AFRICAN-AMERICANS ON SCREEN

The depiction of African-Americans in cinema has changed drastically over the past century. The exhibition we have created for Black History Month shows how the representation of Black people in American films reveals the nature of American society’s development and highlights changing attitudes towards race and racial issues over the decades.

1915-1939

This early period of popular culture and cinema is characterised by overt racist attitudes, re-enforcing negative stereotypes of Black people. Notably the coloured lantern slides ‘Ten Little Nigger Boys’ aimed at young children in Britain portrays an offensive attitude to Black people, with their suffering dismissed in a humorous manner and uses stereotypes imported from American culture. Within American cinema films such as The Birth of a Nation (1915) portray the Black American community during the civil war as culprits and the KKK as the saviours of the nation. Paul Robeson however aimed to counter these negative stereotypes; born in New Jersey in 1898 as a son of an ex-slave, his famous singing and acting career was largely influenced by his determination to change attitudes towards racism both in America and Britain, and combat fascism abroad. In Sanders of the River Robeson aimed to portray with cultural accuracy the African leader Bosambo, however after discovering the message of the film was re-wired by directors to portray Black people as the ‘White man’s burden’ he disowned the film. 
1939-1960

This period saw American film face racial issues within American society and saw changing attitudes towards Black actors. Hattie McDaniel who had become much loved in Gone With the Wind became a household name, and the first African-American to win an Academy Award – although the stereotypical ‘Black Mammy’ character she played reflects the limitations of cinema for African Americans in the period. Representations of African-Americans also entered animation films, for example Disney’s ‘Song of the South’. Furthermore, this period saw an increasing number of all-African-American cast films, such as Carmen Jones, highlighting the increasing influence of African-Americans on the industry. Sidney Poitier appeared in films such as The Defiant Ones ,which addressed the racism within American society at the time.
1960-1980

In the shadow of the Vietnam War and Civil Rights movement, American racial attitudes shifted from the mid-1960s and this is reflected in the cinema of the time. Films such as Guess Who’s Coming to Dinner and In the Heat of the Night started to employ racial themes, by addressing key and current issues like interracial dating. Moreover, African-American actors began to receive more prominent roles, Sidney Poitier is the most recognised Black actor of the period and was also the first African-American to win a Best Actor Oscar for his 1963 role in ‘Lillies of the Field’. The 1970s was the era of ‘Blaxploitation’ cinema, whereby Black characters played the lead in intense and violent action films like Shaft. Towards the end of the 1980s, Black directors began to directly challenge ideas about race through the medium of film, the best example being Spike Lee’s 1989 success Do the Right Thing.
1980s-Today
Spike Lee, in addition, presented a biopic of black power leader Malcolm X , a film about a figure that represents polar opposite attitudes to those in The Birth of a Nation. In the 1990s there were big acting opportunities for black actors, who became ‘stars’ in this period such as Will Smith and Samuel L. Jackson. Moreover, we begin to see Black actors such as Eddie Murphy, who was hugely successful in the 80s, voicing characters for animated films, such as ‘Shrek’. Here we see African-American people in prominent and creatively influential roles (on both sides of the camera), in stark contrast to the earlier racist pieces. The last piece is a bookmark advertising the new film The Help,  about an author recording the point of view of African-American maids’ about the white families who they work for during the civil rights movement, offering a more positive view of Black people than Gone with the Wind in the earlier period. 
It is therefore apparent that representations of African-Americans in cinema have developed quite positively over the past century, although the fact that it has taken so long for Black people to achieve such prominent roles reflects the struggle faced by Black Americans in the twentieth century. Nevertheless, through the medium of cinema African-Americans have challenged earlier stereotypes and many Black actors and directors have become a recognised and celebrated part of American Cinema history over the past hundred years.
