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SPIKE LEE

Heʼs Gotta Have it

A certain excitement has diminished. Black cinema is not thriving
as it was when Spike Lee first exploded upon the scene. If this is
the case, what, one must ask, has changed?

he dialogue still persists; issues of race have
by no means been put aside. Barack

Obamaʼs presidential candidacy, and now
presidency, has rekindled the discourse of our
continued discomfort surrounding the topic of race.
“Race is an issue that I believe this nation cannot
afford to ignore,” Obama has said. Spike Leeʼs films
have been and continue to be the manifestation of
this statement. Leeʼs films are not about race, but
neither can race be separated from his films. His
politically and racially-charged cinema once served
as an integral component to a significant race-
conscious era of our history. In the early 1990ʼs, Lee

delivered heavy hitter after heavy hitter with Do The Right Thing (Leeʼs third feature, but the one that
put him on the map), followed by Moʼ Better Blues, Jungle Fever and Malcolm X. His cinematic
assaults, meanwhile, were echoed by the mainstream acceptance of rap music (Lee incorporated
Public Enemyʼs songs into several of his soundtracks), the rise of poetry slams, the publication of
Cornel Westʼs Race Matters, the debates over Louis Farrakhan, and the Los Angeles riots.

In both subject matter and in terms of commercial success, Lee inspired a generation of young black
filmmakers. The streets of South Central Los Angeles and a culture of drive-by shootings, gang
violence and crack cocaine were often the backdrops of an entirely new wave of storytelling, and as
commercial viability grabbed hold, the settings of these stories expanded. John Singleton, Julie Dash,
Ernest R. Dickerson (who was Leeʼs director of photography), the Hughes brothers, and Mario Van
Peebles, just to name a few, all looked towards Lee as their role model.

Lee has now been making films for a quarter of a century. His intent remains focused, and he
continues to tell stories about subjects that interest him. Still, both the cultural terrain and the
Hollywood system in which he continues to work have altered. On a visit to the Artvoices offices in
New Orleans, we spoke to Spike Lee about these matters.
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Adam Falik:What was different when you first started making films?

Spike Lee:It was an event when a black film came out because there were so few of them. Today, itʼs
no big thing.

AF:The filmmakers whose careers followed in the wake of yours, guys like Singleton and the Hughes
brothers, how do you feel about the films theyʼre making now?

SL: Everybodyʼs doing what they want to do. There were people who made the critical mistake of
thinking that with this new cause, the black renaissance of films, everybody was going to be making
the same type of films. The mistake is made that African Americans are monolithic, that we all look
alike. The films I make are not the films John Singleton makes, are not the films the Hughes Brothers
make, are not the films Tyler Perry makes. We all have different viewpoints, different aesthetics. Weʼre
all looking at different aspects of the vast African American community.

AF: And how do you feel about Tyler Perry?

SL: He has his format and itʼs working. Iʼll leave it at that.

AF: What do you think of the overall state of cinema today?

SL: Thereʼs always good people coming up. Thereʼs a film by a young director named Scott Sanders,
who made this black exploitation spoof called Black Dynamite. But Iʼm not happy. The types of films
theyʼre making – Iʼm talking about the studios specifically, with 3-D, comic books and special effects –
the studio heads, they play it real close to the vest. I donʼt think Do The Right Thing could have got
financed today. Theyʼre just very right down the middle. Itʼs becoming much harder to get films
financed because of that.

AF: Even though the technology is making it cheaper and easier to make films?

SL: But that doesnʼt mean your films are getting released. There are fewer places to get your films
distributed now.

AF: How is it for you these days? Are you able to make any film you want?

SL: Iʼve never been able to just make any film I want. I could make any film I wanted within a
budgetary ceiling. When the subject matter demanded that it exceed the glass ceiling, those did not
get made. From the very beginning. I couldnʼt get Jackie Robinson made when I had the rights. I
wanted to do a film with Imagine [Entertainment], with Ron Howard and Brian Grazer, on James
Brown. Thereʼs a film I wanted to do on Max Schmeling and Joe Lewis. Couldnʼt get that done. I still
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want to do them. Itʼs even harder now to get those films made.

AF: What about documentaries? Are there more opportunities for documentary filmmakers than there
used to be?

SL: I would say so.

AF: Why have documentaries been an important part of your oeuvre?

SL: The first one was 4 Little Girls, about the bombing of the 16th Street Baptist Church in Birmingham
Alabama. Then I did Jim Brown: All American. Then Levees [When the Levees Broke], then Kobe
Doinʼ Work, and now If God Is Willing and Da Creek Donʼt Rise. I donʼt really put myself in
compartments; to me itʼs all filmmaking.

AF: Is there a political activism aspect to the documentaries you make?

“We handed people the mic and put the camera on them and let them
express their rage”

SL: Thatʼs a byproduct of it. Iʼm a storyteller, and these stories that I like will hopefully elicit responses
to the subject matter weʼre dealing with. It was a travesty what happened with Katrina, the breaching
of the levees, and people are dead today who should be alive. Peopleʼs lives have changed forever.
And five years later the same thing was happening with the oil spill.

AF: There seems to be a simpatico relationship between you and New Orleans.

SL: Iʼve been treated very well here since Levees came out. We handed people the mic and put the
camera on them and let them express their rage, their frustration about something that should not
have happened.

AF: Was it strictly Katrina that made you embrace this city?

SL: This wasnʼt something that was planned. I was in Venice, ironically another water city, for the
Venice Film Festival, when my wife, Tonya, called me and told me to turn on the television. I didnʼt
know Hurricane Katrina was even coming. I turned on the TV and people were on top of homes with
signs saying Help us. So right then and there, I said, I want to find these people Iʼm seeing on these
news clips and let them tell their story. I went to HBO and they said, Letʼs do it.
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