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Artistic Aims  
 

The Spring Semester mainstage production of What to Send Up When It Goes Down by 

Aleshea Harris is my new senior project. This production is being directed by Elizabeth Van 

Dyke, a professional New York director, and the performances will take place in Theatre E at the 

CMFT building. I first heard about What to Send Up in my fall semester, and I was intrigued by 

the play because it is written by a black woman, required an all-black cast, necessitated hiring a 

black director for the project on campus and was made in response to racialized violence against 

black people. Before I auditioned for the show, I read the script and fell in love with the piece. 

Aleshea Harrisôs play not only addresses racialized violence towards the black body, but she 

addresses the effect of stereotypes, micro aggressions and generational trauma in the black 

community. She makes it clear that What to Send Up is a ritual for healing and an opportunity for 

black people to experience a catharsis in a space safe for them.   

When I found out I was cast in the production, I was elated because this show not only 

represented me but other black people like me and various facets of the black experience. I knew 

in my heart that this play can help other black folks like me to feel seen and heard.  As a transfer 

student from a theater program at a predominantly white private academic institution, I came 

from a space that accommodated primarily white middle- to upper-class students. I realized that I 

had very limited space to grow as an artist of color in that environment. There were few 

opportunities for POC students to have a voice and assert themselves. As one of two black 

people in my acting class, I felt that I was being tokenized and felt highly uncomfortable as an 

actor at Marymount. I came to Purchase for its supposed commitment to diversity. Hence the 



famous phrase, ñthink wide open.ò Though there are many people of color on this campus, there 

is still a lack of diversity and inclusivity that goes on within the Purchase community as a whole 

and within the THP program specifically. The faculty within the program is primarily white and I 

still find myself in classes with a majority white students. There are very few spaces on campus 

where black students can come together and openly talk about their experiences without the 

interjection of another group of students to refute or support them. What to Send Up When it 

Goes Down, is the first show that Iôve been cast in with an all-black cast, a black assistant 

director and black director. Iôm excited for the opportunity to be a part of this project and look 

forward to the process.  

In the play, I was cast as the characters Man, Driver and Number Five. Man is a classic 

vaudeville performer who transforms into Driver, a minstrel caricature that speaks with an 

exaggerated ñNegro dialect.ò Number Five is a cautious young black man, who tries to warn his 

friends about the dangers of interactions with white people. I know my process in What to Send 

Up When it Goes Down will require historical research, physical/vocal character work, self-care 

and connecting to my personal experiences as a black man in America. A goal of mine is to 

utilize historical research to examine the development of minstrelsy/vaudeville in American 

theatre. I want to search for anecdotes from minstrel performers about their justifications and 

rationalizations as to why they took part in minstrel shows. If I understand the historical context 

of these forms of theatre, it will inform my characterôs perspective as Man and Driver. A major 

goal of mine is to use do physical and vocal character work in order to differentiate each 

character I play. For Man and Driver, I want to view old performances from minstrel performers 

such as Bert William, George Walker, et al. This will give me insight into how to approach the 

embodiment of these characters. It will also give me a reference for the overly exaggerated 



minstrel ñNegro dialect.ò For Five, I know I need to draw back to experiences Iôve had with 

white people that have to do with microaggressions and racism. For these characters specifically, 

I want to utilize techniques from my past educational theatrical experiences with techniques from 

my time at Purchase and apply them to my character process as well.  

For example, I want apply work from Marymount, which involved Suzuki method, using 

numerous exercises in order to bring the body to the brink of exhaustion, to build strength, 

discipline and focus. This will prepare me to perform eight shows, and it will be great exercise to 

build up my onstage stamina. I plan to utilize my stock character work from Commedia dellôArte 

at Purchase to help build character movements and mannerisms for Driver. Specifically, I want 

to draw from the Arlecchino stock-character, the zanni or comedic servant, who is a faithful 

servant, absent minded and perpetually hungry. A black mask is used in Commedia to represent 

him and, historically, heôs often considered to have the origin as a black servant from Bergamo. I 

plan to use vocal techniques from my musical theatre training, which involves engaging the 

diaphragm to give me a fully supported breath. This will allow me to keep a good pace when I 

talk, help me project, and keep me from dropping the ends of my sentences. I can apply this to all 

of the characters.  

I also want to use work from Peter Spragueôs Speaking Shakespeare class to strengthen 

my diction and articulation especially in the Five scenes. Five is highly articulate and makes very 

strong points about the dangers of interacting with white people while black. The text is too 

important and I want to make sure that my words are heard. Sometimes when I perform, I 

muddle my words and I think this training will be useful to me.  Self-care is another goal of mine 

in this production. This play deals with black trauma and if I donôt take care of myself, it can be 

detrimental to my mental health. As someone who has lost a loved one to racialized violence, I 



need to know my limitations and give myself breaks to heal through the process. These are all 

goals which I want to achieve and will allow me the freedom to explore as an actor in the 

production. With this better understanding of what is effective for me as a performer, it will 

inform the work I will do in a positive way.  

This project is an important step towards my post-Purchase goals, because, as an actor, I 

want to use my platform to create and collaborate with all artists to produce more inclusive work. 

Iôve had exposure to the importance of inclusivity since a very young age. Iôm an alumnus and 

still active in a non-profit called Broadway For All, which trains young artist from all income 

levels and all ethnic backgrounds in a conservatory led by professionals from Broadway, 

television, and film to make art that reflects the world.  Through this organization, Iôve grown to 

understand how vital representation is and I seek to pay that forward in work that I do in my 

future as an actor. What to Send Up needs to happen on this campus because in my time at 

Purchase, there havenôt been diverse shows produced. Various productions on campus have had 

predominantly white cast members, directors, and production teams. I know that it can be 

discouraging to audition for productions when you know that there may not be anyone that looks 

like you in the room. It can feel alienating when stories told under the guise of inclusivity or 

diversity arenôt intersectional and are created by primarily white storytellers. 

Color-blind casting is often encouraged at Purchase and many actors of color star in plays 

that are traditionally produced by white playwrights for white actors. This is considered 

progressive casting, but constantly producing old works and placing people of color in them isnôt 

progressive. It may provide nuance to a narrative. For example, as actors of color were cast in 

The Terrifying, this forced the director to alter some of the political messages because of the 

integration of POC actors into this narrative.  Though the show was now nuanced, it was 



primarily created by someone white, that belongs to the dominant cultural group and is 

untouched by systemic oppression and racism. A show like Short Eyes is centered primarily on 

people of color and it requires that actors of color perform in these roles for authenticity. It was a 

production made by a playwright of color for specifically actors and people of color to absorb. 

Though there are white characters, the narrative moves away from the ñwhite gaze,ò which is 

devoid of the POC experience. This is why What to Send Up When it Goes Down matters 

because like Short Eyes it is a narrative made with a specific group in mind and adheres to that 

specific groups experience. There is such a rich history of white playwrights or directors utilizing 

POC and black narratives for their work. Itôs an appropriation of narrative from those that are 

disenfranchised. Iôm extremely excited for the work that I will do in What to Send Up When It 

Goes Down, because it is a piece that speaks to me and makes me feel represented. I want other 

black people who watch this show to feel empowered to advocate for them, find healing in the 

words and a release. The best part of this production is that the piece gives black people a safe 

space to be unapologetic in a world where our expression of emotions can get us killed or 

imprisoned. It provides us with a space free of self-policing and affirms our humanity. Iôm truly 

honored to have been cast in this production.  

 

 

 

 

 



Technical Essay 
 

What to Send Up When It Goes Down has transformed my life and I will never forget the 

work I did on this show. Every day we all came into the space, took care of one another and gave 

the production our all. This was an enlightening experience for me as an actor and a black 

person. I really worked hard to utilize all my techniques as an actor to enhance the work on the 

show. This taught me the importance of versatility in the craft, which led me to so many 

discoveries about myself. There is a place for black people to tell stories in theatre. This show 

has empowered me to stand proud in my blackness and itôs shown me that my voice can be 

heard. I am inspired to create and collaborate on inclusive work. I am forever grateful for our 

amazing director, Elizabeth Van Dyke, Gerard Myles, the assistant director, the stage 

management team, the cast and crew. Elizabeth as a director propelled me to work through the 

facets of my own black experience to bring Aleshea Harrisôs characters to life. The cast taught 

me lessons about the work and myself. The hard work, dedication, love and support from 

everyone involved truly paid off. We were able to do this show even in the midst of the 

coronavirus.  

Having the opportunity to work with Elizabeth Van Dyke was an experience that I will 

cherish for the rest of my life. She pushed me to go deep into the work, encouraged me to take 

risks, and never neglected or doubted my ability to create. She took care of me as an actor. She 

would always say to the cast, ñHave fun but donôt play.ò She would tell us, ñDonôt color outside 

the lines, the playwright created the environment as a release, all feelings, whatever they are, 

need to be experienced at a maximum.ò This piece of direction sticks with me because, for an 

actor, the text can become secondary in an attempt to bring it to life. Elizabeth would constantly 

remind the cast of how we serve the text as actors and it serves us. During our tablework at the 



beginning of the productionôs process, Elizabeth spent the first 3-4 weeks working on both 

individual and ensemble scene work. During this time, she would encourage the cast to pay close 

attention to specificity in the text. She stressed that the text will always reveal, inform and guide 

the actor in their performance. Elizabeth wanted to make sure that we knew the words we were 

saying and the importance behind them. It was through the knowledge of the text that we could 

ñspeak with intentionò This made the table work highly essential to my process.  

When staging rehearsals began, Elizabeth would initiate a one-minute meditation before 

we began to rehearse. The purpose of this was to give our cast an opportunity to collect our 

thoughts, leave our troubles at the door, and prepare to dive into the craft. She stressed the 

importance of being present and in the room. The show was a ritual honoring those lost to racist 

violence and the work was ñsacred ground,ò as she would say. Before we meditated, Elizabeth 

would tell us to close our eyes and sit forward at the edge of the chair with our backs straight. 

She would ask us to reflect upon our days, check in with ourselves, and think about the goals we 

want to achieve for our rehearsal. She would tell one of the SMôs to set a timer and we would 

begin our minute of silence. As we meditated, she would tell us to breathe in and out and focus 

our breath. When the timer would go off, she would tell us to bring our attention to the room and 

we would begin. This not only prepared me to begin, but it allowed me to clear my mind and 

encouraged me to give my all to the work. My work with Elizabeth gave me room to explore my 

skills as an actor because she would tell the cast there was no right or wrong, there was work that 

was effective and work that wasnôt. I was in a safe space to try new things. I can really get in my 

own head, and Elizabeth remind me all the time that we were in process and that I donôt need to 

beat myself up.  



Working with the cast of What to Send Up When It Goes Down has transformed me in 

many ways. This was my first experience with an all-black cast and it was one of the safest work 

environments that Iôve been in. Every single one of my cast mates worked extremely hard and 

would push themselves even harder to achieve their goals as performers and gave their all to 

their individual work. Seeing my cast come in every day we worked, prepared and fueled me. In 

this cast of nine, Anaela, NaôShay and I were the three seniors on the project. Chloe, Abel, and 

Amya were juniors, Isaiah was a sophomore, and Eryn and Spencer were two freshmen. As one 

of the more experienced actors in the cast, it was easy to doubt how seriously the younger actors 

would approach the work. However, going into this process, I knew that I needed to let go of any 

ego I had because this would hinder me from learning about myself and the craft. I was blown 

away by the lessons I learned as I watched my cast membersô work. Spencer and Eryn through 

their work reminded me to be bold, unapologetic and to just go for it. Every time they were given 

notes and directions, they would take them and immediately implement them into the work. Even 

if they were doubtful, they would do and see if this new direction was effective for their work 

process. If it worked, that was great, and if it didnôt, then they found something else. During one 

of our talkbacks after our third performance, Eryn talked about how her boldness propelled her 

deeper. She said she found her voice.  I was so inspired by her words and theyôve stuck with me. 

Isaiah reminded me that there are never too many questions to ask. As actors, we can at times be 

discouraged to ask questions. Questions are essential to the process and can always lead to new 

discoveries about the work. Questions provided clarity at times in rehearsal when we would be 

stumped and as we worked to find solutions, it would inspire Elizabeth and she would add 

something new. 



I worked closely with NaôShay and Abel on our ñFixing Missò scenes and with Abel on 

our Five/Six scenes. From working with Naôshay and Abel, I learned how to maintain and pace 

myself in work. Performing as Man/Driver requires a complete shift in my posture, using a 

higher pitch for my speaking voice and carrying Abel on my back. Elizabeth would run the 

scenes multiple times and when given the opportunity to stop, we would press on. At times, we 

all had discussed the need to prepare for an eight show run. We were motivated to do each show 

at 100%. The ñFixing Missò scenes required repetition because each time we did our scenes in a 

new movement, the dialogue, and presentation of the character is altered. Similar to the ñFixing 

Missò scenes, the Five/Six scenes also required repetition, for each time we did the scene in a 

new movement there would be changes. Yet for those scenes, Abel taught me the importance of 

trusting your scene partner and learning to communicate in a way that works for you both. At 

times during rehearsal and actual the performances, when a line would drop, we would continue 

on and get back on track. 

  During one of our rehearsals, Elizabeth made us do the first movement without our 

scripts. When we did the first movement, at first it seemed a little hectic. Some of us werenôt 

fully off book but we helped each other navigate through the performance because we 

communicated and never stopped. This is one of the greatest ensemble experiences because of 

the lessons I learned from the cast. . They taught me so much about working in an ensemble. We 

were so good at working together to solve any issue that we faced at any moment between 

rehearsal and our performances. We were given time to go over any ensemble sections before 

Elizabeth would direct us. Primarily we would go over the transitions between the three 

movements and would run the ribbons section, where we would pay tribute to those who have 

lost their lives. In these times, we each would give a suggestion, deduce what would be effective 



and do some trial and error runs. We recognized that we all had ideas and wanted to be heard, 

but we realized that everyone throwing suggestions at each other wouldnôt help the process. At 

times, it was tedious and we didnôt always agree on things. However, it was through our 

communication and mutual respect that we reached our common goal  to honor Alesheaôs play. 

Self-care was a major component to the rehearsal process, and the relationship I 

developed with my cast was one I didnôt know that I needed. For three months, the cast and I had 

to relive our communityôs trauma, our own trauma, and confront our history of brutality. We had 

each otherôs backs and we checked in on one another. After rehearsals, we would eat together, 

spend our free time together, sit next to each other in classes and we confided in each other. 

These were my brothers and sisters. We truly became a family. This was important because at 

the start of each movement, Two (Spencer) delivers a monologue with the line, ñThe people are 

coming.ò  He speaks specific dates that refer to specific incidents of black people whoôve lost 

their lives to racialized violence. The dates refer to the deaths of Emmet Till, Alton Sterling, and 

many more. After each movement, the dates transitions from the early 1900s to the present day. I 

remember early in the rehearsal process, NaôShay, Abel, Isaiah and I got together to look up 

what incident each date represented. This process took about three hours. We took our time to go 

through each of these dates and do the research on them. There were several times when we 

needed to take breaks because we were diving deep into black trauma and it brought up a lot of 

things that were personal for some of us. I remember reading about George Stinney, who was the 

youngest to receive the electric chair death sentence, and I had to step away because I was 

overwhelmed, heartbroken and shocked. My classmates comforted me, held me and built me up. 

After having a conversation about this dramaturgical session, we realized that this show required 

that we not only took care of ourselves but each other. .  



After finishing What to Send Up When It Goes Down, I definitely accomplished my goals 

as an actor on this project. Early on in the tablework, when we started the process, I had looked 

at Bert Williams and George Walker for references on minstrel performers. Elizabeth also 

introduced me to ñStepin Fetchitò and told me to look back at Gone with the Wind. I knew that 

the tablework would be crucial for the historical research on minstrelsy in reference to my roles 

as the vaudevillian ((Man) and the minstrel (Driver). I looked at The Black New Yorkers: the 

Schomburg Illustrated Chronology, which was a fantastic source to do my historical research. I 

looked at specific events to give me a scope of when minstrelsy became prominent. I jumped to 

1832 with the creation of ñJim Crowò by Thomas Dartmouth ñDaddyò Rice in New York City, 

where he performed the blackface character at the Bowery Theatre, Jim Crow in 1834.  I jumped 

into the 1840s, and learned about Master Juba and creation of tap in 1845.  I moved into 1850s, 

when blacks were attacked by whites at performances based on Harriet Beecher Stoweôs Uncle 

Tomôs Cabin in 1853. I also looked into the 1890s, when ñcoon songsò were introduced by 

Ernest Hogan, Bill Bojangles became prominent within a minstrel troupe, and Bob Cole created 

a black production company for A Trip to Coontown. My research ended in the 1930s, when 

vaudeville and minstrelsy began to decline. I found an excerpt in a document from my Black 

American Drama class, noting that the George Walker-Bert Williams Company had strict 

guidelines for ñonò and ñoffò stage niceties. In their scripts, they werenôt able to have depictions 

of love because black people werenôt seen as capable of it. George Walker declared once, ñThe 

White man wonôt let us be serious!ò This research gave me context and allowed me to 

understand the involvement of black performers within minstrelsy and vaudeville.  

When I began to physicalize Man and Driver, I already had a basic idea for how I would 

approach the differentiation between the two characters. In each movement, Man and Driverôs 



posture, speech and mannerisms shift drastically, bringing them to contemporary versions of 

their characters by Movement 3.  During the audition process, when I first read the script, I had 

explored the Man as a ringleader and Driver as a minstrel caricature, based upon ideas that came 

to me from satirical skits on minstrelsy or movies like Minstrel Man. After my research, I largely 

based a lot of Driverôs mannerism for Movement 1 on Lincoln Perry, a minstrel performer who 

went by the stage name ñStepin Fetchitò and was extremely popular in the 1930s. He was billed 

as ñthe laziest man in the worldò due to his persona that slurred his words, slouched completely 

and was in service of his masters. I utilized the way he slouched in my posture and combined 

that with the way Zanni moved in Commedia dellôArte. This meant that my shoulders were 

slouched. I kept my knees slightly bent, kept my head down, and moved quickly when 

summoned by Miss in the play. I had to become extremely obsequious and accept my lower 

status. My speech was a highly exaggerated ñNegro accent,ò which I based on Stepin Fetchitôs 

inflections, but I used a completely different tonality.  

My costume truly assisted in helping me physicalize the character. I was given a bowler 

hat and white gloves. I also tucked in one part of my shirt and left one side of it out. In the 

second movement, I still utilized an exaggerated voice, but I grounded it closer to the way black 

elders in my family from the South spoke. I shifted Driverôs posture to upright and buttoned my 

shirt completely, to present myself as more of a butler than a minstrel character.  In both the first 

and second movement, I based his mannerisms and posture on Sammy Davis, Jr. As Man, I was 

upright, proud, overly articulate and added hints of Bob Fosseôs isolations in the way my body 

moved. By the third movement, as Man/Driver, I dropped the exaggerated accent, spoke in my 

regular voice, and carried myself the way I would in everyday life. For the Five and Six scenes, I 

had to draw on experiences from my past. I recalled specific incidents in which I witnessed black 



friends of mine addressed in a disrespectful manner or experiencing microaggressions.  The 

specificity in how I navigated Man, Driver and Five helped me deal with the repetition of the 

dialogue and I was so proud of the end result of my work.  

On March 10, the coronavirus outbreak began, and therefore the show would not open on 

March 20th and we wouldnôt have our eight-show run. However, we would have an invited dress 

rehearsal. After Jack Tamburri spoke to us, Elizabeth ran through the movements and altered any 

blocking that involved touching of hands or getting close within proximity of the audience. I was 

devastated by this news but I completely understood the severity of this situation. After days of 

no rehearsal, the cast received an email detailing the updated performances. It said that we would 

have four invited dress rehearsals in place of the eight show run. After each run, we would have 

a talkback.  When it came to the performances, I am so glad that I utilized Suzuki technique as 

warmup because it kept me active and limber. I was so proud of the work I did on all four shows.   

The first show, we came into the space and did a photo call as we did a run of the show. 

An hour and half before the show started, the cast did a fight call and a group warm up, and then 

we did the first show. It was strange because we hadnôt run the show in a few days, but it forced 

us to adapt quickly with the addition of the new blocking.  The second show was significantly 

better than the first show. I felt a lot more engaged because I readjusted to the space. The third 

show was fantastic and it was a night that stuck with me. A majority of the audience was black 

and this talkback was beautiful. A lot of the black audience spoke about how moved they were 

by the performance and the ways it helped them confront their own trauma.  

For the final show, we got permission from Aleshea Harris to livestream the 

performance, which was great because my family got to see it.It was the last show, the cast was 



unified and we had fun. I served the work and did was truthful in the moment but with the 

process in mind. It was sad to close out What to Send Up When It Goes Down, but I am beyond 

grateful for this experience. Through this experience, Iôve learned I am stronger and more 

capable than I think. I pushed myself harder than I ever have as an actor. Itôs as if all the work 

Iôve done in my educational/professional career has led me to the utilization of all my skills and 

it paid off. I hope that Purchase will give more shows like What to Send Up a space to be 

performed, because itôs changed many peopleôs lives including mine. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Research Essay 
 

With racial discrimination still prominent in the 19th and 20th centuries, black actors and 

actresses were given fewer opportunities to perform in cinema and theater. Though black 

performers had fewer opportunities, they found roles in black genres of entertainment. This essay 

will discuss different genres of black entertainment in which black actors found opportunity 

including minstrelsy, Blaxploitation and hood films. These will be explored through the careers 

of Stepin Fetchit in minstrelsy and film in the 1930s, Pam Grier in Blaxploitation films, focusing 

on her film Coffy in 1973, and John Singleton as the director of Boyz N the Hood released in 

1991.  

In order to understand the importance of these different genres, it is crucial to 

acknowledge their shared contexts. The minstrel show was Americaôs first nationally popular 

form of entertainment. Beginning in the late 1820s, when Thomas Dartmouth ñDaddyò Rice 

began to imitate the singing and shuffling of a Negro, by 1832, the character Jim Crow was born 

in New York City as Rice performed the dancing blackface character at the Bowery Theatre 

(Dodson et al 63). The popularization of Jim Crow in 1834 led to the creation of works such as 

Harriet Beecher Stoweôs Uncle Tomôs Cabin in the 1850s (Dodson et al 75). Stanley J. Lemons 

writes in Black Stereotypes As Reflected in Popular Culture, 1880-1920, ñIn the 1880s and 

1890s, when race relations were at a their worst, most violent level, the comic black man became 

most common figure in Americaôs new popular entertainment vaudeville and the musical revueò 

(Lemons 104). As Lemons continues to talk about how the black man became the principal 

comedic character, he says, ñPopular cultureôs treatment of blacks reflected the society's 

humiliation of themò (Lemons 104). By the early 1900s, minstrelsy was still prominent and black 

people were subjected to negative stereotypes. 



By the 1930s, blackface began to die out due to the connotations of bigotry and racism. 

However, with blackface gone the representation of black people in films was still detrimental to 

the community. The roles in films given to black people were akin to old stereotypes, such as the 

Zip Coon, described by Lemons as ña preposterous, citified dandy. In the minstrel shows he was 

easily recognized in bright, loud, exaggerated clotheséHe was a high-stepping strutter with a 

mismatched vocabularyò (Lemons 102). The Jim Crowe caricature ñrepresented the slow-

thinking, slow-moving country and plantation darkey, He wore tatters and rags and a battered 

hat. He spent his time sleepinô, fishinô, huntinô possums , or shufflinôò (Lemons 102). Not only 

were men subjected to stereotypes, women were as well. Stereotypes of women included the 

ñtragic mulatto,ò who passed for being white, and the Mammy, a maternal figure who helped 

raise the young and assisted white families. All these stereotypes were part of the mainstream 

culture of America at the turn of the 20th century, so familiar to the people that few had any 

notion that these characters degraded black Americans. Most thought these characters were 

simply funny and did not understand the repercussions of this representation of blacks. Another 

facet of this issue was the fact that black performers had to perform these stereotypes.  Though 

these roles were demeaning, black actors and actresses yearned to change how they were 

represented through film. 

Lincoln Perry, also known as Stepin Fetchit, was a highly controversial black film actor 

and he is considered Hollywoodôs first black film star. He was the best known and most 

successful black actor working in Hollywood through his popularization of the dimwitted, 

tongue-tied lazy man persona. Perry was born in Key West, Florida, to a Jamaican father and 

Bahamian mother. His father, Joseph Perry, performed song and dance in minstrel shows and as 

a young teenager, Perry sang and tap-danced as a tent-show performer. He travelled around the 



U.S. in carnival shows (Raga). As young man in his twenties, Perry was a part of a vaudevillian 

duo called ñStep and Fetchit,ò and after he arrived in Los Angles in the 1920s, he was recruited 

by a talent scout from Fox Studios (Bird 139-41).  Perry got his big break in Hollywood in 1927 

in his first motion picture, In Old Kentucky, alongside actress Carolyn Snowden. They were both 

cast in parts that were never thought to be attained by black performers in a white production 

(Regester 506).  

In the 1920s and 1930s, the African American press often provided coverage of the 

successes and failures of African Americans in the motion picture industry. Though many black 

people found themselves invisible, excluded, alienated, and ignored by the white press, the Black 

press helped articulate the views and concerns of the black community in regards to their 

representation on the motion picture screen. They wanted to denounce demeaning characters in 

motion pictures. This led to Stepin Fetchitôs immense coverage. It is also important to note that 

Stepin Fetchit was an entertainment reporter at the Chicago Defender in the mid-1920s, 

providing news on vaudevillian performances including his own performance (Regester 504). 

This led to the success of Fetchit and he no longer had to compose his column for the Chicago 

Defender. However with this newfound success his persona as an actor would begin to change, 

and he would go on to popularize his persona of Stepit Fetchit, ñthe laziest man in the world.ò 

However, Perryôs off-screen behavior received scrutiny from the African American press. He 

became the subject of condemnation when the newspaper reported that he was being sued for 

$100,000 for breach of promise because he had allegedly promised to marry a 17-year-old girl 

(Regester 507).  

 By the mid-1930s Perry was at his peak, and black leaders were putting pressure on 

Hollywood to rid the screen of the stereotypes he was responsible for creating. They believed 



that Stepin Fetchitôs character was keeping white America from seeing blacks as being able to 

join the mainstream (Hurst). By the end of the 1930s, Perry stardom had begun to diminish. The 

NAACP was gaining traction in Hollywood, and Perry was in a constant battle with Fox Studios 

to get equal pay and billing as has a white costars. By the 1940s he walked away from 

Hollywood and within a few years he was left broke (Hurst). The emergence of the civil rights 

movement aimed to make the symbolism of Perryós caricature something black America wanted 

to forget. Fetchitôs embodiment of the ñnitwit black manò adhered to the standards of the Zip 

Coon and the urban coon characters which were characterized by an inability to speak properly 

or pronounce syllables (Pilgrim).  

Donald Bogles, in his interpretive history of blacks in American films, says, ñHis 

appearance too, added to the caricature. He was tall and skinny and had his head shaved 

completely bald. He invariably wore clothes that were too large for him and that looked as if they 

had been passed down from his white master. His grin was always very wide, his teeth very 

white, his eyes very widened, his feet very large, his walk very slow, his dialect very brokenò 

(Bogle 41). Fetchitôs caricatures were abused both physically and verbally by white characters 

(Pilgrim).  In Judge Priest, a film from 1934, Fetchitôs character faced abuse from Will Rogers, 

his speech was unrecognizable, and he followed Rogers around like a pet (Pilgrim). Fetchit is 

often criticized for his portrayal of black people. Jimmie Walker, a black comedian, said that he 

doesnôt believe Fetchit was bad at all. According to Walker, Perry created a character that was 

actually an observerôs subversive trickster. In these films, Perryôs character would often 

ñoutsmart white characters by pretending to be incompetent so that the white people will get 

impatient and end up doing the work themselves.ò This was referred to as the technique of 

ñputting on for old Masaò (Raga).  



The legacy of Perry is very controversial. Though there are disagreements about his 

advancements, many can agree that he did open doors for black actors in Hollywood. As we 

move forward into the 1970s, the subgenre of exploitation films known as Blaxploitation films 

became prominent until 1979. These films featured a predominantly black cast, showing black 

characters within their communities as the heroes of their own narratives. Prior to the 1970s, the 

representation of black performers was very limited. Itôs important to note that before 1970, there 

were only six blacks who had been nominated for an Academy Award and only two had won: 

Hattie McDaniel in 1940 for her supporting role as Mammy in Gone with the Wind and Sidney 

Poitier in 1964 for his lead role as a carpenter, who helps a group of nuns in Lilies of the Field 

(Anderson).  

The first film to kick off the era of Blaxploitation was Melvin Van Peebles' Sweet 

Sweetback's Baadassss Song in 1971. This was a film was a about a black male sex worker on 

the run from the police after saving a Black Panther from the police and kill ing racist cops. This 

film set the trend of, ñThe main theme in many of the Blaxploitation films which was about 

ñFighting The Manò. ñThe Manò represented all oppressive white bigots. Sweet was special 

because it not only gave  Black writer-directors inspiration to create their own forms of 

cinematic expression, but were good representatives of the new  Black Empowerment movement 

happening in the USA at the timeò (ñBlaxploitationò). The film was even considered by Huey P. 

Newton, co-founder of the Black Panther Party, as ñThe first truly revolutionary black film 

madeò (Anderson). Melvin Van Peeblesô film paved the way for films such as Superfly, 

Cleopatra Jones, The Mack, and Coffy to be made. Though audiences were used to the 

performances of the dignified Sidney Poitier, Blaxploitation provided another facet of the black 

experience unseen by white audiences.  



These films also provided an opportunity for black women to be at the forefront of these 

films. Most notably, Pam Grier is known for playing the title role in the film Coffy in 1973. 

Grier was born in North Carolina in 1949 to a mixed-race father and a Cheyenne mother. Her 

mother was a nurse, who raised Grier and her two siblings while her father was a mechanic in the 

Air Force. Her family constantly moved due to her father's stationing but would settle in Denver 

(Shaitly).  Grierôs path to stardom began when she moved to L.A. in 1967 at the age of 18, 

attempted to attend the UCLA film school and worked five different jobs. She was discovered by 

Jack Hill, a director who cast her in his B-movies The Big Doll House (1971) and The Big Bird 

Cage in 1972 (Shaitly). By 1973, Grier became the first female action lead in Jack Hillôs hit 

Coffy.  

The story was centered on a woman who sought revenge after her younger sister died of a 

heroin addiction. Coffy blames that pimps and pushers, vowing to get those who did her wrong 

(ñBlaxploitationò).  The important tag-line of the film was ñthe baddest-one-chick hit squad that 

ever hit town!ò (Shaitly). It was through ñGrier's combination of sass, assertive style and martial-

arts skills had her taking lead roles in action films traditionally led by men.ò(Shaitly).  Grierôs 

role as Coffy then led her to become Foxy Brown and gave her the status of the ñQueen of 

Blaxploitation.ò In a review from Roger Ebert on Coffy, he discusses how the role of woman in 

Blaxploitation films usually involves a sex scene in the beginning of the film, and she does 

nothing throughout the filmôs duration until the end, when she sleeps with the hero. He says, 

ñThe nice thing about Coffy is that it neatly reverses this formula and gives us Pam Grier as the 

heroò (Ebert). This subversion of a womanôs role in Blaxploitation films proved to be 

momentous because it was representation beyond just hypersexualization. Grier was actually a 

multi-dimensional character that didnôt just serve the needs of men.  



Stephanie Dunn, the director of Cinema, Television and Emerging Media Studies at 

Morehouse College, argued that dismissing the work of Blaxploitation films was a mistake. She 

said, ñBlack women did not love seeing Pam Grier in Foxy Brown being raped, or groveling on 

the floor in Coffy, We didnôt enjoy that, but what we loved about these movies was that the black 

hero or heroine wins at the end. Theyôre the last man or woman standing and kicked ass along 

the way. There was both psychic escapism and fulfillment in thatò (Anderson). I truly believe 

that this quote speaks to the importance of these films and its impact on black people. Though 

there are elements of Blaxploitation that can be considered ñproblematicò or ñoutdated,ò these 

films broke boundaries and made strides for the times.  

The era of Blaxploitation paved the way for the creation of the hood film genre that 

kicked off in the 1990s, which featured aspects of urban African-American or Hispanic 

American culture such as hip-hop, gangs, racial discrimination, organized crime, gangster rap 

and drug usage. It depicted the problems of the young people coming of age in relation to 

poverty and violent gang activity within urban neighborhoods. With a plethora of these films that 

range between drama and comedy, hood films of the 90ôs could be considered Neo-

Blaxploitation films. It was because of director John Singleton that this genre began. Boyz n the 

Hood, released in 1991, written and directed by John Singleton as his feature directorial debut, 

marked the beginning of the hood film subgenre. Itôs a coming of age story, about an intelligent 

boy named Tre (Cuba Gooding, Jr.), who is sent by his single mother to live with his father in the 

neighborhood of Crenshaw in South Central L.A., which the film depicts as a place filled with 

violence, with a heavy presence of police and gang activity. Here Tre grows up alongside his 

childhood friends, Ricky (Morris Chestnut), who dreams of pursuing professional football, and 

Doughboy (Ice Cube), who would be destined for gang life (Smith). The film is a presentation of 



Los Angeles that Singleton grew up in. By drawing on his own teenage years, John Singleton 

presented a facet of the lives of African Americans in urban neighborhoods that hadnôt been 

seen.  

The release of the Boyz N the Hood in 1991 was pivotal to its historical impact and 

notoriety. Boyz was released months after videos emerged of the L.A. Police Department beating 

Rodney King and the shooting of Latasha Harlan, 15-year old black girl, who was shot in the 

head by a Korean store owner in South Central (Toure). At end of the film, Doughboy watches 

the news and notices a fascination with violence in foreign wars overseas. He points out that 

there is blind eye towards the violence taking place in his neighborhood and he says ñeither they 

donôt know donôt show or donôt care about whatôs going on in the hoodò (Toure). This alluded to 

the fact that the struggles of black people were being ignored. Singletonôs film also became 

popular due to its relation to rap and hip hop culture,  

As gangsta rap became mainstream, this paved the way for the film's acceptance. The 

movement of rebellious hip-hop music that came from South Central and was an expression of 

the rage black people felt across the country cemented the filmôs impact. The casting of former 

NWA member, Ice Cube, in his acting debut contributed to the credibility and authenticity of the 

film amongst young audience members (Obenson). At the time it seemed that South Central was 

the center of American culture over the racial tension, gang wars and the police department. John 

Singleton approached this film with care. He understood the importance and power of the 

imagery he used in order to help change up the way that black people had been seen. The 

creation of Boyz N the Hood provided a deeper complexity and humanity to black people, who 

were often demeaned, dehumanized, and vilified  during these times.  



At 23, John Singleton received an Oscar nomination for best director and best original 

screenplay; he was the youngest black director and the first black director to be nominated 

(Obenson). This movie also put many prominent black actors such as Cuba Gooding Junior, 

Regina King, Lawrence Fishburne, Morris Chestnut, Angela Bassett and Nia Long on the radar, 

which helped propel their careers. Boyz n the Hood also had a huge impact on fashion. The 

clothes and accessories worn by Ice Cube, Cuba Gooding Jr. and Morris Chestnut such as the 

body color patterns, African pendant, snapbacks and two tones denim were popularized by this 

film (Smith). Singletonôs film was a cultural phenomenon that addressed the many facets of the 

urban black experience in the 90ôs, and spoke to the people. Like Blaxploitation films it shed a 

new light on the lives of black people. Not only did it contain a political message that was ahead 

of its time but it inspired many other black directors to create works by black people for black 

people.  

In conclusion, the opportunities of black people and their involvement in theater and film 

throughout the 19th and 20th centuries have drastically changed as we move through history. 

The early 1830s moving into the 1900s was plagued by stereotypes such as the Mammy, Zip 

Coon, and other caricatures that demeaned black people.  This is what was available to black 

people that wished to perform. Black actors had to take the opportunities that were presented to 

them because it was the only way that they could be seen and they only had so few opportunities 

to perform. This speaks to the complicated legacy of the Lincoln Perry a.k.a. Stepin Fetchit, who 

was highly controversial for his caricature as ñthe laziest man in the world,ò which launched him 

into stardom. Though it didnôt absolve him of the criticism he faced from the black community 

because of the negative connotations and stereotypes that his work reinforced, some argued the 

work he was doing was progressive.  



Moving into the 1970s and the era of Blaxploitation, works created by black people for 

black people spoke to the times. Although today there are elements of Blaxploitation films that 

may be considered distasteful or still perpetuate harmful stereotypes, it provided a framework for 

blacks to create art that was empowering and spoke to the people during the Black Power 

movement. While there were narratives where black people were the heroes of their stories in the 

past, these films presented blackness that fought against the man and white oppression. These 

films also empowered both black men and women. We see this in the work of Pam Grier, who 

became the first female action star and had subverted the role of women, who were considered 

objects. Her roles showed the strength of black women in a way that truly rippled for the 

representation of black women to white audiences.  

Like Blaxploitation films, the conception of 1990s hood films worked in a similar way. 

Singletonôs Boy N Hood demonstrated a new perspective of the way black people had been seen 

in the 1990s, when they were overlooked by mainstream media. This is why Boyz N the Hood 

had an impact because of its cultural and historical significance. Each of these genres of black 

entertainment represents a different facet or time in black representation. Whether positive or 

negative, these genres and the black artists involved in them had moments unique to them. These 

genres shouldnôt be dismissed given the status of black people in America and race relations 

throughout history in our country. That being said, these genres always need to be revisited and 

analyzed because they will continue to influence the way black people represent themselves and 

create in the arts. 
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