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Significant differences do separate past and present practices. Jolson’s grease-
paint was external, while the more recent forms are internal. As an exterior marker,
by Jolson’s later film days in the early r930s, blackface had become outdated. In one
of those films, a quartet of musicians pursues him from the recording studio through
the streets of the city, imploring him to abandon “Mammy.” They are splashed by a
passing truck, turn black, and end up backing up his triumphant minstrelsy.

The scene is designed to make Jolson look like what we would call today a pop
music dinosaur: stubbornly anachronistic and proud of it. Film discourse on stage
and screen had moved to newer, more sophisticated stylings, such as the early all-
white Hollywood musical or the all-black neo-plantation films that began as early as
1929 with Hallelujah (MGM), In the r930s, the southern white playwriting duo of
DuBose and Cora Heyward penned both Mamba’s Daughters and Porgy about the
colorful life of Carolina African-Americans. The latter work was raised to new dra-
matic and musical heights by George Gershwin, whose status grew from Jewish
songwriter to operatic composer by imitating the vernacular song of a black commu-
nity. The move that began in the r950s toward internalized coding of white settings
and characters, leading from the jazz score through Motown mouthings, seems per-
haps even more thorough as a process of ethnic erasure.

In 2000, Spike Lee made an audacious move, bringing old-fashioned, excruciat-
ingly literal blackface back to public attention. In his film Bamboozled (New Line), a
cynical African-American television writer produces a blackface show performed by
African-Americans, which becomes a national hit, only to bring death and disaster to
the principals. Lee skewers everyone, including the Jewish industry types that ratio-
nalize the return of minstrelsy. Brilliant and caustic as its premise and production
numbers are, Bamboozled was critically treated more as an oddity than a sensation,
and vanished quickly from the screens. As Paul Gilroy argues forcetully in Against
Race, we have moved into a “post-race” phase where bodies—even black ones—
figure more as tools of consumerism than as political pawns.’s

Still, we should recoil reflexively and retrospectively at any display—however
covert—of the minstrel mask and closely scrutinize its Jewish wearers of earlier
decades. We should also see the blackface moment that culminated in The Jazz
Singer, along with its metamorphoses since then, as part of a durable structure
of race-conscious sentiment, crafted through music, that became integrated into

American life over many generations of entertainment. Its traces have been painted

over, but not erased.

PUTTING BLACKFACE IN ITS PLACE
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