
  The Main Feature

Season 36 - Issue 8 screening 14.1.16

USA Certificate 12A 128 minutes Released 25 Dec 2014

Director Ava DeVernay Cinematography Bradford Young
Music  Jason Moran Editor  Spencer Averick

Cast:
David Oyelowo as Martin Luther King, Jr. Tom Wilkinson as President Lyndon B. Johnson
Carmen Ejogo as Coretta Scott King Andre Holland as Andrew Young
Tessa Thompson as Diane Nash Giovanni Ribisi as Lee C. White
Lorraine Toussaint as Amelia Boynton Robinson Stephan James as John Lewis
Wendell Pierce as Hosea Williams Common as James Bevel
Alessandro Nivola as John Doar Keith Stanfield as Jimmie Lee Jackson
Cuba Gooding, Jr. as Fred Gray Dylan Baker as J. Edgar Hoover
Tim Roth as George Wallace Oprah Winfrey as Annie Lee Cooper

(Martin Luther King day is a USA federal holiday held on the third Monday of January to mark his birthday, 
15 January.  Your Committee considered today was the most appropriate date for us to screen the film)

With a black President in the White House, it is difficult today to appreciate that when he was born 
(4 August 1961), in many parts of the same country he would have faced racial discrimination legislation 
and his parents would not have been allowed to register to vote.

Tonight's film, which picked up Oscar nominations for best film and best song, chronicles three pivotal 
months that led to the passage of the Voting Rights Act of 1965, including the five-day march from Selma to
Montgomery, Alabama, led by Martin Luther King Jr.  It cost $20 million and was made by a director whose 
last movie, “Middle of Nowhere” which featured Oyelowo, cost $200,000 to make. She did, however, spend 
her childhood summers near Selma, Alabama, imbibing its history and community.

In researching tonight's film I found the amount of British involvement surprising – the screenplay was 
written by a white Briton (Paul Webb) and the main roles in the film are portrayed by British actors 
(Oyelowo, Wilkinson, Roth and Ejogo).

Wondering why no major American film had been made about such a significant national figure, I found that
in 2009, King's estate licensed his speeches to DreamWorks and Warner Bros. for an untitled project to be 
produced by Steven Spielberg. It appears that they are not near to turning that project into a film.  



The consequence of this arrangement meant that negotiations between those companies and Selma's 
producers did not lead to an agreement for them to use King's words. It was reported that they did not 
approach King's descendants directly, realising it was a lost cause.

King's family, who run Intellectual Properties Management Inc. to protect and license his work, have 
previously sued USA Today and CBS for reproducing parts of his speeches without first paying for rights.
(When the Martin Luther King, Jr. National Memorial Project Foundation was fundraising to install a statue 
in King's honour in Washington, D.C.'s National Mall, they were charged a total of more than $800,000 to 
inscribe some of his writings into the marble).

The director of Selma, DuVernay, drafted alternative speeches that evoke the historic ones without violating
the copyright.  She spent hours listening to King's words while hiking the LA canyons.  While she did not 
think she would "get anywhere close to just the beauty and that nuance of his speech patterns", she did 
identify some of his basic structures, such as a tendency to say one thing in three different ways.

As a result, key parts of the pivotal protests marches in 1965 have been rewritten to dodge the rights issue.
For instance, King's chant of 'Give us the ballot' was tweaked to be 'Give us the vote'. While an accusing 
demand spoken over the body of a protester is rendered in the film as 'Who murdered Jimmie Lee 
Jackson?' - in reality he asked 'Who killed him?'

David Garrow, historian and King biographer, asserted that Dr King would be 'absolutely scandalised by the
profiteering behavior of his children'.  However, he said that the changes did not seriously compromise 
Selma, which 'captures him very nicely, while evading the clutches of the greedy family'.

Once signed to direct “Selma,” DuVernay’s first task was to deal with her distaste for historical drama. The 
original script by Paul Webb, was a “traditional biopic centered on King and LBJ and slanted more to LBJ,” 
says DuVernay. “I didn’t want to make ‘Mississippi Burning.' It had its place; it was among the first that dealt
with African-American-centered history and the only way to get people into the theaters then was to have a 
‘white saviour.’ But we’re past that point. If in 2014 we’re still making ‘white saviour movies’ then it’s just 
lazy and unfortunate. We’ve grown up as a country and cinema should be able to reflect what’s true. And 
what’s true is that black people are the center of their own lives and should tell their own stories from their 
own perspectives. That was my first order of business.”

DuVernay does not have a screenplay credit for “Selma,” a point that still hurts although she’s made her 
peace with it. Neither she nor Webb belong to the writers’ guild, she explains, and Webb “had a contract 
that said he doesn’t have to share credit if he doesn’t want to, and he doesn’t want to. . . The collaboration 
with everyone else has been so beautiful. I can’t let one thing, one person who is making a choice, taint it.”

Many who have seen the film have been amazed that 
David Oyelowo did not receive a nomination either for an
Oscar or Bafta for his portrayal of Dr King.

Asked if he was disappointed, Oyelowo told Esquire 
“Yeah, it bothers me,” he said. “It bothers me because 
it’s the best reviewed film of the year. It’s a film that 
doesn’t direct or act itself. It bothers me because it’s Dr 
King – one of the most significant human beings in 
American life, and I want him celebrated. Whether we 
like it or not, these accolades feed into that legacy.”

Oyelowo had no regrets about playing the career-
changing role “To be in Atlanta in front of 500 extras in 

the place Dr King was from – and to be afforded the opportunity to say words which I really believe in – was
extraordinary,” he said. “We’re actors, it’s a movie, we’re reconstructing what happened, but the power of 
those moments are very real. I’d always been sure as to why we were making this movie, but I couldn’t 
have anticipated the sheer power of it – to feel the blast of that was quite something.”

Although the film did not receive the number of awards many believe it should, a free DVD copy is to be 
sent to every high school in America and if that helps preserve Dr King's memory and message of non 
violence and tolerance, then I would suggest that is a far more worthy legacy for this film than some bauble.

Iain McGlashan



BBC website interview with writer Paul Webb gives a n insight into
his fraught relationship with the director  (20 February 2015)

Did anyone query if you as a Brit should be writing  about such a hugely important slice of 
American history?

Not at the time - but maybe it's become an issue now. When I started working on this with my producer
Christian Colson, we were both relatively naive.  But our naivety produced a script which Michael 
Mann wanted to be on board - and at different times Stephen Frears and Paul Haggis and Spike Lee.

Every one of them hoped their reputation and enthusiasm would generate enough belief from the 
financiers but one by one they had to drop away. It went on for years.

Is the LBJ we see in the finished movie very differ ent from the one you originally wrote about?

Very. I feel Ava reduced Johnson in her depiction to a racist. And dramatically he's a bit of a punch-
bag. The relationship that occurred between those two men was much, much more dynamic than that.

The problem is with turning Johnson into someone who was against voting rights and against the 
Selma campaign. Certainly Johnson found the Selma campaign very difficult to handle - it made life 
uncomfortable for him and he wanted to deal with voting rights the following year (1966).  He had a lot 
of social reforms on his desk which he wanted to get moving first and which were less contentious.

Now Dr King wasn't in a position to oblige him: he was obligated to his own constituency. So these 
guys who'd been partners the year before on the 1964 Civil Rights Act, which ended segregation, then 
came into conflict over Selma.  But that is not to say Johnson was against the very idea of civil rights. 
He was passionate about voting rights.

If you look at the movie now there is scene where J ohnson is conspiring with J Edgar Hoover 
(Director of the FBI).  As we all know, and as John son knew only too well, Hoover is a monster.  
What LBJ was trying to do in my script - and in reality - was put the leash on Hoover.  Johnson was 
quite happy to keep tabs on people - he was a control freak who wanted to know what everybody was 
going to do next.  But he wanted Hoover to use his power and organisation to protect Martin Luther 
King.  By reducing Johnson that way in the film, you diminish Dr King at the same time and I think 
that's a great pity.

Ava DuVernay has said she didn't want to make a fil m where white people are the the guardian 
angels of black Americans. She wanted a film where black people take hold of their own fate. 
Can you sympathise with that?

No, because that isn't what happened.  I know Ava has said she didn't want a white saviour movie but 
it never was a white saviour movie.

It was about the courage and genius and leadership of Martin Luther King driving the most powerful 
man in the world into a corner.  And Johnson just had to say, okay you win.  It was Johnson's finest 
moment and King had driven him to that height.  The movie kind of throws that away now.

Despite all the tensions, do you remain proud of Se lma as a film?
Yes because the idea, the story, the structure and the principal characters remain 
fundamentally mine.  And the film is out there: it' s finally been made.  I'm very happy about that.
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Reactions to: Get Santa
Score 0 1 2 3 4 5 6  7 8  9 10

~ ~ ~ 2 1 4 1 11 9 1 1

Total received – 30 Average Score – 6.8

Your Comments
Too sentimental for me but Happy Christmas to all! Humbug!
Always entertaining and never a dull moment Silly but fun
Words fail me – no more children's films please Fun for lead up to Xmas
Very sexist – hardly any girls at all! Well! I did tell you Santa was real!
Heart warming tale – good seasonal choice Very enjoyable and entertaining
Surprisingly enjoyable – some genuine laughs
The magic of Xmas.  That's what we need – thoroughly enjoyed it
One very good joke – but the rest of it better suited to 7 year olds
Much better than I expected – better than both Harry Potter + ET combined!!
Xmas wouldn't be Xmas without a little magic – that was it.  Thank you
That VW van didn't pass the emissions test – neither did the reindeer!

Position Film Average Score

1st Testament of Youth 8.25

2nd Belle 8.00

3rd The Theory of Everything 7.84

4th Rebel Without a Cause 7.16

5th Get Santa 6.8

6th Dallas Buyers Club 6.5

7th The Band's Visit 5.88

Our next film 
Thursday 28 January

2016
 

“One of the most popular and slickest

French thrillers of the '60s, Le Clan des

Siciliens owes its enduring popularity to

the fact that it brings together three

giants of French cinema:

Jean Gabin; Alain Delon and Lino Ventura”

“This is a stylish, compulsive affair that's

extremely easy on the eyes and highly

entertaining.” 


