cter Davis, an Englishman, and

Dan Riesenfeld, an American,
have collaborated in producing a prize-
winning film documentary which
shows with startling effect the power
and influence of cinema over the lives
of black South Africans this century.
Their story begins conveniently around
1948, with the ascension to power of
the National Party government. and
they conclude it with the rise ol local
cinema when South Africans began to
produce their own films. Through film
clips, newsreel footage and filmed
interviews with a cross-section of
black and white South Africans. Davis
and Riesenfeld reconstruct the history
of cinema in South Africa against the
background of an intensifying
apartheid ideology.

Their two-part film documentary, fn
Darkest Hollywood: Cinema and
Apartheid. which won first prize at the
Chicago Film Festival last year, begins
by showing the impact of Hollywood
films on the lives of black South
Africans which coincided with the
acceleration of the urbanisation
process. a time when for better or for

worse urban blac smed to have
turned their backs forever on tradition-

al lite-styles in favour of something

SC

more flashy, more ‘sophisticated” and
citified. however deleterious its cffects.
Hollywood could not, therefore, have
arrived more punctually with its mere-
tricious but dazzling products offering
consolatory images for the loss of tra-
ditional ways of living. And yet what
is finally gripping about this well doc-
umented impact on black life-styles is
pot so much the tawdriness of the
Hollywood product as the genuine
hole it seemed to Fill in the lives of
black South Africans. This gap was
only partially filled by music. At the
tre for the town-
ce of wban

tianal fr

e wirs no the
nd in the abs

time 1l

could afford to buy a hat, wore it at the
same angle.”

Understandably, Erica Rutherford,
one of the producers of African Jint
(otherwise more widely known as Jim
Comes to Joburg. and the first locally
made film with black actors aimed

specifically at the *hlack market’) saw
the Hollywood contribution differently.
“We saw the situation where the African

population were being fed these miser-
able films. They were full of violence,
trivial lives, and as [ say, they were the

LEWIS NKOSI
Laramie, Wyoming

cheapest kind of film you could get out
of Hollywood.” This may be so. In any
case. Rutherford and her partners tried
with Jim, but it's fair to say that not
many black intellectuals thought Jim
was such great shakes either!
Nevertheless, like its Hollywood coun-
terparts the immense popular success of
Jim Comes to Jo'burg pointed to one
important fact: the enormous hunger in
the townships tor images with which
the black victims of apartheid could
identify. As Kani puts it during the
interview: ‘We’d never ever seen i
hlack nerson on the screen. That was a

and the whole social misery the film
tried to portray did not prevent Prime
Minister D.F.. Malan, onc of the princi-
pal architects of apartheid, from turning
up for the film’s world premicre at the
Johannesburg Coliseum from which all
blacks, including the actors themselves,
were excluded. Davis and Riesenfeld
use newsreel clips in which an ecstatic
announcer proclaims over snapshots of
Paton and Malan: ‘This is truly a
momentous occasion ... particularly so
for Mr. Alan Paton, the author of the
book and producer of the film, for
whom the Prime Minister had congratu-
lations.” Tt is as i at the now historic
1936 Olympic Games Hitler had been
moved to congratulate a black Jesse
Owens for winning his four gold
medals.

One possible explanation for this
level of tolerance is to be found in the
content of both the book and the film
which. while assigning guilt to
Absalom Kumalo for the murder of a
white man, fails to attribute any
responsibility to the South African
state for the social conditions which
daily gave birth to so many Absaloms.

But even as we frown upon such artis-
lic evasiveness, we are compelled to
return again and again to the essence
of what was at stake for blacks in the
presentation of such films; and again it
is John Kani, whose own work as an
actor is chiefly concerned with the pro-
jection of images, who brings the issue
of representation into our focus: °I
know it was a white story. T know it
was written by a white person. But
again, you must understand, to see our
people on the screen, L0 see people
who will become our heroes in it. And
1o be able to say, I'm not ‘Tex Riner,

\ R av R B 1
I'm not Roy Roges, but '

Poitier.”

tary, which takes up the story after the
Sharpeville massacre, Davis and
Riesenfeld begin to focus more and
more on what 1 can only describe as
the ‘politics of representation”, on the
split developing within the local film
industry carefully nourished by gov-
ernment subsidies, between those film-
makers frantically trying to use the
camera o repair a badly damaged
image of a benevolent apartheid state
and those film-makers bent on chal-
lenging it and even hastening its
demise. Some interesting examples of
the growing crisis, which was only a
symptom of the larger national crisis,
can be discerned in the carcers of film-
makers like Anthony Thomas who at
twenty-one produced an apologist film
for the South African Information
Service, Anatomy of Apartheid, a film,
Thomas says. ‘which was based on
what T believed then, that we were pro-
viding the blacks the means of sell-
determination,” but later became disil-
Tu
work like his documentary of the 1976

oned. and ended up producing

Soweto Uprising, Six Days in Sowelo,
which was oppositional in orientation.
“That film was a bit of extraordinary

wishful thinking,” Thomas now says of
Anatomy of Apartheid. *But it gave me
something that few other white South
Africans had, it gave me free access 10
the 1ownships ... T was so shocked by
all the things that I discovered during
the process of making that film, that |
went through a very complete political
conversion.’

Although 1 participated in the pro-
duction of the Davis/Riesenfeld docu-
mentary I have to confess that until 1
saw it, nothing had quite prepared me
for the Jamie Uys footage in which he
satlos nbowt the making of his tilm The
Godds Must Be Crazy, which purports
19 be o tue story aboud @ so-called
‘Bushman®, one named Ngao. Alter

secing this footage, 1 said to mysell.




mncmc('l i-|n|-»:'|cl on black life-styles is
not so much the tuwdriness of the
Hollywood product as the genuine
hoie it seemed to fill in the lives of
black South ATricens. This gap was
only partially filled by music. Al the
fione there was no theatre for the town-
ships and in the abseice of urban nar-

ratives to replace traditional forms
urhan blacks took 1o the cinema like
stranded fish o the Hollvwood pool ol
muddied waters.

Not surprisingly. the most telling
moment in the first part of this docu-
mentary is John Kani's eloguent testi-
mony of why he became an actor. “Just
to sit in this dark place. and magic
takes place on the wall. For a moment
we Torgot apartheid, we forgot that
there was another world that wasn’t
coad, we sat there and were carried

away by the dreams of these American

movies ... We used to hustle right
through the week. carrying old ladies”
hags: v 1o do everything, be nice to
mum and dad, especially Friday.
Because the biggest outing was
Saturday, going to the cinema, We
psed Lo pay seven pennies, [1was
incredible. In fact, the whole bug ol
me being an actor s a result ol those
movies.” As for the influence in shap-
ing the life-styles of township dwellers

we have, among others, the word of
Arthur Maimane
reporter not only observed the phe-

who as Drum

nomenon at close range but supple-
mented his own lictional narratives by
borrowing directly from the milicu and
Lnguage of the American “B -movie:
“These films were influential in the
way  people dressed.” Maimane
eaplains during the interview. "Richad
Widmark for instance. He wore a hat
raked at a very snappy angle. And alter
that, evervbody who wore a hat, or

Nevertheless, like its Hollywood coun-
terparts the immense popular success of
Jim Comes to Jo'bwg pointed to one
important fact: the encrmous hunger in
the townships tor images with which
the black victims of apartheid could
identify. As Kani puts it during the
interview: ‘We'd never cver seen

black person on the sereen. That was a
whites” only affair. And when Jim
Comes 1o Jo birg was shown, it was
like o miracle. We saw black people in
this movie. We saw black people talk-
ing.” And Mai I'he plot
didn’t matter. A film shot with people

e adds that:

vou recognised. on the streets you knew

. sometimes it was dillicult to hear the
dialogue because people were shouting,
‘Hey. that's my street, T live on that
You know, they sort ol

street
became like home movies,”

This partly explains the immense
excitement which even a feeble attempt
at representing hlack lives on the sereen
could generate within the black com-
munity. Thus, Zoltan Korda's filining m
South Alrica and subsequent showing
in local cinemas of Alan Paton’s novel
Cry. The Beloved Conntry proved 1o be
A major event initsell and a severe test
of good faith on the part of both the film
industry and the South African govern-
ment, To begin with, the film bore the
authority ol professional black actors
— Sidney Poitier and Canada Lee —
who were themselves still novelties in
racist USA. Having come to South
Africa to capt
of social reality. Sidney Poitier and

for the screen a slice

Canada Lee at once found themselves
obliged to act out in real life a “slice of
it reality.” They could not, for exim-
ple. be accommodated in any ol the
country’s hotels and the film producers
were forced to “get a house outside
y. this

town’ for the pair. Astonishing

agam, you must undacrsina, w see our
people on the screen, to see people
who will become our heroes in it. And
to be able to say, I'm not Tex Ritter,

Rogers, bur I'm !

' onot Roy ey

Poitier.”

In contrast, Hollywood's attempts in
films like Untamed (20th Century TFox,
1955) to import and adapt the cow-
boys/Indians genre for local conditions
ted disaster,

proved 1o be an unmi
Grotesque Hollywood inventions only
vaguely connected with any historical
reality. no African could believe in
these cartoon Zulus the film tried 10
project onto the sereen in which even
Tyrone Power’s personal servant is

absurdly named “Shaka’. ‘Shuka, you
lead the spare horses to the animuni-
tion.” Tyrone Power briskly instructs
his servant. “Christian, we'll charge
tirough the Zulus around the ager.”

And alter the battle, Tyrone Power
encounters Susan Hayward, stll glam-
orous though slightly smudged: ‘T can
hardly believe it he exclaims. *You,
Katya. here in Africa fighting Zulus!”
Neither ¢
of the Johannesburg Cinema Museum
puts it: ‘From the early 1900s. there
was a little Hollywood in South
Afric A film clip from De
Voortrekkers confirms it I our rein-

1 L. As Meyer Levy, owner

forcements don't airive before the
Zulus, we're lost!™ shouts one charac-
ter in what must be our version ol an
Indians-and-cowboys *Western®,

In the second part of the documen-

UL LIV Ua tae arae sy s s e oo
mentary 1 have to confess that until 1
saw it, nothing had quite prepared me
for the Jamie Uys footage in which he
talks abowt the making of his film 7he
Gods Must Be Crazy, which purports
to be a toe story about a so-called

Pushman®, one named Ngao. After
seeing this footage. 1 said to mysell.
here is an instance of that ideological
construction ol the ‘colonial subject”
we often theorise about but never actu-
ally witness in proce

The unsettling
effect in the Jamice Uys segment is pro-
duced by juxtaposing (wa inlerviews:
one with Uys explaining how The
Cronds was made, and the other with an
cthnographic  film-maker,  John
Marshall, who ecach time he speaks
undoes everything Uys has just said,
For instance, Uys explains: *1 came
across these Bushmen, fell in love with

them L0 Inthe very ne

KL segment,
NMarshall is saying: “The first thing vou
have to understand is that there’s no
such a thing as a Bushman. The people |
knew in the 1950, when | first met
them. are “Junt-wasi™ ... Bushman s a
vacial classilication that has no meaning.

1% only mcaning is inits use by the

people who make the classitication. Awd
in South Africa the use has been o
exterminate and dispossess people who
are classified as Bushmen.” Uys clums
that when casting for The Gods he
decided he had 1o see fevery Bushman
in the whole world™ of whom only about
30,000 were now still existent before he
stumbled upon one called Ngao, “And
this one N'gao,” Uys savs, *his hunting
eround straddled the border between
Botswana and Namibia,” Cut 1o John
Marshall: ‘N gao never supported him-

self’ by hunting and gathering in his life,

e

and when Uys discovered him, |

was working

acook.” feonid on et po)
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