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This project began with a simple series of questions: what is film’s status
within African American aesthetics, and how might we look to films set in
Harlem, the “Mecca of the New Negro,” as an indicator of the cinema’s role in
the construction of African American identity? What appeared to be straightforward questions soon revealed an expansive history of cinema’s relationship
to Harlem, one that broadened my query from film to other areas of visual culture and opened my eyes to the complex interactions of art, politics, and economics at play in the neighborhood. Over the years, my exploration of Harlem
in African American photography and film, and vice versa, has taken me on a
journey through archives and across different media, from microfiche copies of
the New York Age to interactive websites promoting the “Harlem USA” development in Upper Manhattan. It has also brought me in contact with a number of
people—colleagues, archivists, friends, and strangers—whose intellectual
curiosity and generosity contributed to helping shape what appears in the
following pages.
It goes without saying that my colleagues at Brooklyn College were instrumental in the completion of Making a Promised Land. The seeds for what became
a book were first nurtured during a fellowship year provided by the Ethyl R.
Wolfe Institute for the Humanities at Brooklyn College. I extend my gratitude to
Robert Viscusi and George Cunningham for their work with the institute and
their ongoing support of faculty scholarship. During the writing of this work, I
was also fortunate to receive a Tow Professorship, awarded by Leonard and
Claire Tow to foster faculty research. The Tow Award provided travel funds and
other financial support related to this project, luxuries that are increasingly rare
in an environment of fiscal austerity in higher education. My compatriots in the
Department of Film—especially Daniel Gurskis, Liz Weis, Kara Lynn Andersen,
Sarah Christman, Becky MacDonald, Bill Hornsby, Virginia Brooks, and Matthew
Moore—have been supportive of my work over the years, and I am thankful for
their interest in film scholarship in particular and their delightful enthusiasm
for the cinema as a whole. I would also like to express my gratitude to the former provost, Roberta S. Matthews, for her support while she was part of the
Brooklyn College community. As no scholarship is performed in a vacuum, I wish
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to acknowledge the fabulous film majors at Brooklyn College for asking hard
questions, doubting any easy answers, and always reminding me why I love what
I do. Finally, my sincere appreciation goes to Alberto Mojica, a talented filmmaker and scholar, who took time from filmmaking to assist me with
film stills.
Although Brooklyn College may sometimes seem like a small place, it is part
of the much larger City University of New York system, which has provided me
with the invaluable opportunity to collaborate with talented faculty from
departments and institutions across the university. I had the lucky fortune to
formulate the early stages of Making a Promised Land while participating in the
“Transformative Cities” seminar hosted by the Center for Place, Culture, and
Politics at the Graduate Center. I would like to express my gratitude to the seminar co-coordinators, Neil Smith and Ida Sussman, and to the seminar’s faculty
and student participants from across CUNY for encouraging me to broaden my
historical work to present-day Harlem. I also want to acknowledge my colleagues in the Film Studies Certificate Program at the Graduate Center—David
Gerstner, Cynthia Chris, Edward Miller, Ivone Margulies, Alison Griffiths, and
William Boddy, among others—many who heard an early draft of chapter 1 as
part of the FSCP’s Film and Media Lecture Series. In addition, I had the excellent
help of two graduate assistants from the Graduate Center’s Program in Theatre,
Andrew Kirchner and Ryan Donovan, both of whom provided research assistance at different moments in the preparation of this manuscript.
Over the years, I have been invited to present my research to scholarly communities outside CUNY, opportunities that provided welcome and useful feedback for various parts of Making a Promised Land. For generously asking me to
visit their institutions, I would like to acknowledge the following individuals:
Amy Corbin and the Center for Ethics at Muhlenberg College; Erica Stein and
Corey Creekmur at the University of Iowa; David Desser, for hosting the “Global
Gangsters: Crime and International Cinema Conference,” at the University of
Illinois, Urbana-Champaign; Richard Grusin at the Center for 21st Century
Studies at the University of Wisconsin–Milwaukee; Christoph Linder at the
University of Amsterdam, and organizer of the “Globalization and Violence”
conference at the University of London Center in Paris; Antje Ascheid and the
Film Studies faculty at the University of Georgia; and Patrice Petro and Linda R.
Krause, organizers of the “Sustaining Cities: Urban Lost and Found” conference
at the University of Wisconsin–Milwaukee. Many of the individuals mentioned
above have become good friends of mine, and I am thankful for their interest in
my research and their friendship. In particular, I would like to thank Patrice
Petro and Andy Martin for generously hosting me on more than one trip to
beautiful Milwaukee.
I had the pleasure of serving as the treasurer for the Society of Cinema and
Media Studies much of the time that I was writing Making a Promised Land. While
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members of the board were busy juggling the demands of their home institutions with their responsibilities to SCMS, many were interested in and supportive of each other’s work. For their commitment to film and media
scholarship—and their love of screen images in general—I am grateful to Patrice
Petro, Vicky Johnson, Jackie Stewart, Andrew Miller, Bambi Haggins, Lucy
Fischer, Ann Kaplan, Mary Celeste Kearney, Scott Curtis, Hollis Griffin, Kevin
Sanson, Jamie Poster, Chris Holmlund, and Stephen Prince. Portions of this work
were also presented at SCMS conferences, and I would like to thank Sabine
Haenni for organizing the panel “Imagining the Urban” in 2010, and Michael B.
Gillespie for the “Historiographies of Black Visual Culture” panel in 2011. I would
also like to send a very special thank you to Leslie LeMond, the heart and soul
of SCMS.
Making a Promised Land is also the product of the efforts of a number of key
individuals at Rutgers University Press and other institutions. First, I’m
indebted to my editor, Leslie Mitchner, who had the vision to imagine this as a
complete project very early in its development. I appreciate many of Leslie’s talents, not the least of which is her patience with authors and her love of a good
book. My thanks go also to Lisa Boyajian at Rutgers for her assistance in guiding
Making a Promised Land from manuscript to completed book. In the process of
finishing the manuscript I came across a godsend in the humanly form of Anna
Husted, a graduate student in the Department of Cinema Studies at New York
University. Without Anna’s stellar research skills, perseverance, and sense of
humor, many of the images integral to my argument would never have made it
to these pages. And for their help with obtaining image permissions, I would
like to thank Nick Chen and Peter Kunhardt Jr. at the Gordon Parks Foundation,
Antony Toussaint at the Schomburg Center for Research in Black Culture,
Thomas Lisanti of the New York Public Library, Jessica Desany Ganong at the
Peabody Museum, Nkenge Stocks and Erica Kelly at the Library of Congress, and
all the people—including individuals at the Aaron Siskind Foundation, the
Jewish Museum, and elsewhere—who assisted with my attempts to identify the
photographer responsible for the haunting Five Social Problems image that
appears in chapter 3. I am also grateful to Barron Claiborne for generously granting permission to use his striking Couple in Raccoon Coats and to Alice Attie for
the use of three images from Harlem on the Verge in the conclusion to Making a
Promised Land.
The later stages of this book were written at a difficult time for my family,
and I am forever grateful for the love and friendship of a number of people.
First, my gratitude goes to my dear friend David Gerstner. If not for his intellect,
humor, and editing skills, Making a Promised Land would have been a far weaker
project. I’m also indebted to the following wonderful friends and scholars: Alex
Keller, Frazer Ward, Carla Marcantonio, Cindy Lucia, Simon Fenwick, and
members of the Saturday Medieval Club (who welcomed a scholar of twentieth-
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and twenty-first-century media into their world). And last, but never least,
Matthew Boyd Goldie has supported me through every step of this project, from
deceivingly simple framing questions to completed manuscript. Friend, lover,
editor, chef, and travel companion: he is my everything.
During the writing of Making a Promised Land, my father, Arthur F. Massood,
passed away. Although not a scholar in theory, his always inquisitive mind made
him one in practice. His love of film opened a world to me as a young girl. This
book is dedicated to his memory.
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