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Beah: A Black Woman Speaks

Synopsis

Beah: A Black Woman Speaks the directorial debut of actress LisaGay Hamilton, celebrates
the life of legendary African American actress, poet and political activist Beah Richards, best
known for her Oscar-nominated role in Guess Who’s Coming to Dinner? While Richards
struggled to overcome racial stereotypes throughout her long career onstage and onscreen in
Hollywood and New York, she also had an influential role in the fight for Civil Rights, working
alongside the likes of Paul Robeson, W.E.B. DuBois and Louise Patterson.

After performing with Richards in Jonathan Demme's Beloved, Hamilton was compelled to get
Beah’s inspiring story on film, and began the project with Demme as co-producer. A series of
intimate interviews captures Richards’ feisty passion and enduring elegance, and are woven
together with a cache of archival material of her work as an actress and activist, including riveting
performances of some of her most famous poems. Enlightening and moving, the film is a fitting
tribute to Richard’s life of integrity, leadership and service to the two cultures she loved so
deeply—the arts and the African American community.
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Beah: A Black Woman Speaks

Credits

90 minutes, Color, Video, Documentary

Written and Directed by
LisaGay Hamilton

Producers
Neda Armian
Jonathan Demme
LisaGay Hamilton
Joe Viola

Editor
Kate Amend, A.C.E.

Director of Photography
Sovonto Green

Music Composed by
Bernice Johnson Reagon
Toshi Reagon
and Geri Allen

Production Coordinator
Kay Lyn Byrne

Assistant Editor
Monique Zavistovski

Digital Compositing
Bryan Douglas Wilhite
Songhay System

Sound/On Line Editor
Bill Bryn Russell

Re-Recording Mixer
Robert Fernandez

Music Editor
John M. Davis

Publicity Contact: Cindy Kridle, Marketing and Communications Manager, ckridle@wmm.com

Women Make Movies, 462 Broadway Suite 500, New York, NY 10013
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Beah: A Black Woman Speaks

Festivals and Awards

Peabody Award Winner
Miami International Film Festival, Audience Award
AFI Film Festival, Grand Jury Prize
Austin Film Festival Documentary Series, Audience Award, Best Documentary Feature
San Francisco Black Film Festival, 3 Place
International Documentary Film Festival Amsterdam (IDFA)
IDA International Documentary Showcase
Pan African Film Festival
Festival Internacional del Nuevo Cine Latinoamericano, Havana
Aaron Davis Hall Harlem Film Festival

Pan-African Film and Television Festival of Ouagadougou (FESPACO)
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Beah: A Black Woman Speaks
Long Synopsis

In 1999, actress LisaGay Hamilton sat down with activist, poet and fellow actress Beah Richards for
the first in a series of frank, thought-provoking conversations. Over the next year, Richards shared
the insights and truths she had gained during her celebrated, sometimes controversial career. The
exclusive documentary Beah: A Black Woman Speaks presents the hard-earned wisdom of this
remarkable artist and activist, and reveals the deep and tender relationship that developed between
the two women.

Having worked with Beah Richards on the feature film Beloved, Hamilton was mesmerized by the
older woman's talent and inspired by her wisdom. Two years after completion of Beloved, Richards
became gravely ill. Hamilton felt inclined to visit her, and the relationship that ensued formed the
basis for this remarkable documentary.

Hamilton shared the experience of her visit with friend and mentor Jonathan Demme, who had
directed both women in Beloved. Within days of expressing her desire to capture Richards on
film, Hamilton received a digital camera in the mail, along with a note from Demme that simply
read, "Do it." With Demme's unwavering support, Hamilton set out to record her encounters with
Richards and an incredible journey began.

Suffering from emphysema and breathing with the aid of an oxygen concentrator, the 80-year-old
freely shared her life lessons during 70 hours of interviews. Sitting Buddha-style on her bed,
Richards revealed the tapestry of her life, beginning with the solid foundation laid for her by loving
parents in the segregated south.

Her search to be an actress led her from Vicksburg, Mississippi to California and New York—and
ultimately back home again. In the process, she fought for Civil Rights alongside the likes of Paul
Robeson and W.E.B. DuBois. Richards' poetry brought her close to black activists and
Communist Party leaders William and Louise Patterson, which in turn spurred the FBI to keep a
file on her from 1951 to 1972. This volatile mixture of poetry and politics helped Richards discover
her true purpose. As she tells Hamilton, "It is not about you living as an actor. It is about you living
as a human being."

Beah: A Black Woman Speaksincludes historical footage of Richards performing some of her
most famous works, including the poem "A Black Woman Speaks of White Womanhood, White
Supremacy and Peace"; "Paul Robeson Speaks for Me," an emotionally charged poem she wrote
in high school; and "What Then Is Black...," a poem that redefines the word "black."

(Continued on next page)
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Beah: A Black Woman Speaks

Richards said Mississippi left her a realist in a racist society. Confident in her African beauty, she
knew the battle to confront the American or Hollywood ideal would unfortunately be long and
hard. Throughout her career, Richards endured being cast primarily as maids and old women.
Her first paying job as an actor came off-Broadway at age 36, when she received glorious
reviews as Sister Margaret in James Baldwin's Amen Corner on Broadway.

Richards' career ultimately spanned more than 50 years in film, on TV and onstage which
included a supporting actress Oscar nomination for playing Sidney Poitier's mother in 1967's
Guess Who's Coming to Dinner? Richards emotionally recalls how this joyful moment was
overshadowed by the devastating assassination of Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., whose funeral
caused a delay in the awards ceremony.

Fellow actors Ruby Dee, Ossie Davis, Whitman Mayo and Frank Silvera recall Richards' dignity
and innate ability to transcend the material she was offered. She spent a lifetime sharing the gift
of acting with others; students describe her unique teaching techniques and devotion to her craft.
Richards explains her mission by noting, "When a black actor has the opportunity-l don't care
what the role is-he has the chance to capture the conscience of the audience.”

Beah: A Black Woman Speaksreveals how Hamilton initiated Richards' last role, on the TV
show The Practice. Shortly after this performance, Richards, no longer able to care for herself
independently, left her Los Angeles home of 25 years, and returned to Mississippi. Hamilton was
there with her camera to capture the heartbreaking occasion.

Richards' work on The Practice earned her a third Emmy Award, which Hamilton delightedly
accepted on Richards' behalf in her absence. The teacher and the admiring student had one final
meeting in Vicksburg, Mississippi, where Hamilton gave her the Emmy. Beah Richards died ten
days later, on September 14, 2000. At the close of the documentary, Hamilton performs one last
act at the request of her mentor, exemplifying Richards's commitment to the struggle for freedom
into eternity.

""When a role model of Beah's magnitude finally gets her story told, the inspirational potential is a
cause for celebration." —Jonathan Demme
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Beah: A Black Woman Speaks

Biographies

LisaGay Hamilton — Director/Producer

A graduate of the Tisch School of the Arts and the Julliard School of
Drama, Hamilton has extensive theatre, film and television credits. For
the New York Shakespeare Festival, she played Isabella in Measure for
Measure, opposite Kevin Kline and Andre Braugher and Lady Hotspur in
Henry IV Parts | & Il. She was also an original cast member in the
Broadway Company of August Wilson’s The Piano Lesson.

Hamilton earned the Ovation nomination for best actress for her work in
Athol Fugard’s play Valley Song, at the Mark Taper Theatre in Los
Angeles. For this performance she earned an Obie Award, the Clarence Derwent Award and a
Drama Desk nomination.

Hamilton’s film credits include; The Truth About Charlie and Beloved for director Jonathan
Demme, Clint Eastwood’s True Crime, the independent films; Palookaville, Drunks, Showtime’s A
House Divided, opposite Sam Waterston and as Ophelia in director Campbell Scott’s
independent film version of Hamlet.

She starred for seven years on the Emmy Award winning, David Kelley drama, The Practice.
Ms. Hamilton made her prime-time directorial debut this year on The Practice, and Beah: A Black
Woman Speaks marks her documentary directorial debut.

Kate Amend, A.C.E. — Editor

Kate Amend is the editor of the 2001 Academy Award winning documentary feature, Into the
Arms of Stangers: Stories of Kindertransport, and the Oscar-nominated documentary short On
Tiptoe: Gentle Steps to Freedom. Amend also received the 2001 American Cinema Editors'
Eddie award for Into the Arms of Stangers.

Her work has appeared in film festivals throughout the world as well as on PBS, NBC, HBO, VH1,
Lifetime, History and Sundance Channels. Recent credits include Pandemic: Facing AIDS (Bill
and Melinda Gates Foundation and HBO), Bataan Rescue (PBS' American Experience), The Girl
Next Door (Slamdance '99), Free a Man to Fight (History Channel), The Long Way Home (1998
Oscar Winner, Best Documentary Feature), and Tobacco Blues (P.O.V 1998).

In addition to her film work, Amend worked as an administrator and historian for Judy Chicago's
monumental art exhibit The Dinner Party. She has produced several videos about Chicago's art
including From Darkness Into Light: Creating the Holocaust Project. She recently edited the
dramatic features Out of Line and A Man is Mostly Water.
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Beah: A Black Woman Speaks

Biographies (Con’t)

Jonathan Demme - Producer

Jonathan Demme has 17 feature films to his credit. They include The Truth About Charlie,
Beloved, Silence of the Lambs, for which he won an Academy Award, Philadelphia, Married to
the Mob, Something Wild, Swimming to Cambodia, and Melvin and Howard, for which he was
named Best Director by the New York Film Critics. Additional producing credits include Devil in a
Blue Dress, Household Saints, That Thing You Do!, and Ulee’s Gold. He is currently in pre-
production on The Manchurian Candidate for Paramount Pictures.

A long-time advocate of Human Rights, Demme has produced and directed a number of
documentaries, about the continuing struggle for democracy in Haiti. These films include the
acclaimed Haiti: Dreams of Democracy, Tonbe Leve (Fall Down, Get Up), Haiti: Killing the
Dream, and Courage and Pain. Demme also directed Cousin Bobby, a documentary tracing the
life and activism of his cousin the Reverend Robert Castle, who is involved in the fight for human
justice in Harlem.

He produced Mandela, the Academy Award-nominated biography of South African President
Nelson Mandela; One Foot on the Banana Peel, the Other Foot in the Grave, a depiction of the
courage and humor of people living with AIDS; and Into the Rope! a portrait of the Nyack
Jumpers, a Rockland County, NY based Double-Dutch jump rope team. In addition to producing
Beah: A Black Woman Speaks, Jonathan Demme is completing a documentary on the Haitian
radio journalist and democracy activist Jean Dominique, who was assassinated in April 2000 on
the steps of his Port au Prince radio station.

Joe Viola— Producer

In addition to work on Beah: A Black Woman Speaks, Joe Viola has written feature films for
Universal (It's Magic) and Sony (Uncle Wiggily). Co-written (with Jonathan Demme), and directed
two feature films for Roger Corman’s New World Pictures, was a writer on Subway Stories for
HBO and a writer/producer on various drama series for CBS, NBC, and ABC.

Neda Armian — Producer

Neda Armian is a New York-based film producer with a varied roster of projects from feature films
to documentaries. She most recently completed work as a producer on the feature The Truth
About Charlie, shot on location in Paris by Academy Award-winner Jonathan Demme and starring
Mark Wahlberg. Previously, she worked as a production associate on the feature film Beloved,
starring Oprah Winfrey, the documentary The Uttmost, and the concert film Storefront Hitchcock..
Also in the realm of music, she produced a Bruce Springsteen video.

Armian’s full credits total eleven feature films, including ADAPTATION, directed by Spike Jonze;
That Thing You Do!, directed by Tom Hanks; Devil in a Blue Dress, directed by Carl Franklin; and
Philadelphia; as well as numerous documentaries and music videos.

While running Jonathan Demme’s production company Clinica Estetico, Armian shepherded a
wide slate of projects — working with such writers as Anne Rapp, Beth Henley, and Ron
Nyswaner, and overseeing the company’s myriad production and distribution endeavors, such as
the recent American release of Gillo Pontecorvo’s The Wide Blue Road.
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Beah: A Black Woman Speaks

Director’s Notes

| think there are those rare moments in ones life that, if you are ready to hear and see then, the
connection can be made with that unique force or energy that is there to guide you. | was ready
for Beah! In fact | was in search of her my whole life.

My initial visits with Beah were selfish on my part. | was truly in need of healing, of guidance and
of connection. | went to her on the whim that perhaps the energy | felt from her on our encounter
on the film Beloved, some years ago, was true. After the first visit | left her house vibrating. My
body and mind knew that Beah possessed ancient wisdom that would change my life forever.
And then Beah began calling me, asking me to come over for visits!

After each visit | kept saying to myself that | needed to bring a tape recorder and yet | never did. |
wanted to preserve all that she said to me. In passing | had mentioned to Jonathan Demme that
we should do something on Beah. | told him of our friendship and of my fear that she would die
before there was a record of her history.

Without skipping a beat, Jonathan paved the way for Beah and | to begin collaborating on a
documentary. Beah and Jonathan took a leap of faith in my ability to direct. | blindly and
enthusiastically began on a journey that | am forever grateful for and changed by.

After Beah’s death | happened upon the definition of an African Teacher. Here are some of those
principals:

1. A belief that spirituality is at the center of our being.

2. The belief that each child is a “Living Sun”, a Devine gift of the creator.

3. African teachers place a premium on bringing their students into a knowledge of

themselves.

4. An African Teacher is a parent, friend, guide, coach, healer, counselor, model,
storyteller, entertainer, artist, architect, builder, minister, advocate to and for
students.

Beah was my African Teacher and most importantly she was our Jegnas — our great master. It
became my commitment to Beah and to my community that Beah be seen and heard by all for

eternity.

-y W
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Beah: A Black Woman Speaks

PORTER

AFI jury taps ‘Old, New’

By Gregg Kilday

Marasha Arthy's =0ld, New,
Borrowed and Blue,™ a romantic
comedy from Denmark about a
yvoung woman whose life takes an
unexpected turm on the eve of her
wedding, was awarded the grand
jury prize in the International
Feature Competition at AFI Fest
2003 Kodak Connect closing
reception held Friday night at
Cinespace in Hollywood.

Actress turned director LisaGay
Hamilton ook home the grand
jury prize in the International
Documentary Competition for
her film, “Beah: A Black Woman
Speaks,” a portrait of the actress,
poet and actuvist Beah Richards.

In the International Shorts

1T

Competition, the grand jury prize
was awarded to “Deep Silence™
(Silencio Profundo), directed by
Gustavo Lozxa, and the honorable
mention award went o “American
Made,” directed by Sharat Raju.
The jury for the feature compe-
tition was comprised of journalise
Robert Abele and flmmakers Tony
Bui and Karen Kusama: for the
documentary competition, actor
leremy Sisto, filmmaker Lisanne
Skyler and magazine editor Tom
Whire; and for the international
shorts competition, actor Chris
Klein, film producer Alison Dickey
and film producer Gill Holland
The festival concluded Sunday
with a screening of the Lions Gate
Film “Monster,” starmng Charl-
ize Theron, | 25

1
A WOMEM MAKE MOVIES RELEASE

Women Make Movies - 462 Broadway, 5" Floor - New York, NY 10013
Tel: 212.925.0606 - e-mail: wmmonscreen@wmm.com - WWw.wmm.com



Beah: A Black Woman Speaks

Internet Movie Database (IMDb) 2004

Summary: The Lion Roared -- with laughter and tears

It is an honor to speak about the documentary of this life story that is bigger than life. | had only
2hrs sleep for 2 nights in a row and was so afraid | would nod off (regardless of the film | was
about to see) that | brought a whole thermos of espresso and a chocolate bar. But | found myself
riveted to my seat while being raised to a higher level of humanity and basking in the glow of this
beautiful, brilliant, dramatic woman overflowing with pride, grace, indefatigability, anger,
compassion, and clear-eyed philosophy --and prone to outrageous laughter.

I never opened the thermos or the wrapper--what | needed was a hanky or a tighter belt (so as
not to bust a seam laughing) for this moving portrayal of Ms. Richards exemplary life of activism
and art and pluck. Though some may mainly remember her portrayal of the mother of Sidney
Poitier's character in "Guess Who's Coming to Dinner", this is truly a life story crying to be heard
and we are so fortunate for Ms. Hamilton's sensitive portrayal. Quite fortunate indeed, as
tragically, this film was almost not made. The project was begun only a year before Ms. Richard's
sole defeat in life--to emphysema at the age of 80. Prior to that was a string of victories that
would not be denied. Virtually any aspect of life or art Mr. Richards set her sights on was
reached. Atonly 17 years of age, and from humble origins in Vicksburg, Mississippi, she
composed one of the most moving poetic tributes you're ever likely to hear--to the legendary Paul
Robeson--and she had the opportunity to read it to him when they met years later.

After seeing one of her first recognized virtuoso acting performances in New York, Marlon Brando
was quoted as saying "l should tear up my [acting] equity card--that woman is a genius!" And
only days before she died, Ms. Richards received her 3rd Emmy award for a role in the TV series
"The Practice."

And yet for me, the most powerful, tour de force performance was Beah Richards as... Beah
Richards. Don't be fooled by the appearance of an nearly bed-bound 80-year old woman with
oxygen tubing under her nose; this woman is a lion, ready to roar to life in her vivid recollections,
a fierce poet-warrior staking out sharp, penetrating assertions and a wizened

shaman revealing wisdoms and twinkling sly insights gleaned from a life fully realized.

This is one of the most moving pieces of filmmaking | can think of, made all the more impressive
by the fact that the most memorable scenes are just Mr. Richards facing off against her invisible
audience behind the camera--from her bed, tethered to oxygen tanks, and reaching through the
screen, grabbing you by your collar and with one deft "360-degree phrase"--electrifying your
mind with her spirit... infusing hope into your heart... and breathing life into your very soul....

Unforgettable.

Comment Author: ctclemens
Copyright Internet Movie Database (IMDb) 2004
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Beah: A Black Woman Speaks

Sun., Nov. 16, 2003

‘Blue’ & ‘Beah’ draw
top kudos at AFl fest

By DAVID $. COHEN

Danish laffer *Se Til Venstre, Der Er En Svensker™ (Old, New, Bor-
rowed and Blue) ook the Grand Jury Prize in the iternational feamre
competition as AFI Fest 2003 announced its winners Friday night.

The Dogma film, which follows a bride-to-be in the days be-
fore her wedding, was helmed by Natasha Arthy,

Top docu honors went to “Beah: A Black Woman Speaks.” Pic.
which looks at the life of African-American poet, social activist
and thesp Beah Richards, a 1968 Oscar nominee for “Guess Who's
Coming to Dinner.” marks the directorial bow of thesp Lisa Gay
Hamilton (*The Practice™).

Gustavo Loza’s “Deep Silence”™ nabbed the prize in the shon
film competish. Mexican pic tells of two children who disappear
from Havana and what happens when only one returns — and he
chooses to remain silent, Honorable mention wenl to “American
Made,” directed by Sharat Raju.

Fest, which unspooled at the ArcLight Cinema in Hollywood, fea-
tured 134 films from 24 counfnes, Among the 26 world preems were
bows for “*Calendar Girls,” “House of Sand and Fog™ and “The State-
ment” Sunday night’s closing night premiere was Patty Jenkins'
“Monster,” starring Charlize Theron as serial killer Aileen Wournos.

Fest's tribute and retrospective saluted thesp Omar Sharif,
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Beah: A Black Woman Speaks

THE LIFE & TIMES OF THE LATE
GREAT BEAH RICHARDS...
ASTOLD TO FIRST TIME
DIRECTOR LISAGAY
HAMILTON

SMHEIFDB-‘HLW‘JN-
AL BEAITHIERAN

AFl FEST &

3= venloce novernber 2003

Venice, November 2003
Page 1of 3
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n the evening of August 28,
2003, the MTY Video Music
Awande were momentanily
transfnmed ndo an impometu
ployar's ball. An amsemble of
tetay's charl-opping Fig-hop anisls — we
won't nams names hete ‘couse y'all keow
WO you ane — biessed screarming lans with
i shamelul perlormancs, compiets wilh man

dalely tolivwing the partosmance, Chrls
Faock, who acted a5 master of cersmonas,
nated. sncaroly over dealening applause.
“Taday & Hha 408 asnivessary of D kladin
Luthor Kng's ‘| Have d Dream’ spasch. lsnt
il Pize ¥ am Wial s droam has linplly come
bue? Whie Rock gels major points for
being tunny 54 hell, he shoud alss be ced-
lied with dropping scme stence on us when
we lpast expact i Bul a5 the Peslinities
came o B ciose and the avenng's winnens
hiappily toied their ‘moon man” slatuotes,
sacky, tha tauth thal Reck epoke fud faien
on desl sars, Damn,

Bul wad.,. let's rewird a bl 1o a time
wlfier) e price was & ghvan, nal an option.
Tre year was 1068 and e labe Ms. Baah
Richads was nomnated for Best Suppon-
Ing Actress far hed robe in Guess Wha's
Coming to Denmear (1967) While there’s no
doguirt thad M= Richirds wiss honomd o be
roriraled. she was G480 battng the atied-
tagie of & Ditter eality. In shor, the joy af her
profeesional achmvomant wid overghad-
owed by @ debiikating biow - the assassing-
tian of Dr. King. ARhough (he Acadomy
Awarts wore odginally schaduled (o take
plmbs an Agell 8, 1888, Mg counlry aould
g ad moum e oss of a weasured, filen
leader. Ms. Fechands did not Eske hone The
Ccar when Me caremony ook place on
Al 108, but & didn't matier much as she
waE prescoupied anyway Tt was @ lerbie
frn,” sk risTETTeG N the GoCUMEntary
frn, Besh: A Black Woman Speais. 1 was
kind of unoonscaus. duting he whoi [corm-
many]. 1 weis le | waant even teea. | did:
L APt wihial v maeant.”

Tha baisic laws of haman natuee mske
ofrvicess the suggestion thal &s we &Yy, com-
placend, undar the shade ol the res, the
affort expended by our ancesbons in paning
e S8 has Deen squandered. But &5 Me
Fucnamds s0 aloquenty, passionaicly, staes.
“ou hove o beleve . ond yoi Mo not
By youl pacph = you must Aghl for tham
] Hery ot B you, You aint gonna be o
milionaie, Bul you can win” Bom in 1820,
&m.w%ﬂl‘m:
ol socedy” was searad n ihe b-wnhd
e south = Wicksburg, Mississippd, ma
spechicaly — mmmmhﬂmm
crEabve atsiny, drive. and & mere 510 m ow.
Tha rest of hor e siorg, Mok thecuagh conyes-
wation, spoken word, photos, and archived
footage, is humbling 1o say e very lsast
Hizt hairilol storylaling ie Steeped in spists-

Beah: A Black Woman Speaks

aiity. prida; raditon, and an unparalioled love
of sall and her peopie. You wil laugh. cry,
ik, and 0 e case of This witer, ache for
just one more siieg wih your

Sirmply stnbed, Bhin documariary work & nof
only mn important addition ko e annals of
Biack history, but B0 8 vory Aocessmy -
calional ool ko the mbssas.

All prafsas ars dus o irst-irme diractar,
LmalRay Hamiion, who made a We-alening
phone call 1o Beah Rlchands in 1989, Aftar
working alongaios Ms. Richards on Beloved
shi reactiod out 1o fet elder OO-SLEN LN
hamfing tha news 1nat sne had taken L
Falatulty, Hamilton took @ |pap of faith and
i bt hand) st dinecting har fisd ilm - &
documentary, no less. Althaugh she was
unfaimsliar with the Inncacies of ile batvg
ke camara, direcior Jonathan Demme
(Belovid, Shencs of e Lambs, Phiadel-
Bhig) urged her e docurment her Wisils wan
tha legendary actress, poat. dancer, play-
'Iﬁ'l.ﬁﬂpdih‘.‘.im

Wihde Haméiion. a Juilliard graduate, |5
lbest krowen tor her so-soason stinl as asor
ey Rabwce Washingion on “The Prictce.*
sha bagan har grestve oy in theate,
Aler tacking the Broadwiy stage, sha's
effcetieasty walked he Sghtrope batween the
lafge and emall scraens. Along with Balovad
har cradits include Srckie Brown, True
Crime, and Surm of AF Fears, as well as “Lem
& Ovoer” &nd “Homicide: Lie on tha Street.”

Vanica hevd the cpportunity o sil aih Lis-
nany Hamillon on an cvercas! RNEMODN 10
dimcuss the essence of M. Richards, the
importancs of knowing (and honofing) ane's
histary, as wall o har newlound [0y oa o
Arector.

Wenice: Firsy, | have 1o thank you for
bringing forih this work bacause It is so
very necessary. What inspired you o
direct hig f@m?

LisaGay Hamilton: Beah' 45 tha fim
baging, | beil tha stary of moeting ber on the
sl o Seloved AlMough | shamed half of my
scenca with hor, wo apant Ile tme logath-
of olt-acreen. Looking Back, | suppase |
il inkimidaled and s1ar stnck becaUSs Bo
many pecple spoke of this lorce, this
Do, thisl she encompassed.

Wiren | met up with Beah agan, sha was
aefnialy & & crosssoads in her ble &5 she
war coming 0 fommes with illnees and daath,
which aeemed to ba comeng Aeoner than
she wished, Separate trom tho issuos of
har haallh, | Mink Baah was an Alrican
lomchet, ohe who beliersed 1 the divinity of
childran and teaching hid sludents 1o ksow
aboul themselves. And Thal i whl B Blm
5 bl — e iSSus Of aenniy:

My wisite with Beah were from the
nacher-to-siudent perspecive and a Fend-
NN (e DEIWESN 1S &5 @ MEEUT - 5Ne was
my insgiration and also my collaboratos
Sha wanbted o bave sorme wonsds bahind io
halp teach B Blsck communiy, in particu-

1 A WOMEM MAKE MOVIES RELEASE

kar, and also, humanity. | tell it fragic hat
ner wisgdom and her presence would go
wnssan, unhsard, and presenmd,

Jonnifan Damams wis ) 0w ome bme
aga and asked mo what | was interested in
doing, Unforfunataly, | wass'l as <apanad
I fhat queslion as | ahould have been.
(Maugfs] Bet I'd spokien with him in depth
AUl iy visis adth Baah and how amarng
Ty weets, | Tt 25 Ihaugh we Nesde 1o o6
something. bul | hadnt yet idanafied wha
thai "something” was. 5o, [Hesally, Be neod
iy, he cafled Beah and asked f she was
interasipd N domg A documentary, Than he
caillad rre and adkad v @ 7 wad fedy BN
| said, "0K" Ho sant me two cRmorms and
I reat is histony.

Whal was your experience of working
with Jonethan on his side of the cam-
wra?

It was eatracedinary. | Bound I Hberatng
ani Inapiring. | 9o Think things happen for &
mazon and | believe that Beah, in her wis-
daom aind abdily 12 see ahbad, saw Mat L
I a8 inclwidusls, must explors all aspoats.
of wiwa 1 @m and not bo o aliaid, hesilabe
ar procraslinate. If you think of Beah
Richards, you mighl not recessarly think of
LsaGay Hamition directing, bul Beah did_.
25 did Jonethan

Thizs film gave me the opportumity o
supiomg tha power of sloryteling and he
mponance of gocumantany [as it reaies )
pragerving our cutture, Every time | sat
behind the camedm, | thought about all of
e pecple who should bo recording their
grandmothedn, grandfathers, and all of the
greats who are slowly gatling older and
paEEG - W Sed 1o have M edormaEtion
nandy. As a communily, | think fhist we are
becoming an endangeced speces shd a3
Bean's genaration ledves ws and evan pac-
plia i thadr 605, we're paing to be up the
raak

I tiinks that marvy al the young artists out
thom are tacting sof-awarenass and id ot

Is wvary poaerful, yet wery, very simpie Ils
nol like Beah was recreating the wheel or
tormulatng & rew philosophy ~ #'s a5 sm:
plo as broad & bulter, Evary Sme | exl with
haar, | st thought about how much we need
thin. Boing bohind the comorn jusl adided 1o
B aagenence af endiching who § am.

1wt 1o et i, I & Bad mol Bean lor
Baah, | don't think | would have cordiru
b0 oty for an apecdusity & dinect an The:
Practice.” | had the courage. alter Deing
fred, to call back to ask Dawid Kellay if |
could dimet ard ba s s Thal was iy
Alrican leachar saying. "Haey. go for .. and
mop gongl”
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You mentioned thial you were intimidat-
o by Me. Richards. How did you susmamon
the coursge to feach oul ko her and also,
begin the flming process®

I wing going thvough o voey hard B in my
ifa @ | happan 10 kv older sk womon -
| fhink | have a “grandmother Tetish” g
Sormesane told ma that Beah Iked doan the
aliEsE from md, But 0 wias my mothar who
dchinly magpesied thal | gh her o cal 5o, |
cafled and aftor wa met for the fest tme, |
Swaar 1o you. | was vibrating. Then she star-
od o call me and she'd Sy, “Just chedking
up an ya, wondaring whote you am”

Then & damned on me 1hat s wis askng
for me. | had no nght to say no, nor did | wat
Iy sy no and | wew Bal @ would behoous
ma (o selishly abacrb as rmech from har B |
possinly could, She knew | was mady and
tsal | wendd kieep my prormess,

I P iy Bl 118l Sheve wese many times
wihan | sad behind the camers and had no

Beah: A Black Woman Speaks

weis demaaning of desagatory. Hypomhelcaly
Epoaking, aha could have diod a richer
woman if ehe had in fact taken rolas that
ware umirnuthlal portrayals. There's nothing
wrong wilth playing a presiaute. a plme, &
rup addiol of even mamy, bul whal's [he
tndbfulness of the stony In he [nasmow) bos
of Holywood and She Bmited languaps that =
aven el provides, be it lelevison, fim, o
Fontar, Boah afwaya, awarys found T trum
in A givien chattier no matter the wonds she
wpoka. She could take Bnguage Mal perfaps
wils frsant b bl @ e o0 denigrele and il
ey the capncily o caale @ charcher tha
you wes in awe of, even  she wora & manTs
uniiloem. That s the sign of & s crafisman.

I eried during The scene when she sold
het Los Angeles home to return to her
hoameiown in Mississippl. Were there any
[peodis im bhe filmidng thatl you got leary?

You. T haries cama oul [whon she s

approachie ma aed spoken of & changs fal
ooounred in tham aller ssaing tha flim,
Because Beah speaks so truthfully, [har
s orosses culture, gender, Bnd el
giowis boundaries. Thers is o lealing closs o
Irendiom [thal you caperioncs] when sama-
ane spanks o you from thair heart withoul
wanting amyThing in relum other fan thal
Wi Gpares in a ol mannes, | hope har
It | roceived

Although you and Ms. Richards were
separsied by genemition, you shared the
axparience of trying Lo find yous plsce in
Hollywood as an actress, a Binck
actress. How has your interaction with
ner aftected your cuticek on lite and
also, your crait?

Boph lokd e b0 nay "Shank you'' fo advani-
Ty Decause & gives you anciher perspactive
anal miakies vou SWOnger. | e fry journey as
being vany fong and anduous, st glonous. |

Beah told me to say “Thank you" to adversity because it gives
you another perspective and makes you stronger.

idow whid ahe wae lntiing about. But as |
beegan 1o ook &2 the toolage over and ot
and over again in pest (productian), thal
winich | didl nol Lindlerslsd, al al, became 50
basaally clanr bo me. 0 ook some Line for
thr nfarmalion o satile, bul now | under-
saand everyiing, compieimly

Beah snd | shared similar politics ang
hmoos. She wis lotunals anough B0 e
bean with Paul Aobssen, W. E B DuBipis,
arl all of tha graats who are my heroes. The
fach thal she had bean in thair presance
Frasd sl By [iEalsr i e,

Ms. Richards sald that she'd played
everyone's mother, but oddly, she was
also misgaled 1o portraying & mald tsr loa
many limas. How do you think she was
abda to malntaln her humility in the face of
such racksm and artstic disreapect?

I rank @ was Docsuss sha came fram an
extmosdinary louedation, She was bom inio
powery in 1920, in Missisaippi, which we
know was the hell of fha south, & not st
Wa're talking aboul pre-Jem Crom. A year
bedora Boah's daalh (in 2000}, 4 voury man
wisd hmchied and tamed nght around the car-
e from whese she led

Har father was 8 minsie who eveisd in
inrguingd and words. As she sugpesiad, he

rmembared eunr higiory. Here was &
preacher calling himsell Black — not Colored,
Nl Misgra, costaindy nol regger, bul Bleck. So,
| think Beah was 80 unigua bacausa har
loundation was 5o siong. That's a mond that
1 weoeied lowe 0 PR in e communiy — iF
you siar at your foundalion, racism won't
plop you. An painlul as raciem B, you will
ko Bt A 8 od B brosh Tand an o s,
o'l e sronger and want o fight handar,

Bocause of her foundation, Beah could nal
betmy her poogia by portraying & rols that

40 venbes nowemiber 2003

ey hoiimed]. Asiche Iram the flmen aking aspect,
thera are moments in your lite that are
redefining. Having been an mtimatle part of
packing up her howse of 25 yesrs and watch-
ing Pt jexhii] the sengh o gel up, wisk
Fwough this docr, get in the can and fum (he
page ks that [2naps fer fingers was phe-
namena o me. I's quse insudble in S flm
bl (&l & conain pont] she says, "0k ial's gat
this started.” Tht's when [he whealchmir
tans ard sha haads towasd the car

She a0 said at il 5 abow change io
changs o dhangs and you have o go wlih
ik charges, Boah really, iruly ved in the
rmamenil, bul then again $e momen @ alse
infiray, the past present, and the fubre. Har
conneciion o the ancesbys, Me spila, ke
ol anid e community was with bor 247

Lite & an evoutonity prooees of letling go
and mowing lorward ano | hope that as |
mates, | wil hive Bo cowmape o andue he
changas nnd aso. tha paniul maments and
kngw that all of # is toward the Eastern,
Afrcan wea af perection

Can you describe how you fell when,
per Ms. Richards’ wishes, you sprinkied
her ashes across the Conlederate come-

It wae mad, bal slso glonous &t the same
tme. | opanly wondar if M kave lo hide whon

wa show the fim in Vicksowrg. [Bughs] The
Wi i sl vary rouch aive

What would you like viewsrs 1o walk
Eway with after sesing the film?

Wisll, | asked that guestion of Besh and
Ehia s, °| have no idea, bul # they osn hear
it and can uts & Ber Ba done whal #s sup-
posed o

hiany Asan-Amencans, EwWo-Americans.
ANiGanS, and wgo AlRcan-Amancans have
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am A mathed now, &0 alang wilh parnlieg,
I'm trying o figure oul how B0 swnvive o8 0
Black hursan being in this country whiles
g an ndividiesd and an arsl. |want o
participale in o way Mal andches, sducates,
and ontarsinge by making peapl laugh and
fhanic, &l i @ way Mat & ruiul - Safis ol
an easy journay, nor a profieble one. | de
beleve thal | am comectad o e ancesioes
and that it |5 my responalisity 1o Boch my
son. ard al children, by [the exampls of) how
I lead oy Be. | linow that | don'l have the lu-
ury, or s capacity, 10 Sif hach

You've worked on stage, teievision, and
film, and now you're directing - what's
next hor you 7

Thist i & very good quastan. [pavess] o
miatar what i nesd, s aboul [my] being po-
atfive. 1 camnot be about waiting by 1he
plone o waling for someone to hire ma.
Wihather | want 10 a0t of drect, | Knew thist |
iyl wait for anyone eiss to Bnd & project for
me. The igea of someons hirisg @ person
whao locks ke me, shares my pollics, and
alne rofuses jo ssalmilme, 8 slim. Even the
i of mry hair Baing its nstural toxdure can
posa a chalengs.

Azhough | may be difcul &l tmes, 1 e
Beah, accept the limitabans and iresdoms
Thart that provides mo. v

Baah: A Black Woman Speaks sopons
af Bag AFT Fitm Fastival on November 1000 af
7om ar Theate #1.3 and November 1285 at
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Beah: A Black Woman Speaks

MARCH L

Beah: A Black
Woman Speaks

HBO (Wed., Feb. 25, 7:30 p.m, ET}

LR [isa Gay Hamilton
(formerly of The Practice) didn't real-
Iy get to know Beah Richards in 1997
when the twa actresses worked on
the movie Sefoved At the time, Hamil-
ton found her intimidating Bul acou-
e of vears later Hamilton heard that
Richards was seriously ill with em-
phvsema, soshe began regularly vis-
iting the octogenarian, who died in
2000, Out of their friendship came
this extraordinary documentary, in
which director-interviewer Hamil-
ton helps a failing but still formidable

Richards pazs on her philosophy of
acting as “being” and her memories of

a life committed to artistic integrity
and racial equality.

Richards can indeed be a bit intim-
idating when she takes her ancient-
sage lone, but her laughter encour-

O 1in
Sitney P

ages us Lo come closer and partake of
her wisdom, Clips of her work—
inclading an Osear-nominated per-
formance in 1967 Guess Wha's Corn-
dng to Dinner and an Emmy-winning
turn on The Practice several months
before her death—show Richards's
combination of emotional honesty
and almost queenly dignity. Hamil-
ton’s film captures the subject’s inex-
tinguishable spirit. * k3
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Beah: A Black Woman Speaks

The Miami Herald

WEDNESDAY, FEBRUARY 25, 2004

A many-fa

0 A documentary that
captures the fery spirit of
Baah Richards, actrass,
poat, playwright and civil
rights activist, will be
shown on HEO tonlght.

EY MICOLE HERRINGTOM
mherisgionherakd oo

Thaugh Beah Richards wis
an (eear-nominated and
Emmy-winning actress, she
might have given her most
electric performance in the
documentary Beah: A Black
Warman

Actress LisaGay Hamilbon's
directorial debut prels back
the layers of Richards® life,
capturing her flery spirit.
Viewers discover that this
actress, whose fsee may look
familisr but whose name
doesn't ring a bell, was also a

poet and a playwright who |

tried to wake up the com-
science of a racist America.
She was a black woman whose
fnvelvement in civil rights
organizations prompted the
FBI to open a fle on her in
1951

EARLY ROLES

When she first started act-
Lo brs thhee E0505 aned 'iils, Rich-
ards was ed to two-ding
rales as malds, mothers and
grandnzothers.

[respite the mediocrity af
the characters, her perfor-
mances were always fGeroe
and compedling.

“She knew how to be 3
queen slthough she may have
been wearing maid's jgar-
ments,” says Ossie Davis, an
actor and activist who appears
in tho documentary.

%he is perhaps best remem-
hered for her Oscar-nomi-
nated performance 28 Sideey
Tobtber's snft=spoken mother
in 0 ?s Guess Who's Coming
to Dinmer, a film that her
hametown  of Vickiburg,
Milss, refused o show.

Hamilton's finely crafied
film weawes footage of iner-
views conducted by Hamilton
from 1999 ta 2000 with ald
photographs, clips fram her
films amd flootape of the
actress performing her poaetoy.
Thie camera captures the final
year of Richards' life, her
lunzs fxiling from emphysema

BEAH RICHARDS

& HED will air LisaGay
Hamaltan's BD-minLite
documentary Beals A
Back Waman Soeaks at
T30 toright,
& Beah Richarde” other
ndable performancas
Raals, & the Heat of the
MghL, Fhe Great Wikile
Hooe, ER. LA Law and
The Pragtice, for which
| sha was awarded an
Emmy Aveiard in 2000
& T loann more about
wWimsan Maks Movies, a
| monprafit media arts
arganization that
promates ard exhibits
Films about and by
WO, Wisik
VAV WL COm.

affter years of ing. But it is
the animated ot the
directing, that is s0 moving
Her paknful, pokgnant yet often
triumphant memories fow
almost seambessly.

Earlier this month, two
Mlami apdiences were 3o
moved that they voted the film
Hest Documentary at the
Miaml International Film Fes-

tival
HBO will alr it towight.

PQETIC LICENSE

As a teenager, Richards
wrole A poem after hearing
Paul Robeson refuse bo sing
before a segregated audience,
*With those words, that man
|ified me,” Hichards says tri-
umphantly, When she met kim
as an adualt, she recites) tha

Puh:mbtr pocm, inspired by
a lynching trial, brought
wimen bo tears at a pesce con-
ferencw in 1951, Her 1975 rendi-
13am of A Block Woman Sperks
af White Womanhoad, White
Supremacy and Peace an stage
is simply breathiaking. The
intensity of each word spoken
is biting. Her emotional pes-
fafmance of that pocm and
Inter when we learn that Rich-
ards must sell her home of 25
yeare beeause she can no lon-

ceted actress, activist

EOLRITTEY OF WOHTR HARE HEVER

FILM EXPLORES HER LIFE: Avward-winning actreds Beah
Richards' involvement in civl rights arganizations
prompted the FBI (o open a file on her in 1951

ger care for hersell are the
mosi painful scenes.

The Procrice provided Rich-
ards her last role. She died in
2000, shorly after receiving
an Emeny Award for that guest
performance, Hamilton, who
wai a star on the show, pre-
sented Richards with the
Emmy at lber niece’s home in

T
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Mississippd.

Richards' strength and wis
dom were an inspiration, the
interviews show.

*The medt important thing
about Richards is her ability to
define for the artists around
her what ir is, what the work
is,” actor Bill Coblxs says in the
film.



