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ROBYN'S NEST

Is Media a Poor Image Producer?
b y  R o b y n -D en ise  B erryh i l l

Note: This colum n begins part one 
of a  three-part series entitled  
“W here Was I on Saturday  
Afternoon: Stereotyped Im ages  
of B lacks on the Screen from  
Past to Present.”

Part I: Identify ing the Im ages
D u rin g  m y  childhood, S a tu rd a y  

a f te rn o o n  a t  th e  m ov ies  b e c a m e  
en sh r in e d  as an a l l -A m er ic an  t r a 
d it ion  a long  w ith  baseball,  app le  
p ie an d  hot-dogs. T od ay  h ow ever ,  
th o u g h  S a tu r d a y  a f te rn o o ns  still 
com e an d  go, m ovies  a re n ' t  th e  
s a m e  p as t im e  th ey  once w ere. 
D u r in g  th e  t im e  w h e n  th e y  w ere  
th e  one w ee k en d  e v e n t  I could 
c ou n t  on, I w as  p rov id ed  w i th  a 
lo t  of e n jo y m e n t  and  also a lot of 
puzz lem en t .  I w ou ld  som etim es 
sit th ro u g h  th e  s a m e  m ovie  over  
an d  over  aga in  an d  im a g in e  m y 
se lf  in th e  p a r t  of th e  hero ine . 
S ti ll  I w o n d e re d  w h y  th e  le ad in g  
la d y  w as  n e v e r  b lack  a n d  w h y  
b lacks  co u ldn’t  p la y  th e  sam e 
roles as w h ite s  did. I t  ocoured 
to m e  th a t  w h e n e v e r  b lacks  w e re  
g iven  a  ro le  in  a m o v ie  th e y  w e re  
g iven  th e  s a m e  ty p e  of p a r t  over  
a n d  o v e r  again. No one seem ed  to 
recognize a n y  d iv e rs i ty  in  th e

b lack  li fes ty le  an d  th e  sam e 
th e m e s  a lw ay s  seem ed to  pop up.

R ecen tly  C BS a i red  a d ra m a  
en t i t led  “ M in s tre l  M a n .” I t  deal t  
w ith  the  h a rd sh ip s  and  p re ju d ices  
b lacks  h a d  to  con ten d  w ith  in  o r 
d e r  to  be en te r ta in e rs .  A lth o u g h  
it  to ld  th e  s to ry  of on ly  a few, 
w h a t  w as  sa id  w a s  p a in fu l ly  true. 
D u r in g  s lavery ,  b lacks  w ere  
forced to  sing  an d  d ance  fo r  th e  
e n jo y m e n t  of th e i r  m a s te r s .  No 
doubt,  th e re  w e re  som e w ho  p ro b 
ab ly  longed  to  m a k e  i t  in  show  
business ,  b u t  th e y  w e re  g iven  a l 
m o s t no  o p p o r tu n i ty  to  d isp lay  
th e i r  ta len ts .  W ith  th e  e n d  of 
s la v e ry  a n d  —  fo r  th e  S ou th  —  
the  b e g in n in g  of po verty ,  m a n y  
b lack s  in deed  w e re  forced  to 
“sing  fo r  th e i r  s u p p e r .” T hey  
w o u ld  t r a v e l  f r o m  to w n  to  tow n  
w ith  th is  s t r e e t -c o rn e r  ty p e  of e n 
t e r ta in m e n t ,  and  people pass ing  
b y  w o u ld  th r o w  m o n e y  a t  them . 
W h ites  took  notice of th is  and  b e 
gan  to be l i t t le  a n d  m o c k  b lacks 
b y  do ing  a n  im ita t io n  of th e m . 
T h e y  w ou ld  sm e a r  b lack  m a k e -u p  
on th e i r  faces and  en la rg e  th e i r  
l ips  w i th  w h i te  pa in t .  T hese  w ere  
th e  beg in n in gs  of w h a t  cam e to  be 
k n o w n  as m in s t re l  shows. W hen  
b la ck s  s ta r te d  to  get into th e  act,

th e y  w e re  n o t  w e lco m e  unless  
th e y  d a rk e n e d  th e i r  sk ins even 
m o r e  w i th  th e  sam e c o a l- ty pe  
m a k e -u p .  W lie th e r  or n o t  th e y  
consen ted  to th is ,  th e y  still h a d  
to  p a t te rn  the m se lves  in  a m a n 
n e r  th a t  b e l i t t led  th em . U n fo r 
tu n a te ly ,  th is  set th e  p re c e d e n t  for 
so m e  s te re o ty p ed  im ag e s  of b lacks 
t h a t  still co n tinue  so m ew h a t  to 
day.

T he  a r t  of m a k in g  m o v ies  b e 
g an  ea r ly  in  th is  cen tu ry .  I t  w as  
soon to  ou td is tan ce  m in s t re l  
show s and, la t e r  on, v a ud ev i l le  
b ecause  of th e  m a ss  of people  
t h a t  could be r ea ch e d  and  b ecause  
the  e n te r ta in m e n t  could be  r e 
p layed  in s tan t ly  on th e  spot. 
M ovies too w ere  g u i l ty  of s u b 
je c t in g  b lacks  to rid icule . A n o th e r  
veh ic le  h ad  been fo un d  for a m u s e 
m ent, and  b la ck s  becam e  one of 
the  fav o r i te  p lay th ings .  T he  roles 
designed for th e m  in m ovies  
c a m e  in the  fo rm  of five types  of 
cha rac te rs .  Donald B ogle re fe rs  to 
th e m  in h is  book  of th e  sam e 
n a m e  as “T om s, Coons, M u la t -  
toes, M a m m ie s  and  B u ck s .”

“T o m ” f i r s t  a p p e a re d  in a 
tw e lv e -m in u te  v ers ion  o f  “U ncle 
T o m ’s C ab in ” in  1903.

T he  p ic tu re  w as  m a d e  b y  a

m e ch an ic  tu r n e d  m ovie  d irec to r  
n a m e d  E d w in  S. P o r te r .  T h is  w as  
the  f i rs t  b la ck  c h a ra c te r  to be 
v iew ed in m ovies a l th ou g h  in a c 
tu a l i ty  i t  w as  a ch u b b y  w h ite  
ac to r  in  b lackface . T h is  “ T o m ” 
was on ly  th e  f i rs t  in  a long  line  
of accep tab le  N egro  ch arac te rs .  
T o m s  a re  a lw ay s  chased, insulted , 
h a r ra s se d  a n d  even  w hipped ,  b u t  
th ro u g h o u t  i t  all th e y  re m a in  
docile, pass ive  and  fear less ly  loyal 
to  th e i r  m a s te rs .  T hey  a re  d irec tly  
gea red  to w h ite  aud iences  and  in 
th e  end  em erge  as heroes of sorts. 
Tw o o th e r  vers ions of Tom s a p 
p e a red  in th e  p ic tu res  “ C o n fed 
e ra te  S p y ” (1910) an d  “F o r  
M assa ’s S a k e ” (1911). In  “ C on 
fe d e ra te  Spy ,” a c h a ra c te r  k n o w n  
as U ncle  D an ie l  dies befo re  a f i r 
ing sq u ad  h a p p y  because  he  “did 
i t  fo r li t t le  m a ssa  and  big m a ssa .” 
In  “F o r  M assa ’s S ake ,” a fo rm e r  
s lave  is so d is t ra u g h t  o v e r  his 
m a s t e r ’s f inanc ia l  woes th a t  he 
sells h im se l f  b ac k  in to  slavery .

In  1927, U n iv e rsa l  S tud ios r e 
leased  still an o th e r  ve rs io n  of 
“U ncle T o m ’s C a b in ” and  b e ca m e  
the  f i rs t  p ro d u ce rs  to use  a rea l  
b lack  in  th e  role. I t  s ta r re d  the  
le ad ing  b lack  ac to r  of th e  t im e ,  
Jam es B. Lowe. T he d irec to r  of

Some of the 
smartest 

black executives 
work for us.

The Navy, though few black 
college men realize it, can be 
one of the fastest places for a 
smart young man to get ahead. 
Responsibility comes quickly at 
sea, and it’s real responsibility.
An officer less than a year out 
of college may be in charge of 
thirty men; after just two years 
he may run a division of fifty or 
more. In four years, a Navy officer 
can have more managerial expe
rience than most civilians have 
midway through their careers.

The Navy has officer programs 
in Aviation and Nuclear 
Propulsion, in Supply, Law, 
Medicine, and many others. Talk 
it over with your Navy recruiter 
or call 800-841-8000  toll free. 
Early responsibility. Black or 
white, it’s what being a Navy 
officer is all about.

NAVY OFFKER.
IT'S NOT JUST A JOB, IT'S AN ADVENTURE.

the  f i lm  Harry Pollard h a d  h im se lf  
p layed  T o m  in b lack face  in a 
v ers ion  done tw e lv e  y e a rs  ear l ie r .  
C o n g ra tu la t in g  itself  on l ib e ra l 
ism for h i r in g  L ow e to “fill th e  
rea l is tic  d e m a n d s  of th e  t im es ,” 
U n iv e rsa l  issued  th e  fo llow ing 
p ress  re lease  on its new  colored 
s ta r :

“J a m e s  B. L ow e has  m ad e  h is 
tory , a  h is to ry  th a t  ref lec ts  c red i t  
only to th e  N eg ro  race, no t only 
b ecause  h e  h as  given th e  “U ncle 
T o m ” c h a ra c te r  a n e w  s lan t b u t  
b ecause  of h is e x e m p la ry  conduct 
w ith  the  U n iv e rsa l  c om p an y .  T h ey  
look upon  L ow e a t  th e  U n ive rsa l  
s tud io  as a l iv ing  b lack  god . . . .  
Of th e  d irec to rs  w h o  h a v e  seen 
J a m e s  L ow e w o rk  a t  th e  studio  
th e re  a re  none  w h o  w ould  no t say 
th a t  h e  is th e  m o s t  su i ted  of all 
m e n  for th e  p a r t  of T om . Those 
w h o  a re  re lig ious say  th a t  a h e a v 
enly  p o w e r  b ro u g h t  h im  to  U n i 
v e rsa l  a n d  all p red ic t  a m o s t  
m a rv e lo u s  fu tu re  and  w orld w ide  
re p u ta t io n  fo r  Ja n ie s  B. L ow e.” 

A lthough  a “h e a v en ly  p o w e r” 
m a y  h a v e  b ro u g h t  L owe to U n i 
v e rsa l  i t  d id li t t le  to a l te r  his  in 
te rp re ta t io n  of the  T om  c h a r 
ac ter .  I?ut so p leased  w e re  a u d i 
ences and  U n iv e rsa l  w i th  L o w e’s 
w o rk  th a t  th e y  sen t h im  on a 
E u ro p e an  p ro m o tion a l  to u r  fo r  th e  
p ic ture .  H e b e c a m e  th e  f i rs t  b lack  
ac to r  ev e r  to  accom plish  this, and  
th e  f i lm  con ta ined  a m ass ive  b a p 
tism  scene w hich  la te r  b e c a m e  a 
H o llyw ood favorite ,  p roof  th a t  all 
b lacks  h ad  w icked  souls and  n o th 
ing sh o r t  of b ap t ism  w ould  save 
th e m . In  1958 th is  vers ion  of 
U ncle T o m ’s C ab in  w as  reissued. 
Because  it  h ad  o rig in a l ly  been  
m a d e  as a s i len t f i lm , a voice 
t r a c k  fe a tu r in g  R aym ond M assey  
w as  d u b bed  in. B ecause  i t  a r r iv ed  
ju s t  w h e n  s i t- in s  w e re  e ru p t in g  in 
the  South , m a n y  w o n d e red  if b y  
re issu in g  th is  f ilm  U n ive rsa l  
sough t to  rem in d  b lacks  of the  
pe rio d  w h en  obeying m as te rs  
e v e ry  wish w as  a so lu tion  to  b lack  
p rob lem s . B u t  for w h a te v e r  r e a 
son, th e  re - is su a n ce  w as  w i th 
d raw n .

T he  only o th e r  c h a ra c te r  ty p e  
th a t  w as to  give “T o m ” any  k in d  
of ser ious com pe ti t io n  w as th e  
coon. Coons a re  g en e ra l ly  v iew ed  
as senseless, am using ,  h a p p y -g o -  
lu ck y  creations . T h e y  lack  T o m ’s 
d o w n -h o m e  w it  a n d  s in g le -m in d -  
ness. G en e ra l ly  th e re  w as  th e  p u re  
coon an d  tw o v a r ia t io n s  o f  his 
type : th e  p ic k a n in n y  and  the
U ncle R em us.

T he  p ic k a n in n y  w as th e  f i rs t  
typ e  to m a k e  its d e b u t  on the  
screen. I t  gave th e  b la c k  child 
ac to r  his p lace in fi lm s. G en e ra l ly  
th is  ty p e  of coon w as  h a rm le s s .  
H is eyes po pped  and  his h a i r  
stood on end  w h en  he w as f r ig h t 
ened  and  his an tics  w e re  a lw ays  
la ug h ed  at. T hom as A .  Edison w as 
th e  p io n e e r  of p ic k an in n y  f i lm s 
w h e n  he  p ro du ced  “ T en  P ic k a n -  
n ie s” in 1904. This  p ilot p roved  to 
be a fo r e ru n n e r  of th e  “ O u r  G a n g ” 
te lev is ion  ser ies m in u s  th e  w h ite  
ch ild ren . In  th is  movie, th e  ch il
d re n  a re  re fe r re d  to  as snow balls , 
in k y  kids, c h u b b y  ebonies and  
b ad  ‘ch i l lun .’ In  la te r  t im es  th ey  
w ou ld  be rep laced  w i th  nam es  
like S tym ie , F a r in a  an d  B u c k 
w hea t.

A n o th e r  ty p e  of coon w as  f e a 
tu r e d  in a  series of m ovies  r e 
vo lved  a ro u n d  a c h a ra c te r  n a m ed  
Rastus .  T he  f i r s t  of th is  series w as  
a f lick en t i t led  “H ow  R a s tu s  Got 
H is T u rk e y .” H ere  R as tu s  t r ie s  to 
s tea l  a tu r k e y  fo r  h is T h a n k sg iv 
ing  d inne r .  A fte r  th is  c am e  “R as 
tu s  in  Z u lu la n d ” a b ou t  a d a rk y  
w h o  d re am s  of going to  Z u lu lan d  
in  Africa. Once he  gets th e re  he 
w in s  th e  a ffec tion  of th e  ch ie f’s 
d au g h te r .  He is w ill ing  to  f l ir t  
w ith  and  seduce the  g ir l  b u t  w h en  
a m a r r ia g e  c o m m itm e n t  is asked 
o f  h im  he refuses  in  “typ ica l  n o 
accoun t n igge r  fa sh ion ” ex p ress ing  
a desire  fo r  d ea th  r a t h e r  th a n  
m a t r im o n y .  T h e  sa v ag e  A fr ican  

( C o n t i n u e d  on P a g e  6)


