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ABOUT THE FILMMAKER

Jonathan Gayles, Ph.D). is Associate Professor of
African-American Studies and Associate Dean
for Undergraduate Learning of the College of
Arts and Sciences at Georgia State University
(Atlanta, Georgia. He is a graduate of
Morehouse College (B.A., Psychology), Winthrop
University (M.S., School Psychology) and the
University of South Florida (Ph.D., applied
anthropology). His primary areas of interest
include the anthropology of education,
educational policy, Black masculinity, race and
ethnicity, as well as critical media studies.

An avid comic book reader as an adolescent, he
was often frustrated by the general absence of
African-American superheroes. He identified
with the few African-American superheroes that
he did discover primarily because they too were
African-American men. As an adult and with a
growing interest in the critical engagement of
Black masculinity, his retrospective
consideration of these characters has greatly
diminished his fondness for them. With adult
eyes, he was shocked by much of what he read
in the comic books that he so loved as a child.
In preparing a paper on the subject for an
academic conference, he encountered a growing
body of scholarship on race and representation
in comic books. Furthermore, he was introduced
to communities of scholars and artists that
critique representations of African-Americans in
comic books and create their own
representations of African-Americans in the
genre. After deciding to produce a documentary,
he bought a Canon XHATS, attended an intensive
summer documentary film institute offered by
Duke University’s Genter for Documentary
Studies, and began shooting during the fall of
2009.

ABOUT THE FiLM

As a young boy, the filmmaker loved comic
books and the escape that they provided.
However, as a young BLACK boy, his ability to
truly escape was limited by the fact that many
of the heroes were White. This documentary
critically examines the earliest representations
(1965-1977) of Black masculinity in comic books
and the troubling influence of race on these
representations. Within the last several years,
many scholars have critically engaged comic
books as a legilimate source of scholarly
interest and critique. Indeed, comic books
represent a genre within popular culture that is
older than the television. Thinking critically
about the manner in which Black men were first
portrayed in hero serials provides insight into
broader societal conceptions of the Black man
as character, archetype, and symbol. Through
interviews with prominent artists, scholars, and
cultural critics along with images from the
comic books themselves, it becomes clear that
the Black superheroes that did eventually
emerge are generally constrained by
stereolypical understandings of Black people
and Black men in particular. From the humorous,
to the offensive, to the tragic, early Black
superheroes never strayed too far from common
stereolypes about Black men.

The documentary addresses more than forty
years of representation of Black men in comic
books. The characters included in the
documentary are as follows: Lothar (first
appearance in 1934), Whitewash Jones (first
appearance in 1941), Waku, Prince of the Bantu
(first appearance in 1954), Gabriel Jones (first
appearance in 1963), The Black Panther (first
appearance in 1966), The Falcon (first
appearance in 1969), John Stewart (first
appearance in 1971), Luke Cage (first appearance
in 1972), Tyroc (first appearance in 1976) and
Black Lightning (first appearance in 1977).

Gover art by the illustrious John Jennings, Ph.D.
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How to use this Discussion Guide
(last updated 18 May, 2012)

We are socialized to watch films passively —
not critically. The purpose of this guide is to
encourage more active engagement of the
documentary. | have never been a fan of
providing students with guides prior to any
activity for fear that they will focus only on the
pertinent portions identified in the guide and
ignore everything else. The questions included
below are intended only as points of reference
for class discussions of the documentary.

The documentary pursues a critical engagement
of the manner in which Black masculinity is
represented in comic books featuring the first
Black superheroes. Consequently, many of the
questions focus on issues of representation,
race, masculinity, and the influence of racial/
historical contexts on the first Black
superheroes. 7his is not THE study guide. As
the filmmaker, | am probably far too close to the
material to develop a comprehensive guide. This
is simply a beginning point for your class
discussions. If you want to share some good
questions, submit them to the facebook page
(facebook.com/blacksupermen) or use the
contact page on blacksupermen.com) | will give
you credit for your submission and create a list
of “community questions” and update them
every few weeks or so.

Additionally, the documentary should not be the
only source for this study. The documentary
shares scholarly space with a number of
academic domains /ncluding African-American
Studies, hip hop studies, gender studies,
popular culture studies, communication,
American studies, media anthropology, as well
as ethnic and racial studies. Drawn for your
own area(s) of interest to use the documentary
in your work.

This guide reflects only the documentary. | have
not developed questions for the more than forty
video clips available on the site. Many of these
clips should be useful to vyour class
discussions.

The documentary addresses the following
topics within the broader theme (among others
that you are welcome to identify):

A general history of early Black male
superheroes;

¢ The manner in which these characters
represent “controlling images” (Patricia Hill-
GCollins);

e The ways in which these characters are

influenced by (White) consumers;
Evidence of the “Black Buck” stereotype;
The manner in which their powers are
limited and qualified in comparison to White
heroes;

o The influence of Blaxploitation films on
these representations;

e The impact of racism and racial thinking on
the publishing and distribution of titles
featuring Black heroes; and

¢ The distinction between representation of
African and African-American superheroes.

More information at
www.blacksupermen.com.
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I will not he able to thank everyone in the
severely abbreviated acknowledgements. Far
too many people supported this project in
innumerable ways. | am indebted to all of you.
Thank you all so very much. [ want tlo
thank...

my wife for her patience with my sudden (as
it must have appeared to her) interest in
documentary film and for not asking
questions as the equipment crept into our
home....my oldest daughter Grace for sleeping
quietly in Daddy’s lap during late-night
feeding/editing sessions..my mother for
teaching me to read/watch critically...my late
father for rooting for Apollo in Rocky / even
though he KNEW Apollo would NOT win (I get
it now)..my family and friends for attending
my first screening..the Auburn Avenue
Research Library on African-American Culture
and History for sponsoring my first screening-
it was more validating than you will ever
know (thanks Morris Gardner)...John Jennings
for the incredible artwork, the title and the
cheerleading...Julian Chambliss for the invite
and enthusiastic support...Charles McKinney

and Rhodes College for the invite..Imani
Asukile and Pasco-Hernando Community
College for the invites (yes, plural),

EVERYBODY IN THE BLACK AGE (Turtel Onli,
Yumy Odom, Omar Bilal, Bill Foster, Andre
Batts...), your work is so inspiring...to the
Brotherman Crew (Guy and Dawud) for your
inspiration-CAN'T WAIT FOR THE GRAPHIC
NOVELL.all of the film festivals that selected
the film - and those that did not (you inspired
me as well..Dejuii Craig for pushing me to
think big...The International Black Film Festival
of Nashville for being the first festival to
screen the doc (thanks for traveling with us

Dedral)...Byron Hurt for his incredible work and
inspiration as well...Georgia State University
Department African American Studies for
supporting this new journey and for the
beautiful framed print..Universitly of South
Florida Department of Anthropology for
inviting me to present (sorry that it did not go
as well as | would have liked)...Mark Anthony
Neal (the M.AN) for the Left of Black
interview (talk about validation!)...E.J. Ford for
the many words of encouragement (Sherman
Chow as well)...Omar Bilal for the heads up
about Wordpress and your
cheerleading...Rocky Seker and Grace Gipson
for the interviews and
encouragement...EVERYONE that shared their
time with me for interviews-THANK
YOUL..”King” Williams for the feedback and
inspiration...All of the facebook messages, e-
mails, youtube messages asking about the
film - they kept me going when | was
discouraged...Prof. Ricky Jones for the
brotherly encouragement (you were
right!)...Terry Jones for putting me up during
my East Coast interview trip...Daryl Wilson for
checking in on me and keeping me focused
(you know [ love you man)...Scot Brown for the
ASALH panel and everything else..The Duke
University Center for Documentary Studies
for an INCREDIBLE summer
institute...California Newsreel for distributing
the film (it was always my dream) and for
being patient with a novice filmmaker (I am
talking about you Cornelius Moorel)...and
everyone that is not named here - this
project would not be complete without you...
and you...and you...and you...

Thank you.
Thank you.

Thank you!
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