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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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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 Speaks includes 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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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-I don't care 
what the role is-he has the chance to capture the conscience of the audience."  
 
Beah: A Black Woman Speaks reveals 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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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 I & II. 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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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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Director’s Notes 
 
I 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. I was ready 
for Beah! In fact I was in search of her my whole life. 
 
My initial visits with Beah were selfish on my part. I was truly in need of healing, of guidance and 
of connection. I went to her on the whim that perhaps the energy I felt from her on our encounter 
on the film Beloved, some years ago, was true. After the first visit I 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 I kept saying to myself that I needed to bring a tape recorder and yet I never did. I 
wanted to preserve all that she said to me. In passing I had mentioned to Jonathan Demme that 
we should do something on Beah. I 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 I to begin collaborating on a 
documentary. Beah and Jonathan took a leap of faith in my ability to direct. I blindly and 
enthusiastically began on a journey that I am forever grateful for and changed by. 
 
After Beah’s death I 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. 
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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.  I had only 
2hrs sleep for 2 nights in a row and was so afraid I would nod off (regardless of the film I was 
about to see) that I brought a whole thermos of espresso and a chocolate bar.  But I 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 I 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.  At only 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 "I 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 I 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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