Henry Louis Gates. Jr.: The Malcolm X project has been in turnaround. in
development hell. for two decades. Not for lack of talent. either. James
Baldwin and Arnold Perl. David Bradley. Calder Willingham. Charles Fuller
and David Mamet were attached to the project as writers at various
points. What's the real reason this movie was never made-until
now?

Spike Lee: I just think the studios were scared of the film. And the rising popularity
of Malcolm, coupled with the box office appeal of Denzel Washington and mysel£
is what made it economically feasible for them to invest in the project.
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Gates: David Bradley says they didn't
keep firing the writers because the
scripts were wrong; they fired them
because the story was wrong.
Lee: I would agree with that. Malcolm X
was basically disputing the American
dream. And if there's one thing Hollywood is about, it is selling the American
dream. So Malcolm X is at odds with
the images that Hollywood has always
been about.
Gates: On the other hand, he is the
American dream: rags to riches, figuratively speaking. The self-made man. Very
much like Benjamin Franklin's autobiography or Booker T. Washington's ...
Lee: Pulling yourself up by the-bootstraps, self-education. There are many
different stories like this, with many
different ethnic backgrounds. The story
they choose to tell is always John Doe,
Horatio Alger. It's never been about
people of color.
.
Gates: How do you think about the
relation between the film and the facts?
For example, Bruce Perry's 1991 biography disputes some of the standard,
canonical episodes of Malcolm's story.
Like the 1929 fire that destroyed the
Lansing, Michigan house: Perry claims it
was probably started by the father, Earl
Little. And he's skeptical about the 1965
firebombing of Malcolm's house. And he
doubts the activity of the Klan in
Nebraska and Michigan ... Say Perry's
right on some points, wrong on others.
In a subtler way, any form of narrative
history involves falsification or distortion
of some kind; you're always shaping the
facts to fit a narrative framework. But
in the case of Malcolm X, there's an
especially heavy political freight to carry.
You got a taste of this kind of thing in
the controversy over the historical
veracity of Oliver Stone's JFIC The point
is that while the autobiography stands
as a generally truthful work, individual
episodes, some pretty basic, are disputed
or controversial. And my question to
you, as a filmmaker, is, does that
matter?
Lee: It does matter; I think that's
something every filmmaker or writer has
to deal with when you're dealing with
someone who has lived. I think Oliver
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Malcolm X (Denzel W'asbington) studies the Koran while imprisoned.
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JFKis a great movie. What he
JFKis what he did in Born on the
Fourth o/July. And I think the most
Stone's

did in

important
what is the

question you have to ask is,

intenti Our intention is not

to tear down Malcolm; for us this is an
act of love. And in those cases where we
had to change names, change events, or
make three or four characters into one,
well, I don't think that's distorting

the

Malcolm X story. You have to realize
we're not making a documentary,

we're

making a drama. So you've got the same
problem as a filmmaker adapting a vast
novel to the screen: You can't include
everything; some things you-switch or
turn around. I know there are people
who will say: this HIm is false because
Malcolm didn't do such-and-such

...

and Denzel is too light-complected,

and

even though he dyed his hair red, that's
not the color that Malcolm X's hair was.
I mean, those little things do not detract
from the overall work. Let's look at the
body of the HIm, the overall sense of it.

Gates: Is this a "Malcolm" for our time?
Lee: Individual viewers will have to
make up their own minds. One of the
reasons we've gotten static is that
Malcolm was so many people. Everybody has their own Malcolm who is dear
to them, and their Malcolm fits their
own personal and political agenda. So
everybody claims him in whatever

Filmmaker Spike Lee on location in Ghiza, Egypt.

period of life he was in at that particular
ence to pick and choose which one they

rewrote the script by James Baldwin and

agree with, but we want to show all the

this more embracive figure, appeal to
you, given your own sensibilities?

Arnold Perl, and I will take responsibil-

Malcolms ... I like them all--even

Lee: Yes, I think that Malcolm came to a

ity. I will say this is the Malcolm I see.

when he was a hustler. I can see what

point where he saw that we're all

Gates: Spike's Malcolm. But is Spike's
Malcolm the Malcolm before Mecca or
after?

steered him that way; having seen the

brothers. And what he had done,

state commit your mother, the family

through the Nation of Islam, was

time. All I can say is: I was the director, I

broken up, your father killed. All these

something

Le~: We show them all. That's why this

things led him to the course he took. I

That doesn't negate the power and

HIm is an epic, that's why it's three

try to keep him together as one person,

greatness of Elijah, but it was Malcolm

hours. We want to show the total

and all these things, you might say, are

who gained the Nation the attention

evolution of what made him, we want to

spokes in the wheel that made him. I

the world through the media. He was

show the three or four different people

know for sure Warner Brothers is trying

the fiery orator, and Elijah Muhammad

he was along the line. People tend to

to stress the Malcolm

after Mecca, when

he stopped calling white folks blue-eyed

many different views over his life, he

grafted devils.

Farrakhan.

Gates: That's the split everyone sees in
him. But does this post-Mecca Malcolm,

even

in this life. We leave it up to the audi16

of

simply did not have the speaking skills.

have one view of Malcolm, but he had
turned completely around several times

he felt very bad about ...

You know, I had a meeting with
And it's funny, they don't

care what we do with Malcolm. All

they cared about was how Elijah
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Muhammad would be portrayed in the
film.
Gates: You mentioned that Warner
prefers a certain Malcolm. How did that
manifest itself, and how did you deal
ith it?
Lee: They just make suggestions; I have
final cut. At the same time, they had a
point. Because I think that Malcolm
post-Mecca is the one where he evolved
the most. That is not to negate what
Malcolm did when he was in the
I ation, aside from those theories that
white people were grafted by the evil
scientist Yakub and that there's this
wheel spinning above us that's gping to
destroy the world. Even in
days, he
was speaking important truths about
oppression and resistance.
Gates: You talk about having final cut,
but one way people attack you is to say
that in the final analysis, he doesn't
really have final cut.
Lee: Those ignorant motherfuckers
haven't read my contract. I have final
rut on all my films: that means I decided
what goes in, what stays out of the
movie. That's it.
Gates: Should we think of this as, in
some sense, the film adaptation of
alcolm's autobiography, rather than an
independent historical chronicle?
Lee: The Baldwin-Peri script was
adapted from the autobiography by Alex
Haley. But the problems with it were in
the last third of the script, where the
split with the Nation occurs. They were
really, I felt, walking on eggshells,
tiptoeing over a lot of stuff-again, at
the time Elijah Muhammad was still
alive, there was a lot of bad blood still
between Malcolm's camp and the
ation-and they really didn't deal
with the split, and how Malcolm was
killed. Since then, a lot more information has come and we've really been able
to develop the last third.
&tes: What sort of additional research
id you do in order to capture a
gone era?
Lee::That's where you have to use your
production stall-Wayne Thomas,
roduaion designer; Ruth Carter, who

tho;t
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did costumes; Ernest Dickerson, who
shot the movie; various other art directors; and a whole art department. Tons
of research was done. I myself did a lot
of reading and talked to people who
knew Malcolm. I went to Detroit and
talked to Malcolm's brother and Omar
and his sister Yvonne; I talked with
people at the Organization of AfroAmerican Unity, like Peter Bailey, Earl
Grant, Benjamin 2X, Kathleen
Misslesharp, who was a captain at
Malcolm's Temple Number Seven. I
talked with William Kunstler, Betty
Shabazz, Charles Kenyatta, Percy
Sutton, Rob Cooper, Alex Haley, Dr.
Omar Ozan, who wrote the letter that
opened up the door for Malcolm when
he went to Mecca, because people in the
Nation were not considered true
Muslims. I tried to use all these people
who were there with Malcolm, who
knew him.
Gates: How was the financing with
Warner?
Lee: It's a $32-33 million movie, but
Warner Brothers only put 18 into this
film. And Largo bought the foreign.
rights for 8; so it's 6, 7 million over
budget. But that $32-33 million figure
was what our original budget was from
the beginning. If we had held out and
said, we're not making this film unless
you give us $32-33 million dollars, the
film would not have been made. So we
went in, knowing that somewhere down
the line, we'd have to find some extra
money. But we had to get the film made
then: it's been two decades, and we had
to seize the opportunity.
Gates: You've said before that the
amount of control the studios exert is
in direct relation to the amount of
money they put up. Were there more
suits on the set this time, more of a
sense of studio control this time?
Lee: No, they rarely came to the set.
Their attitude was this: we're putting
$18 million into this and not a penny
more; anything that's over budget, the
producers are going to have to cover,
and we don't care. So they didn't hang

around.
Gates: There's a sense in which people
already talk about a "Spike Lee movie"
as a genre: there's a peculiar mixture of
humor, politics, sensuality, drama,
elements that constitute a distinctive
sensibility in your own work. And, after
all, these are films that you conceive,
write, direct, and produce yourself, on
your own, in a sense. In that generic
sense, then, is this biopic Malcolm X
really a "Spike Lee" film?
.
Lee: I think it is. It's a challenge, because
it's the first film that I didn't originate. I
had to respectfully deal with Malcolm X
but still see ifI could put my personal
stamp on it. But I think we've been able
to do that ... I had to walk a tightrope,
but you can still tell that I directed this
film like my other films. I still feel it's a
personal film like my other films. It was
paramount to us that Malcolm would be
a human being-we didn't want him to
be a Jesus Christ figure, you might say.
We wanted him to be complex, wanted
him to have shades of gray, not be all
black or white. Of course, you can write
material like that but in the end it comes
down to the actor, and Denzel gives a
tremendous performance as Malcolm.
Gates: Why is the life of Malcolm, Spike
Lee's Malcolm, needed right now?
Lee: It's needed for the same reason that
Malcolm was needed when he was alive,
and even more so today. One of the
things that Malcolm stressed was
education. Well, we're just not doing it.
It's such a sad situation now, where male
Black kids will fail so they can be
"down" with everyone else, and if you
get A's and speak correct English, you're
regarded as being "white." Peer pressure
has turned around our whole value
system.
Gates: Since the late sixties, "authentic"
black culture had been equated with
street culture, or urban vernacular
culture. It wasn't always this way.
Lee: Wynton Marsalis talks about this all
the time. It's really crazy. Matty Rich,
who made Straight Gutta Brooklyn, was
attacking me by saying: "Spike comes
continued on page 33
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on is false, or should I keep my mouth

continued ftom page 17

shut? It's like the whole Clarence Tho-

from the middle class, Spike is third-

mas-Anita Hill thing. Or the whole thing
between me and Baraka. I know there

generation college-educated-I

didn't go

to college, I didn't go to film school, I'm
from the streets ... "

Gates: I'm pure, I'm authentic.
Lee: "I'm pure, I'm ignorant." I mean
that's nothing to brag about! This is
exactly what I'm saying, where intelligence or education is being looked down
upon. And that's stupid. Ignorant.

Gates: What audience is this film
primarily directed toward: are you trying
to educate Black America or white
America? Given the complexity of the
subject, can one film do both?
Lee: Yes, I think all my films have done
both. I've always found it interesting to
view my films as having two different
audiences, one black and one white. We
have enough stuff in there that everybody
gets something out of it.

Gates: You run the risk of alienating
people once you go beyond the manipulation of symbols. Certainly it happens
when you start to separate truth from
falsehood, wheat from chaff, saying: no
brother, the Jews did not invent slavery,
the degree of melanin in your skin
doesn't correspond to the degree of
humanitarianism in your heart, and the
Egyptians did not levitate the Pyramids
and fly around in airplanes, whatever the
Portland Baseline Essays claim. Now,
you've sometimes been called a griot.
One of the things that most AfroAmericans don't know is that the griot
was always estranged from his community, always a marginal figure, exiled at
his death, even buried separately from
the rest of his community, because he
was the person who was supposed to
call a spade a spade. He was the person
who was supposed to say, these are the
veils you have before your eyes.

have to be differences, case by case;
sometimes maybe differences should be
talked out behind closed doors, other
times, maybe it has to be done publicly.
So there's this fine line, between going for
the truth, while, at the same time, you
don't want to make it seem that Black
folks are fighting Black folks

Gates: Film history is littered with flashes
in the pan: the Black message films of
the forties, Belafonte in the fifties, the
blaxploitation era of the late sixties, early
seventies. How do we keep it from being
just a trend?
Lee: By trying to be the best filmmakers
we can be. By learning the craft. By
having a love of cinema. Not being in it
just for the money, for the glory, or the
number of pretty asses you can bone
when you're casting your films. That's
what it's going to take. It was a love of
music that enabled Duke to do what he
did. You got to have that love of whatever
it is you're doing, the craft of it. And you
have to go and spend time in the woodshed. John Coltrane, Wynton Marsalis,
they practice five, six hours a day. They're
not bullshitting. A lot of these guys
making films today, they're bullshitting.
They don't have any craft, and they're
proud to say it: "I didn't go to film
school, I never made a film before." Most
of the time it ends up looking exactly like
that. It looks like crap ...
There are so many stories to tell.
And our stories have not really been told.
Think of all the novels that have still to

Song of Solomon,
Bluest Eye, Their EyesAre Watching God

make it to the screen:

It's like virgin territory.

CD

Lee: This is something that's difficult to
deal with, because we all want to be
united as a people, and we've really been
divided on purpose from the beginning,
back when they made sure nobody spoke
the same tongue on the slave ships. So
there's always this decision to be made:
should I speak out because what's going
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