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ROBYN'S NEST

Black Movies: ’40s to ’70s
by  R o b y n -D en ise  B e r ry h i l l

T h e re  w e re  tw o  c e n t ra l  th e m e s  
em ployed  for  b lack  m o v ie  roles 
in  th e  1940’s: c a lv a c a d e ’s of b lacks 
cast in m u s ica l  e x t ra v a g a n z a s  th a t  
h ad  l i tt le  o r  no plot a n d  Negroes 
w ho  h ad  t ro u b le s  because  th e y  
w a n te d  to pass  fo r  white .

W ith o u t  a doubt,  Lena Horne 
p ro v ed  to  be th e  b ig g e s t  b lack  
box  office a t t ra c t io n  of th is  p a r 
t icu la r  era .  H e r  f i r s t  f i lm  w ith  
M G M  w as  “P a n a m a  H a tt ie ,” s t a r 
r i n g  Red Skelton and  Ann South 
ern. In  th is  she sang  a L a t in  song 
an d  dan ce  n u m b e r  in a t ig h t - f i t 
t in g  g o w n  and  d anced  h e r  w a y  off 
th e  set.

This  w as  ju s t  th e  beg inn ing  of a 
ser ies of m usica ls  s ta r r in g  w hites  
w h e re  she w as  a llow ed to e n t e r 
t a in  a l l -w h i te  aud iences  w ith  an 
a l l -b lack  o rches tra  back ing  h e r  
up. She  w as  n e v e r  iden t if ied  in 
a n y  of the se  roles and  w as  for  a 
t im e  m is ta k e n  for  a L a tin  A m e r i 
can. M G M  received  so m a n y  c o m 
p la in ts  a b o u t  th is  m is ta k e n  id e n 
t i ty  f ro m  b lack  m ovie-goers ,  th a t  
th e y  w e re  forced  to s t a r  h e r  in  
th e  tw o m a jo r  a l l -b lack  m us ica ls  
of th e  1940s: “ C abin  in th e  S k y ” 
a n d  “ S to rm y  W e a th e r ,” bo th  m a d e  
in 1943. T hese  tw o m o v ie s  un ti l

th is  day  live on as a t r a d e m a r k  
associa ted  w i th  L en a  H orne .  H o w 
ever, soon a f t e r  th e ir  re lease  she 
lost fav o r  w i th  M G M  because  of 
h e r  m a r r i a g e  to w h i te  m us ic ian  
Lenny Heyton.

O th e r  b la c k  p e r fo rm e rs  w ho  a p 
p e a re d  in these  m u s ica l  bon anzas  
w ere  Eddie “Rochester” Anderson, 
m u s ic ia n  Fats Waller, th e  dance  
te am  of the  Nicolas Brothers, the  
“h e id i -h o ” m a n  h im se lf ,  Cab C al
loway, the  Duke Ellington O rc h e s 
t r a  an d  a songstress  by  the  n am e  
of Hazel Scott.

H azel Sco tt  w as  b o rn  to  w e a l th y  
and  e d u ca ted  p a re n t s  in  T r in id ad  
in  the  1920s. She  w as  a child 
p rod igy  on p iano  a t  th e  age  of 
th r e e  a n d  began  im p ro v is in g  th e  
classics a t  ag e  five. W hile  st ill 
qu i te  young  she m ov ed  to  A m erica  
w i th  h e r  p a re n t s  an d  m a d e  h e r  
p rofess ional d eb u t  on p iano  in a 
G reen w ich  Village n ig h tc lu b  at 
age e ighteen. She  b ecam e  an  o v e r 
n igh t  sensa tion  and  w e n t  on to  
Hollywood.

Once in  H ollyw ood, she f i rm ly  
es tab l ished  h e rse lf  as v i r tu a l ly  the  
on ly  b lack  w o m a n  to s im p ly  p lay  
h e rse lf  in a m o t io n  p ic tu re .  A ny 
o th e r  roles th a t  w e re  o ffe red  to 
h e r  fo r  b lack  w o m en  w e re  con 

s ide red  b y  h e r  to  be  d eg rad in g  
an d  und ign if ied .  B ecause  of h e r  
re fu sa l  to  p la y  th e  t r ad i t io n a l  
s te reo ty p ed  roles o ffered  to b lack  
w o m e n ,  she  w as  soon p h ased  out 
of th e  H ollyw ood m ovie  scene. 
L a te r  she w e n t  on to m a r r y  the  
p o p u la r  N ew  Y ork  congressm an ,  
Adam  Clayton Powell.

W ith  all the  l ig h t- sk in n ed  
b lacks  in  A m erica ,  one w onders  
w h y  it w a s  fo u n d  necessa ry  to 
cast  w h ite s  in  th e  ro les of N e 
groes  w ho  a t t e m p te d  to pass for 
w hites .  T he  m o s t  p o p u la r  of these 
m ovies ,  “ Im ita t ion  of L ife ” (1934), 
“P in k y ” (1949) and  “Lost B o u n d 
a r ie s” all cast  w h ite s  in th e  m a jo r  
roles. L a te r  on, the  m u s ica l  
“ S h o w b o a t” w as  to  follow suit.

“P in k y ” s t a r r in g  Jeanne Crain 
as th e  t r ag ic  m u l la to  and  Ethel 
Waters as th e  G o d -fe a r in g  g r a n d 
m o the r ,  te lls  th e  s to ry  of a f a i r 
sk in ned  g ir l  w ho  is ra ised  to be 
b la ck  b u t  la te r  goes off to n u rs ing  
school up  N o r th  w h e re  she su c 
ceeds in pass ing  for  w hite .  H e r  
c h a ra d e  ne ts  h e r  a young  w hite  
in te rn  for a f iancee. A f te r  n u rs ing  
school, she r e tu rn s  to h e r  h o m e  
in th e  S ou th  w h e re  she m a kes  a 
s incere  e f fo r t  to  l ive as a black. 
B u t  n u m e ro u s  c i rcu m stances  m a k e

this  c lea r ly  im possib le .  A  n e a r 
r ap e  an d  a chance  fo r  im m e d ia te  
m a r r ia g e  b r in g  h e r  f iancee  south . 
W h en  he  f inds ou t h e r  t r u e  id e n 
tity , he  is gone sw if t ly .

G r a n d m o th e r  gets in to  the  act 
an d  c o n d em n s  P in k y  for  h e r  s in 
n ing. “ I t ’s a  sh am e  b efo re  God to 
deny  w ho  you  a re ,” she bellows. 
P in k y  is th e n  o rd e red  by  h e r  
g r a n d m o th e r  to “ fall to y o u r  knees  
an d  beg, beg, beg, beg for  m e rc y  
a n d  forg iveness .” F org iveness  
shall be g ra n te d ,  deem s g r a n d 
m o th e r ,  i f  P in k y  will  consen t to 
ac t  as n u rs e m a id  to  a  v e ry  old, 
v e ry  poor, v e ry  cynical and  v e ry  
sick, once rich, S o u th e rn  belle 
n a m e d  Miss E m .  Mis Em c u r 
r e n t ly  has  one foot in  th e  grave , 
looks like  d e a th  and  is despised 
by  the  w ho le  tow n  save  E the l 
W aters .  P in k y  ag rees  to ca re  for 
h e r  an d  w h en  she dies, she leaves 
h e r  house  and  a h a l f - a -m i l l io n  
do lla rs  to  P ink y .  A f te r  a le n g thy  
co u r t  b a t t le  over  the  v a l id i ty  of 
th e  will. P in k y  w ins  an d  opens up  
a school to t r a in  b lack  n u rses  in 
tlie m a ns io n  n a m e d  in h o no r  of 
Miss Em.

D u r in g  th is  t im e  an  in d e p e n d 
en t  b lack  f i lm ak e r  by  th e  n a m e  of 
Oscar M icheaux w as also m a k in g
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m o v ie s  a b o u t  the  p ro b le m s  of 
“p a ss in g ” an d  th e  d i le m m a ’s of 
m id d le -c la s s  blacks. B u t  f inanc ia l  
p ro b le m s  an d  poor te ch n ica l  q u a l 
ity  a long  w ith  segregation , p r e 
v en ted  a n y  of th e se  f rom  be co m 
ing  a m a jo r  success.

B lacks con t inued  to s ing  and  
d ance  th e i r  w a y  into th e  1950’s in  
m us ica ls  l ike “ C a rm e n  Jo n e s ” and  
“P o rg y  an d  Bess.” In  these  m u 
sicals faces l ike Dorothy Dand-  
ridge. Pearl Bailey, Sam m y Davis, 
Jr. and  Harry B elafonte em erged .  
Also, m o v ies  th a t  a t te m p te d  to 
p lace th e  c red i t  of th e  race  on the  
acco m p lish m en ts  of b lack  a th le te s  
sp ra n g  up. “T he  Jack ie  Robinson 
S to ry ” and  “ T he  Joe  Louis S to ry ” 
a re  good e x am p le s .  But, b y  the  
end  of th is  decade, a you ng  ac to r  
w ho  h ad  b ro u g h t  a n ew  ty p e  of 
im age to th e  sc reen  em erged .  His 
n a m e  w as  Sidney Poitier.

S idney  P o i t ie r  w e n t  on to  b e 
com e one of the  m o s t  im p o r tan t  
ac tors  b lack  o r  w h ite  of the  1960s. 
H is  p e r fo rm an ce  in “Lillies of the  
F ie ld ” m a d e  h im  th e  f i rs t  and  
only  b la ck  m a n  to w in  an  O scar 
fo r  “Best  A c to r .”

W ith  th e  Civil R igh ts  e ra  of th e  
1960s, a ser ies of in te g ra te d  
movies  beg an  to  pop up. Movies 
th a t  en cou raged  in te r rac ia l  d a t in g  
w e re  m a d e :  “ One Pota to , Two 
P o ta to ,” “G uess W h o ’s C o m in g  to 
D in n e r” an d  “T he  G re a t  W hite  
H ope.” T he  u n d e r ly in g  th e m e  b e 
h in d  th is  se em s  to  be  t h a t  these  
re la t ion sh ip s  can  occur  b u t  in  th e  
en d  the  price  pa id  fo r  it  m a y  no t  
h av e  been  w o r th  th e  trouble .

(Continued on Page 6)

'Colored Girls' 
Shows Beauty 
Of Black Women

There is currently a play 
on Broadway, “For Colored 
Girls Who Have Considered 
Suicide When The Rainbow 
is Enuf,” that is a smash
ing success and so contro
versial that it has evoked 
the criticism of many 
alongside the praise of 
many others.

I have not had the privi- 
ledge of seeing the play but 
from the sound of the orig
inal Broadway cast record
ing it is definitely a win
ner.

The play itself is a series 
of poems written by a lady 
who I am sure is headed 
for unmatched success in 
the theater world, Ntozake 
Shange. The poems go 
through the stages of a 
black woman —  in love. 
They catch the spirit of be
ing loved, hated, betrayed, 
and rejected by a man.

In these poems the total 
psyche of a black woman is 
revealed in a way that very 
few black women could 
deny being able to relate to.

■ \^ a t  is striking about 
the poems is that they are 
real with no dressing, sim
ply the bare facts. They 
discuss pain and sorrow in 
a way that makes one feel 
like dealing with them in
stead of succumbing to 
them.

In the beginning of the 
record one of the actresses 
begs for somebody to please 
sing a black girl’s song, to 
sing a song of her possibili
ties. The record concludes 
with that song of her pos
sibilities. The song is re
freshing and brings with it 
a regeneration of the spirit. 
Moreover, it brings the 
realization that a woman is 
her own woman belonging 
to herself, not someone to 
be patronized, walked over 
or rejected.


