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'T Get a Kick Out of You': Cinematic Revisions of the History of African Americans in
the American West

Stephanie Maguire

Introduction ’

In the first scene of Mel Brooks's Bld%ing Saddles (1974) a group of black
railroad workers are subjected to hard and humiliating labor at the hands of white
overseers. One of the overseers tries to make the workers sing a "nigger work song" to
pass the time, perpetuating the same humiliation black laborers experienced during
slavery. When the workers fail to comply by feigning unfamiliarity with any work songs
and singing the nightclub hit "I Get a Kicl; Out of You" instead, the overseer
demonstrates by singing "Swing Low, Sweet Chariot." The rest of the white men then
join him in singing "Camptown Races" and performing a ridiculous dance that they think
will encourage the black workers to reciprdcatégwith% their own performance. Instead, the
workers laugh at the spectacle, not .(;nly bec;;lsﬁ(;the white folks look foolish in their song
and dance, but because the white people have fallen for the trick that they hoped to set for
the black workers. Instead of watching a black spectacle of degrading performance, the
white folks become the spectacle and-fail to realize they have been outsmarted.

Not only does this scene demonstrate the humor of ignorant racism that is
foundational in Brooks's parody, but i"é’ilélﬁonstrates the genuine shift in power that takes
place through film. Like the black men ‘m this first scene, by the 1970's, African
Americans throughout the nation were increasingly capable of breaking frée from a
stereotypical identity that was previously defined by white America. More and more,

. . . Ao, ot ,,ii,,’\,i ) N .
African Americans resisted submitting to whites' demands and seized upon the
’ AP I

ST



opportunity to take charge of their own'i}dentities. African Americans did not only
achieve re-appropriation of themselves frOm white people in everyday life, but were
starting to do so on a national scale through film.

Blazing Saddles is an excellent example of the type of Western films that allowed
African Americans to redefine a coll;ctive blq91§ identity that is grounded in both humor
and history. Despite its satiric traits: élazink‘fi?éé}dles revises the traditional Western
narrative by including the heroic black cowboy figure, who represents a larger African
American presence in both the cinematic and historic West. The film joins a small
subgenre of other Westerns interested in demonstrating the role that African Americans
had in settling the American West which was greatly ignored by many previous Western
films. I will look at a number of these ﬁlms, including ones that precede and follow
Blazing Saddles, to explore the connections between the appearance of the heroic black
cowboy in American Westerns and black political movements. The films often directly
coincide with the movements and act as forms of cultural resistance and activism for

African Americans. Black Americans cannot re ly soiély (;'n‘their political efforts to

redefine themselves, but must make use of an -ﬁlanipulate popular culture and its
consumption to aid this political project.

While Blazing Saddles is an important example of a film that features African
Americans in the West released in the midst of political struggles for African Americans,
it was not the first to demonstrate this pattern. Buck and the Preacher (1972), directed by
and starring Sidney Poitier, was releasggztvvvo years before Blazing Saddles and

demonstrates a similar interest in placirfé black bodies in the American West. Both Buck

aﬁd the Preacher and Blazing Saddles attracted audiences at the close of the Civil Rights



Movement, when African Americans were adjusting to new rights they received the
previous decade and negotiating the limits of these new rights.

Some thirty-five years earlier,.a series of all-black Westerns starring Herb
Jeftries, a nightclub singer who would later become part of Duke Ellington's Orchestra,
were released just as the Harlem Renai.sj:s‘a'nce ended in the late 1930's. Although the
Harlem Renaissance may be considered“a short-lived artistic experiment, it is also
considered one of the first opportunities African Americans had to display themselves to
the rest of the world and finally define themselves rather than be defined by others. Black
cultural expression, whether literature, musiéfb’i film, was produced at a high rate in the
1930's and demonstrated black Americans' d'é»,st‘ire to create a positive, collective identity
for themselves.

Similarly, the short-lived "blaxploitation" era, which took place during the first
half of the 1970's, allowed for a briéf celebration of black faces in film while telling
stories of African American revenge against white oppression. Although some regard the
era as only a brief moment in cinemati:é history, the films produced during those years
attracted large black audiences eager to?bay to see their own image become on-screen
heroes. Despite lasting only about five years, blaxploitation era films greatly influenced
those that would be released for years to come.

In the late 1980's and ea;’ly '90's, rap anéi hip-hop ‘t;ecame signifiers of a
contemporary urban black lifestyle and zi'pbiiSiliati,on that was frustrated by the nation's
persisting racial problems. This new aspect to black identity combined with influences
from the blaxploitation era allowed .for another important appearance of the black

cowboy in film: Mario Van Peebleé’é '}”osse (1993). Van Peebles, son of the pioneering



black filmmaker Melvin Van Peebles, not only exposed the role black Americans played
in settling the West, but criticized the fact that such a history had been long ignored in
mainstream interpretations of the nation's past. .

Barack Obama's recent éflec;ion as theﬁrst African American president and a
seeming developing sense of equality in the new millennium set the stage for another
rendering of the Western narrative in Quentin Tarantino's Django Unchained (2012). The
release of Tarantino's film coincides not only with the election of the first black president,
but also with the marking of the sesquic:ent'ennial celebration of the signing of the
Emancipation Proclamation. Such a ce‘lébration not only recognizes a milestone
anniversary of black Americans' freedom and their progress over the last 150 years, but
also reminds non-black Americans of the journey that African Americans have made and
continue to make in a nation that still presents racial obstacles.

Race Westerns: A Generic Hybrid

Although they are spreéd throu\ghougt}:l;e 20th and 21st centuries, Westerns that
include African Americans are a crucial aspect of the cultural movements with which
they coincide and contribute to defining black identity and culture. Before discussing the
individual aforementioned films, itfiéyikmportant to first characterize and contextualize
them within the larger scheme of film genres. These black cowboy films have features of
two major American film genres: the \'?L;.\L/es;tern and the race film.

For many years, white é\udienceg‘-believed Western films represented an accurate
portrayal of the American West. The sweeping vistas, seemingly empty landscape, and
setting that contrasted all other parts of the nation became part of the magical lure of the

West represented in the genre. White charac’térs, too, contributed to the myth that the
p g acter y
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American West was as fresh and new as the historian Frederick Jackson Tumer supposed.
Writing in 1921, Turner described the West as a "fertile field of investigation,"
unexplored and in need of white settlers to tame it.! Following suit, Western films
depicted a large, mostly uninhabited space that centered around white Americans' use of
the land that allowed them economic growth and progress. Like Turner, a majority of
Western films hardly acknowledged the presence of American Indians nor did they
suggest that anyone other than Whi‘t}'c“ Ameriq:a‘in_.sf.were part of Western expansion. This, of
course, was largely untrue, as the West was occupied by Native people long before
Thomas Jefferson acquired the land in 1803's Louisiana Purchase. Similarly, African
Americans began populating the West as early as 1810, but they also find themselves.
often removed from Western films éé:épite having worked side by side with white
Americans in settling the land.?

While the Western virtually igﬁén‘éd their contributions to the American West,
early race films served as a distinct counterculture movement for African Americans
determined to represent themselves as free thinking and independent citizens. While the
particular films I discuss were released some years after the first race films, they have
similar goals of adding to the race'éx"cult,uralféééiomplishmeﬁts. Despite their presence,
Western films made around the time of the first race films ignore the roles of non-whites
in the West. When black characters did appear in Western films, they were marginalized

figures, such as slaves and minstrels. For example, Lillian Yarbo plays Marlene Dietrich's

Lot
A
b

1. Frederick Jackson Turner, The Frontier in American History (New York: Henry Holt, 1921), 3.
2. Blake Allmendinger, Imagining the African American West (Lincoln: University of Nebraska
Press, 2005), 1. Allmendinger posits that James Beckwourth, whose autobiography The Life and
Adventures of James P. Beckwourth was published 1856, was the first free black man to live in
the American West. Beckwourth was born a slave in Virginia and then travelled to Missouri with
his owners in 1810 and is believed to have been freed shortly thereafter.



maid in Destry Rides Again (1939), and is seen arranging Dietrich's clothes and
expressing her dislike for the West, saying New Orleans "was a heap mo' peaceful.”
Similarly, Eugene Jackson appears éé"Eightball, Gene Autry's fiddle-playing, tap-dancing
sidekick in Tumbling Tumbleweeds (11-935-). Unfortunately, Yarbo and Jackson's
performances are 001nmonpla9e ambng‘;ie;?:i’rly Western films. Eventually, though, African
Americans played more significant rolesﬂin Westerns, and would also have a hand in
writing, directing, and starring in them as early as the 1930's. Still, the role of African
Americans in Western films wquld change and shift with their role in American life,
demonstrating the way that films tend to reﬂéét‘their political atmosphere. -

By combining race film's desire to dén{(}nstrate African Americans' abilities in
film and art and a need to correct the Western's failed depiction of their role in the West,
the films I discuss, which I will call "race Westerns," consciously use aspects of black
culture to revise the Western genre m gt}'t;eir favor. Through aspects like humor and music,
race Westerns attempt to connect the aﬁaiences of their time period to the characters in
the film. Although they were réleased dﬁ;;ing different times and vary their use of
narrative elements, each of the race Westerns I discuss demonstrate a loyalty to the goals
of race films and Westerns. Additionally, the race Westerns that were released after the
blaxploitation era in the early 1970'13 exhibit ‘i}mportaﬁt‘ influences from that period. They
represent a turning point for race Weste}ns a% éxhibit unprecedented characteristics that
would influence the race Westerns that followed. While the films I am interested in are

not strict examples of blaxploitation, they maintain effects of blaxploitation that further

allow them to artistically insert African Americans in a Western setting.
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Relevant Scholarship S

While there is a growing;, body of re‘séq‘k ch on the black cowboy and the ways he
functions in African American culture as well as mainstream American culture, it tends to
favor either his cinematic or historic presence rather than a combination of the two.
Despite this shortcoming, there are a number of texts on subjects related to the race
Western that are useful for my investigéiion of the black cowboy hero. Donald Bogle's
Toms, Coons, Mulattoes, Mammies, and ?ucks: An Interpretive History of Blacks in
American Film, first publishe&‘in 1973, "i"s‘a foundational text exploring the stereotypical
roles offered to black actors throughout America's cinematic history. For Bogle, every
black actor, from Stepin Fetchit to Sidney Poitier, has embodied one of the five
stereotypes mentioned in the book's title, no‘nirizitter what role they played in a film. Bogle
suggests that while African Amiericans couldnot avoid being cast in these roles, a small
number of those actors were able to interpret the role and turn it into one that
demonstrated their humanity rather than perpetuated blacks as human props. For all of
Bogle's interest in individual films anél his detailed descriptions of the roles African
Americans play in them, his scope is limited. Rather than expand the focus of his
investigation, Bogle remains interesteé} ‘:o’f‘ily in what he sees on screen. He fails to explore
the history of a film's productfon, the prévious work of its producers, directors, or actors.
Still, Bogle represents one of the first examples of scholarship exclusively interested in

the history of African American actors in film, which, for a study of race Westerns, is

Vi
4

crucial.
Another scholarly contribution mof?diétinctly interested in African Americans'

role in the West is Blake Allmendinger's Imagining the African American West (2005).



Allmendinger looks at a variety of way; ltlrlat black Americans appear in both the actual
and fictional West, as well as the ways tiw West is interpreted through film, literature,
and music. In his chapter that looks specifically at Western films featuring African
Americans, Allmendinger actually_ refers to them as "race Westerns." His use of the term,
however, is not as self-conscious as my use of it. Rather than using it as a way to blend
the early race films with aspecté of the Western film genre, Allmendinger uses the phrase
in a casually descriptive manner that merely refers to the non-white race of the characters
in the Westerns he discusses. I, on the other hand, use the term to specifically reference
the contributions of the race film ari"d fhé Western in creating the cinematic subgenre to
which these films belong.

A final scholarly text that is‘*ever:f}f:nore interested in the different ways African
Americans appear in the Western film genre is Michael K. Johnson's Hoo-doo Cowboys
and Bronze Buckaroos: Conceptions of the African American West (2014). Johnson's
interest in the role of African Amerigans in thg cinematic West is far more extensive than
most other scholarship. His research ranges frorln the limiiééi roles black actors had in
mainstream 1930's Westerns such as C zmarrons (1931) and Drums Along the Mohawk
(1939) to the apparent disregard for race demonstrated in 1970's television Westerns.
Because Johnson's work is so recent, _l}e investigates many of the same films I do and
shares my interest in the relationshipi gétween the long history of the race Western and
contemporary issues of race in America. _

Shadowing the Movements
Although Blazing Saddles came out in the 1970's and marked a significant shift in

the appearance of the black cowboy, films of its era were not the first to use the figure in



a comedic manner. Bill Pickett, perhaps the first well-known black cowboy of real life,
began performing in rodeos in 1900. Plckett is believed to have already been skilled at
"bulldogging," where he would bite the lip of a bull in order to control it. The spectacle
of such performances led to the now lostéilent film The Bull-Dogger (1921), which
displayed Pickett's impressive feats against the bulls while being loosely strung with a
melodramatic plot. Although spectacle and sport appear to be the film's main attractions,
a promotional poster for it advertise}s "Thrills!.i Laughs Too!" That the production
company promised entertainment m the;forniii‘)?i:‘;éxciting stunts as well as humor
demonstrates an early role for African Americz;ns in cinematic comedy. Certainly a black
figure in a comedic role suggests a continuation of minstrelsy and other white-controlled
exhibitions of African Americans, butBﬂl Pickett's unique skills and ability to please a
crowd made him more than another bl;él’Cik body put on display and ridiculed.

The next significant appeara_ri“cy{éj of the African American cowboy would not be
until 1937, when the first of four all-black Westerns starring the nightclub singer Herb
Jeffries was released. According to a 2008 interview, Jeffries never wanted to act in all-
black Westerns, but thought that such films would benefit the African American
community by giving black children cowb‘(:)jf‘:hjé?roes of théi; own race to admire rather
than whites like Tom Mix and Gene Autry. jeffrles took the idea to Jed Buell, one of
Hollywood's known novelty film producers, and Buell, seeing the opportunity to make
money off eager black audiences, agréed to produce. Jetfries reveals that they used a
random script in Buell's office for the basis of the first film, Harlem on the Prairie
(1937). Jeftries recalls that they "wrotf: in black comedy" and included songs that Jeffries

himself wrote. From there, they auditiéﬁéd black men for the lead parts. To find a black

3. "Bill Pickett," American National Biography, image courtesy of Library of Congress, 2000.
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actor who could ride, shoot, sing, and act proygq difficult, though, and finally, Jeftries
decided to play the lead himself. | .

As a light-skinned man of multiraci‘a‘l: vlﬁaé'ritage, J c;ffries urged the makeup artists to
"darken [him] up" so that he might appeal more widely to black audiences and assure
them that he was not white.* As Juli{a Leyda remarks, however, the fact that Buell
allowed a light-skinned Jeffries to étar.gfs not mere coincidence but follows in the

"> This casting

"convention in race movies of casting lig}}t-skinned actors in lead roles.
decision also allowed for further distinctién between the actors' differing skin tones.
While Jeffries was the star, darker actors like Spencer Williams and Mantan Moreland
were what studios preferred to use for stereotyped sidekick roles.

Leyda also notices that a lack of ot};er1 ‘_c‘liigi.rk-sjk’i‘nned;races, such as Mexican or
American Indian, further allows for a fdcus on {African American bodies in the West
without disrupting the films' all-black Western landscape. While this omission may seem
like a way to avoid the confusion of too many non-white races gathered in a Western
space, I see it as a deliberate attempj'tf th:focus on positively revising the role of African
Americans in the Western narrative. By making African Americans the only race of the
characters, Jeffries's Westerns follovilhi.{arvﬁ)‘ fhe tradition of other race films that "invited
black Americans to see blaclgcirhen as fully vested American citizens and as righteous
heroes" who are not threatened by Mexicans or Indians and live unchallenged by any

sense of white authority.® The black characters are allowed an independence in the West

that black audiences in urban theaters were hkely to admire. While Herb Jeffries suggests

4. A Colored Life: The Herb Jeffries Story, DVD, directed by Kim Clemons (2008; Dallas, TX:
AMS Production Group, 2008).

5. Julia Leyda, "Black-Audience Westerns and the Politics of Cultural Identification in the
1930's," Cinema Journal 42, no. 1 (2002): 60.

6. Leyda, "Black-Audience Westerns," 61.
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that his race Westerns were meant only ,g:s{‘entertainment, his efforts to present African
Americans with a positive portrayal of their own race are abundantly clear.
Unfortunately, there are no known prints of Harlem on the Prairie (1937), the
first of Jeffries's Westerns. The rather limited_sgholarship on Jeffries and the films
suggest that the film's plot and proci;lctiOn are51m11ar to tﬁe ones that followed. The four
are collectively characterized as following thé basic pattern of other Westerns at the time
with an interest in the same "highly moralistic plots deemed appropriate for young
children" as Gene Autry and his contgmporaries' films.” Harlem on the Prairie allowed
Jeffries not only to achieve his goal of tﬁ’nally providing African Americans with a
cinematic Western hero of their own r'élcc::‘;to admire, but it was also heralded "both as a
colored theatre attraction and as a novell'tiy‘ for white show houses" by reviewers.® The
early success of Harlem on the Prairie then led to the production of the three others:
Two-Gun Man From Harlem (1937), The Bronze Buckaroo (1938), and Harlem Rides the

Ly

Range (1939).

Each of the four films makes clear thata 'black cowboy could be as skilled at
ranching, romancing, and fighting as any white cowboy star. The simplistic plots posed
similar stories of corrupt businessmen whose greed and lust caused them to commit
terrible crimes. Herb Jeffries's Bob*ﬁiake would then team up with his friends and
neighbors, no matter how simple-minded or incapable they may seem to be, to solve the
problem with skill, cunning, and, whéﬁ’ absolutely necessary, justifiable violence. Bob
always comes out the hero, V\'/?inning thg ;respect of the community and the heart of

whichever woman he rescued from peril. The basic yet entertaining nature of Jeffries's

6. Leyda, "Black-Audience Westerns," 56. on
8. "Colored Film Seen as Box Office Boost," Chzcago Defender; n.d.
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film and character most resemble thg’?}.iero portrayed by Gene Autry, who would make
over eighty films during his own career.” Autry first grew to fame on the radio show
National Barn Dance and listeners beé;trrre familiar with him as a family friendly, good-
natured rancher who was determined al\;v‘ays to be fair. Not only was Autry a symbol of
the genial range wanderer, but he actively challenged the ethics and persona of the more
gruff brand of cowboy characters. In ﬁlms such as his archetypal Tumbling Tumbleweeds
(1935), Autry solved problems w1th his words rather than his fists, used a gun only as a
last resort, and charmed his leadlng lady w1th 1mpeccable manners and lulling songs. His
easy-going approach to problems showed the error of violence and suggested the best
waS/ to solve a problem was to think‘,ir through.

Autry's pure spirit made hirr}f?g@rhething of an honorary family member in
countless American homes. Autry and other stars of National Barn Dance's variety show
"performed music and comedy that Emgﬁ;sized its mission to help former Southerners
cope with their continuous lonéing for home" as they migrated to jobs in urban places

throughout the nation.'® Establishing personal connections with audience members was

an early goal of Autry's and it would become part of his signature cowboy character, the

same one that Herb Jeffries would eventuall)‘(’ emulate. Along with reminding his young
fans of the Ten Cowboy Commandments, Autry would encourage his listeners to write
him letters to let him know how things were in their lives, showing them that he was just

as interested in them as his own family.!" Autry's version of a Western hero became a

Coy

9. Thomas W. Collins, Jr., "Gene Autry," American National Biography, (accessed 24 April
2013).

10. Kristine McCusker, ""Dear Radlo Frlend' ‘Listener Mail and the National Barn Dance, 193 1-
1941," American Studies 39, no. 2 (1998): 175.

11. Examples of Gene Autry's Ten Cowboy Commandments stated that a cowboy, "Never takes
advantage, never goes back on his word, always tells the truth, etc...." The full list can be found in
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role model for young people ev;ry&here as wellas the model for other cowboys like Tex
Ritter, Roy Rogers, and Herb Jeffries for many‘ years to come.

Despite the undeniable similarities between Gene Autry and Herb Jeffries's films
and characters, the fact that Jeffries fQ}]ght to give African Americans a presence in the
American West goes deeper than 51mply making movies and establishing a fan base.
Jeffries was not just a black version of ]f'a,ii‘f;i\'yhite cowboy, but a black cowboy rewriting and
reimaging African Americans' role in Aﬂlé:rican history. As a black man helping to create
and starring in a film series during the 1930's, just on the heels of the Harlem
Renaissance, Jeffries revised the history of African Americans at a time when artists and
intellectuals did the same through fheir own work When the Renaissance began in 1925,
Alain Locke and other black intellectuals exp essed a desire to create a model of a new
African American, a modern figure brimming with potential and no longer held back by
former racial constraints. Although film is not always associated with the art produced
from the Harlem Renaissance, the Jéff;ies Westerns are not the only examples of the
medium to be produced at the time.

The black filmmaker Oscar Mlcheaux, Who was also a writer and a farmer,
demonstrated his faith in landv éwnershiis and farming as the keys to African Americans'
success in the early 20th century. His perspective was greatly influenced by Booker T.
Washington, who believed that black Americans should work hard to build better lives
for themselves in order to grad{iall; achie{ie'i}”iéial equalitgf.? Through his films and
literature, Micheaux encouragefd black Arﬁé?i’ééns to move Westward and make their

homes in the seemingly endless mid-West, believing that hard work on the frontier

Edward Bauscombe, ed., The BFI;’Comgqpion to the Western (New York: Anthenum, 1988), 35-
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guaranteed success in the future. But Micheaux's earnest belief in the power of the self-
made man suggests that he was dismissive and unaware of the varied needs of his own
race. A poor black Southern sharecropper, for instance, could not so readily relocate his
family to the West as Micheaux dld, nor couldthe masse; that relied on work from urban
factories. His philosophy was not wholly accge;bfed, either by his contemporaries or by
scholars, who continue to debate the merit of his contributions to African American
culture. Like Jeffries, Micheaux hope&_@:to elicit a successful black presence in the West.
But Micheaux described the cost of such success as hard work and dedication, where
Jeffries artistically and entertainingly»dftic‘f;red a version of an African American West that
simply existed without the sacrifice Micheaux demanded.

Jeffries's ability to redefine the role of African Americans in the West came at a
crucial time. The films not only connect Jeffries to the Harlem Renaissance through his

Liid

participation in creating and starring in the Westerns, but the films and their characters

also look Eastward to the site of African A}qerg;an rebirth and redefinition. Aside from
using "Harlem" in three of the four films' titles, there are a number of ways that East and
West meet, from the films' settings to plot details. Rather than perpetuating the
understanding of the West as tﬁé trégﬁtional "meeting point between savagery and
civilization," Jeffries's West was a meeting point of black urban sensibility and Western
landscape.12 li

The first and perhaps most interésting way that urban black life appears in the
Jeffries films is the use of music. Gene Autry popuiarized the singing cowboy genre in
the 1930's, but his style of singing greatly differs from what we hear in the Jeffries

Westerns. In Two-Gun Man From '?{&rlemfs: o Lning scerie, Herb Jeffries/Bob Blake

12. Frederick Jackson Turner, 7 he Frontier in Anierican History, 32.
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sings, "I'm a Happy Cowboy" as the opening credits roll. He is backed-up by the Four
Tones, a jazz quartet who experienced brief popularity in the 1930's and who appeared in
all four of the Jeffries films and accompan’ied Jeffries in live performances throughout the
nation."® Although incorporating jazz mﬁsicians into the film certainly calls upon African
American culture, audience members, black or white, may have been surprised by a jazz
quartet singing in the middle of the prairie as they might in a Harlem nightclub. None of
the members of the band are difectii;y ;referre'cf:ffgkés characffers, but they reappear in the
series whenever another of Jeffries's musicélf n{imbers is performed. "I'm a Happy
Cowboy" appears in all the subsequent Jeffries Westerns as the theme song for the series,
further defining J §ffries's character a,szzcomparable to the serial popularity enjoyed by
Autry, Rogers, and other white sing‘iv‘rq;g‘cowboys.

Another musical number that si;ﬁ'i.lérly uses iﬁe Four Tones along with Jeffries
occurs in the third of the Jeffries Westefhé, The Bronze Buckaroo. In this film, Bob
Blake's neighbor is held hostage and threatened with the death of his family if he does not
sign the deed to his farm, where gold has been discovered, over to the villain. Bob and his
crew learn of the scheme and, of céurse, pﬁt a;rii;;’:nd ta iit I;Ef’ore the neighbor and his
family are harmed. A break in the action shoWsBob and his boys relaxing and singing
together in a barn. The Four Tones scat an opening for "Got the Payday Blues," which
Bob begins to sing:

Took my roll, went to town )
with some gal and played around

And she cut my bankroll down
Oh! Got the payday blues - v
Rolled the dice to my surprise
not so nice, two shiake eyes ‘-

13. "Herb Jeffrey Gets Welcome," Chicago Defender, May 13, 1939,
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And I never will get wise
Oh! I got the payday blues

Now I am confessin',

Got that gamblin' craze ...
Will I learn my lesson
Oh I'll be broke for thirty days

I'm not trusted at the store, '
I got busted that's for sure

I'll be broke for one month more,
Oh! I got the payday blues.

[ can't beg or borrow

from my friends of course

I might find tomorrow

I may have to trade my horse

Not a dime in my jeans

1 can't find pork and beans

Now I know what misery means

Oh, got the payday blues.

TAP DANCE

Why can't I be thrifty

when I get my change?

What comes when I'm fifty

and I'm too old to ride the range?

Oh, oh! Got the payday blues.
Although this scene takes plaéé in a barn in some unnamed part of the West, there are
several characteristics of a black urban sensibility that complicate the idea that these
cowpokes are like the white ones featured in earlier Westerns. The words and style of
"Got the Payday Blues" distinctly reflect a bléék urban sensibility that changes them from
the generic cowboy figures mimicking Autry-style cowboys and transforms them into
street-wise black men who turn their commiserations into literal song and dance.

Additionally, the tap dancing interlude further distinguishes "Got the Payday Blues" as a

song created and enjoyed by Africanvg‘Aﬁmericans.



17

While the song may seem like only a two-minute interlude, it raises and reflects
upon concerns that are far more common in art, literature, and music that characterize an
urban and Western setting rather th'r;«m, one or%t-‘}’lg other. From a night out on the town to
facing a month without pay, the concerns over :personal economy are undeniable. The
song describes womanizing and gambling, and the speaker fears he will never break these
habits. His worries extend into thinking about his future and he wonders "What comes
when I'm fifty / When I'm too old to ride the range?" With an awareness of the limited
number of jobs for a range worker, the speaker feels that he will inevitably experience the
payday blues again in the future and ﬁé;ﬂaps for a longer period of time. Additionally, in
dealing with little or no mone;f/, he is avxiare of the potential damage to his reputation. He
knows that to "beg or borrow from my friend" would expose his difficulties to his
neighbors and potentially worsen his circumstances. All these concerns directly echo
ones that African Americans li\;ﬁing in urban settmgs dealt Svi/ith, demonstrating the
connection that black settlers héve to their urban counterparts and suggesting a
commonality between black struggles regardless of location.

Most importantly, the "Got the Payday Blues" scene demonstrates undeniable
characteristics of community long éisg%Ciated with African Americans. The men are
gathered together in a homosocial space where they talk, laugh, and sing about women,
gambling, and money. The cquortEWith‘iivhich they sit together is reminiscent of the long
tradition of "telling tales" in African American communities. Such an activity is
connected to African Americans' use of humor and appears from the rural South in Zora
Neale Hurston's literature to thé comedic material of contemporary black comedians,

film, and television stars. This scene is the Bjé‘%st‘éxample of effective black humor that

g
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clearly aims to appeal to African Aniéﬁl:an audience members. While Herb Jeffries
himself proudly remarks on the effort fo include black comedy in the films, most of the
jokes come across as little more than "thélsame corny dialogue as Buck Jones or Roy
Rogers" and fail to demonstrate humor meant for mostly black consumption.'* Instead,
the exaggerated manner of the men's stories, song, and conversation are unique to its long
history as an African American.tradition. It is an exc:'e“lnlen-f‘éxample of the exclusivity of
the black experience present in the Jeffries Wcsterns, and also is an important way the
characters create a bond between themselves aﬁd their black audiences.

Music is the most obvious connection that the Jeffries Westerns have to urban
African American lifestyles, but there are a number of other less obvious examples.
While the plots of the films are simplisfic, complicated issues face a number of the
characters. In Two-Gun Man from Harlem geography plays an important part in both the
current plot and the character!sj"’backgroéhd stories. Bob Blake's new neighbors, a woman,
Sally, and her young brother, Jimmy, are faced with the possibility of eviction if they

cannot pay the hefty taxes on their ranch. Jimmy tells Bob that the only reason their

1 s
v
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father bought the ranch was beééusés"it's thé,. ly place he could get on credit. He ain't

e
et

got no money." With the death of theif 'fathé:?r?flj?czxter in the film, Sally is then faced with the
choice of marrying the banker or losing the ranch. She seems to think that accepting the
banker is her only option for fear of having nowhere for her and Jimmy to live. Again,
then, money troubles accompany t}{e;?c:haracters in their Western setting despite the myth
of immediate success associated with Western expansion. For Sally, living on the ranch

was a new start and way for her family ‘[!S(ﬁnally exercise their independence, and she

14. Mel Watkins, On the Real Side: Laughing, Lying, and Signifying -- The Underground
Tradition of African-American Humor That Transformed American Culture, from Slavery to
Richard Pryor (New York: Simon & Schuster, 1994), 354.
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never imagined failure once they moved out West. Indeed, Sally never expresses what
will happen to her‘and Jimmy if she does not marry the banker, suggesting that, naively,
she never considered experiencing ariﬁh_ing but success in the West.

Geography influences the maip gharacter, Bob Blake, after he is framed for
murdering his boss and escapes town, };Q"ﬁing to return when the trouble dies down. Title
cards appear on screen to shoW that Bob travels through Chicago, New York, and, finally,
to Harlem, where he sits in a restaurant and flirts with a dancer. Also in the restaurant are
the Four Tones again, but they are seemingly different characters. Théy sing again,
extending their presence beyond the one the}‘;{’i had out West and tempering it with a more
expected one in a Harlem bar. That Bob actually travels to Harlem and assimilates
enough to feel comfortable in the city suggests that for him, Harlem is not only a far
away, intangible "Mecca of the New Negro," but a refuge accessible to all African
Americans."® Bob is not an outside; h‘ere, indeed, he enters the bar, orders a drink, and
talks to girls with the utmost ease and, ‘Sﬁhér than his'lcowboy duds, is never betrayed as
not belonging to Harlem. It does not tak‘g‘léng, however, before Bob encounters the city's
underworld. The Deacon, a preacher turned gangster, warns Bob of tﬁe dangers of
hanging around Harlem with the ladiés. In a series of scenes that take place off-camera,

Bob Blake kills the Deacon and then assurhes his identity thanks to a conveniently strong

) b returns West and solves Sally's money

resemblance between them. As the Dea"cori,‘x

i

troubles by outsmarting the banker and his group of thugs.

Bob's experiences in Harlem and his masquerade as the Deacon contribute to the

"edgier quality" that Blake Allmendinger credits Two-Gun Man with having compared to
ERRTES

AR E]

15. Alain Locke titled his 1925 essays published in Survey Geographic "Harlem: The Mecca of
the New Negro." .
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Jeffries's other race Westerns.'® He suggests that Harlem's underworld and Bob's
interaction with a notorious gangster complicate the plot in ways that the three previous
films do not. However, Allmendinger also §p};ggests that tﬁese complex aspects are more
in the tradition of film noir rather than a conrleét_ion to'black urban sensibilities. Indeed,
the film has a number of noir-ish characteristics, from the Deacon's status as a powerful
gangster to the femme fatale who fraggies Bob for his boss' murder. But including Harlem
as another of the film's settings alloWé for an important connection to "the capital of black
America," that further demonstrates they'xf}lfn's intereét in incorporating aspects of black
life that a 1930's audience would recogﬁiéé into a Western plot.'” Along with all four
films' constant references to problems with money, gambling, and women, using Harlem
as a setting demonstrates an undeniable relationship between black urban sensibilities and

Jeftries's West.

Indeed, the way that Bob/the Déﬂécér‘l""‘ﬂg;ntly moves between the extremely
different spaces of the Western frontier and Harlem's urban landscape suggests a strong
connection between the spaces that most previous Westerns ignore. A place such as
Harlem or Chicago is rarely refj'eren\'é’éidwin an Autry film, but the constant reference to the
black cultural hub in Two-Gun Man beg;ys} for investigation. Not only is Harlem a physical
setting for the film, but news from theplace reaches the African American characters
living out West. Sally tells Ji;fimy that §he read a newspaper article about the Deacon and
his terrible deeds as a gangster, indicating that news from Harlem raises African
American interest outside the immediate cqmmunity}." :Simjlgrly, Bob in the guise of the

Deacon introduces himself to Barker's gangQW'fh a newspaper clipping titled "Missing

'® Allmendinger, Imagining the Afvican American West, 78.
' Leyda, "Black-Audience Westerns," 64
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Gangster Believed Dead." While it maj;;ot hold the same value for daily readers who
would live in Harlem, the mulﬁple referé’nces to the printed news of Harlem demonstrates
its value and validity amongst African Americans in various regions.

After the release of Two-Gun Man from Harlem, Jeffries hoped to continue
making race Westerns. Another ﬁlm Ten Notches to Tombstone, was never completed
and Jeffries instead joined Duke Ellington's band 8 Jeffries enjoyed fame with the band,
but left when he was drafted into World War IT in 1942." Although he would retain his
celebrity for many years, Jeffr;es would never work on films like the ones of the 1930's.
Still, his remain the first race Westér.rxi;tél‘ to firmly connect a contemporary black audience
to their role in a reimagined Western past. When many Western films failed to
characterize African Americans as anythfng other than objects of inferiority, Jeffries
empowered the race by creatiﬁé an excl‘lisively black Western environment in which the
characters led successful and enjoyable lives. Despite their fictional and simplistic plots,
the films suggested a previously unknown history of African Americans in the West that
American films have continued to gxp]ore ever%mce
Actors and Activism: Buck and the Preacher and The Civil Rights Movement

As African Americans garnered national attention through various postwar
liberation efforts in the 1950's and qarly 60's, their desire to achieve the equality they had
long been deprived of was plain. Ffoﬁ;"grassroots organizers to iconic racial leaders, large
numbers of black Americans pubhcly sought improved status as American citizens.

Earlier movements like the formatlon of the Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters in 1925

led to large national events such as the National March on Washington for Jobs and

18. Leyda, "Black-Audience Westerns," 55.
19. 4 Colored Life.
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Equality in 1963.%° All these efforts, regardless of when they occurred or who organized
them, reflected African America}ns' long-lasting struggle for freedom. Eventually, they
led to legislative changes such as thhe"'.‘C':ivil Rights Act of 1964 and Voting Rights Act of
1965, extending to African Americang 1:§3:ga1 rights that they desperately sought. Still,
these changes were inadequaﬁ_g "in sei:uripé black Americans' rightful place in the nation.

During the same period, a select wfew black entertainers who had enjoyed success
prior to the 1960's became increasingly interested in acting on behalf of their race in the
freedom struggle. Ossie Davis, for instance, and his wife, Ruby Dee, both of whom were
known for their stage and film actir;g, served?;;i;)rivate counsel for Malcol‘m X2
Similarly, singer and actor Harry Belafonte i)eéame known for his close relationship with
Martin Luther King, Jr. and publicized his involvement in a number of marches and
benefit concerts.?” After King's deathiin 1968, Belafonte's participation in large-scale
political efforts decreased drasticalls},?‘gﬁt his desire to contribute to the improvement of
African Americans' position in the Umted States coﬁﬁnued.

In 1971, Harry Belafonte reachegcllrk;()ut to another of the few favored black actors,
Sidney Poitier, from whom Belafonte had been estranged since 1969. Belafonte was in

possession of a screenplay that described the journey of former black slaves to the West

but were met with constant danger ffom géng§ ‘:Qf white bounty hunters who try to

intimidate the migrants into returning to theirfg'if“afmer plantation in Louisiana. When

Belafonte shared the material with Poitier, they agreed they would work together to

20. Stephen Tuck, We Ain't What We Ought to Be. The Black Freedom Struggle from
Emancipation to Obama (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2010) 195.

21. Peniel, Joseph, "Malcolm X's Harlem and Black Power Activism," in Neighborhood Rebels:
Black Power at the Local Level, ed. Peniel E. Joseph (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2010), 25.
22. Taylor Branch, Parting the Waters: Amertca in the King Years (New York: Simon &
Schuster, 1988), 254. ;
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produce the film. With Poitier cast as Buck, the former Union soldier turned guide for the
freedmen, and Belafonte as the "‘lcorrupt éreaoiﬁié‘r”who would consort with the white labor
agents, the film went into production in Mexico.” After only one week of shooting,
Poitier and Belafonte were dissatisfied with the perspective from which the film was told.
Unsure if they would maintain stud,i;c;'f;‘sigpport, they ended their collaboration with white
director Joseph Sargent and Poitier took].:over the film's direction. At this point, the film
no longer felt like any other project Bbe;l:’;}?nte- or Poitier had previously worked on.
Poitier felt pressure not only as a ﬁrst-ti;;le director but also as an interpreter for his race
and their story. Realizing that most histories of the West had completely omitted black
settlers, Poitier was compelled to correct all th§ former accounts and present a film that
said "there were those of us, and not justa fejw,who were Z“‘p“‘eople of great courage, of
great stamina, of great peréonaﬁty, of greatx ééc;iviction, People who should be a powerful
influence on our sense of ourselves."**

Indeed, Buck and the Preacher masterfully delivers a narrative that is at once
fictional yet faithful to the presence;; ofa black population in the West. The narrative and
characters in Buck allegorically match;A’til_}?se of current African Americans at the time of
the film's production. A cross-country ;il%rimage to unknown places after gaining
emancipation parallels the similarly unknown terrain of African Americans in post-Civil
Rights America. Despite the significant legislative changes in both eras, there was no
clarity regarding the next step for Afncan Amerlcans newly granted rights. While the

,
,4,g

purpose of the Emancipation Proclamatlon was fo free American slaves, they had few

“ Got \s, >

resources to transition from their enslaved status to free people. Similarly, the Civil

23. Sidney Poitier, This Life (New York: Knopf, 1980), 328.
24. Poitier, This Life, 332. ,_
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Rights Act outlawed racial discrimination, but failed to consider the day-to-day
difficulties African Americans might continue to experience. Changes to legislation could
only take African Americans so far and they were faced with uncertainty as these changes
slowly trickled down from the legislative level to daily life.

Although Buck and the Preacher is the rﬁost 1mp01;tant race Western since the
Herb Jeftries series, there were earlier 1nstances when black actors appeared in Westerns.
While their roles were often those of domestics or other marginal figures, there was at
least one actor who seemed to be a growing favorite of Western film directors: Woody
Strode. A former football player and\;i:/festler, Strode first appeared in film in 1941 and
would be featured in more than sixty films throughout his fifty-year career.”> Born and
raised in California to a black mother ané’mixed-race father, Strode was aware of his
blackness, but rarely experienced racial prejudice in his community. After encountering
prejudice in the film industry as well as in sports, Strode pursued small film roles and
made friends with director John Ford, who' u‘s:fed; Strode in\":s.ézveral of his films over the

years.® Among them was one of Strode's most significant, as the title character in

Sergeant Rutledge (1960), about the leader of the black 9th U.S. cavalry accused of
murdering his commanding officer, Major Dabney, and the rape and murder of his
daughter Lucy. The film stands outsidg of Ford's traditional Western in which the only
non-white figures in a virtually all whiéé We;t are threatening ones, such as Apache or
Comanche Indians. i

The film begins with "'Sergeant Riﬁtledge already incarcerated and awaiting a

court-martial. The courtroom is full of expectant townspeople who eagerly anticipate

24. Frank Manchel, "The Man Who Made the Stars Shine Bnghter An Interview with Woody
Strode," The Black Scholar 25, no. 2 (2011), 37 e
26. Ibid.
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Rutledge's conviction and subseque'r‘ft:'sihanging. But to the townspeople's disappointment,
the defense attorney and president of the court-martial insist on hearing incriminating
evidence against the accused before co;;;/ticting him. Through the witnesses' testimony
told through flashbacks, Rutle%dyge is reVéﬁled to be a gracious leader whose unit trusts
him unconditionally. He admits to killing his commanding officer, but only after Dabney
shot him first. While the prosecution believes that thledge fled the scene out of guilt, it
becomes clear that he actually ﬂedm fear. Rutledge recognizes that the racial politics of
the West nearly guarantee his guilt of invoiﬁéihent in "white woman business" even when
he had nothing to do with it. Rutledge is arrested by his lieutenant (who is also his
defense attorney) but helps rescue his unit from an Apache ambush in the desert on their
way back to the fort. His actions fufther demonstrate his heroism and strength, but are not
enough to redeem him from his invol\f(:e‘rirlent in the Dabney case. In a dramatic series of
events, the true killer is revealed duriné the trial, and Rutledge is acquitted of the charges
against him. He then returns toz his post es First Sergeant with his dignity seemingly
intact.

Although Sergeant Rutledgef challenge:suaudiences»t(") conceive of a West that’
includes African Americans, itgeioe?é little toctually gran"c“ aégency to those black
characters. While the men take great pridel:)i.r‘;‘ {l}leir roles as soldiers, the film suggests that
military service is the only reason for them to live in the West. None of them are ever out
of uniform, reminding the audiencertj}at, unlike many of the film's white eharacters, the

black ones are there to do a job comrﬁiésioned to them by the government. Indeed, one of

the soldiers injured in the ambush betra§s his knowledge that the black cavalry men are

i
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exploited by white America. Ashe aies,r,.he tél‘il;s:“;:Rutledge; "we're fools to fight the white
man's war." >

The plain character is similarly deprived of control of his own actions. By
beginning the film with Sergeant Rl}tlgdge already in custody and then introducing him
through flashbacks as a wanted man,lt is clear that his actions are more reactions to his
circumstances rather than allowances of-his own willpower. Only when he testifies on his
own behalf does Rutledge present his stofy, but his words are once again twisted by the
prosecutor. In Rutledge's only assertive moment of the whole film, he explains how he
realized that running away from his responsibilities made him nothing more than "a
swamp-running nigger." He insists that he is anythmg but that, crying out, "I am a man!"
These words would later be echoed by Bla(tivk%xsaﬁ%tation WZ)I‘kGI’S in Memphis who went on
strike in 1968, demanding higher wages and‘the protection of a labor union.”” Sergeant
Rutledge's words in a film from 1960 speak volumes and relate to the struggle of black
Americans in the film as well as ac;fc‘);ss the nation.

The scene in which Rutledge f:é;iiﬁes presented Woody Strode with an excellent
opportunity to demonstrate leadership onbehalf of the African American population, as
Harry Belafonte and Sidney Pditier did.§ji;1$tead, Strode was quick to separate himself
from the connection between his personal work and civil rights efforts. Strode believed

‘ that his race had nothing to do with the parts he was given. Rather, he insisted that his
talent was what ensured his acting j;;bs, andcredltedhxmself with being able to "make a
part believable."** But as one of the or;ly black men ever featured in the Westerns of

Ford, Sergio Leone, and Richard Brooks, Strode's reputation remains that of a token

27. Michael K. Honey, Black Workers Remember: An Oral History of Segregation, Unionism,
and the Freedom Struggle (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1999), 286-93.
28. Manchel, The Man Who Made the-,St'_lc'irs Shine Brighter, 46.



black cowboy. He plays the parts efficiently and with his signature stoic style, but does
little to make the black cowboy parts he plays distinctly black. Indeed, with the exception
of Sergeant Rutledge, most of Strode's Western characters, from Stagecoach (1939) to
Once Upon a Time in the West (1968), often resemble what Michael K. Johnson calls
"the raceless wanderer," which casts a black actor in a role in which no mention of race
is made."* In his hope to avoid qualifying his work by his race, then, Strode seemed to
erase any trace of blackness from the roles he was given, perpetuating the pattern of
omitting African Americans from t}‘{g‘i\cinematic West.
Reflected in Cinema: Poitier Leads the Way

Buck and the Preacher opens w1th grainy photographs of the actors, emulating
style elements of the time perildd in whi::h the film is set. The attempt to portray historical
accuracy is reiterated with on-screen words that appear after the credits:

The Civil War was over and by law the slaves were
freed. But when the promlse of land and freedom wasnot
honored many ex-slaves Joumeyed out of the land of bondage in
search of new frontiers where they could be free at last.

They placed their hopes in the hands of the few black
wagonmasters that knew the territories of the West.

None of this came easy, for not only did they have to
overcome a hostile wilderness, but nightriders and bounty
hunters were hired by 'persons unknown' to hunt them down and
turn them back to the fields. ‘

This picture is dedicated to those men, women, and
children who lie in graves as unmarked as their place in history.

Not only do these words mention the histbrical importance of the story about to be told
and dedicate the film to the men and women neglected by history and cinema, but they
further situate a comparison between the struggle of the African Americans in the film

and the black struggle at the time of the film's release. Just as an end to slavery implied

29. Johnson, Hoo-doo Cowboys, 1;59.%
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drastic changes for blacks, legislati(;):;»'gf the 1960's promised changes. The differences
between legislation and daily life, however, were painfully obvious and the opening of
Buck and the Preacher reminds audienc?jé that, for African Americans, there has never
truly been an end to their struggles.

Although the member of the group from Saint Anne's Parish have stayed together
since being emancipated, they do not agree op-how they should use their status as newly
freed people. Some members of the groiip succumb to their fear of the labor agents and
begin to rethink their decision to move West. They suggest that turning back and
returning to work under the familiar constraints of the same Louisiana plantation where
they were enslaved will allow them gi”-:(;ertain degree of comfort while still being free.
Such characters represent the accomod;tionist spirit that Booker T. Washington and
Oscar Micheaux promoted; they belie\;éafthat aCcep't'ing small victories guarantees
success for their race. They are not willfﬁé to risk what few advances they have already
made to pursue better conditions when they believe their current state is good enough.

On the other end of the spectrum, there are industrious and adventurous members
of the group who want to continue their joﬁrriiie_;‘}ifdesl.)’ite tl‘-‘lzeiuncertainties. They provide
seasonal labor to farmers they meet aldng th%é{Nestem route, experiencing monetary
exchange for their services possibly for the first time. These characters seem the more
practical of the group, understanding that an exercise of their newly granted freedom
requires hard work and vigilan{:e. Stlll they are dedicated to improving their conditions
for future generations. While they valu¢ »Buck’s opinion regarding what crops to plant,
what supplies to buy, and what route to ﬂf:ollow, they also look to their elder, Uncle Cudjo,

who urges them to continue oﬁ to Colorado. Although the party acknowledges Uncle
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Cudjo to be "more conjure than preacher," I}iilg_?,ylsions provide them with a sense that
connects them with their history of black folklore and tradition. Such characters are
representative of African Americans who work diligently for their individual betterment
as well as that of their whole race. ]:ll;.iiiﬁcharacter type resembles many of black
participants in the 1960's marches, demonstrations, and sit-ins. They realize the need for
perseverance to ensure that they receivet;be long sought after rights and privileges they
have been deprived for generations. :

In the film, the group enlists Buck's help in negotiating the unfamiliar Western
landscape. He gives them directions, teaches them to read maps, and shows how to best
manage their resources until they reach theirfﬁ;n’él destination. Buck is not only skilled in
navigation and agriculture, but he establish:e‘ésf';; rapport with the American Indians who
populate the nearby areas. He parleys with them on a number of occasions, paying them
to allow for the safe passage of black people and arranging for the conservative use of the
land's natural resources, such a; buffalo In the ﬁrst scene that Buck meets with the
Indian chief and his wife, who translates for the men, he is followed by the Preacher, who
fears the Natives. Buck dismounts his horse and respectfully waits for the Indians to
arrive for their meeting. The P;eac'her, on the other hand, panics and, no doubt fearing his
own scalp, urges Buck to run away. Buck convinces the Preacher to calm himself and
silently watch what passes between the two races in their meeting As the conversation
begins, the Preacher silently but apprehenswely ‘watches the diplomatic way that Buck
conducts business with the Nat;ves The respect that Buck shows for them demonstrates a
necessary aspect in leadership; respect for others and cooperation with them is the only

way to ensure success for yourself and your people. Just as Buck leads groups of

Aile
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freedmen through the West, so Sidney Poitier hoped to guide black Americans in
knowing what they were capable of at the close of the Civil Rights Movement. In a
similar light, the Preacher represents those v.x{,n'g‘:ffear for themselves and operate on
assumptions they have about others rather than taking the time to explore ways they may
‘cooperate with others. As the film goes on, the Preacher changes from a greedy race
traitor who is willing to deliver Buck to the labor agents for $500 to a man who trusts and
relies upon other members of his ra:c‘eii;'to live a fair life.

No sooner does the film begin than Buck reveals himself to be extremely different
from previous cinematic cowboys, botﬁ_White and black. Rather than concerning himself
with the business of his own ranch or farm, Buck spends his time guiding his people to
the best location to start life anew. Like other cowboy heroes, he works diligently to keep
his word, even if it means risking his own life time and again. His promises to the black
settlers are never broken and he- demonstrates a strong desne to deliver them to safety.
Although he is their leader, Buck still manages to be part of the Saint Anne's Parish
people's community. Aside from guiding them through the West, Buck shares mundane
activities with them, demonstratmg the special bond with the people that allows them to
trust him implicitly. A true sense of brotherhood and reverence develops between Buck
and the people, and his concern for their well-be’ingv‘is clear.

When Buck is confronted with the labor agents' escalating violence towards the
settlers, he is at a loss for what more he can do to protect them. On the verge of a
breakdown, Buck supposes that he has finally been "beat." He reflects that in his rather
difficult life, it was neither slavery nor ﬁghtlng in the Civil War that posed the biggest

challenges, but being a free man in the West The Vulnerablhty that Buck exhibits is
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uncommon for a cowboy figure who rarely betrays his fear even in the face of an
impossible task. Still, like the typical coyéboy figure, Buck rises above the challenges at
hand and, with the Preacher, devises a plan that successfully defeats the labor agents.
Through humbling a figure long portrayed as invincible and demonstrating the difficulty

he faces in achieving his goals, Poitier humanizes Buck, making him more accessible and

relatable to black audiences wh‘p faced simi y ‘staggering Lchallenges during the early
70's. Poitier suggests that in difﬁcult times,t/?%;‘rican' Americans can overcome any trial
with teamwork and perseverance.

Buck's relationship with the American Indians also challenges previous
conceptions of the cowboy figure. {Vé;terns traditionally treat American Indians in one of
three ways: the films either completely%f‘gnore their 1:;resence, such as in The Iron Horse
(1912); they quickly identify them as ddﬁéerous enemies that must be exterminated like
in Stagecoach (1939); or, they revere them as knowledgeable first inhabitants while still
insinuating their inferiority such as in The Searchers (1956). Buck and the Preacher

resembles the last of these in its approach to'an American Indian presence but revises it in

powerful ways. Buck is expert 1n comfﬂuniqapﬁg with the American Indians and arranges
regular meetings with them to negotiate trades. He seeks their permission for his actions
as wagon master, telling them how many people he is bringing and attesting to their
intentions to work the land rather thgﬁk.ﬁght the natives. Clearly, Buck is interested in
showing the American Indians the apprépriate respect that other settlers seldom paid. In
turn, Sidney Poitier wishes to draw affégiion to the fact that both history and cinema have

N S : o
treated the nation's first inhabitants poorly, misunderstanding and often dismissing them
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entirely. Poitier writes that part ;)f his goal in directing the picture was to show the
relationship between blacks and American Indians that is, not surprisingly, also ignored.”’

The violence in Buck and thﬁeﬂ{’reacher seeks to demonstrate the actual hardship
of black settlers as they moved to nevs; iands. The aggressive nature of the night riders'
attacks reminds audiences of the literal fViqlche that African Americans were long
subjected to and, in some regions, contiﬁiied to experience into the 1970's when the film
was released. At the same time,'the constant fear that the settlers feel at the potential of
being attacked again and having their freedom taken away so soon after achieving it
suggests a similar threat looming over black Americans, é%/en after groundbreaking
legislation and years of struggle and pr'(;tes_,t."‘ﬁ

For all that Poitier accomplishes with Buck and the Preacher, his reception .
among the black artistic community had been problematic for a number of years before.
After initial success in a number of mainstream films like 7he Defiant Ones (1958), Lilies
of the Field (1963), and To Sir With Love (19675, there was a backlash from some
African American audiences. In his rev1ew of In the Heat of the Night (1967) titled "Why
Does White America Love Sii‘ii'ney Poiti{ér S0?," New York Times writer Clifford Mason
wrote of the disappointing way Poitier's roles continued to portray him as nothing more

than a "showcase nigger" eager to solve white people's problems without accurately

i
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30. Although Poitier is vague in his description of the relationship between African Americans
and American Indians that he wished to depict, there is a great deal of evidence that supports a
variety of relationships between the two races. These relationships range from the violently
antagonistic to the reverence for each other as non-whites. For specific instances of these
respective examples, see Adam Rothman, Slave Country: American Expansion and the Origins of
the Deep South (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2005), James N. Leiker "African
Americans in the Nineteenth-Century West," African Americans in the Nineteenth Century:
People and Perspectives, ed. Dixie Ray Haggard (Santa Barbara: ABC-CLIO, 2010), and Darrell
Millner, "York of the Corps of Discovery," Oregon Historical Quarterly, 104, no. 3(2003): 302-
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portraying the black community.” Mason wrote that until Poitier took a different type of
role, "there can be no true portrait of the Negro and no true art."*? Poitier wrote of his
surprise and anger at Mason's article, calling‘i;.i},‘ "the most devastating and unfair piece of
journa]ism."3 3 But Clifford Mason was not alone; Donald Bogle described Poitier's
characters as "throwbacks to the humanized Christian servants” of early cinema.** With
descriptions of him as an "antiseptic';;éqne-dimensional" tom, Poitier approached his future
projects with the pressure of having t(ﬁl;rove himself capable of more than Mason
accused him as.> Indeed, Buck and the Préacher altered his public image favorably. One
reviewer instantly noticed that with this film, neither Belafonte nor Poitier "will sit still
for being typecast,” and praised the actors for extending their acting skills into the
Western genre.3 6
Blaxploitative Effects: Buck and the Preacher and Blazing Saddles

At the same time that S‘itdney P\oitie:r!l\';jébrked diligently to demonstrate how the
current African American struggle paralleled that of a century ago, a new era of
filmmaking was underway. Films made almost exclusively by white studios but finally
starring black actors appeared, i[ellif‘i’g‘%E’v‘r’e::venge stories that thrilled African Americans .
audiences throughout the nation. Black gudiences were an untapped resource for these

studios, and they seized upon the opportlinity to profit from featuring previously

marginalized black faces on screen. Exploiting black actors as well as black patrons gave

31. Clifford Mason, "Why Does White America Love Sidney Poitier So?" The New York Times,
September 10, 1967. y o

26. Ibid. s o

33. Poitier, This Life, 335.

34. Donald Bogle, Toms, Coons, Mulattoes, Mammzes and Bucks: An Interpretative History of
Blacks in American Films. 176.

35. Mason, "Why Does White America Love Sidney Poitier So?"

36. Robe, "Film Reviews: Buck and the Preacher," Variety 266, no. 10 (1972): 18.
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this era its name -- "blaxploitation.” Cér’cainly, such a term limits deeper understanding of
the films made during the period because;it categorizes them hastily into the
blaxploitation genre rather than any other. For instance, Melvin Van Peebles's Sweet
Sweetback's Baadasssss Song (1971), which is generally acknowledged as one of the first
films of the blaxploitation era, is known alm’c')"‘fs;t;exclusive‘ly-"as a blaxploitation film
despite including elements of crime and detective fiction. Still, the concept of the
blaxploitation era/genre is useful in determining the politics and overarching goals of the
films.

For my purposes, I am interes?ggl in Novotny Lawrence's series of essays in
Blaxploitation Films of the 1970's, in which he defines a number of elements generally
found in blaxploitation films: 1) a socwilly and politically aware black protagonist; 2) a
large supporting cast of Afriééﬁ Amerié‘éins; 3) an urban, black location as the setting; 4)
white villains defeated by African Americans who will stop at nothing, and who thus
allegorically defeat racism; 5) a sexually liberated protagonist who is desired by both
white and black audiences; and 6) ébimdtraclé;?ﬁlat blend'éontemporary sound with more
traditional aspects of black mu‘;sv;ic. Lawrenséégfécuses exclusively on films made during
the first half of the 1970's and considers them most relevant to his understanding the
patterns and effects of blaxploitation.*’

Films of this era differ from allthe other films that previously featured African
American characters and actors. No longgr are they found only in the submissive roles
such as servants and minstrels, but ihe};}i}e given lead parts with a host of African

L

Americans as their supporting cast. Although blaxploitation films were not the first films

37. Novotny Lawrence, Blaxploitation Films of the 1970's: Blackness and Genre (New York:
Routledge, 2008), 18-20.
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white studios used to exploit black actors, they were the first films that gave black
stars/actors a sense of empowerment}hrough more significantly developed characters and
plots. While the plots are not always»tﬁve most cerebral, sophisticated, or even interesting,
they do offer a fresh attempt to situgte.;:frrican Americans in the film industry. Rather
than following the traditions of race ﬁlm;of the early 20th century or "Negro cycle"
films produced by white post-war liberals. Blaxploitation films do not make use of the
lone black character overwhelmed and overcome in a white world, but situate black
characters in a contemporary setting and em’p@Wer them in a way that appeals and relates
to black audiences.

Buck and the Preacher was released in the midst of the blaxploitation era, and
while the film features the revenge murder of a number of the white labor agents, none of
the characters act with the extreymit;f that Lawrence describes as essential to
blaxploitation films. Instead, Buck isy»mgst interested in the reinterpretation of history and
grounds audiences in a simultaneous ai;p%eciation of the past and realization of the
present. Still, the use of so many black ;E:tors and characters is significant, as is Poitier's
role in overtaking the direction of the film from a white director who failed to bring the
right quality to the film. Despite Poitier's success in maintaining creative and directorial
control over Buck, he was concérné;ii"iabout 1tf3e1ng released in the midst of the
blaxploitation era. He recognizéd blaxploit“agi(')“n films as part of a trend instead of a
sincere move towards equal racial representation in films. Indeed, after the first few years
the revenge plot seemed to run its course, and African Americans faced familiar hurdles
in the film industry. Still, the blaxpiagg%'éition framework remains one that is constantly

adjusted and used in many later films, from comedies to dramas.

Y
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Two years after the release of Buck and the Preacher and also within the time
frame of the blaxploitation era, corr\iiC" directc):rv‘i.:lglel Brooks's Blazing Saddles (1974)
premiered. A parody of a Westém film, Blazzng Saddles tells the story of Bart (Cleavon
Little), a black sheriff hired in the hopes of scaring away the white citizens of Rock
Ridge, a town that sits directly in the path of the coming railroad. Once the town is
vacant, the corrupt State Attorney Gé:ﬁgéral (Harvey Korman) will profit from the building
of the railroad and will advance his political career while getting rich. Unfortunately for
him, the sheriff earns the respect of the to.';vnspeople and rallies them against the Attorney
General and his army of henchmen, ruining their plans.

With a combination of slapstick humor and witty references to both classic and
spaghetti Westerns, Blazing Saddles has long _bf;en a favorite for audiences, whether
because they are Brooks fans or beﬁc;::ause the;:)i/'2 ii%)’gpreciate the; way that the film seems to
mock every clichéd Western theme, from pljfe:heaned saloon girls to climactic shoot
outs. On the surface, Brooks goes after laughs any way he can. He shamelessly
characterizes idiotic ranchers as goodtfor-nothings and employs countless racial slurs to
shock the audience into laughter moré:‘ﬁf‘ror‘n his audacity in using the words than from any
actual humor inherent to them. Howev"gr;; there is complexity behind the nature of
Brooks's jokes and language. While the‘;éasily laugh, audiences are also forced to
reconsider Brooks's creative decisions and question the covert meaning of the film.

After completing work on The Twelve Chairs in 1970, writer and producer Mel
Brooks received the outline of a cojmedy ti:tlfe‘cﬂljzv’ex X Leé}hing that the material was in its

early stages and already had a unique humot-about it, Brooks took particular interest in
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the piece and bought the rlghts to it.> He *‘énliéted the help of comedian Richard Pryor to
help write the screenplay, and along w1th Norman Steinberg, Andrew Bergman, and Alan
Uger, they created a coherent project that executives at Warner Brothers studio took

interest in. According to Brooks, Pryor was his first choice for the part of the black

sheriff, but the Warner Brothers ex’échtives wou d not allo;)x? him further involvement. It
is impossible to know the execi;tives' exacti gé;éons, but Pryor's departure from the
"colorless" stage performances he gave in the '60's in favor of racially charged routines
made many in the business wary of ys{quing with him.3 ? Brook; also speculates that
Pryor's reputation as increasingly dei;grident on drugs made him an undesirable prospect.
Nevertheless, Brooks says that CleavogfifLittle, who had performed on Broadway, was the
obvious choice at his audition @an a mofg}zthan adequate alternative to Pryor.*
Another creative change that Brooks had to consider was the title of the piece.

"Tex X" was meant to reference Malcolm X and the possibilities of black power in a

Western comedy. Brooks apparently liked the title but after being told that the film

sounded too much like a blaxplbitation ﬁlmtat‘ would attract only a black audience, he
agreed that the name needed to be changed. ﬁitimately, Brooks settled on "Blazing
Saddles" because "it says Western and it says crazy."*' That Brooks wanted to avoid
labeling his work as a blaxp101tat10n ﬁlm says a great deal about his intent for the film.

Brooks believed that giving the film a tltle that evoked humor rather than social criticism

(5_1 i
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would help attract a broader audience‘and give the film a longer life than many of the
other films released during the blaxi)lgi'tgtion era.

As a comedy, the range of humgrgy in Blazing Saddles is what makes the film as
popular and perennial as it is. While thegé' is plenty of physical slapstick and simplistic
humor, there remains a level of sophistication and complexity. The most significant joke
of the whole film is one that many audiences, both of the 1970's and currently, fail to
grasp: the premise of the film is_dtha}‘t a black_-«vs,hg‘riff in‘a Western town is unheard of,
forcing the white characters and audienc‘esitt';;lé{igh at his presence. The reality of the
matter is that there was an African American population in the West, and therefore the
presence of just one black man would not be much of a stretch. However, because of
history and cinema's erasure of African Americans in the West, audiences from the
1970's perceive Bart's authority as the ﬂlain joke. The simultaneous ignorance of the
white folks in Rock Ridge and the white folks in the'.audience then becomes the hidden
joke that some audiences appreciate. If ‘Ehé joke is lost on an audience, however, the
exaggerated caricatures of railroad workers, henchmen, and corrupt politicians engaged
in clichéd Western scenarios are fallback jokes that still entertain them.

Aside from the overarchingj«comicéfl tﬁgfnes,‘ ty‘}‘leref‘:é%fe many other humorous
aspects to Blazing Saddles. Arﬁ;)ng thés{;: isft‘}he:mf:'llm's constant use of the word "nigger."
Ultimately, the audience laughs at the frequent use of the word, but uncovering reasons
for why so offensive a racial slur carries humor is challenging. Nearly every character in
the film says the word, from the whlte foreman yelling abuses at the black workers to an
elderly woman who, after Bart greetsv he?r, she glares at him and says, "Up yours, nigger!"

The repetition of the word ulti_matel}; %br'pes the audience to laugh, especially when it is
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unexpected, as, for example, frg;n an o_ld ]adyIt is also unexpected from any film;
neither the Jeffries Westerns 'nc;r Buck and \:tl;;ﬁPreacher use the word as liberally as
Blazing Saddles. Indeed, it does not appear at all in any of Jeffries's films and is used
only by the labor agents in Buck and‘. the Preacher. The surprising ways that "nigger" is
said in Blazing Saddles allows for y;e:ti‘janother revision of the Western; even when
African American characters appeare\d;;insearlier Westerns, their race was rarely a topic of
conversation. In Blazing Saddles, race ‘i_vs,»»l;qot only an important issue, but is brought to the
forefront with the abrupt use of slurs.

The use of "nigger" and the audience's initially uneasy reaction to it mirrors what
often happened when Richard Pryor used it 1n l}is on-stage comedy routines. When he
first incorporated the word into,;his performancés, he was often met with "baffled
silence."*” But as Pryor's character-based comedy routines gained popularity, the word
was used "not for shock effect, but as [an] intertwined and inseparable part of his
comedic phrasing."*? Using the woyd;"nigger" allowed Pryor to establish a connection
between himself and black audience ﬁi‘émbers, but also to call attention to the word as
both a familiar and inappropriate term‘.'jﬁif-;ifrayor':s'USe of the word allowed him to achieve
the two-fold nature of humor that is cruéial to African American culture. As Mel Watkins
notes, black humor is often both inclusionary and exclusionary; through referring to black
people as "niggers," Pryor maintains a sense of understanding between the black audience
members that non-blacks are not p};ivy toAgalﬁ, thevi‘mp’;n‘ftance of community occurs
here, and Richard Pryor's comédy routvi;vles;fiﬁc‘&;me an opportunity for African Americans

to come together with the understanding that they are allowed a more thorough

42. Watkins, On the Real Side, 539.
43. Audrey Thomas McCluskey, Richg;;d Pryor: The Life and Legacy of a 'Crazy' Black Man, ed.
Audrey Thomas McCluskey (Bloomington: University of Indiana Press, 2008), 12.
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understanding of Pryor and other black comics' messages than what is merely on the
surface. Likewise, Blazing Saddles appeals to multi-racial audiences through the clever
use of words and phrases. Althovugh he was not ghosen for‘t:he lead role, Pryor's style of
jokes as well as his comical intgrpretation 0€5001al criticism are present in the film.
Despite a plot that revolves around a’ra.cv:ial issue, there are very few black
characters in Blazing Saddles. But like with Buck and the Preacher, the non-black
characters play an equally importan}tﬂp\art in rectifying racial wrongs. After Sheriff Bart
arrives in town to a cold reception, he vf'indé a drunk man sobering in the jail. The man is
Jim, the Waco Kid (Gene Wilder), afwa:shed-up gunfighter who was known to have the
fastest draw in the entire West. Jim is surprised to see a black sheriff, but is not appalled
like the rest of the townspeople. After revealing to Bart that he drinks to recover from the
trauma of his past, Jim and Bart develop a strong relationship that seems stronger because
they are both outsiders in the town. Bart makesJ im adeputy and the two spend a great
deal of time together. Jim cleafiy sympé;thiz:esu};x;ith Bart and his desire to prove himself
worthy of the role of sheriff, and by the end of the ﬁlmx, Jim has been the only one to
consistently support Bart. Their brotherly friendship ultimately moves away from its
homosocial nature at the beginning ofithe film and comes to border on the homosexual.
In fact, the film ends with the two ridiné off into the sunset together in a limousine rather
than on horseback. Still, the inclusion gf.ziﬁe buddy trope in this film is sentimental rather
than humorous, demonstratirij"g; the powéi* of Bart and Jim's relationship. They work
together to defeat the enemy just as Buck and the Preacher do. That Jim is white is of

little consequence since his interest in justice is as clear as Bart's.
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Early in their acquaintance, J1m asks what a "dazzling urbanite” such as Bart
could be doing in the West. Such a question immediately reminds the audience of the
apparent premise of the film -- that Afrlcan Americans do not belong in the West. It also
harkens back to the presence of a Jeffries-type character in Western films. And like
Jeffries, Bart is both urbane and fully capable in a Western setting. He rides well, has
ability as a marksman, and possesses a wit that serves him in making his way through an
otherwise white Western wo'rld.’"RécOgnizi;lg;tijét Bart is rlght at home despite the white
citizens' discomfort, Jim uses the expre‘ssion*:.'i&:azzling urbanite" sarcastically, suggesting
that most of the town considers Bart to have lost his way on the journey to New York.

Interestingly, the "dazzling urbanite" conversation is not the only reference to the
urban sensibilities that are comfnorf";g’Jeffries's race Westerns. After Bart receives his
post to be sheriff of Rock Ridge, he ridgs through the prairie on horseback, wearing new
clothes and looking the part of Westem hero. All of a sudden, Bart encounters Count
Basie conducting his band in "‘gApril in lgqéris" in the middle of so unfitting a landscape.
Bart reacts with the same surprise that audiences may have when seeing the Four Tones
appear with Herb Jeffries. He slows his gal_lpp? passes and makes eye contact with the

band leader, then continues on his Gi/éy, visibly: more optimistic. In a way, it seems that

the new clothes, rope, horse, s;ddle, and gun (all things Herb Jeffries sings about in "I'm
a Happy Cowboy") are the necessary ingredients for Bart to become sheriff, but the secret
ingredient, the strong note of conﬁ@gnce, comes from Count Basie's personal
endorsement. As the two look at ee{c‘li‘f;ther, it is as though they are having an unspoken
conversation about the importance of lilack men in the West. Suddenly, he seems to have

the approval of African Americans who were actually in the West, those who were in
-
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urban locations, and those who g;watch the ﬁlrr;to do his duty and represent their race both
to the people of Rock Ridge and the people who make up the film's audience.

While Blazing Saddles was created and released in the midst of the blaxploitation
era, it does not incorporate the them§:§ qf its contemporary films in the formulaic way that
most of them do. Instead, a number of tWists on the themes of blaxploitation films appear
in Blazing Saddles, though they are;vhiczlcziép'j beneath layers of casual humor and irony.
Referring back to Lawrence's e;‘.xplanatién of the main components of blaxploitation films
helps clarify the ways that Brooks is influenced by yet deviates from the blaxploitation
formula: Bart is keenly aware of the social and political implications of his being sheriff
in an all-white Western town yet operates w1th e}n easy-going and helpful spirit. While he
does not live in a black urban setting, the populatlon of black railroad workers acts as his
supporting cast who represent the black race and its potential to outsmart the white
oppressors, which is particularly evident in the film's opening scene. In the midst of the
trouble, Bart becomes far more gappiegling to the townspeople. No longer do little old
ladies insult him on the street, but they})_aring him pies and are sexually attracted to him in
a way that would have seemed impos’s‘i‘.bl'é at the beginning of the film. He ultimately
recruits the entire town to rebel against .;}?Iedley Lamar and his henchmen, expanding the
supporting cast to include a multi-racial group dedicated to overthrowing their shared
oppressors. Incidentally, Hedley, Taggart, and the other White villains are evil not solely
because they are white, but because they arelgréedy and Qilling to do anything for their
own benefit, much like the villains of other ﬁlms of the era. Rather than defeating racism

the way that traditional blaxploitation film heroes do, Bart exposes, ridicules, and
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succeeds in spite of it. Under his leadership, the people of Rock Ridge outsmart rather
than outright conquer their enemies.

J‘,'aspects of Elazz‘ng Saddles might be lost

Many of the undercutting afid humor““.
on some white audiences, but not lost on tl;oiéé‘iwho are most atten;ive. While it may seem
a stretch to suggest that Blazing Saddles is an attempt to illuminate social and racial
conditions to audiences, there is a gqu deal of evidence to support the idea. The
evidence, however, is cloaked in eéﬁs;j;ékes, drawn out scenes, and well-established
comic actors, all of which distract fromthe film's central interest in revising and
criticizing the standard Western narrativvg.: Because Brooks continues to characterize the
work as a parody, he succeeds in his interpretation of comic history rather than failing to
convince audiences of the importance of a black Western history during a time when
films that tried to make such statements were m‘arginalize}d.‘

Although Mel Brooks 1s far from bé}lﬂ‘n}g;'\éonsidered the figurehead of white civil
rights sympathizers, his work has a certain duéiity that suggests racial equality was on his
mind. Growing up in a lower class Jewish household in the Brownsville section of New
York City auring World War II, Blrf')_oks was aware of Americans' prejudices and the way
that humor helps interpret them.* Br;)c;i(s's bit role as the Yiddish speaking Sioux chief in
Blazing Saddles speaks volumes aboﬁ% hlS attitude toward the effect of race on social
conditions. Seeing that young’Bart and ’ﬁis parents are excluded from the otherwise white
wagon train, the chief allows them to pass into the wilderness unharmed (much like the
passage that the American Indians allow in Buck and the Preacher). As the black settlers

e, Cd L . - .
continue on their way, the chief's counsel looks to him questioningly and he responds by

44. James Robert Parish, It's Good to be the Kin:g.' The Seriously Funny Life of Mel Brooks
(Hoboken: John Wiley & Sons, 2007).
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saying; "They're darker than us! Oof'" Both the Sioux chief and, in effect, Mel Brooks
recognize the varying degrees of margii’r_failizatfion that subalterns face. Both the American
Indians and African Americans were subjected to racial prejudice from white America,
but there seems to be some acknowledgement that it is not the same for all groups of
"others." So as the chief does a small part in granting black settlers access to the West, he

considers it no great favor because, after all, they are black and are sure to encounter

countless other challenges along the way.
The Hip Hop Western: the 1990's

Blaxploitation ended with the close of the 1970's, but many films continued to be
influenced by the era for years to corﬁp. The heroic black cowboy made another
appearance in Clint Eastwood's Unforg'i;ven (1 9§2) in which he and Morgan Freeman star
as retired guns for hire in need of moneyBlll Munny (Eastwood) and Ned Logan
(Freeman) set off for a Westerh town to "“avenge a prostitute named Delilah, who was
brutally stabbed and slashed by one of her customers. The bounty hunters are met with
hostility from the town's sheriff, Little Bill (Gene Hackman), who believes a whipping
should serve as adequate punisficmen;t’ for t1;¢:~%¥fécker's crimes. The other prostitutes
disagree, though, a}nd pool thei’% money to pay Munny and Ned for their services.

Although Morgan Freeman, a prolific black actor by the 1990's, appears in the
film, he perpetuates the "raceless wanderer" that Woody Strode often played decades
earlier. No explicit reference to Neé‘g-&rqce is made during the entire film. His marriage to
a Native American, Sally Two Trees, 1s similarly ignored. Ned is welcomed by the
prostitutes and receives their §ervicésg;} ékc}{ange for his own with no racial

discrimination whatsoever. Only when the sheriff catches Ned, who is perceived as a
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vigilante, is there any allusion to his race. Little Bill arrests Ned and brutally whips him
inside the jail. The beating he receives is so severe that he dies, and his body is displaygd
in the streets with a sign reading, "Thls ‘is what happens to assassins around here." While
a brutal whipping harkens back to the punlshment black slaves often received and the
connection that the hum111at1ng pubhc dlsplay of his dead body has to public lynchings,
Unforgiven's racial undertones are not eﬁough to fully capitalize on Freeman's role as a
black cowboy. There are no other details about his race mentioned in the film, and he is
seemingly treated the same as his white counterparts. Even the prostitute's attacker, a
white man, was whipped for his'crime, suggeé‘iﬁ;g that the tactic is standard in this
‘Western town. It seems that Eastwood hopec_l;t.o raise questions about race in the film, but
does not quite commit to doing so.

With the heroic black cowboy nearly absent from films since Blazing Saddles,
Mario Van Peebles, son of legendafsf}Melvin Van Peebies, writer, director, and star of
Sweet Sweetback's Baadasssss Song (1 971), approached the genre with a goal not unlike
that of Sidney Poitier twenty years pr‘iair_.:'@’il“he‘ younger Van Peebles was influenced by
classic and spaghetti Westernéilhis fathaf's desire to demonstrate "racial uplift and
financial success" with blaxploitation films, and the more recent success of young black

filmmakers like Spike Lee.*’ Through directing and acting, Mario Van Peebles self-

consciously worked to correct histcir&'s longgta}i‘ding negl”veét of African American
cowboys in Posse (1993), which he hoped ;1§ii;t§ﬁld "serve as an educational tool for both

Blacks and Whites."*® Posse tells the story of a fictional group of Spanish-American War

45. Jesse Algeron Rhines, Black F zlmWhtte Money (New Brunswick: Rutgers University Press,
1996), 103.

%6 "Mario Van Peebles Heads an All-Star Cast in 'Posse,’ A Film About Black Cowboys," Jet,
May 1993, 59.
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deserters who move westward after seeing themselves on wanted posters in 1898. Their

-

journey quickly becomes one of revenge as th k. :_eader, Jeésic Lee (Mario Van Peebles),
pursues the men responsible for murderi:ng“.,hfi};;'f;ther, King David, in a Western town
years before.

The film opens with the elderly Woody Strode, briefly explaining the rich yet
virtually unknown history of African%pericans in the West. He specifically references
Bill Pickett and Cherokee Bill among others and then begins the story of Jessie Lee and
his posse of African American sold‘i-ers:a‘nd one white soldier, Little J (Stephen Baldwin),
who abandon their posts after 'ﬁnding gé)’ld on a mission. After making friends with a

gambler (Big Daddy Kane) and escaping from their commanding officer (Billy Zane) in

New Orleans, they travel West to avoid punishment for their crimes. Jessie allows the

men to accompany him on to tﬂe all-black Wern town jli'reemanville, where they learn
that the white sheriff named Be;tes (Richard Ejl‘t(r)'vfdan) of the neighboring town,
Cutterstown, frequently interferes with the success of black citizens. He leads Klan raids
and causes trouble in Freemanville, arresting citizens and charging them with false
crimes that warrant execution. After tﬁey are executed, the deceased's property is then
bought by the corrupt sheriff of Freemanville, Carver (Blair Underwood), who, with
Bates, hopes to make a fortune' when the railroad comes through.

When Jessie Lee arrives in Freemanville, his reception is mixed. Although the

town is filled with his former friends and acquaintances, they fear that his desire for

revenge will exacerbate the racial tension between the two towns. Indeed, when Bates,

who was involved in King David's murder, | s of Jessie's return to the area, he leads a

2

group of thugs to Freemanville to harass the 'péople and make the posse reveal Jessie's



47

1
FINE

whereabouts. Only Little J, the sole{whiteﬂ person staying in Freemanville, stands up to
Bates and his men. His bravery antagong'ies the mob from Cutterstown so much that they
take him into the street and beat him to death in a way that eerily relives the murder of
Jessie's father years ago. The martyrdom of Little J then becomes akin to that of King

3

David. Despite being white, Little J S- loyalt to‘the posse since they deserted the

battlefield and the fact that he dled in defense of his black surrogate brother suggests that
he is another victim of racial prejudice as an honorary black man. Little J is made a hero
also by comparing him to Carver, the sheriff of Freemanville. In the scene when Little J
is killed, the whole town watches a~é6h_frontation between Bates and Carver. Carver
points his gun at Bates and is encouraged by the townspeople to shoot him, but when he
literally fails to pull the trigger, he is p;OVen unable protect his people. Just when the
citizens of Freemanville want Carver tozembody the hero of blaxploitation films and
finally defeat the allegorical figure of white racism, he cannot stand up to the challenge
and yet again, Freemanville is bullied into submission.

E:"\f’)
3551

For all of Mario Van Peebles's effort‘$: o-revise the Western narrative that neglects

African Americans, his ﬁdelity’ to historicagl;geé:uracy comes into question almost as soon
as the film begins. After the Strode character introduces several actual figures of the
black West, the story quickly strays and turns the film into an indiscernible jumble of
action in an unspecified, clichéd, Weéytern climate, where the railroad is built by Asians
and the unknown mountain paths are liftered with dangerous Indians. Van Peebles wastes
opportunity after opportunity to create an interesting Western story that details actual
events and people. While he assembles a diverse cast of characters, from business-

minded African Americans, to blood-thirsty whites, to mixed-race schoolteachers, he
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fails to explore the historical or fictional possibilities of such characters. Similarly,
Freemanville and Cutterstown present a fascinating doubling of stereotypical Western
towns, but the characters who live 1nthem remain mostly unnamed and uninteresting.
They are extras rather than supporting:characters and ultimately become targets for the
Cutterstown fight rather than distinguishable figures in a community. Even the casting of
black film legends Pam Grier, Melvin Van Peebles, and Isaac Hayes does not save the
film. Their parts are small énd not at all reminiscent of what the actors are known for.
While Pam Grier had previously graced the silver screen as bad-ass prostitute Foxy
Brown, she disappears into a nameless character with no more than three lines in Posse.
Most of Grier's screen time occurs as she runs away from the final shootout and hides
with the town's children. Rather than reprise their roles as blaxploitation heroes, the

actors fade into the background as members of a hesitantly militant black population.

Another of the film's shortcorﬁﬁigs has to do with Van Peebles's ignorance of the

complex relationship between Americ
dismisses the threat of the Indians by sﬁégesting that their shared hatred of the white man
constitutes an alliance between the colored races. While Buck and the Preacher suggests
a similar relationship, Poitier makes a tremendous effort to demonstrate the truth behind

such an assertion. Rather than following sﬁivt,,:\?/én Peebles features Lana (Salli

Richardson), Jessie's love intefést, wh“o‘s‘e f,either"is black and mother an Indian as a stand-
in for the entire Native population. Lana wears Native American inspired outfits and acts
as Jessie's confidant in considering how best to treat his enemies, but the film does little
to explore any other aspect of her idéhtity or the way that she lives in a world most

i,

interested in black and white rather than brown. Two other Native characters are in the

REN
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film. The first is Two Bears, who ﬁgilts on beﬁalf of fﬁe p‘ééple of Freemanville but
otherwise has no lines, and the >‘secondtis a WOman whom Bates hangs for apparently
trespassing on government property, which used to be her own land. Despite the presence
of these characters, like Lana's, their stories are ultimately unheard and they are
homogenized into Van Peebles's "nkﬁ%ﬁwhite" category. It seems that despite Van
Peebles's strong aversion to cinema's ngg]ect pf African Americans' part in settling the
American West, he falls into a similaf })‘;}ttern of behavior and nearly ignores American
Indians altogether. .’

A number of other aspects of race are equally unexplored in the film. While the
towns of Cutterstown and Freemanville act as sjtes of racial development and tension,
their narrative potential remain‘; uﬁ‘éﬁf)ped. Th ?espectiveﬁs:heriffs of the towns, Bates and
Carver, are revealed to be comipt, deceitfu\if&.;‘riid harmful to the black community in their
own ways: Bates is an outright racist who exploits his position as sheriff to persecute
American Indians as well as Africaq ‘ZAmericans who resist his power, while Carver uses
his position to gain the upper handlgthe business landscape that will present itself once
the railroad comes through. The compil;e"xity of both characters is clear, but rather than
grapple with the tangled conc.ej)ts of ragé and morality, the men simply meet the same
fate -- death at the hands of Jessie Lee, the only hero the town can trust.

While the frequency. of violence in Posse is practically standard for the Western
genre, the over-the-top nature qf the. gunﬁghfs: §hodtouts;_“ and explosions call into

i‘éessively violent aspects of the film

question the serious nature of the film: Thes
contradict its efforts as a revisionist Western and situate it more in the action/adventure

genre. After a long shootout with Bates and his men in which many of Freemanville's
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citizens die, Jessie Lee is confronted once again with his commanding Army officer, who
has captured Lana and trapped her in the burning saloon. With the help of the last
surviving member of the posse, Jessie mortally wounds the commander, rescues his
friends, and escapes the saloon justfias his l‘ag;;stick of dynglfnite explodes, destroying
every remaining structure in to{zvn. With ne‘a{il,y ;;othing remaining, Jessie optimistically
tells Lana that he can afford to rebuild all of Freemanville with his stolen gold.

All the problems that previously riddled the town and Jessie's troubled past have
been solved with a combination of ﬁ.rlggrms, dynamite, and money. Such an interest in the
power of material possessions greatly éontrasts the apparent goal of Van Peebles's film,
which was to expose hidden truths of the West. It is clear, then, that, like Blazing
Saddles, Posse's gQals are bafeiy perceigable amidst material that its director felt would
be more appealing to mainstream audiences. Indeed, much of Posse's plot resembles that
of several other Westerns, and, interestingly, is a variation of the narrative of Blazing
Saddles. Both narratives are intérested in reveaiing a certziii; truth about the West and
embellish that truth with more étttra’cti;/’e ancflurlng characteristics that mainstream
audiences take interest in. Just as audiences treasure Brooks's constant humor, they also
enjoy scenes of action and violence that are prevalent in Posse even if not wholly
understanding the other purposes o% fﬁe films.

By framing the story of Jessie Lq;’s posse with the brief appearance of Woody
Strode at the film's beginning and e'ndjfll\:/_larid Van Peebles is able to pay direct homage to
the cinematic black cowboys who are a; neglected as the historical ones. Strode not only

acts as a signifier of black Americans' history in Western film; but he also contributes to

the plot. By the end of the film, it is revealed that Strode knows about Jessie Lee and his
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posse because they saved him, as a young boy, from the small wagon train that he and his
family were part of that never made :itigtﬁo Freemanville. Jessie and the posse encounter an
overturned covered wagon and find the young black boy inside, his parents dead. The
posse takes him to Freemanville and he’ j,;).ins the rest of the town's children in playing
while consistently spying on jessie throilghout the film. After the battle in Freemanville
ends and the town is destroyed, Jessie's optimism for the future is made plain as he looks
to the boy, a clear symbol for the future of'a black Wgst. The boy's image then fades into
that of the elderly Strode, who the audience reahzes has tolél the entire story to two
reporters and a photographer. These men then ’}fhank him for his time and regard him with
reverence and awe, demonstrating that his story has corrected the reporters' understanding
of the importance of African Americans in the West.

Despite its many shoﬂcomiilgéééand wasted opportunities, there are successful
aspects to Posse. The most successful of these is Van Peebles's incorporation of the
gangsta figure, which emerged from pc.ipﬁlar culture during the 1980's and shortly after
the popularity of blaxploitation films. In telling the story of a mostly all-black posse
riding through the West, Van Peebles self-consciously casts men who represent a
contemporary image of black masculinity. ,Th_eﬂblack“r'nembers of the posse are Angel
(portrayed by rapper Tone Loc), V\};eezie (playea by ﬁlmrhaker Charles Lane), Obobo
(played by basketball player :curned actor "l’"li‘;lﬂS/zLister), and Father Time (played by Big
Daddy Kane, a rapper and hip-hop artist). Van Peebles's interpretation of a black Western
posse as contemporary black men is Fotally original. While they observe aspects of the
Western through the plot and theira;a;g;ig, the men's public personae come through and

demonstrate blackness in a way that brfﬁgé the issué to the foreground. While Van

A
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Peebles's film is working to correct an understanding of a.black presence in the West, he,

AR

in effect, questions what that presence actuallsi;looked like. His actors' portrayals then
allows fascinating connections between black men of the past and black men from the
present. The diversity amongst the group of black men also suggests that through
neglecting the presence of black mén'fi;h;the West, history also neglects their differing
qualities that make them a diverse rathve;{than the homogenized group African Americans
are often portrayed as. |

Because Posse was released in 1993, Van Peebles is heavily influenced by the
gangsta figure who became a representative for black urban lifestyle throughout the

nation, particularly on the West coast. Rather than shy away from the clear connection

i B .
fithe United States and their predecessors,

between current black men on the West coa’:i
Van Peebles takes advantage of it, wholehéaééfédly embracing the gangsta of the
contemporary hip-hop age and placing him in the West of generations ago as the black
cowboy figure that most audiences are unaware of. The combination of cowboy and
gangsta calls for immediate comparlson between the two figures as politically motivated
yet marginalized by mainstream America. Blake All}nendinger makes a number of
connections between "cowboys and 'hoﬁ’ieboys,’" but his observations seem to stop at the
conclusion that both types of men carry guns and stake claims to the streets as romantic
members of the anti-establishment.*’ Allmendinger is correct in assuming that many

West Coast rappers of the 1980's and '90's connect themselves to cowboys merely as

'y through their own action. But rather

petty criminals and loners who avoid confor
than reflecting on the types of struggles common to the two groups, Allmendinger

suggests that this connection in Posse is more for marketing than history or culture, and

47. Allmendinger, Imagining the African American West, 79.
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he therefore minimizes the success of Van Peebles's use of the figure. Still, Jessie Lee
and his black friends closely resemble popular gangsta figures of the 1990's: they search

for ways to be at once happy and safe while'~¢néountéfing }}éicial tension and violence in

unstable Western areas. They ﬁght with oﬁ;ef’eiﬁéiher and law enforcement and ultimately
come out as anti-heroes whose inner conflictions make them sympathetic. Not only do all
these characteristics connect historical black cowboys to 1990's gangstas, but also to
contemporary black men not involy;édin gang warfare or the hip-hop scene who find
similar struggles in their own lives.

By including rapper Tone Locénd hip-hop artist Big Daddy Kane, Van Peebles
allows for an even stronger visual connéction between cultural icons on the 1990's and
characters based on actual black cowboys of the American West. Additionally, the film's
soundtrack, which features the song "It's the Posse (Shoot em Up)" by Intelligent
Hoodlum (currently known as Tragedy Khadaﬁ) further suggests a connection between
the black Western heroes and black men strugghng for the same recognition and success
in contemporary urban areas. The song self-consciously parallels the two groups, and
again references the forgotten black cowboys, such as the Rufus Buck gang and Cherokee
Bill, insisting that, at the very least:iﬁgy get recognition for their presence in West.
Through the use of this song and the deil%iberate effort to align a contemporary portrayal of
black manhood in a Western setting, {}%én”Peébles suggests that while black cowboys are
nearly forgotten, their descendants are determined to make the presence and importance
of all black men, past and present, known. Again, the urban and the Old West collide in

this revisionist Western, but thls tlme it is much more consc1ous than in any of the

Jeffries films or in Blazing Saddles
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Django Unchained: A Neo-Race Wgstern

After the release of Posse iﬁ 1993, there were few Westerns released in the United
States and even fewer that incorporateci ‘:African Americans into the traditional Western.
setting. It would take nearly twenty moré years before a well-developed attempt to
incorporate a black presence into the West would surface. Quentin Tarantino, who rose to
fame in the 1990's and early millennium as the director of several violently gritty noir-ish
films, wrote and directed Django Uﬁchainecﬂ(‘%@l2)4 m anj.e’ffort to tell a story about
slavery but tell it as a Weste‘rn."

The film tells the story of Django (Jamie Foxx), a black slave bought by Dr. King
Schultz (Christoph Waltz), a German bounty hunter. Because Schultz abhors the
institution of slavery, his relati(')(nshil;;'iWith Django is a nurturing one, and he teaches
Django how to read, keep figures, ride, and shoot. Schultz quickly sees, however, that
that Django already possesses skills :injqxs{’ing a gun and suggests that he may earn himself
the title "the fastest gun in thé South" 1f \‘he accepts Schultz's offer to partner up in the
bounty hunting business. After collecting a number of bounties, the two concoct a

complex plan to buy Django's wife, Broomhilda (Kerry Washington) from her new

Friy

master, Calvin Candie (Leonarao D'iw;Capriq)b, c;iilner of the notoriously hellish Mississippi
plantation Candyland. Schultz's and Django\'“s?“f plan requires that they make Candie's
acquaintance by way of business without revealing that Django and Hildi are married.
Their true motives are exposed, however, by Candie's head house servant, Stephen
(Samuel L. Jackson). Violence enSﬁgégf)When Candie discovers that Schultz and Django
manipulated him and the film ends w1th an extended shoot-and-blow-out where Schultz

and Candie are killed and Django and H}ldl are recaptured. Django is then sold by
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Candie's sister to a mining company, but tri‘gks#the miners into setting him free yet again.
He then kills them, rides back to Candyland to rescue Hildi and kills the rest of the
enemies he made on the plantation. .

An all-star cast and a polariz‘gﬁé.; director [ensured a large audience for the film.
Chock full of cinematic allusions, state‘:ﬁ-liixifclnts'on American social conditions, and a keen
interpretation of arguably the most bruteii bart of American history through a
contemporary critical lens, Django Unchained drew large numbers of curious crowds for
weeks after its Christmas Day premiere. Almost instantly, an R-rating for language and
violence situated Django Unchained amidst’,q_great aeal (;f criticism from fans and critics
alike. Opinions vary on every possible aspe%[i of the film, from the unnaturally explosive
orange blood splatter to the treatment of a sensitive topic like slavery.

Much controversy arose around the frequent use of the word "nigger," which is
heard about 110 times through(;ut the ﬁlm's two hours and forty five minutes.
Immediately after the film's release, some African Amerlcans protested the use of the
word, suggesting that it was not done artfully, but disrespectfully. Spike Lee weighed in
on the issue, writing via social'media theit Tarantino represents slavery as though it were
nothing more than a spaghetti Western and that it would be "disrespectful to my ancestors
to see that film."*® Many other fans and critics came to Tarantino's defense, saying that
the film uses the epithet approprlately, not oril‘“”jereﬂectmg 1£s actual use in-the antebellum

South, but demonstrating the dlfferent ways? the word was used and continues to be used

both against and amongst African Americans. Like most of the exaggerated aspects of the

48. Melena Ryzik, "Spike Lee Goes After Django Unchained," ArtsBeat: The Culture at Large.
The New York Times Company. http;; //artsbeat blogs nytimes.com/2012/12/25/spike-lee-goes-
after-django- ;
unchained/?_php=true&_type=blogs& r—O&module ArrowsNav&contentCollection=Arts&actio
n=keypress&region=FixedLeft&pgtype=Blogs (accessed 12 January 2014).
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-film, it is clear that the repetitive use of the word is also for the sake of style and helps to
define the film as Tarantino's work.*® Whereas Blazing Saddles repeats the word "nigger"
in a comic way, Tarantino's usé'allovvs for awlde range of feactions depending on the
scene. & ’

Despite addressing the issue of slavery in the antebellum South, Django
Unchained is clearly interested in participating in the Western genre. Gun fights, stage
coach robbery, and mining are amo;iéi“;the smaller details that align the film with the
Western tradition, and much of its first half takes place in Western settings, from small
towns in Texas to the snowy mounfains‘,éf Wyoming. After buying Django from the
Speck brothers "somewhere in Texas," as on-screen text reveals, Schultz takes Django to
Daughtrey, Texas, where one of Schultz's targets lives and works as the town's sheriff.
Upon arriving in Daughtrey, bqth Schultz and Djang-d are immediately marked as
outsiders; Schultz is a German deh‘{’i‘st dress'i;%(%i m fine clofhés, driving a wagon, and
Django is a black man on a horse. Neither German doctors nor bl.ack men appear
common to the town, and they elicit stares from the people merely by riding through the
main street. Despite the fact that ne{itﬁlggr of them seems wholly at ease in the West,
Schultz is far more comfortable neé;;;;;ting his tway through it than Django is. Schultz
confidently presents himself as a reprégié'gtéti‘ve of tﬂe American judicial system, claiming
to have the law on his side and thereby jﬁstifying any actions he comnits, like shooting
the sheriff in order to claim the reward for his bounty. After Schultz artfully explains to
the town marshal why he shot the sheriff, the townspeople recognize his legal authority

and allow the men to leave town on their own éccord.

P4

49. Tarantino faced similar criticism for usingy"{ﬂ‘{‘é: n-word" in Jackie Brown (1997), a film
starring Pam Grier that pays homage to blaxploitation era films.
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From Texas, Schultz and Dj ango travel tb Tennessee, where three brothers who
Schultz is hunting work as overseers for'a man called Bi g Daddy (Don Johnson). The trio
previously worked on the Carrucan plantation, where Django and his wife were enslaved
prior to being sold separately. Django confronts two of the brothers, Roger and John, who
are preparing to whip @ young woman the same way that they once whipped Hildi after
she ran away. Just as they are ready to flog théagirl, i)janglo; arrives, shoots John, then
mercilessly whips Roger. A crowd‘of slaves%gé:tilers around and as Roger whimpers on
the ground, Django asks the crowd, "Y'all wanna see somethin'?" and shoots Roger from
point-blank range five times. The excessive violence with which Django treats John and
Roger demonstrates the personal nature of his revenge. But as witnesses gather, Dj;lngo
feels compelled to show them the power he has over these white men and finishes killing
Roger as though it were a performan(;‘g meant to please the slaves. In this short scene,
then, Django quickly shows his desires for and ability to exert vengeance against his and
his race's oppressors. Not only have the men personally hurt Django and his wife, but
they pose a threat to a greater population of African Americans.

After seeing Django's skills and ferv\‘/();.ir‘:,;.‘f%échultz eiiénds his offer to make Django
a partner in bounty hunting in éxchange forﬁndmg Hildi. Django hastily agrees, reveling
in the prospect of getting rewarded for killing white people, which foreshadows his thirst
for blood that will develop by the end of the film. Django and Schultz's relationship
develops into a variation of the buddy %trope found in many Western films. The two spend
a great deal of time together, practicing“ their skills, using their skills, and reaping the
benefits of their skills throughout the éqﬁfse of the film. Still, for all the familiarity and

camaraderie that develops between Django Schultz, there are also troubling aspects to
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their relationship. For one, Schultz purchased Django in the beginning of the film, bought
him a horse, and gave him a coat. From this moment on, a paternalistic Schultz provides
for Django, from furnishing his wafdrobe to giving him daily reading lessons. Schultz
refers to Django as "my boy" and acts as a barrier between Django and the white men
they encounter, from Big Daddy to Calvi;l Candie. When he is first offered the bounty
hunting deal, Django skeptically asks why Schultz should help rescue Broombhilda.
Schultz explains that because he has purchased and then granted Django his freedom, he
cannot help but feel "vaguely rgspon_sible" vfor:__the course of Django's life. Aside from
that, the heavy-handedness of "Dr. King" Schultz's name suggests that Schultz is a
sincere ally for Django. It is Schultz's natu;éil); strong aversion to slavery that gives
Django more subjectivity than he ever had previously and nurtures Django into the
powerfully confident avenger that hels in the end of the film in contrast to the self-
deprecating shell of a man he is in the f)eginningi

While Django Unchained dealéﬁ'gj‘?e\:ciﬁcally with Southern sensibilities and
culture, Tarantino works to create an uﬁ;glerstanding of the American South through
Schultz's global perspective. Schultz's feelings on slavery and America in general
resemble that of many German immigrants who came to the United States in the mid-
nineteenth century. He values edu(‘:ja‘tion andthe arts, is séif-sufﬁcieﬁt, and seeks to
alleviate some of the world's evil through pur;ulng criminals. While little of Schultz's
personal history is revealed in the film, the audience is given to believe he could be a
German Forty-Eighter, who came to the United States after his own nation failed to
support significant reform in 1848.;7'B¢gause the film's narrative begins in 1858 and

Schultz stopped practicing dentistry about five years ago, it is plausible that the character
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is modeled off someone who came to the United States with the hopes of bringing his
liberal ideals and applying them to his new l'_irf_,efg_'n America, which he eventually does
through his relationship with Django. -

Although Schultz is not explicitly characterized as a revolutionary, the possibility
makes Schultz one of the film's most complex charahters. While he prefers freedom and
fair treatment of people over slavery, he possesses traits that contradict those ideals.
When coaching a hesitant Django through killing his first bounty, Schultz reminds
Django that despite what it seems, the ‘man is a murderer and thief and deserves to die
rather than live happily with his family."'With more coaxing, Django shoots the man in
front of his son, but without being plagued by guilt. The scene helps Django steel himself
for the coming hardships, but it also changes the dynamic between the partners. Django
becomes slightly less inclined to trust Schhfti‘a":ﬁhd considers the advice from his mentor

Dr. King Schultz's interests in human rights is clear, but so is his repugnance of
certain aspects of American culture. For instance, while Calvin Candie's interests in
showmanship and extravagancé are part of his understanding of Southern hospitality,
Schultz interprets them as evidence of the depravity of Candie's lifestyle. He acts as the
gracious guest but is clearly bothered whén Candie offers women to him and allows
D'Artangan, a runaway slavef ro be torrrpapart by dogs, both of which are meant to ensure
his guest's entertainment. Schultz is careful not to betray his true féelings when
conducting business with Candie, but there are times when his discomfort is palpable.
Prior to arriving at Candyland Schu)ltz warns ﬁjango of the danger they may encounter if

they are not careful, saying, ”I, for one, do'ribt intend to die in Chickasaw County,
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Mississippi, USA." In spite of Schultz'é;ihtensions,, this is what eventually happens and
his words to Django reveal his low opinion of the area, its people, and its practices.

‘For some critics, Schultz is not a believable character. While his generosity seems
sincere and his relationship with Django based on co'rripa"s’sibn, the extent of his
benevolence strikes some as unlikély,for wlfi;ffi;%efore the Civil Rights Movements, let
along the Civil War. They consider the cha;}gc;ter of Schultz to be a spokesman for
contemporary feelings of white guilt rather than a genuine representation of nineteenth
century abolitionists. Instead, they suggest that Schultz is an example of the "fictional
reparation” that the entire film attem'l;t; to convey.® Certainly, using such a character
helps develop the counter-narrative to fAmeriéan history that Tarantino creates; while
there may not have been former slaves w1th white benefactors who gave them the means
to exact revenge against their oppressors, Tarantino imagines the power that such a man
could have had if he had a friend like Schultz. Interestingly, for all that he does to help

Y

death that finally allows Django to throw

Django when they are both alive, it is Schultz
caution to the wind and wholeheartedly pu;suc? \his Oppressors.

The exaggerated violence in the film is at once shocking and purposeful. While
the constant use of "nigger" seems an abuse and overuse of the word, the violence in
Django Unchained is far more purposeful The majority of the murders Django commits
symbolize his desire for revenge, not only for himself, but for his entire race. Beginning
with his murder of John and Roger Bfi‘iﬂ’e, Django becomes an agent of revenge on

behalf of the African Amerié;ﬁ race. While the Brittle brothers happily made Django and

50. Henry Barnes, "The 10 Best Films of 2013, No. 5 - Django Unchained," The Guardian,
http://www.theguardian.com/film/2013/dec/16/10-best-films-2013-django-unchained (accessed 7
January 2014). W U R i
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Broombhilda suffer, such sadists were likely to inflict pain on other slaves that lived on the
various plantations where the br(')th!é;ﬁgyvorked. After exacting his revenge against the
Brittles, Django helps Schultz to hunt other white men, whom he enjoys killing mostly
because they are white and represent a"‘ftv}';;eat to his race. These early murders are
deliberate executions, and through perféfming them, Django is christened a racial
avenger, correcting what racial wrongs he can with his newfound power.

Revenge, of course, is what eventually ovenjcll;es Django for the rest of the film.

The practice of bounty hunting"étrar}s;forms D
confident black man. After leafning that H11d1 tis being punished for running away from
Candyland, his desire for revenge against her oppressors increases. He reaches for his
gun several times when he sees his wife abused and humiliated, but calms himself,
heeding Schultz's earlier warning: "Don’t get carried away with your retribution -- you'll
lose sight of why we're here." After Candie discovers Django and Schultz's charade and
Schultz is killed, however, Django éoﬁiﬁi’etely dismisses that warning and loses all moral
and rational thought as he is ﬁlét with a;; army of nameless, faceless white men who pour
into the big house after their master is shot. Django frantically shoots them before they
can shoot him, killing eighteen men before running out of ammunition. Stephen then
convinces Django to give up, agd flfe;sand Hli l1-are recapfuré'ed and separated once again.
Despite the new challenge he ﬁndsf hlmself in, Django still manages to exert his
newly discovered strength to save himself. He learns he has been sold to a mining
company and Stephen promises that_}he work will be so hard that Django will wish he
were dead. As he is carried off w1thftfhie other black men who have been sold, Django

demonstrates his self-assuredness once again by tricking the miners into releasing him
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and giving him a gun. He then kills the four p‘f ‘them, nerfenning the execution in front of

the other black men just as he performeid tnejitnlfrder of the Brittle brothers in front of a
black audience. From there, Django storms the shack where the white overseers live,
seeking revenge against them in D'Artangan's name, and kills all eight of them. Next,
Django returns to the big house, where the walls and floors are still stained in blood from
his previous conquest. When Calvin Candie's funeral party returns to the house, Django
reveals his intentions, telling the two black female servants to "get away from these white
folks" before shooting Candie's sister ana two white men who accompany her. The last
‘:one standing against Django is Stephen, who Django then immobilizes by shooting in the
kneecaps and leaves in the house, which is laced with dynamite. Lighting the fuse,
Django exits the house, where Stephen screafn;;eplthets and profanity, only to be
silenced by a tremendous expldsion that deétféys the house. Django grins at the explosion
and he and Hildi ride away, finally reunited.
Tarantino's Accidental Western

There are many aspects of bfango Unchained that qualify it as a race Western. At
its most basic level, the film fuses issn\egr from early race and blaxploitation-era films that
focus on issues of revenge and black icieﬁ‘ﬁty. By placing these concerns in the Western
mise-en-scéne and referencing dozens of other Westerns, Django Unchained, too,

becomes part of the Western genre. Despite these facts, it becomes clear that Quentin

Tarantino's interest in creatmg a race Western is relatlvely low as is his awareness of it

already being an established, 1f unknown gen .. As Michael K. Johnson writes, aspects
of the race Western that appear in Django Unchamed seem to have developed logically

from the situation of placing an African American character in a Western plot rather than
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from any extensive awareness of that tré&ition by writer-director Tarantino."”' So while
Django Unchained is a unique film and was released at a time when both Westerns and
blaxploitation-like films are scarce, Tarantino still contributes to the race Western genre
rather than inventing it, which, in some interviews, he seems to believe he was doing.
Tarantino admits that he incorporat{e‘s}fa;;:[ory he already wrote into the Western
‘genre, but through changing the film's focus from the historical role of African
Americans in the antebellum West, he concentrates on the South during the same time
period. It is this fact that makes Django Unchained suffer in its negotiation of an African
American presence in the West. The scenes during the first half of the film in which
Schultz and Django live and work togéfﬁér in Wyoming as well as their brief time in
Texas are the only examples to examint;f When in Texas, Django is treated similarly to
how he is treated throughout the rest of the South. White people refer to him as Schultz's
"nigger," object to him riding a horse, and consider him a troublemaker, and this

{"ddy's plarftéition as well as Candyland. In

treatment is reflected during hi.s“ tim_e':’(,m Bi
Wyoming, however, the partners encounter only Sheriff Gus, a white man who extends
hospitality to them without referencing either Schultz's German heritage or Django's
black skin. The three men are equals in Wyoming, and they commune together without
any mention of their differences, ra01aland otherwise.

Despite being adamant that the film resemble a Western and feature a black hero,
Tarantino does little to fuse the two in aéiléelf-conscious a way as previous directors of
race Westerns like Mario Van Peebles in Posse. For Tarantino, making a Western is not
about revising history, but incorporating contemporary trends of black life and culture,

such as violence, revenge, and a sense of empowerment that do not necessarily reflect

*! Johnson, Hoo-doo Cowboys, 236.
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fact. Additionally, the creative collépf?;ation of African Americans like Jamie Foxx and
Samuel L. Jackson help Tarantino to é&just his narrative in a way that is more likely to
appeal to black audiences. Like Van Péé})ies, Tarantino is interested in connecting
current interpretations of blackness intd‘%; film set in the 19th century, but he is more
successful through his use of seasoned actors and a carefully constructed narrative that
does not hesitate to.address brutal aspects of American history.

With an impressive body count, over—the-top ‘éunggihts, and spectacular
explosions, many critics described Django- (};thained as an entertaining and thought-
provoking film. Quentin Tarantino and the cast appeared on the talk show circuit, giving
interviews about the experience of making the film as well as their opinions on the story
and speculating about the characteris‘f;ép_:syches. During many of these interviews,
Tarantino addressed his desire to tell the story of an empowered slave from the Western's
point of view. Inspired by the Westerrv;s" Qif’S'ergio Leone, Sergio Corbucci, and Sam
Peckinpah, which represent ajl:)leak, and' desperate West, Tarantino wanted to tell the
story of a black bounty hunter in bleakest terms. For him, this meant using American

slévery as a backdrop, forcing audiences to confront an issue that is rarely dealt with in

mainstream film.

It is clear from many oii Django Uné%&‘ined’s details that Leone and Corbucci
greatly influenced Tarantino's film. Not only does the scene in Daughtrey, Texas feature
the same dusty, muddy landscape and unrestrained violence that the two Italian directors
are famed for, but Tarantino borrowsthe title character and theme of Corbucci's Django
(1966). Corbucci's film is about a rﬁys_t'erious gunslinger (Franco Nero) who is haunted

by the murder of his lover. Like Tarantino's Django, Corbucci's character seeks revenge
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on those who are responsible fo’r his pain. Although Corbliéci's Django ultimately comes
out the hero, he is physically démaged (his il'anfds are crippled by his adversaries
stomping on them) and continues to be emotionally tormented by the fact that revenge
did not bring his lover back.

"Django" means "I awake" m the Romany language and was the name of the
famed Gypsy musician Jean "Django” Remhardt a European jazz artist from the 1930's
who still played his instruments despiteﬁd'debilitating injury to his hand.**> While the hero
in Django Unchained never injures his hands, he replicates a figure overcoming odds in
order to reach his goals. Foxx's Django overcomes every disadvantage from slavery to

illiteracy to conquer his racial oppressors. BothﬁNerO‘ and Foxx portray Django in a

powerful manner, representing;Reii\nhar’c;it's” 01 1nal intenlfion of awakening and rising to
the occasion for personal success and satisfa;tion.

Although earlier films inspire Tarantino in his selection of music for Django
Unchained, they are not the only source he uses. He works with the veteran spaghetti
Western composer Ennio Morricone to create new pieces for Django Unchained as well
as rearrange pieces Morricone made torother Westérns throughout the 1960's and 70's.
But even more important is Téfantino's“{rblcorporation of contemporary hip-hop and R&B
into Django Unchained's soundtrack. Music from James Brown, Tupac Shakur, John

Legend, and even a song co-written by Jamie Foxx and Rick Ross are among the songs

that demonstrate a distinctly contemporary black 1dent1ty L1ke Mario Van Peebles in

Posse, Quentin Tarantino is interested ‘in collaboratmg with African American artists to

blend the art forms of film and music. Whereas Van Peebles uses music made

52. Michael Dregni, Django: The Llfe and Music of a Gypsy Legend (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 2004). i
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specifically for his film, Tarantino makes use of work that already exists yet speaks to the
point of Django Unchained. He includes new pieces from John Legend and Rick Ross,
but these songs are not nearly as se‘__l.frconscioljxfis’;of the narfaﬁve they accompany as the
ones from Intelligent Hoodlum:in Posse. Rather, a combination of new, old, and adapted
music subtly demonstrates the soundtrack's dedication to a range of artistry while
reflecting the mood of the scenes and the overarching goals of the film. It seems, then,
that for Quentin Tarantino, a race Wé,‘s,tvern must consider a contemporary African
American presence rather than over-rely on the historical black one. Mario Van Peebles's
interest in expc;sing the untold truth of E‘ti}‘lje West is stifled by his over emphasis on that
goal and neglect of relevance for a contémporary audience. Tarantino does the opposite
by focusing on an inclusion of contemporary blackness and applying what that concept
currently is to a specific historical moment.

The music from traditiolﬁal and contérinborary blacgk artists, such as James Brown's
funk and Tupac's rap, makes the themes of lrzevenge and retribution in Django Unchained
all the more prevalent. James Brown's "The Payback" and Tupac's "Untouchable" are
blended into a mash-up original to thg Django Unchained soundtrack called
"Unchained/The Payback/UntoucH‘;gf;‘é‘," which plays during Django's eighteen body
massacre. Both artists' original songs echo the prediction that racial oppressors will one
day be held accountable for their actions. Indeed, Tupac spent much of his life and career
advocating violence as a way for African Americans to put an end to their continued
oppression throughout the nation in the 1990's. The son of Afeni Shakur, a member of the
Black Panther Party, Tupac established himsglf as a prophetic figure in the black

oL LR . . )
community from a young age, witnessing to young African Americans through his poetry

FR
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and rap music and convincing them gf"-;his legitimacy as a leader. While Tupac did not
quite follow in his parents' footsteps by:seeking direct political changes for African
Americans, his music was a substitute fot the political rhetoric of the previous generation.
He believed the violent and volatile nature of his songs allowed for a connection to
everyday people, just as using violence allowed the Black Panthers to gain the interest of

"brothers on the block" and encourage them to take part in the political discussion.”

Tupac's influential music also establi him as a religious figure for a black

community eager to find spiritual strength in the midst of earthly troubles. In the version
of "Untouchable" used in Django Unchained, there is an interlude in which Tupac speaks

the words, "Expect me, nigga, like you expect Jesus to come back." This blatant

[

,
ok

connection that Tupac establishes ge!fwéen himself and Christ qualifies him as an agent of
God. Similar signs of divine action aré heard in other songs featured in the film. For
instance, the lyrics to John Leéend's song, "Who Did That to You?" mention retribution
on behalf of God: "Now I'm not afraid to do the Lord's work / He said vengeance is His

but I'ma do it first." The words reiterate the sense of empowerment that Django finally

has at the film's end. Django takes'this conc’ep;t' to heart and delivers revenge for himself,

Broomhilda, D'Artangan, and, ﬁsymbol‘iéallj){?alj;lother oppressed African Americans.
While his revenge is in full force in ;the last parts of the film, Django actively

pursues vengeance even before Schultz frees him. Immediately after being unchained,

Django goes to one of the Speck bggib?rs who is pinned beneath a horse and steps on the

animal, worsening the slaver's pain. Once Schultz reveals to Django that they are

‘..'{{\ i N . .
searching for the Brittle brothers, Django wholeheartedly pursues them in the interest of

o
i
‘

53. Kara Keeling, "'A Homegrown Revolutionary'?: Tupac Shakur and the Legacy of the Black
Panther Party," Black Scholar 29, no. 2/3 (1999): 59-63.



making them pay for the pain they inflicted upon him and Broombhilda. After killing the
Brittle brothers, Django's desire for revenge is tempered through his training and
camaraderie with Schultz. Django's)jeﬂfé‘t}ions suggest that he was meant to kill and that his
desire to do so is insatiable. Once all of DJ ango's white nemeses are killed, he remains in
Candyland's big house with Stephen who is portrayed as equally threatening to the black
race despite belonging to it. While Django yells abuse at some of the slaves while he is
with Candie, Stephen is the only black person he physically harms or kills. Hurting
Stephen is clearly as cathartic for Django as killing white pr’:ople, but just before Stephen
dies, he screams at Django with a sobering thrrught: "Can'r no nigger gunfighter kill all
the white people in the world." Certainly, tire (rr(ésk is impossible, but the film ends by
suggesting that if anyone were to avenge the wrongful treatment of the entire black
population, Django would be the hero to do it.

Revenge is not only characféri%éiic to Quentin Tarantino's films, but was the theme
of the entire blaxploitation era, whose influences on Django Unchained are numerous.
Tarantino is known for his fondness of _t;fégxploitation films and his 1997 film Jackie
Brown is a direct homage to the works, artists, and actors of that time. His incorporation
of popular black music into Django Unchained's soundtrack echo Lawrence's list that
suggests most blaxploitation era films take a similar approach by including a mix of
contemporary and traditional black soundT;Arantrno is not only influenced by the music
of blaxploitation films, but also by many of rhéir stories. In an intervieg)v with Henry
Louis Gates, Jr., Tarantino specifically cited the low-budget blaxploitation film The
Legend of Nigger Charley (1972) as: a major source of inspiration for the story of a black

bounty hunter in the West. The ﬁlm stars former football player Fred Williamson as

L .
R
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Charley, a Virginia slave who is granted freedom from his dying master only to be re-

enslaved by his master's greedy beneficiary. After killing the man who took away his

-3

freedom, Charley escapes the plantation witﬁ, wo fellow slaves, Toby and Joshua, and

heads West. The trio is pursued by a notorioﬁs slave hunter and his gang, who track them
to a Western town, where they hole up in a saloon and engage in a shootout. Charley kills
the enemy and is then asked to act as;!gody guard to a poor farmer who is robbed by the
same gang of thieves on a regular ba31s Charley successfully defends the man, killing the
robbers but losing Joshua and two new‘_gfriends in the process. At the end, Charley and
Toby ride away, knowing full well that wherever they go trouble will follow.

According to his interview with Gates, Tarantino suggested that Django
Unchained was a reinterpretation of The Legend of Nigger Charley and strives to make
the same statement of black male éfﬁpowéi’fné;f as the ea?lier film. Despite its low
budget, Tarantino says that Legend "sfe{ﬁdé alone" in its ability to suggest the power that
African Americans can have in spite of generations of oppression.’* For all of Tarantino's
original creativity, he remains clearly influenced by the work of other artists, from
Spaghetti Western directors and coiﬁp(‘)sers, to blaxploitation era films, to contemporary
artists. Tarantino embraces his unique style, which he likes to refer to as a "hip-hop
aesthetic," whg:re he takes existing workfrom various areas and combines it so that all the
aspects of the ‘ﬁlm work togéiﬁer in a coherent and entertaining way.”’

Part of Tarantino's so-called hip-hop aesthetic is apparent not only through his

actual use of other artist's work, but also in generic terms. As previously mentioned,

‘Part 1: 'Django' Trilogy?", The Root

54. Henry Louis Gates, Jr., "Tarantino "Ung:ha,inp ‘
ango_unchained_trilogy and_more_tarantino_

http://www.theroot.com/articles/history/2012/12/d
talks_to_gates.4.html (accessed 7 March 2014).
55. "Quentin Tarantino on Charlie Rose - Django Unchained - Part 3," YouTube,
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=M5xbcBNszzE (accessed 12 February 2014).
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Tarantino's goal for Django Unchainea; was for the story of a black bounty hunter to be
told as a Western. The combination of \{/gstern and Southern characteristics is evident
throughout the film, as is Tarantino's use of drama and comedy. His dark sense of humor
is apparent in most of his films, but Django Unchained demonstrates a variety of

interesting choices when it comes to a comedic style.

Humor are violence are combined in fascinating ways in Django Unchained.

While there are scenes that are{‘;outrigh{ funny, there are other parts that reveal the
sickening nature of humor. In a flashback to Hildi's whipping on the Carrucan plantation,
Django does all he can to persuade the Brittle brothers to.let him take her place. He tries

reasoning with John Brittle, telling h1m that scars from a whipping will further anger the
plantation owner. Django then drops to his knees and pitifully begs saying, "I'm keepin’ it
funny for you, John." Indeed,‘ John laﬁéhé safdonically and tells Django, "I like the way
you beg, boy." As brutal as tI;e scene's violence is, it reveals an interesting enjoyment that

white abusers had when exerting power over the slaves. The scene is reversed when

Django finds John and Roger at Big Daddy's plantation. After shooting John, Django tells

him, "I like the way you die, b{oy."'“l\/‘luomentl er, When'\};)e whips Roger, Django shouts
that he is "keeping it funny." Jﬁst as the br‘i)ltl‘l‘e‘rs took pleasure in torturing Django and
his wife before, so Django relishes the opportunity to return the favor. In this scene in
which violence and humor collide, the audience sympathizes with Django for his earlier
hardships and joins him in enj oymgﬁm victory over the evil Brittle brothers.
Another scene that is similarly laden with violent humor occurs after Django and
Sy

Schultz leave Big Daddy's plantation. Tffey make camp nearby, while Big Daddy

prepares to lead a raid against them. He and thirty night riders gather on horseback, and
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Big Daddy eagerly rallies his men against Django and Schultz, saying they will "whoop
that nigger lover to death ... and clip.that gaboon." Just as the men prepare to attack, Big
Daddy realizes that the bag that cov‘e‘:;hsj"{his face is poorly cut and hinders his vision. The
rest of the men begin to complain about-the bags and discover that their plan was not as
well-thought as they hoped. They bicker émongst themselves and decide that vision is not
important in a raid.

The idiocy of the night riders and the way they discuss the shortcomings of their
disguises tempers the violent plans they have';for Django and Schultz. While their
Tennessee drawls and ignorancfe providé humor, it distracts from the seeming pleasure
they take in describing their impending attac;k. Just as Django and the other black
characters enjoy making the Brittle brothers suffer, so the white folks look forward to
inflicting physical pain on others. While these scenes of violence are disturbing, they
represent the same violence prevalen‘; i;'l black culture and humor. Richard Pryor's black
characters often described stereotypeii(g;p\ects of black life, from drug use to seedy
sexuality, and he asserted that his perfo?'rimnces were rooted in truth. He explained that
people laugh at these bits because, "They see themselves when I do a character."*®
Similarly, in the late '70's and '80's, Pryor would also use violent instances from his own

ng My Car" ;routine, he describes shooting

aE

life to connect with his audiences. In his "Killi

out the tires of his car " 'cause my wif.é‘Was?é"d}rkma leave my ass." Elements of domestic
violence, gun use, and alcoholism are all present in this performance, but they attract
laughter because they give an honest depiction of Pryor's life. While the violence in
Django Unchained leads to irrc;parg;bjl'q damage, it also establishes an important

connection between the film and blackrculture.

56. Watkins, On the Real Side, 552. K
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The ending of Django Unchained resembles the excess and exaggeration in
Posse's conclusion. Both films end ;v:{rith drawﬁ‘ '_:ut scenes with violent fighting and
explosions and both end with reuniting the :~};;‘e?tagonist with his true love. A final
component to the humor in Django Unchained comes from exaggeration and excess. Just
as the film's conclusions are excessive, so are the actor's approach to those and other
scenes. For instance, Christoph Waltz's flamboyant performance as Schultz earned him
the Academy Award for Best Actor in a Supporting Role.*’ His character has a gift for
stating the obvious and Waltz translates 1t masterfully, combining his physical acting
with his lines in a way that ireenediately charms the audience from the moment that he
shoots the Speck brothers then asks them for a bill of sale for purchasing Django. Indeed,

Quentin Tarantino wrote the role of Schultz with Waltz specifically in mind.

S
Appreciating what the actor contributed to his.

last film, f;itglourious Basterds (2009),
Tarantino was certain that Waltz could dothe i)alt Justice.

Similarly, Jamie Foxx is known as a dynamic celebrity whose talents extend
beyond acting in dramatic roles. Al'theugh the character of Django is written to have a
certain humor throughout the ﬁlm,j | tiagre is much to be said about previous experiences
with black humor that Foxx brings to the role. Audiences may recall his appearances in
the comedy sketch show In Living Colo;ié‘( 1990-4) and later his own television show The
Jamie Foxx Show (1996-2001).”® He then went on to appear in a number of other comic

roles in the early years of the millennium before taking on dramatic ones in films such as

Collateral (2004) and his Oscar-winning perfermarié*e in‘Ray (2004). Still, Jamie Foxx

57. "Awards for Django Unchained," IMDb, -
http://www.imdb.com/title/tt1853728/awards?ref =tt_awd (accessed 21 April 2013).

58. "Jamie Foxx," IMDb, http://www.imdb.com/name/nm0004937/?ref =tt cl tl(accessed 31
April 2013).
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has hardly been a total convert from coﬁ*ﬁc actor to a dramatic one. Instead, he has
maintained an accessibility in popular comedy while still making his dedication to his
craft known. He often cracks jokes during interviews and discusses his work good-
naturedly, suggesting that his talent IS imrﬁé’a%fﬁfable when Eonsidering the degree to
which his Django must convey'heartaclie arlldi‘:g{;speration.
Western Films in Post-Racial America

By the time of Django Unchained's release in 2012, some Americans considered
the nation to have entered a period Qﬂ»';post-racialism," where racial distinctions no longer
influence aspects of daily life. There are a number of reasons why some Americans might
believe such a concept: for one, many people consider the Civil Rights Movement of the
1960's to have solved all of the nation'sh%acial problems, and believe that racial concerns
have only faded since then. They believe that racism is a thing of the past, that most

everyone strives to fulfill the words of the Declaratioq of Independence, that "all men are

created equal,” and race plays an insignificant'role in our "color blind" society. The idea

of "color blindness" was first c‘hampioned%‘bfgj‘ijxfrican Americans in the 1980's, and
mostly had to do with how they felt their applications for jobs and housing should be
considered.” They objected to the obvious role that their race played in the selection of
people to fill certain positions, andfﬁey believed a system that disregarded color would
not only benefit the individual, but the whole of society.

Unfortunately, the co_rl-ei of tlzlesé(,é%ncepts has worn out over time. The current
interpretation of "color blindness" suggésts that the United States has achieved racial

equality. Those who believe this point to diverse classrooms and work environments,

ok The Black',Fi‘ieedom Struggle From

59. Stephen Tuck, We Ain't What“"We,";O:ught 10 1
versity Press, 2010), 401.

Emancipation to Obama (Cambridge: Harvard
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interracial marriages, and mixed-race Americans as evidence of a society unburdened by
race. They suppose that overlookin"g“ Efaée means that racism and discrimination are non-
existent in the United States, that those practices symbolize a phase that the nation simply
outgrew. Following the 2008 presidential election, those same people ask, "How can race
be a problem when we elected a black president?" The supposedly diminishing
importance of race in the United States is accompanied by hypersensitivity to racial upset
and insult. Django Unchained's abundant use of "nigger," for instance, caused many
Americans to protest the film, suggte:-s;fing that 1ts use of tﬁe epithet meant that the film
was "politically incorrect" and harmful to African Americans. Such a combination of
apparent disregard yet concern for race show a contemporary sense of guilt that some
Americans have and shows how eager they are to apologize for the inadequacies of the
past and express their uncertainty of the true fairness of the present.

But such a confused and comﬁli%aféd racial environment is what makes Quentin
Tarantino's film all the more poignant. R;éther than conform to the traditional approach to
films that often dismiss racial concerns or the ones tha;[ hope to ease racial tension and
therefore fictionalize history, Tarantino's film deals with historical settings and uses them
as the background for a concerns tf}a_t remai t:(‘)Iﬁ)ics? in currént conversation. His film's
use of racial slurs and profanity demands e%ﬁdleﬁces' attention and forces them to consider
why certain aspects of his film cause discomfort or confusion and why others cause
excitement or sympathy.

The controversy that camew1th Django Unchained's release also demonstrates
that this is one of the first films to exi)iére difficult concepts of American history. Indeed,

L

landmark anniversaries of the nation"slih_i‘story, such as the bicentennial of Abraham

it iy
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Lincoln's birth and the sesquicenteﬁnj_al célébfaf'on of the}*signing of the Emancipation

Proclamation and end of the Civil Waf', efur-t ‘suggest a sense of completion and growth
that the United States has accomplished. A cluster of other films recently released
similarly deal with the relationship between issues of race, history, and memory. Steven
Spielberg's Lincoln (2012), Lee Dé&)&iqyls's The Butler (2013), and Steve McQueen's
Twelve Years a Slave (2013) accompaﬁy Djaﬁgo Unchained as part of a cinematic trend
to challenge contemporary audiences; (‘éil’\bl’}lght about the unimportance of race.

Despite the apparent popularity of dealing with the topic of American race
relations in film, Tarantino's film does it in a unique manner that makes use of a variety

of resources and inspiration. When so many feel satisfied with the efforts of a nation that

once practiced slavery and subscribed to legal racial discrimination, Tarantino does a fine

job of reminding audiences theﬁ the natibn'g V.‘;(‘)lent and hateful past cannot be forgotten,
nor can the promise of retribution and revenge. In a time when race becomes secondary
or even non-existent in considering t_he makeup of a person, Tarantino reminds the
audience that race remains a cruciailfig%airt of the contemporary conversation and rather
than being a problem solved long ago, race remains a fact of life that many continue to
grapple with, some more than others.

The race Western is not a populaf formula for American films, but the ones that

make use of it do so in a conscious effort to demonstrate an aspect of history and culture

that is generally unknown or overlooked. From Herb Jeffries's singing cowboy movies to

i

Quentin Tarantino's fusion of the spaghetti Western and slave revenge story, race
Westerns demonstrate a desire to correct a false interpretation of African Americans'

historical and cinematic roles in the West. That all these race Westerns premiered in the
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midst of various cultural and political movements shows their ability to connect a
historical erasure with racial concerns contemporary to their own time. Jeffries's films act
as an extension of the Harlem Renaissance, defr;onsﬁdting’"black talent that goes beyond

the period's commonly regarded novels‘andv_gqe"try. Sidney Poitier's efforts in acting in

and directing Buck and the Preacher reflect his struggle to reassure a black population
during uncertain days of their place in American society. Blazing Saddles reinterprets the
common Western narrative, makingy_lﬂiéﬁght of its tropes in an exaggerated manner and
ultimately making audiences' assump&;ns about African Americans in the West the film's
biggest joke. Mario Van Peebles make'si};se of the 1990's hip-hop trend and a new image
of black masculinity to draw parallels between contemporary black men and the
neglected ones of the past. Finally, Quentin Tarantino challenges America's post-racial
mindset with Django Unchained, which combines the Western with the story of an
American slave, criticizing the hati\io:n's heéiiéiié%@ in!(‘;onfrsgting its own history. Despite
each of the film's respective leéels of QUCCECSS,‘ tI;ey all resist the traditional narrative of

the American West and demonstrate the power of film in revising history.
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