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Part of a multimedia initiative, The Black List: Volume One is the brainchild of 
renowned portrait photographer/filmmaker Timothy Greenfield-Sanders and acclaimed 
NPR radio host, journalist and former New York Times film critic Elvis Mitchell, with 
Greenfield-Sanders directing and Mitchell conducting the interviews.    
 
The Black List: Volume One premiered on HBO in August, 2008; and has been shown 
multiple times on the premium channel.  It will receive an elaborate series of Encore 
airings starting in late January, 2009 as part of HBO's Black History Month celebration 
leading up to the premiere of Black List: Volume Two which bow on HBO on February 
26, 2009. 
 
The Black List's interviewees come from a diverse collection of disciplines from the 
worlds of the arts, sports, politics, business and government, and include, in order of 
appearance: Slash, former Guns N' Roses guitarist; Toni Morrison, author and Nobel 
laureate; Keenen Ivory Wayans, film writer/director, creator of TV's In Living Color; 
Vernon Jordan, lawyer and former president of the National Urban League; Faye 
Wattleton, current President of the Center for the Advancement of Women and former 
President of Planned Parenthood; Marc Morial, former Mayor of New Orleans and 
current National Urban League president; Serena Williams, eight-time Grand Slam 
tennis champion; Lou Gossett Jr., Oscar®-winning actor; Lorna Simpson, artist and 
photographer; Mahlon Duckett, former Negro League Baseball star; Zane, best-selling 
erotic author and publisher; Al Sharpton, pastor, activist and 2004 Presidential 
candidate; Kareem Abdul- Jabbar, Hall of Fame basketball great; Thelma Golden, art 
curator at the Whitney Museum and now the Studio Museum in Harlem; Sean Combs, 
mogul, actor and music producer; Susan Rice, former Assistant Secretary of State and 
Barack Obama's senior campaign advisor; Chris Rock, comedian, producer and director; 
Suzan-Lori Parks, Pulitzer Prize-winning playwright; Richard Parsons, former Time 
Warner CEO; Dawn Staley, 3- time Olympic gold medalist, WNBA All-Star and current 
Temple University women's basketball head coach; and Bill T. Jones, Tony Award-
winning dancer and director of the Bill T. Jones/Arnie Zane Dance Company.  
 
The Black List: Volume One made its world premiere at 2008's Sundance Film Festival; 
Variety called it "an impeccably mounted survey of voices from across the spectrum of 
African-American accomplishment...a rich and revealing work of portraiture."  
 
This film is part of a multimedia initiative titled "The Black List Project," conceived by 
Greenfield-Sanders and Mitchell and comprised of the HBO documentary, a museum 
exhibition of photographic portraits, a book of those photographs, an interactive 
educational program and a comprehensive digital platform at blacklistproject.com done 
in conjunction with AOL Black Voices - the largest African American website with over 
6.7MM unique monthly visitors.  
 
 
CREDITS: Interviews by Elvis Mitchell; Directed by Timothy Greenfield-Sanders; 
Producers: Timothy Greenfield-Sanders, Elvis Mitchell, Michael Slap Sloane; Executive 
Producers: Christopher McKee, Scott Richman, Tommy Walker and Payne Brown. 
 
 

 

http://blacklistproject.com/


 

THE BLACK LIST: VOLUME ONE 
(Documentary) 
An Indican Pictures release of an HBO Documentary Films and Freemind Ventures presentation. 
Produced by Elvis Mitchell, Timothy Greenfield-Sanders, Michael Slap Stone. Executive 
producers, Christopher McKee, Scott Richman, Payne Brown, Tommy Walker. Directed by 
Timothy Greenfield-Sanders. Created by Greenfield-Sanders, Elvis Mitchell. Interviews by 
Mitchell. 
  
With: Kareem Abdul-Jabbar, Sean Combs, Mahlon Duckett, Thelma Golden, Lou Gossett Jr., Bill 
T. Jones, Vernon Jordan, Marc Morial, Toni Morrison, Suzan-Lori Parks, Richard Parsons, Colin 
Powell, Susan Rice, Chris Rock, Al Sharpton, Russell Simmons, Lorna Simpson, Slash, Dawn 
Staley, Faye Wattleton, Keenen Ivory Wayans, Zane. 
By JUSTIN CHANG  
 
An impeccably mounted survey of voices from across the spectrum of African-American 
accomplishment, the first installment of "The Black List" is a rich and revealing work of portraiture. 
In this sparkling collection of interviews conducted by former New York Times film critic Elvis 
Mitchell and assembled by helmer Timothy Greenfield-Sanders, prominent athletes, authors, actors, 
musicians, politicians and many others recount their personal journeys with bracing warmth, 
eloquence and candor. A prime HBO acquisition at Sundance, classy project has endless sequel 
potential and will enjoy a long and distinguished life in theatrical, cable and eventual book form. 
A succession of approximately four-minute interviews, docu unspools like a suite of variations on 
the themes of black culture and identity. Filmed against a gray backdrop at Greenfield-Sanders' 
home studio in New York, the conversations are presented, Errol Morris-style, in medium 
closeup, broken only by occasional cuts and archival photographs; neither camera movement nor 
Mitchell's voice intervenes to disrupt the powerful sense of eye-to-eye intimacy between speaker 
and viewer. Result is a fluid, graceful, formally becalmed work that relies almost entirely on its 
subjects to animate the frame -- which they do, effortlessly. 

The idea of art as both inspiration and personal mentor recurs throughout "The Black List," 
whether it's Kareem Abdul-Jabbar talking about meeting Miles Davis, former Guns N' Roses 
guitarist Slash delivering an appreciation of Jimi Hendrix or Toni Morrison describing how she 
was steeped in literature since early girlhood. "Writing is mine," the Pulitzer-winning novelist 
declares at one point, and if anything connects the film's diverse voices, it's that sense of 
personally owning one's individual talents, of excelling without boundaries.  

That there are boundaries, of course, is self-evident. Commenting on the relative absence of 
blacks in her profession, Thelma Golden, curator of the Studio Museum in Harlem, dryly recounts 
how people would assume, upon meeting her, that she worked for Thelma Golden.  

With more than a twinge of sadness, Lou Gossett Jr. describes his difficulty finding decent roles 
after winning an Oscar for "An Officer and a Gentleman," and heralds the great, underappreciated 
black actor James Edwards. And Marc Morial, former mayor of New Orleans, gravely recalls 
Hurricane Katrina's particular toll on the city's black underclass.  

While its subjects never physically interact, "The Black List" does place them in implicit 
conversation with one another. It would be fascinating to hear what the Rev. Al Sharpton, who 
dismisses the gangster-rap persona as simply the latest incarnation of Stepin Fetchit or Uncle 
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Tom, would have to say to Sean Combs, who talks about his association with slain hip-hop artist 
Notorious B.I.G.  

Actor-comedians Keenen Ivory Wayans and Chris Rock riff hilariously on the double standards 
that frequently apply to black representation onscreen. And erotica writer Zane and Faye 
Wattleton, who was the first black president of Planned Parenthood, voice strong opinions about 
women's sexual and reproductive rights.  

Docu reveals Greenfield-Sanders' photography background with beautifully composed images; 
everyone on camera owes a clear debt to not only d.p. Graham Willoughby, but also the makeup 
artists for showing them to their best advantage.  

Ultimately, this many-sided rumination on the black American experience can't be boiled down to 
a single message or idea, which is very much to its credit as well as its point. These are portraits 
that move, in both senses of the word.  

Camera (color/B&W), Graham Willoughby; editor, Lukas Hauser; music, Neal Evans; makeup, 
Jackie Sanchez, Tatijana Shoan; sound, Elizabeth Ellis; senior researcher, Karin Greenfield-
Sanders; line producers, Big Shoes Media, Perfect Day Films; associate producer, Mary Bradley. 
Reviewed at Sundance Film Festival (Spectrum), Jan. 22, 2008. Running time: 92 MIN. 
 
 

 
 

 

] New York Artists Warm Sundance 
By S. JAMES SNYDER | January 25 

 

'THE BLACK LIST: VOLUME ONE' 

It was "The Black List: Volume One" that, for this critic, heralded the beginning of 
Sundance. From the first moment of this seemingly simple yet carefully refined 
achievement, I found myself unprepared for the emotional wallop that was to come. 

Under the combined control of the director and esteemed photographer Timothy 
Greenfield-Sanders and the film critic Elvis Mitchell, "The Black List" offers 20 
abbreviated interviews with influential black Americans from every corner of society. 
The final product is an inspiring mosaic that speaks to what it means to live as a 
black American, and serves as a meditation on how far we have to go as a nation in 
correcting the inequities that persist to this day. 

"It's one of those things where you go, 'Whoa, it's never been done before, but it's so 
simple,'" Mr. Mitchell said, referring to the documentary's use of just two cameras 
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and no narrator. "As an African-American, one of the reasons I wanted to do this was 
to see something I had never seen before  an honest and insightful acknowledgement 
of the breadth and depth of the black experience in this country. Honestly, that's 
something you don't see in the mainstream media today. " 

Turning to their extensive personal Rolodexes to assemble an astonishing array of 
personalities, Messrs. Mitchell and Greenfield-Sanders speak with such icons as Sean 
Combs (to talk about the entertainment industry), Vernon Jordan Jr. (the legal and 
political universe), Colin Powell (the military and government), and the Rev. Al 
Sharpton (the prominent role of the church in daily life). 

"At some point, if you reach a position of power, you must cope with the realization 
that you're black in America, and how do you deal with that?" Mr. Mitchell said. 
"That's what I wanted to explore." It was HBO that suggested adding "Volume One" 
to the title, advancing the idea that the two collaborators will expand this initial 
documentary with additional films and an interactive Web site that will encourage 
visitors to share their own thoughts and experiences. 
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