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INTRODUCING BERT WILLIAMS
Burnt Cork, Broadway, and the Story of America’s First Black Star

Camille F. Forbes
“A neglected titan of popular culture gets his due… A wealth of detail illuminates the evolution of show business during Williams’s era, and the artist himself is quoted at length, revealing an articulate and thoughtful man beneath the burnt cork.”

—Kirkus
“[Forbes] delivers an in-depth documentation of his life set against the shadowy backdrop of 19th and 20th-century racism…her vivid, detailed descriptions of Williams’s comedy routines bring his dynamic stage presence to life on the page.” —Publishers Weekly

Every black performer in show business, from Oprah to Jay-Z, to Dave Chapelle owes something to Bert Williams according to Camille F. Forbes.  Forbes, literary scholar, historian, and performer, chronicles his development as an artist and public figure in Introducing Bert Williams: Burnt Cork, Broadway, and the Story of America’s First Black Star (Basic Civitas; Publication Date: Feb 4, 2008; Hardcover; $27.50).  From humble beginnings in the rough-and-tumble “medicine shows” that dotted the Wild West in the late 19th century, Williams rose through the ranks of vaudeville in New York City, finally ascending to the previously lily-white exemplar of Broadway glamour: the fabled Ziegfeld Follies.  Williams brought the first all-black musical to Broadway, a show that would later give a command performance at Buckingham Palace. 

While Williams was a groundbreaking performer in many ways, his life both on and off stage was marked by contradiction and opposition.  Although his decision to perform in blackface permitted him access to a world that was dominated by racial and cultural stereotypes, he would ultimately find his fame and success integrally bound up with shame and regret.  This inner turmoil was palpable to those who knew and respected him.  A fellow performer and friend, W.C. Fields once described Williams as “the funniest man I ever saw and the saddest man I ever knew.”
Williams continuously struggled to balance the demands of white audiences with the political and social needs of his black supporters.  Working both within and against the expected stereotypes, he managed to overturn many of the prejudices and limitations of his profession.  Yet Williams was never fully comfortable in his role as a public figure.  Modest, private, and cautious in his personal life, he left political activism to others, preferring to let his trailblazing achievements speak for themselves.   Still, the story of his long and varied career is a whirlwind of drama, glamour, and ambition—nothing less than the birth of American show business. 

More than a simple narration of a remarkable life, however, Introducing BERT WILLIAMS initiates the reader into the vivid world of nineteenth- and early twentieth-century popular entertainment. Furthermore, it offers a fascinating window into the fraught issues surrounding race and artistic expression in American culture, from minstrelsy to vaudeville, Tin Pan Alley to The Emperor Jones.  Though the terms of the conflict and the forms of culture have changed, these issues resonate to this day. 
ABOUT THE AUTHOR:
Camille F. Forbes is an historian and performer with a Ph.D. in American Civilization from Harvard University. She is currently an assistant professor in the Department of Literature at the University of California, San Diego. She can be found on the web at: camillefforbes.com
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