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January 10, 2008
Dear Producer/Features Editor:

The idea of “blackface” in American culture creates a visceral response and a heightened discomfort on par with words like coon song and darky.  Minstrelsy entertainment was a huge part of the entertainment landscape a century ago and it had strict rules for black performers who gained  access to white audience venues, but these rules were in conflict with the black community’s wish that  successful, highly visible performers stand up for “the race” instead of perpetuating negative stereotypes. Bert Williams was a brilliant prominent entertainer, working in blackface, yet as an artist he did expand the accepted boundaries of black characters with his hilarious and truthful acts.  In INTRODUCING BERT WILLIAMS: Burnt Cork, Broadway and the Story of  America’s First Black Star (Pub date: February 4, 2008; Hardcover), Camille F. Forbes opens the discussion on whether or not a blackface performer deserves any consideration as an artist and what role, if any, Bert Williams played in improving the situation for black entertainers today.  
Forbes examines the inspirational and ultimately tragic life of a man W.C. Fields called “the funniest man I ever saw and the saddest man I ever knew.”  With the rich details of the material of that time, Forbes can bridge what show business looked like 100 years ago with today and in an interview she can discuss:

· Are black performers still restricted in how they represent their race in America today? And to what extent?
· Was it because Bert Williams was a comedian that he was able to push back boundaries and is that still true for comedians today? 

· While hip-hop started out as a genuine expression from the inner cities, are hip-hop artists expected to work within a framework of images?

· Is it fair for society to expect artists to be social activists just because they have celebrity?

· How do black stars of today, of Bert Williams’s stature, express their social activism and is that a positive or negative thing for the black community?
· Are there parallels between the racism Bert Williams experienced and entertainers working today? 

While Camille F. Forbes comes from an entertainment background she also holds a Ph.D. in American Civilization from Harvard. Her extensive research over the past eight years has taken her to the best theater archives, museums and library resources across the country.
From medicine shows to the Ziegfeld’s Follies, to Tin Pan Alley, Bert Williams was a trailblazing entertainer with both white and black audiences proclaiming him, “The Greatest Comedian on the American Stage.”  It is time for a new audience to look at his life’s work and I look forward to discussing interview and feature coverage for INTRODUCING BERT WILLIAMS and Camille F. Forbes.
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