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The Black List

In memory of Bennie, who made me laugh.

A Freemind Ventures Production

THE BLACK LIST

In a new kind of living, talking, evolving coffee table book, prominent African Americans of various professions, disciplines and backgrounds address the camera directly as they offer their own stories and insights on the struggles, triumphs and joys of black life in this country and manage to re-define “blacklist” for a new century in the process.

The film was directed by the renowned portrait photographer and filmmaker Timothy Greenfield-Sanders, from a series of interviews conducted by award-winning journalist, critic, academic and radio host Elvis Mitchell. By design, Mitchell is never seen on camera or heard, a strategy that allows the subjects’ own voices to remain the focus. The actual title of the film itself, THE BLACK LIST, was conceived by Mitchell as an answer to the persistent taint that Western culture has applied to the word ‘black.’ 

Those interviewed for the film come from a vast and diverse collection of disciplines that draws from the worlds of the arts, sports, politics, business and government, including such luminaries as Toni Morrison, Kareem Abdul-Jabbar, Vernon Jordan, Chris Rock, Richard D. Parsons, Zane and the Rev. Al Sharpton. 

As presented in THE BLACK LIST, these portraits begin in the realm of the personal and then move into areas of larger social scope, so that the impact of each individual’s accomplishments on this country and on our world can be brought definitively into perspective.  

THE BLACK LIST is more than an enumeration of obstacles overcome – it’s a singular view of America rarely seen on screen that could very well provide a model for future generations.  Accordingly, while this particular incarnation of the project concludes with a portrait of Bill T. Jones and clocks in at about 87 minutes, its creators and producers foresee a List that does not end.

ABOUT THE COLLABORATION

The spark of an idea that became THE BLACK LIST was ignited in New York at a May, 2005 lunch date between Timothy Greenfield-Sanders and Elvis Mitchell at which, per Greenfield-Sanders, “we practically shouted out one great idea after another for the project.  We put a preliminary list together on a napkin. Over 100 possible subjects came to mind almost instantly.  We just couldn't believe that no one had done it before.”  

Adds Mitchell, “Timothy suggested that we do a book together on black culture, inspired by the coffee table photos books on African American church goers and the like, and we both knew that something was missing from the field. I wanted to call the project THE BLACK LIST because 'black' as a derogatory term always disturbed me. It was his idea that we do the portraits as interviews, and things proceeded from there.
“Elvis was the ideal partner,” says Greenfield-Sanders. “He's a brilliant interviewer and a man of strong convictions and opinions. I'd witnessed his talents first-hand, having been a guest on his radio show. And, Elvis was my neighbor on East 2nd Street.  He literally lives down the block.”

Figuring out who to pursue for interviews quickly became a process of comparing respective databases and coming up with some names of friends who would likely sit for the partners “as a favor.”  Greenfield-Sanders approached old friends Thelma Golden and Toni Morrison. “Elvis thought they would be great to get the project moving ahead,” he offers.

“Timothy's contacts were essential,” adds Mitchell. “Without his groundwork we wouldn't have Bill T. Jones, Dick Parsons, Faye Wattleton, or Lorna Simpson. It was the trust that these people had in him as an artist that was responsible for the launch of the project. He gave each of them a specific sense of what we were trying to do, and each of them came into the shoots with their curiosity piqued because, I imagine, they had never been approached for something like this.”
Greenfield-Sanders recalls that “Some subjects just needed a simple phone call. Others required weeks of back and forth cajoling. We had help, working with Mary Bradley, who books Elvis's radio show, and my friend Chad Thompson, who helped out in a few instances. Elvis knew Chris Rock and his participation was a huge boost for us. Friends of friends helped. It really began as an organic process. 
"The project really took on amazing momentum,” said Greenfield-Sanders, “when I brought in a forward thinking team of producers who helped us envision THE BLACK LIST as a fully-realized multi-media production, the content of which could ultimately serve its audience through all kinds of distribution channels -- digital, mobile, live events, galleries, retail and so forth.  The team, know as Freemind Ventures, brought a strong rolodex of contacts, energy and entrepreneurial skills to the fore - and I think our ability to talk about the project in this limitless way helped our cause as well. Once we had this ‘critical mass’ of boldface names and Freemind’s vision, the project started to seem, for lack of a better word, ‘important.’”

That didn’t, however, mean that the team was ultimately able to land every interview they’d wanted.  Recalls Greenfield-Sanders, “Whoopi Goldberg's agent told me: ‘It sounds like a great project and perfect for Whoopi, but at this point she is so busy with her morning radio show and The View that I couldn't schedule God for an interview.’ I loved that line.”

Once booked, the team photographed and interviewed the subjects in Greenfield-Sanders’ New York studio as well as in rented studios in Los Angeles, a hotel conference room in D.C., and in a movie theater lobby outside of Philadelphia.  

“I always prefer to shoot in my studio,” says Greenfield-Sanders, “because it's also my house, and people – especially public figures who give a lot of interviews and sit for a lot of portraits – seem to really enjoy the experience. It separates us from being just another shoot in another studio.”

“Timothy’s studio and home -- a converted rectory of the German Roman Catholic Church of St. Nicolas -- was a conversation starter in almost every case,” Mitchell offers. “It's such an extraordinary place, like being in Bruce Wayne's mansion, only without a scabrous, witty British servant.”

Mitchell prepared for the interviews by, as he puts it, “trying to have a language in common with the subjects” but also by doing “as much research as I can possibly fit in, and to treat each interview as a conversation rather than a formal, rigid question and answer session.”
For his part, Greenfield-Sanders’ visualized the portraits the way he would any series – “Only I really wanted them to feel like living portraits. I designed them to visually mimic my still portrait style...simple, direct, unadorned, and honest, and I wanted those feeling to come through here. All the decisions were carefully considered: the look, the lighting, the texture, the timing. The decision to ask the subject to look directly into the camera and not over someone's shoulder was a very conscious one.” 

When shooting the portraits, Greenfield-Sanders was “keenly aware of varying the poses so that they would feel different from each other. For any one subject I can usually tell what kind of pose will work and what kind won’t, although I continue to be surprised.  When I asked Colin Powell to pose with his hands in his pockets, like a GQ model, he refused. "Not right for me,’ he said.  ‘It's too casual.’ OK!”

Powell was among a handful of subjects that would require a road trip.

“We traveled to D.C. for Colin Powell,” recalls Mitchell. “He gave us very little time, but the enormity of his presence almost silenced the tick of the clock implicit in every breath he took.  But he answered all of the questions with thoughtful aplomb -- looking back, I have the feeling he's probably always ready for anything.

“Our Los Angeles trip for Keenen Ivory Wayans was odd because he got to the shooting location, stepped out of his car, took a phone call and got back in and was driven off without crossing the threshold of the studio. He had been summoned away to help a friend, whose Malibu house was threatened by a wildfire.”
“It was SO frustrating to have him inches from the door and then turn around and leave,” adds Greenfield-Sanders, ultimately thankful that the interview took place two days later.

Once the interviews were completed, the collaborators worked to edit the material together in a way that would keep the project “very fluid,” says Greenfield-Sanders, a goal that was in some ways challenging “because you never hear Elvis asking the questions and because we didn't want the artificiality of the subject repeating the questions,” he says.  “As the director I sometimes had to interrupt the interview and ask the subject to clarify certain names or locations, but overall it worked.” 

“There probably isn't an interview, or piece of writing, that isn't edited,” offers Mitchell. “What good editing does is sharpen and refine, and compress, without altering intent. As much I'd like to have included every single comment our subjects made, I don't think audiences have the patience they used to bring to things such as BERLIN ALEXANDERPLATZ or, for that matter, the first season of "Lost.”

 

The comment is vintage Elvis – a spot-on assessment of the culture from one of its most celebrated critics whose work on this project and its debut at the very public forum of the Sundance Film Festival will put him on the other side of the pen.  

“The reason I wanted to do this project came from a heartfelt need for me to see my people on screen in a way that conferred respect on them, and on the audience,” he says. “Yes, I understood going in that I'd be reviewed for this, but I was criticized by others when I was writing at the Times, so the experience won’t be entirely new to me, just as the concept of writing about a colleague’s work won’t be entirely new to serious critics working today. If I had been assigned to review work by Todd McCarthy, or Richard Schickel, I'd do what did with any other project -- offer my opinions.

 

“What I've always loved about Sundance,” concludes Mitchell, “is the prospect of discovery. Festivals are a place to see something new, without being assaulted by information that gives the game away entirely. I'm hoping that audiences will let themselves be surprised by THE BLACK LIST.”
As for how the format of THE BLACK LIST might inform future incarnations of the project, Greenfield-Sanders offers that “Information today moves so fast. People digest it quickly and in small portions. We created THE BLACK LIST to take advantage of this reality. It's a very modern film really, even post modern, if you will. The plan was always to continue to interview and photograph more and more subjects, adding to “The List.” The name of our website, "OneMillionStories.org,” should give you idea of our long-term ambitions.”
WHAT THOSE ON THE BLACK LIST HAVE TO SAY

“As far as being black and being in Guns N' Roses, I think the only time there was a realization of the ethnic difference between myself and say, Axl, was when we put out this song called One in a Million that he wrote.  The lyrics in it were-- I can't even remember it, it was just-- immigrants and faggots and police and niggers.  And that was the first time that I said, "You know, I don't really feel comfortable with you-- making these statements."-- SLASH
“Almost all of the African-American writers that I know were very much uninterested in one particular area of the world, which is white men.  That frees up a lot.  It frees up the imagination, because you don't have that gaze. And when I say white men, I don't mean just the character, I mean the establishment, the reviewers, the publishers, the people who are in control.  So once you erase that from your canvas, you can really play.” – TONI MORRISON

“Journalists would ask me about negative stereotypes, and whether I think that I'm just confirming for white people their ideas of black people.  I would respond, ‘This is a comedy.  This is like AIRPLANE.  I grew up watching THE THREE STOOGES and I never thought to myself, wow, white people are crazy.'" – KEENEN IVORY WAYANS
“There is a definition of black America but no definition of white America.  And we are just as mixed up in views, needs, and aspirations as any other group of people.  It's never been monolithic.  There's always been dissent.  There's always been a difference of opinion, and a difference of approach.  And that's healthy.” – VERNON JORDAN

“I'm really sorry that my daughter didn't have an opportunity to grow up in a segregated African-American community, as I did in the early years of my life in St. Louis, where the lawyer lived next to the house painter … That can have an enormously powerful influence on the community and the value of keeping and raising our children properly.” – FAYE WATTLETON

“Katrina is an American tragedy.  There were times when the aftermath was taking place and I asked myself, ‘Is this the city I know and love?’  It's as though certain people after the hurricane cheered that lots of African-Americans were displaced.  The cocktail commentary was, ‘Good, these folks are gone.  We will rebuild the city without them.’  I don't understand it.” – MARC MORIAL 

“Whenever there's a story where African-Americans have made history, nine times out of ten those characters have been played by Caucasian actors.  A god of mine, the late George C. Scott, got an Oscar by playing PATTON.  And I had three uncles in the tank battalion that Patton commandeered.  And they cut a swatch to Berlin and rescued the Jews from Buchenwald, Auschwitz and Dachau.  Those were Patton's men.  So I'm watching PATTON.  There's only one African-American actor.  And he's playing Patton’s valet.” – LOUIS GOSSETT, JR.
“My strongest memory is listening to Richard Pryor albums in our house as a child, like during the day in the summertime.  And then, of course, you imitated him, which everyone does if you had these albums.  It was an amazing use of language and description, drawing a picture of American life as well, that he depicted in his performances.  This was really, really informative about language and really affirmative about storytelling.  Within America, there is this thing of just trying to define ethnicities very narrowly, and forgetting the history.” – LORNA SIMPSON

“Everything in the Negro League was just like major league.  We had the American League.  We had the National League.  We played for the lovely game.  Because we couldn't say we played for the money 'cause the money wasn't there.  But we played to win.” – MAHLON DUCKETT

“I feel that if women are gonna have sex during their lifetime-- and the majority of women are-- then there's no reason that they should walk away from the experience any less satisfied than the man.  I hope that by reading my books that women will realize that they're entitled to make demands or ask for certain things sexually, 'cause men do not hesitate.” - ZANE

“I grew up in the Pentecostal Church.  And the whole Pentecostal movement was very theatrical, very passionate, very dramatic.  And in many ways, the Civil Rights Movement and the Empowerment Movement is theatrics.  Martin Luther King used theatrics-- Birmingham, Selma, the drama of marching, the drama of kids going to jail.  So part of that, of course, is deep hard struggle. But the theatrics of it, in a media age, brings the point home absent that.” – THE REVEREND AL SHARPTON

“I wrote a history book in 1996.  This was just an overall view of black history.  It was called “Black Profiles in Courage.”  The whole idea was to get people to see that President Kennedy's book was not complete.  The quote I have in the book that I usually go back to is ‘I'd rather be a lamppost in Harlem then Governor of Georgia.’  People don't understand a black American saying that, but it's so true… being someplace that you are accepted and encouraged to be at your best.” – KAREEM ABDUL-JABBAR

“One of the funniest experiences I had when I began working the art world is that people always assumed I worked for Thelma Golden, not that I was Thelma Golden.  The kind of dismissal that comes from just people's sense that they don't imagine you are who you are actually has been one of the most powerful and liberating things for me in my work.” – THELMA GOLDEN

“Anybody of color who had resources didn't like rap.  The authentic expression of what's on the minds of the poor people is shocking sometimes.  The language they use… it's real language.  And we all know it, and we all hear it, but we try to distance ourselves from it when we get in the proper kind of environment.  They want to act as though if we don't talk about it then it doesn’t exist.  If the struggle of these people doesn't come out through rap, it doesn’t come out at all.” – RUSSELL SIMMONS

“I just get pissed off at that old school mentality that says, ‘Well, somebody's got a white mother or a white father and they ain't black enough,’ or, ‘They went to Harvard, so they can't be really down.’ When we gonna get past that?  It's old thinking to assume that what's good for African-Americans is the opposite of what's good for white folks.  Why do we have to have that zero sum mentality at this point?  Why can't we all get better healthcare and better education?  I'm an optimist.  And so when I get angry, it's easy for me to channel it into just doing more and doing it harder and trying to do it better.” – SUSAN RICE

“Who lives next to me?  What's the white man next to me?  He's a dentist.  He's just a dentist.  That's what America is.  My dad used to say, ‘You can't beat white people at anything, ever. But you can knock 'em out.  Like, if you have six and the white guy has five, he wins.  If you're black, you can't let it go to the judge's decision, because you're gonna lose no matter how bad you beat this man up.’ You -- you're always black.  There's always going to be an overreaction one way or the other regarding your presence, be it good or bad.” -- CHRIS ROCK

“I'm encouraging people to rethink what a black play is, that a black play is perhaps a work of theatre that invites everyone to the table. A lot of the folks who came to see ‘Topdog/Underdog’ were African-American kids, young folks.  Most of them had never really been to a play before.  So that was their first experience in the theatre.  They didn't know to show up when the curtain said eight o'clock.  They didn't know that meant eight o'clock.  They thought, ‘Yo, it's like a show.  You know, I can come at like, nine, right?  Cause they ain't gonna be on till nine, right?’  And they were coming in with their cell phones on.  And it was fantastic.  Often in the black community, the audience feels that they are an active participant.  And they have to yell, ‘Go on, sister!  You tell him! You tell him!’  We have to mine those riches more and celebrate those riches more.  I think often times we forget who we are.” SUZANNE LORI-PARKS

“Two things were a part of my upbringing that I don't think most white Americans would relate to.  First, I can not tell you the number of times that I was told that when I was a kid, ‘You know, you're gonna have to work twice as hard to get half as far.’ And two, I remember almost as if it were yesterday, my grandmother, she'd say, ‘Now remember, you want to be a credit to your race.’ It was as if you were carrying a responsibility, not just for yourself or even your family, but for a whole category, a group of people.” – RICHARD PARSONS

“The times that I did play basketball with the girls I found myself getting into fights.  If I'm playing with one of the girl's boyfriends, maybe she thinks that more than basketball's going on.  But that was the furthest from my mind.  I wanted to play basketball.  I wanted to win.  I wanted to compete.  This is what feels good to me.  Playing with the guys feels good to me.  It feels very natural.” – DAWN STALEY

“Very often I've been given assignments that were good assignments that people said, ‘Well, you know why Powell got that job.  They needed a black guy.’  And-- my answer to that when I hear these rumors coming back, ‘You know, that's why you got the job, 'cause you're black and they needed a black.’  I just smile and say, ‘Well, fine.  For 200 years I didn't get the job because they needed all whites.  So I'm not gonna argue about that.  The only thing that's going to count now is not, 'I got the job' or 'I didn't get the job' or 'How I got the job.'  The only thing that's going to count is my performance." – COLIN POWELL

“So authenticity, identity, love, faith-- what is the idea of identity?  Blackness should take a second level to the concern I have about human commonality.  Transcendence.  In everything that I attempt, is there a level of honesty and rigor that is inflected with all that I am, what I have gotten from the Western, modernist tradition… what I have gotten from my mother and father who were the conduits for black culture for me, what I've gotten from being a working class person.  Is it all there?  Is it cooking?”  -- BILL T. JONES

ABOUT THE COLLABORATORS
TIMOTHY GREENFIELD-SANDERS (DIRECTOR) is highly regarded for his strikingly intimate portraits of world leaders and major cultural figures. As a filmmaker, he is best known for his documentary about the legendary musician, Lou Reed.
Greenfield-Sanders’ film career started in the mid-1970’s when he attended the American Film Institute in Los Angeles. It was at AFI that he fell in love with portraiture while taking photographs for the school of visiting dignitaries including Alfred Hitchcock, Bette Davis and Ingmar Bergman. Greenfield-Sanders got lighting and posing tips from the masters and after receiving his MFA degree, switched to portraiture full time.

In 1978, Greenfield-Sanders moved back to New York where he started to photograph the art world. This group of people held a special interest for him, as his undergraduate degree from Columbia University was in Art History. In 1999, twenty-one years later Greenfield-Sanders exhibited 700 portraits of artists, art dealers, art critics, art collectors and art curators. Full sets of all 700 of these images are now in the collections of The Museum of Modern Art in New York and The Museum of Fine Arts, Houston. Over twenty-five additional museums worldwide own portraits by Greenfield-Sanders, including The Metropolitan Museum of Art, The Whitney Museum, and the National Portrait Gallery.

In the mid-1990’s Greenfield-Sanders returned to filmmaking with his first film, LOU REED: ROCK AND ROLL HEART.  He produced and directed this feature for PBS’ American Masters Series. The film premiered in the United States at the Sundance Film Festival and in Europe at the Berlin Film Festival. In 1999, the film won a 1998 Grammy Award.

Greenfield-Sanders next film, THINKING XXX, aired in 2004 on HBO and was based on the making of Greenfield-Sanders’ best-selling book.  To date, fifteen books and catalogues have been published on Timothy Greenfield-Sanders’ portraiture, including a monograph in 2001 and most recently “Movie Stars,” a collection of portraits of actors and film directors.

Timothy Greenfield-Sanders is on the masthead as a contributing photographer at Vanity Fair Magazine. In 2005, he was profiled on the American television show, “60 Minutes.”
ELVIS MITCHELL (INTERVIEWER) started hosting the public radio program The Treatment in 1996.  Produced at KCRW, the show is nationally syndicated to 15 markets. Mitchell is also the entertainment critic for NPR’s Weekend Edition with Scott Simon. Mitchell was a film critic for the New York Times for four years, starting in January 2000. Prior to that, he was film critic for the Fort Worth Star-Telegram for two years, starting in December 1997; there, he won the 1999 AASFE Award for criticism. He was film critic for the Detroit Free Press, the LA Weekly and California magazine. In 1993, he was nominated for a Writer’s Guild of America award for his contributions to “The AFI Achievement Award Tribute to Sidney Poitier.” 
Mitchell is a Visiting Lecturer on African and African American Studies and on Visual and Environmental Studies at Harvard University.  In October of 2002, at the invitation of Dr. Henry Louis Gates, he gave the Alain Leroy Locke lectures for the African American studies department at Harvard University.  A graduate of Wayne State University with a degree in English literature, Mitchell hosted the “Independent Focus” interview program for the Independent Film Channel.
Mitchell was editor-at-large for Spin magazine, and has also written for Interview, Esquire and the New York Times Sunday Magazine. He is currently editor at large at Interview magazine.

ABOUT FREEMIND VENTURES

Freemind Ventures is a media collective committed to creating rich and empowering media vehicles. Their mission is to create inspired content in concert with dynamic and proprietary channels, curriculum and pro-social programs that will ignite meaningful discourse and change.

Freemind is a collaboration between four media enthusiasts – Michael Slap Sloane, Chris McKee, Scott Richman and Payne Brown. Each principal brings years of complimentary experience in media, marketing, production and pro-social endeavors to Freemind. 

The partners hold a common belief in the dynamic convergence of content and purpose, crafting projects that will speak to a wide range of consumers of different communities and ages, from media-ravenous teens to heritage-seeking boomers.  Freemind’s content will thrive in the most diverse and eclectic environments, from film festivals to college campuses, from multiplexes to correctional facilities, from grade schools to churches. 

Freemind’s goal is to metabolize corporate principle into meaningful product and pro-social programming that is both urgent in its message and successful in the marketplace.

THE BLACK LIST is the pilot program to the ambitious and larger pro-social Freemind media brand One Million Stories. As THE BLACK LIST collects the stories of some of our most noted African-American luminaries,   One Million Stories will provide citizens with the means to tell and share their own stories. It will be activated as curriculum in-school and in a substantial user-generated website and will be supported by like-minded corporate sponsors. These stories will be collected, shared and rated on-line, and participants will be encouraged to vote for their favorite stories - with finalists becoming eligible to receive scholarships, grants, book allowances and more.
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