
was again made the meat of melodrama. The first remakes in 1909
and 1913 had little in style or treatment to distinguish them. But
a fourth version, directed by William Robert Daly in 1914, distin-
guished itself and the tom tradition by starring the Negro stage
actor Sam Lucas in the title role. Lucas became the first black man
to play a leading role in a movie. Later in 1927, when Universal
Pictures filmed Uncle Tom’s Cabin, the handsome Negro actor
James B. Lowe was signed for the leading role. Harry Pollard
directed the Universal feature. Twelve years earlier, Pollard had
filmed a version of the Stowe classic in which he portrayed the
Christian slave in blackface. But for this new venture Negro Lowe
was selected to fit in with the “realistic” demands of the times.
Congratulating itself on its liberalism, Universal sent out press
releases about its good colored star: :

James B. Lowe has made history. A history that reflects only credit to
the Negro race, not only because he has given the “Uncle Tom” charac-
ter a new slant, but because of his exemplary conduct with the Univer-
sal company. They look upon Lowe at the Universal Studio as a living
black god. . . . Of the directors, critics, artists, and actors who have seen
James Lowe work at the studio there are none who will not say he is_
the most suited of all men for the part of “Tom." Those who are
religious say that a heavenly power brought him to Universal and all

predict a most marvelous future and worldwide reputation for James
B. Lowe.

Although a “heavenly power” may have been with actor Lowe,
it had little effect on his interpretation of the role. Tom still came
off as a genial darky, furnished with new color but no new senti-
ments. Yet to Lowe’s credit, he did his tomming with such an
arresting effectiveness that he was sent to England on a promo-
tional tour to ballyhoo the picture, thus becoming the first black
actor to be publicized by his studio. The film also introduced the

massive baptism scene, which later became a Hollywcl)od favorite.
Curiously, in 1958 this version of Uncle Tom’s Cabin, although
silent, was reissued with an added prologue by Raymond Massey.
Because it arrived just when the sit-ins were erupting in t‘he South,
many wondered if by reissuing this film Universal Studios hoped
to remind the restless black masses of an earlier, less turbulent
period, when obeying one’s master was the answer to every black
man’s problems.

Although tom was to outdistance every other type afn_d domi-
nate American hearth and home, he had serious competition from
a group of coons. They appeared in a series of black films present-
ing the Negro as amusement object and black buffoon. They
lacked the single-mindedness of tom. There were the pure coon
and two variants of his type: the pickaninny and the unc!e remus.

The pickaninny was the first of the coon types to make its screen
debut. It gave the Negro child actor his place in the black pan-
theon. Generally, he was a harmless, little screwball creation
whose eyes popped, whose hair stood on end witl_-l the least excite-
ment, and whose antics were pleasant and diverting. Thomas A!va
Edison proved to be a pioneer in the exploitation a.ncl exploration
of this type when he presented Ten Pickaninnies in 1904, a fore-
runner of the Hal Roach Our Gang series. During his camera
experiments in 1893, Edison had photograpi’llecl some blacks as
“interesting side effects.” In Ten Pickaninnies, the side effects
moved to the forefront of the action as a group of nameless Negro
children romped and ran about while being referred to as snow-
balls, cherubs, coons, bad chillun, inky kids, smqky kids, lr.?lack
lambs, cute ebonies, and chubbie ebonies. In due time, the picka-
ninnies were to be called by other names. In th.e 19208 alnd th;
1930s, such child actors as Sunshine Sammy, Farina, .Styrlme, an
Buckwheat picked up the pickaninny mantle anc'l carried it to new
summits. In all the versions of Uncle Tom's Cabin, the slave Chll'd
Topsy was presented as a lively pickaninny, ?sed sglely for comic
relief. When the 1927 version of Uncle Tom's Cabin ops‘ned, thP
character was singled out by one critic who wrote: Topsy is
played by Mona Ray, a wonderfully bright ).zoungsler .who seelll'ns
to have the comedy of her part in extraordinary fas}.n(?n . v o DNOOF
eves roll back and forth in alarm. She also evinf:es no hlrung for her
p'li,v,hl when she is found by Miss Ophelia while dabbing p?wder
on her ¢chony countenance.” In her day, the character Topsy was



clownish and droll and became such a film favorite that she starred
in Topsy and Eva (1927), in which her far-fetched meanderings
and her pickaninnying won mass audience approval.

Shortly after Edison introduced the pickaninny in 1go4, the pure
coon made its way onto the screen in Wooing and Wedding of a
Coon (1gos). This short depicted a honeymooning black couple as
stumbling and stuttering idiots. Later the coon appeared in The
Masher (19o7), which was about a self-styled white ladies’ man who
is rebuffed by all the women he pursues. When he meets a mysteri-
ous veiled woman who responds to his passes, the hero thinks he
has arrived at his blue heaven. And so finding success, he removes
the veil only to discover that his mystery lady love is colored!
Without further ado, he takes off. He may have been looking for
a blue heaven, but he certainly did not want a black one.

Before its death, the coon developed into the most blatantly
degrading of all black stereotypes. The pure coons emerged as
no-account niggers, those unreliable, crazy, lazy, subhuman crea-
tures good for nothing more than eating watermelons, stealing
chickens, shooting crap, or butchering the English language. A
character named Rastus was just such a figure.

How Rastus Got His Turkey (c. 1g10) was the first of a series o
slapstick comedies centering on the antics of a Negro called Ras-
tus. Here Rastus tries to steal a turkey for his Thanksgiving dinner
Next came Rastus in Zululand, about a darky who dreams o
going to Zululand in the heart of Africa. There he wins the affec
tions of the chief 's daughter. He is willing to flirt with the girl, but
when asked to marry her, in true unreliable, no-account nigger
fashion, he refuses, expressing a wish for death rather than matri
mony. The savage chief (from the beginning, all Africans are sav
ages) nearly grants that wish, too. Rastus and Chicken, Pickanin
nies and Watermelon, and Chicken Thief were other shorts in the
series, all appearing during 1910 and 19u. In some respects, this
series and its central character simply paved the way for the great
est coon of all time, Stepin Fetchit.

The final member of the coon triumvirate is the uncle remus
Harmless and congenial, he is a first cousin to the tom, yet he
distinguishes himself by his quaint, naive, and comic philosophiz
ing. During the silent period he was only hinted at. He did no
come into full flower until the 1930s and 1940s with films such as
The Green Pastures (1936) and Song of the South (1946). Remus’s
mirth, like tom’s contentment and the coon’s antics, has alway
been used to indicate the black man’s satisfaction with the system
and his place in it.

The Tragic Mulatto

The third figure of the black pantheon and the one that
proved itself a moviemaker’s darling is the tragic mulatto. One
of the type's earliest appearances was in The Debt (1912), a two-
reeler about the Old South. A white man’s wife and his black
mistress bear him children at the same time. Growing up together,
the white son and the mulatto daughter fall in love and decide to
marry, only to have their relationship revealed to them at the
crucial moment. Their lives are thus ruined not only because they
are brother and sister but also—and here was the catch—because
the girl has a drop of black blood!

In Humanity’s Cause, In Slavery Days, and The Octoroon, all
made around 1913, explored the plight of a fair-skinned mulatto
attempting to pass for white. Usually the mulatto is made likable
—even sympathetic (because of her white blood, no doubt)—and
the audience believes that the girl’s life could have been produc-
tive and happy had she not been a “victim of divided racial inheri-
tance.”

iy Mammy

Mammy, the fourth black type, is so closely related to the comic
coons that she is usually relegated to their ranks. Mammy is distin-
guished, however, by her sex and her fierce independence. She is
usually big, fat, and cantankerous. She made her debut around
1914 when audiences were treated to a blackface version of Lysis-
trata. The comedy, titled Coon Town Suffragettes, dealt with a
group of bossy mammy washerwomen who organize a militant
movement to keep their good-for-nothing husbands at home. Aris-
tophanes would no doubt have risen from his grave with righteous
indignation. But the militancy of the washerwomen served as a
primer for the mammy roles Hattie McDaniel was to perfect in
the 1930s.

Mammy's offshoot is the aunt jemima, sometimes derogatorily
referred to as a “handkerchief head.” Often aunt jemimas are
toms blessed with religion or mammies who wedge themselves
into the dominant white culture. Generally they are sweet, jolly,
and good-tempered-—a bit more polite than mammy and certainly
never as headstrong. The maids in the Mae West films of the 1930s
fit snugly into this category.



The Brutal Black Buck and The Birth of a Nation

I

D. W. Grifith’s The Birth of a Nation (1915) was the motion
picture to introduce the final mythic type, the brutal black buck
This extraordinary, multidimensional movie was also the first fea
ture film to deal with a black theme and at the same time to
articulate fully the entire pantheon of black gods and goddesses
Griffith presented all the types with such force and power that his
film touched off a wave of controversy and was denounced as th
most slanderous anti-Negro movie ever released.

In almost every way, The Birth of a Nation was a stupendous
undertaking, unlike any film that had preceded it. Up to then
American movies had been two- or three-reel affairs, shorts run-
ning no longer than ten or fifteen minutes, crudely and casually
filmed. But The Birth of a Nation was rehearsed for six weeks
filmed in nine, later edited in three months, and finally released
as a record-breaking hundred-thousand-dollar spectacle, twelv
reels in length and over three hours in running time. It altered th
entire course and concept of American moviemaking, developin;
the close-up, cross-cutting, rapid-fire editing, the iris, the split
screen shot, and realistic and impressionistic lighting. Creatin,

sec(]iuem.:es and images yet to l::e surpas;ec:; t'hefﬁlm s magm.tud_ o+ lrom 1. W. Griffith's The Birth of a Nation, the most controversial Civil War drama
and epic grandeur 5‘-'”3pt audiences off their feet. At a pl:lvat ‘et rdeased in America. ABOVE: the blacks take over the voting polls from the defeated
White House screening President Woodrow Wilson exclaimed Gt whiles, BELow: white actors in blackface portray Mammy and the “uppity nigger
“It’s like writing history with lightning!” The Birth of a Nation i e No " (1g15).

however, not only vividly re-created history, but revealed it
director’s philosophical concept of the universe and his person:
racial bigotry. For D. W. Griffith there was a moral order at wor
in the universe. If that order were ever thrown out of whack, h
believed chaos would ensue. Griffith’s thesis was sound, relativel
exciting, and even classic in a purely Shakespearean sense. But i
articulating his thesis, Griffith seemed to be saying that thin
were in order only when whites were in control and when th
American Negro was kept in his place. In the end, Griffith’s “lofty
statement—and the flm’s subject matter—transformed The Bir!
of a Nation into a hotly debated and bitterly cursed motion pit
ture.

It told the story of the Old South, the Civil War, the Reconstru
tion period, and the emergence of the Ku Klux Klan. Basing h
film on Thomas Dixon’s novel The Clansman (also the original titl
of the film), Griffith focused on a good, decent “little” family, th
Camerons of Piedmont, South Carolina. Before the war, the famil
lives in an idyllic “quaintly way that is to be no more.” Dr. C
eron and his sons are gentle, benevolent “fathers™ to their ch




like servants. The slaves themselves could be no happier. In the
fields they contentedly pick cotton. In their quarters they dance
and perform for their master. In the Big House Mammy joyously
goes about her chores. All is in order. Everyone knows his or her
place. Then the Civil War breaks out, and the old order cracks.

The war years take their toll. In Piedmont, the Cameron family
is terrorized by a troop of Negro raiders, and the South, repre-

sented by the Cameron family, endures ruin and devastation.

Then comes the Reconstruction. Carpetbaggers and uppity nig-
gers from the North move into Piedmont, exploiting and corrupt-

ing the former slaves, unleashing the sadism and bestiality innate
in the negro, turning the once congenial darkies into renegades

and using them to “crush the white South under the hell of the

black South.” The old slaves have quit work. Black Union soldiers
are on the street, shoving whites off the sidewalk. The former
slaves take over the political polls and disenfranchise the whites.
A black political victory culminates in a frenzied street celebra-
tion as jubilant blacks rejoice. Later they conduct a black Con-
gressional session, itself a mockery of Old South ideals in which
the freed Negro legislators are depicted as lustful, arrogant, and
idiotic. One bites on a chicken leg. Another sneaks a drink from
a liquor bottle. Another removes his shoe and props his bare foot
onto his desk. The stench created by the barefoot Congressman
becomes so foul that the speaker of the house passes a rule that

everyone must wear shoes during legislative meetings! Other rul-

ings are also made. A title card reads: “It is moved and carried
that all whites must salute negro officers on the streets.” Another
title card proclaims: “The helpless white minority.” Still another
announces: “Passage of a bill, providing for the intermarriage of
blacks and whites,” Matters in The Birth of a Nation reach a

heady climax later when the renegade black Gus sets out to rape

the younger Cameron daughter. Rather than submit, the Pet Sis-
ter flees from him and throws herself from a cliff—into the “opal

gates of death.” Then the mulatto Silas Lynch attempts to force

the white Elsie Stoneman to marry him. Finally, when all looks

hopelessly lost, there emerges a group of good, upright Southern

white men, members of an “invisible empire,” who, while wearing

white sheets and hoods, battle the blacks in a direct confrontation.

Led by Ben Cameron in a rousing stampede, they magnificently _:

defeat the black rebels! Defenders of white womanhood, white

honor, and white glory, they restore to the South everything it
has lost, including its white supremacy. Thus we have the birth

of a nation. And the birth of the Ku Klux Kl

The plot machinations of the Griffith epic may today resound
with melodramatic absurdities, but the action, the actors, and the
direction did not. The final ride of the Klan was an impressive
piece of film propaganda, superbly lit and brilliantly edited. In-
deed it was so stirring that audiences screamed in delight, cheer-
ing for the white heroes and booing, hissing, and cursing the
black villains. The Birth of a Nation remains significant not only
because of its artistry but also because of its wide-ranging influ-
ence. One can detect in this single film the trends and sentiments
that were to run through many black films made for a long time
afterwards. Later filmmakers were to pick up Griffith’s ideas—his
very images—but were to keep them “nicely” toned down in
order not to offend audiences.

Griffith used three varieties of blacks. The first were the “faith-
ful souls,” a mammy and an uncle tom, who remain with the Cam-
eron family throughout and staunchly defend them from the
rebels. By means of these characters, as well as the slaves seen
dancing and clowning in their quarters, director Griffith propa-
gated the myth of slave contentment and made it appear as if slav-
ery had elevated the Negro from his bestial instincts. At heart,
Grifith’s “faithful souls” were shameless representations of the
Negro as Child or the Negro as a naive figure, incapable of com-
prehending the social dynamic of the world in which he or she
lives. But these characters were to turn up in scores of other Civil
War epics, and they were to leave their mark on the characteriza-
tions of Clarence Muse in Huckleberry Finn (1931) and Broadway
Bill (1934) and of Bill Robinson in The Little Colonel (1935) and
The Littlest Rebel (1935).

Griffith’s second variety were the brutal black bucks. Just as the
coon stereotype could be broken into subgroups, the brutal black
buck type could likewise be divided into two categories: the black
brutes and the black bucks. Differences between the two are mini-
mal. The black brute was a barbaric black out to raise havoc. Audi-
ences could assume that his physical violence served as an outlet
for a man who was sexually repressed. In The Birth of a Nation,
the black brutes, subhuman and feral, are the nameless characters
setting out on a rampage full of black rage. They flog the Cam-
orons’ faithful servant. They shove and assault white men of the
town. They flaunt placards demanding “equal marriage.” These
characters figured in the depiction of black Union soldiers. Their
film descendants were to appear years later as the rebellious slaves
of So Red the Rose (1935), as the revolutionaries of Uptight (1969),
and as the militants of Putney Swope (1969).

Jul it was the pure black bucks that were Griffith’s really great
mrehetypal figares, Bucks are always big, baadddd niggers, over-
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sexed and savage, violent and frenzied as they lust for white flesh.
No greater sin hath any black man. Both Lynch, the mulatto, and
Gus, the renegade, fall into this category. Among other things
these two characters revealed the tie between sex and racism in
America. Griffith played on the myth of the Negro’s high-powered
sexuality, then articulated the great white fear that every black
man longs for a white woman. Underlying the fear was the as-
sumption that the white woman was the ultimate in female desir-
ability, herself a symbol of white pride, power, and beauty.
Consequently, when Lillian Gish, the frailest, purest of all screen
heroines, was attacked by the character Lynch—when he put his
big black arms around this pale blond beauty—audiences literally
panicked. Here was the classic battle of good and evil, innocence
and corruption. It was a master stroke and a brilliant use of con-
trast, one that drew its audience into the film emotionally.* But
in uncovering the attraction of black to white, Griffith failed to
reveal the political implications. Traditionally, certain black males
have been drawn to white women because these women are
power symbols, an ideal of the oppressor. But Griffith attributed
the attraction to an animalism innate in the Negro male, Thus the
black bucks of the film are psychopaths, one always panting and
salivating, the other forever stiffening his body as if the mere
presence of a white woman in the same room could bring him to
a sexual climax. Griffith played hard on the bestiality of his black
villainous bucks and used it to arouse hatred.

Closely aligned to the bucks and brutes of The Birth of a Nation
is the mulatto character, Lydia. She is presented as the mistress of
the white abolitionist carpetbagger, Senator Stoneman. Through
Lydia, Griffith explored the possibilities of the dark, sinister half-
breed as a tragic leading lady. Although merely a supporting char-
acter, Lydia is the only black role to suggest even remotely
genuine mental anguish. She hates whites. She refuses to be
treated as an inferior. She wants power. Throughout, she anguishes
over her predicament as a black woman in a hostile white world.

Lydia is also the film’s only passionate female. Griffith was the
first important movie director to divide his black women into cat-

*Lillian Gish’s comments in the January 1937 issue of Stage verify the fact that
Griffith was well aware of this contrast and that he used it to arouse his audience
Said Gish: “At first I was not cast to play in The Clansman. My sister and I had
been the last to join the company and we naturally supposed . . . that the main
assignments would go to the ol.]‘der members. But one day while we were rehears
ing the scene where the colored man picks up the Northern girl gorilla-fashion
my hair, which was very blond, fell far below rnir waist and Griflith, secing the

$

contrast in the two figures, assigned me to play Elsie Stoneman (who was to have
been Mae Marsh),”

egories based on their individual colors. Both Lydia ;mtl‘ Mumm?r
are played by white actresses in blackface. But Mammy 15 daln'k:iﬂ.
She is representative of the all-black woman, DVfST\.VElgllt, middle-
aged, and so dark, so thoroughly black, that it is preposterous
even to suggest that she be a sex object. Instead she was desexed.
This tradition of the desexed, overweight, dowdy dark black
woman continued in films throughout the 1930s and 1940s. \‘f'e's-
tiges of it popped up as late as the 1g6os with Claudia McNeil in
A Raisin in the Sun (1961) and Beah Richards in Hurry Sundown
(1967). A dark black actress was considered for no role but thalt
of a mammy or an aunt jemima. On the other hand, the part-blac
woman—the light-skinned Negress—was given a chance at lead
parts and was graced with a modicum of sex appeal. The desirable
black women who appeared afterwards in movies often were the
“cinnamon-colored gals” with Caucasian features. The mulatltg
came closest to the white ideal. Whether conscious or not, (.}n{—
fith’s division of the black woman into color categories survived
in movies the way many set values continue long after they are
discredited. In fact, it was said in 1958 and 1970 that one reason
why such actresses as Eartha Kitt in Anna Lucasta and. Lola Fa-
lana in The Liberation of L. B. Jones failed to emerge as important
screen love goddesses was that they were too dark.

Influential and detrimental as the Griffith blacks were to be for
later generations, they were not meekly accepted in 1915...3{'he
Birth of a Nation’s blackfaced baddies aroused a rash of hostilities.
At the film’s New York premiere, the NAACP picketed. the the-
ater, calling the movie racist propaganda. Later the Chicago ?.nd
Boston branches of the NAACP led massive 'dt'emonstratl?ns
against its presentation. Other civil rights and rehglous organiza-
tions were quick to protest. Race riots broke out in a number of
cities, Newspaper editorials and speeches censurc?d the film.
Black critics such as Laurence Reddick said it glorified the Ku
Klux Klan, and Reddick added that the film’s immense success
wus at least one factor contributing to the great and growing pop-
ularity the organization enjoyed during this peri(‘)‘d. In the $0uth,
the film was often advertised as calculated to \ﬁ()l"k audiences
into a frenzy . . . it will make you hate.” The film “did more than
any other single thing to nurture and promote t}}e myth of blac}c
Jdomination and debauchery during Reconstruction,” wrote Afri-
eun American historian John Hope Franklin in From SIaveiy to
Freedom, “Lynchings and other forms of violence increased. .Ul'
tismately, The Birth of a Nation was banned in five states and nine-
Lo eilies,




The anger and fury did not die in 1915 either. The film was
reissued at regular intervals in later years. At each reopening, out-
raged moviegoers, both black and white, vehemently opposed its
sh‘owing. In 1921, The Birth of a Nation was attacked as a part of
a “Southern campaign to stimulate the Ku Klux Klan"—which it
had already done. The Museum of Modern Art temporarily
shelved the picture in 1946. Because of “the potency of its anti-
Negro bias . . .” read the Museum’s press announcement, “exhib-
iting it at this time of heightened social tensions cannot be justi-
fied.” The 1947 revival of the movie by the Dixie Film Exchange
was blasted by the Civil Rights Congress, and the NAACP pick-
eted New York's Republic Theatre where it was to be shown. “It
brings race hatred to New York City,” said NAACP Secretary
Walter White, “and we don’t want it here.” The Progressive
Labor Party led demonstrations against the film during the follow-
ing year. In 1950, there were renewed outcries when word leaked
out that a Hollywood company was to remake the movie in sound.
The remake plans were quickly aborted, as were the 1959 propos-
als to present it on television. : ;

Throughout the years, D. W. Griffith defended himself as a
mere filmmaker with no political or ideological view in mind. Sur-
prised and apparently genuinely hurt when called a racist, Griffith
made speeches across the country, wrote letters to the press, ac-
cused the NAACP and its supporters of trying to bring about
screen censorship, and even went so far as to issue a pamphlet.
titled “The Rise and Fall of Free Speech in America,” all in an
effort to squelch the controversy. As late as 1947, one year before
his death and some thirty-two years after the movie's release,
D. W. Griffith still maintained that his film was not an attack on
the American Negro. .'

The Birth of a Nation has become one of the highest grossing
movies of all time. (The amount it has earned has never been fully
tabulated.) Eyeing its profits, a number of Hollywood producers
undertook projects with similar anti-Negro themes. Broken
Chains (c. 1916) and Free and Equal (filmed in 1915 but not re-
leased until 1925) were prominent imitations. The former failed
miserably. The latter’s release was held up for some ten years
while the producer waited for the furor to cool down. For one
thing was certain after The Birth of a Nation: never again could
the Negro be depicted in the guise of an out-and-out villain. This
treatment was too touchy and too controversial. Griffith’s film hacl
succeeded because of its director’s artistry and technical virtuos:
ity, but no studio dared risk it again. Consequently, hlack malc
in Hollywood films were cast almost always in comic roles. And

thus even the great comic tradition of the Negro in the American
film has its roots in the Griffith spectacle. Finally, many of Holly-
wood’s hangups and hesitations in presenting sensual black men
on screen resulted, in part, from the reactions to the Griffith spec-
tacle. So strong was his presentation, and so controversial its re-
ception, that movie companies ignored and avoided such a type
of black character for fear of raising new hostilities. Not until
more than a half century later, when Melvin Van Peebles’s Sweet
Sweetback’s Baadasssss Song (1971) appeared, did sexually assert-
ive black males make their way back to the screen. Afterwards,
when the box-office success of that film indicated that audiences
could at long last accept such a type, the screen was bombarded
with an array of buck heroes in such films as Shaft (1971), Super
Fly (1972), Slaughter (1972), and Melinda (1972).

With The Birth of a Nation in 1915, all the major black screen
types had been introduced. Literal and unimaginative as some
types might now appear, the naive and cinematically untutored
audiences of the early part of the century responded to the char-
acter types as if they were the real thing.

As far as the audiences were concerned, the toms, the coons,
the mulattoes, the mammies, and the bucks embodied all the as-
pects and facets of the black experience itself. The audience’s
deep-set prejudice against any “foreigners” accounts for the typ-
ing of all minorities in all American films. But no minority was
so relentlessly or fiercely typed as the black man. Audiences re-
jected even subtle modifications of the black caricatures. When
Jack Johnson became the first black heavyweight champion of the
world in 1908, filmed sequences of him knocking out white
Tommy Burns so disturbed the “racial pride” of white America
that they were banned for fear of race riots. Thereafter, black box-
ors in films were invariably defeated by their white opponents.
Similarly, when the first ilm versions of Uncle Tom’s Cabin were
roleased in the South, advertisements announced that the black
¢haracters were portrayed by white actors. Even at this stage, the
evolving film industry feared offending its dominant white audi-
6 B 1% 5.8

Once the basic mythic types were introduced, a number of
things occurred. Specific black themes soon emerged. (The Old
South theme proved to be a great favorite.) And the basic types
enme and went in various guises. Guises long confused many
movie viewers. They were (and remain) deceptive, and they have
truditionally been used by the film industry to camouflage the fa-
miliur types. If a black appeared as a butler, audiences thought
of him a5 merely a servant. What they failed to note was the vari-



18

ety of servants. There were tom servants (faithful and submissive
coon servants (lazy and unreliable), and mammy servants, just

name a few. What has to be remembered is that the servant
uniform was the guise certain types wore during a given perio
That way Hollywood would give its audience the same produ

(the types themselves) but with new packaging (the guise).

With the Griffith spectacle, audiences saw the first of th
guises. The brutes, the bucks, and the tragic mulatto all wore th
guise of villains. Afterwards, during the 1g920s, audiences sa
their toms and coons dressed in the guise of plantation jesters. I
the 1930s, the types were dressed in servants’ uniforms. In
early 1940s, they sported entertainers’ costumes. In the late 194
and the 1950s, they donned the gear of troubled problem peopl
In the 1g6os, they appeared as angry militants. Because th
guises were always changing, audiences were sometimes tricke
into believing the depictions of the American Negro were altere:
too. But at heart beneath the various guises, there lurked the fi

miliar types.

[nio\the 1920s: the Jesters

A enpaging NegroXhild actor brings authentic black humor to
the sevecn ... A JetwiNe singer made up in blackface to look like

b darky minstrel pf old\yroves the movies can talk . . . . At Fox
:l-';. s, a gregagous grouy of perpetually happy-go-lucky plan-
wtion hands whoop it up W the screen’s first all-singing, all-
':"f;.%HIH,I..f_ all-Ne, N\ At MGM, a troupe of contented
btton pickers e heavens above in the screen’s

svoind all yiguing, all-talking, all-

fosvas piondedes

it set ont to captivate andiences the world over. Through-
a il into the 1g20s, the black fgure that dominated—
g Grillithes villningwas the black jester, High-stepping
ghicbahatin” and erazy s all getont, the comie Negro was




