
 
 

             The Main Feature 
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Director  Theodore Melfi 
Screenplay Alison Schroeder and Theodore Melfi 

Based on Hidden Figures by Margot Lee Shetterly 
Cinematography Mandy Walker 
Music    Hans Zimmer, Pharrell Williams and  
   Benjamin Wallfisch 
Editor   Peter Teschner 
 
Cast: 
Taraji P. Henson Katherine Goble  
Octavia Spencer Dorothy Vaughan 
Janelle Monae  Mary Jackson 
Kevin Costner  Al Harrison 
Kirsten Dunst  Vivian Mitchell 
Jim Parsons  Paul Stafford 
Mahershala Ali Col. Jim Johnson 
Aldis Hodge  Levi Jackson 
Glen Powell  John Glenn 
Kimberly Quinn Ruth 
Olek Krupa  Karl Zielinski 
 
It’s not often that you see a trailer that doesn’t just make you want to see the film but also piques your 
interest in the story behind it.  I hope those of you who have watched the trailer during the interval in our 
screenings leading up to the Christmas break also find that the film delivers on its promises. 
 
Hidden Figures shows a side of the space race that had, as the title implies, been hidden for decades.  It’s 
1961 and NASA has the job of making President Kennedy’s pledge to take a man to the moon a reality.  
When you conjure up images of the space programme, they are almost invariably white – white spacesuits, 
white rockets, gleaming white smiles on the faces of white … men.  Oh, yes, they are also very masculine. 
 
In the Space Research Centre in Langley, Virginia, women calculating the new maths that supported the 
space race struggle to be seen as equal to men (or, in the case of the black women, as equal to other 
women).  Through the stories of three of these ‘human computers’ – Katherine Goble, Dorothy Vaughan 
and Mary Jackson – we see different but complementary aspects of life in which every day is about proving 
that you really are as good as your colleagues and deserve the same chances. 
 

Separate and equal are two different things. Just 'cause it's the way, doesn't make it right, understand? - 
Dorothy Vaughan 

 
While we may associate the word ‘apartheid’ with South 
Africa, the truth is that a similar situation held sway in the 
USA well into the latter part of the 20th century.  The Civil 
War of the 1860s and the Civil Rights movement a century 
later may have changed some of the rules but they didn’t 
change the mindset of every American citizen or everyday 
life for black Americans.  If you find the thinly veiled 
antipathy of the highway patrol officer uncomfortable to 
watch, think back to The Defiant Ones (1958) and In the 



Heat of the Night (1967).  Fortunately for our heroines, the officer 
has one group he hates ever more than blacks: the Russians. 
 
While we are not altogether surprised by the fact that the 
engineers, astronauts and senior programme staff are men, the 
gulf between the white and black women at the Centre is 
startling.  Dorothy Vaughan is a resourceful, respectable middle-
aged woman who, if she wasn’t black, would be in the job held by 
Vivian Mitchell.  Mitchell, a younger white woman who supervises 
the Computing Division, constantly asserts her authority in order 
to bolster her sense of her own importance.  (Paul Stafford 

behaves in a similar way when he perceives a threat from Katherine Goble).  Mitchell is responsible for all 
the women in the computing group but it’s Vaughan who does the work of a supervisor among the black 
women in the West Area Computing Group.  Mitchell won’t back Vaughan’s request for an official promotion 
to supervisor, though she can’t justify herself and gradually becomes more uncomfortable with the situation.  
“Dorothy” suffers the indignity of constantly being addressed by her first name by a younger woman; one 
hundred years after the war to end slavery, she is still treated like a servant with casual disrespect. 
 

Every time we get a chance to get ahead they move the finish line. Every time. - Mary Jackson 
 
Mary’s interest is in the practical application of maths, in the form of engineering.  The rules won’t allow her 
to attend college to improve her qualifications but she takes whatever chances come her way to gain 
knowledge and pick up more interesting work on the various projects at the Centre.  This leads her to 
suggest a possible solution for a problem with the heat shield on the space capsule.  It may seem a little 
far-fetched but don’t forget that everything about the space race was new, there were as yet no experts.  
Joseph Schmitt, a spacesuit technician, worked for NASA from the early post-war years until the 1980s.  
(He’s probably somewhere in the background in Hidden Figures!)  He invented the urine collection device 
and the instrument panel that monitored the pressure in the astronauts’ space suits – well, someone had to. 
 

Here at NASA, we all pee the same color. - Al Harrison:  
 
Katherine Coleman was an exceptionally good 
mathematician from an early age: her teachers were so 
convinced of her talent that they had a collection to help pay 
her fees for a school for gifted students.  She was able to do 
advanced calculations and explain them to her peers, which 
would stand her in good stead when she started working on 
an entirely new branch of mathematics: she had to do the 
working out and justify her reasoning to her colleagues. 
When Dorothy Vaughan recommends Katherine for a special assignment, Vivian Mitchell has to concede 
that she’s the best person for the job, while making it clear that she doesn’t think Katherine will fit in. 
 
Those of you who’ve read the book or seen the film The Help may find the segregated toilets a familiar 
idea.  It takes us back to where we started: the separate, parallel lives led by citizens of the same country.  
We shouldn’t be too smug, though.  Remember those signs that greeted the early immigrants from the 
West Indies in boarding house windows: No Irish, No Dogs, No Coloureds. 
 
These days, we are often told that the computers NASA used to put men on the moon had less memory 
than the average teenager carries around in their mobile phone.  While that may be true – and I’ve seen the 
RAM in a home PC grow from 640 kilobytes to several megabytes over the last 25 years – it is a testament 
to the ingenuity and brilliance of the team working on the project that they invented and implemented an 
entirely new branch of mathematics.  Not only that but (pardon the pun) they launched the careers of some 
exceptionally talented women. 
 
Gill McGlashan 
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BBC website 8.11.17 http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/science-environment-41887973 

Without its seamstresses, many of Nasa's key missions would never have left the ground. 

From the Apollo spacesuits to the Mars rovers, women behind the scenes have stitched vital spaceflight 
components.  

One of them is Lien Pham, a literal tailor to the stars - working in 
the Jet Propulsion Laboratory's shield shop to create thermal 
blankets, essential for any spacecraft leaving Earth. 

It may not sound glamorous, but Lien does work with couture 
materials. 

The Cassini mission, her first project at Nasa, went to Saturn 
cloaked in fine golden insulation for durability over its 19-year 
journey. 

Your shoes have more in common with interplanetary spacecraft than you might think - thermal blankets are 
created on the same industrial sewing machines as footwear, and then laced onto the spacecraft so they don't 
come loose during launch. 

Growing up in Vietnam, Lien "never dreamed" of working for Nasa, least of all sewing for the space agency. But 
when her family fled the country in the late 1970s after the fall of Saigon, she found herself in the US, needing to 
make enough money to support six siblings. 

The family bought two sewing machines and began to sell clothes from their home, sewing by night.  "We did 
dresses, blouses, shirts, and other things. We got paid maybe 50 cents per garment," she tells 100 Women. 

Working a day job at a lingerie company, once a week Lien went to electrical engineering classes.  At that time, 
engineering was a booming business in California. And Nasa were hiring. 

Lien's friend recommended that she apply for a job at the Jet Propulsion Laboratory and in 1994 she started 
work at the space agency - on the cabling team for the Cassini mission to Saturn. 

The intricate job of connecting all the separate scientific instruments on the spacecraft to a central power supply 
was very demanding - it took her team three years. 

The thermal blanketing team, or the shield shop as it's known, is a small group made up mostly of women. They 
carefully stitch together over 20 individual layers - some just 1/1000th of an inch thick. 

Each blanket is patterned, measured and fitted, like the finest suit. 

"Just like a sewing factory is mostly women… cabling is mostly women because we're good with our hands," she 
says.  "It's all tailored," Lien explains, "all hand made."  

Nasa hires women with sewing experience for a reason. When engineers couldn't figure out how to work with 
Teflon - the non-stick material that coats many saucepans - they were at a loss.  Lien suggested folding the 
edge of the material and sewing it like a hem, as she would with a shirt at home.  It worked. 

Lien is the latest in a long line of women whose crafting skills have been vital to Nasa. During the Apollo 
programme, which sent the first humans to the moon, employees at defence contractor Raytheon were 
employed to "weave" the software for the spacecraft. 

Referred to as the "little old ladies", many of them were in fact young women, threading copper wires through 
tiny magnetic loops to create the individual ones and zeros of programme code. Their role in this time consuming 
and incredibly precise process was largely invisible to the outside world. 

Similarly, the seamstresses of lingerie brand Playtex pioneered new sewing techniques to create the Apollo 
spacesuits. Working to unprecedented levels of precision, and often late into the night, their innovations made 
human spaceflight possible. 

Much like the hidden figures of Nasa's aeronautics research facility, many of their stories go untold.  

However, for Lien, the work itself is a dream come true.  "I would look up at the sky when I was little, and I 
thought it would be nice to touch one of those stars. But then I came here and got to build something that would 
go there.  Never in my imagination could I have believed that." 



Comments and reactions to: La La Land 

What a disappointment after all the hype and awards!          “Why?” (ego trip USA!) 
Candy floss – very sweet, sickly and swiftly forgotten             Very American 
Hollywood has finally lost its magic                 Loved the music         
Very entertaining – it is all just make believe         Just as good the 2nd time! 
Liked slightly better 2nd time around                      A bit better on second viewing 
A bit overrated – an anti-climax after the jazz short      Not for me – and I like Marmite          
 Oh dear – two hours+ of self indulgent flim-flan   Loved the beginning on the freeway    
Better in the second half but I thought it would never end     
Disappointing – second half better but most was disjointed 
First half poor, second better, but too disjointed + “sixth form” 
 After a tedious start I enjoyed it – especially much of the music  
Superficially enjoyable but didn’t really engage me emotionally  
Should have stayed at home and watched the last episode of Bancroft 
Kinetic and cinematic – but two leads surprisingly unsympathetic – I guess I don’t like jazz 
(or marmite) 
A technical triumph harking back to the golden age of musicals but a storyline that lacks 
depth and subtlety 
Missed two thirds of dialogue – very disjointed story.  Can’t justify all the nominations – 
subtitles helped but dialogue not worth hearing after all – not my sort of story 
 

Score  0 1 2 3 4 5 6  7 8   9  10 
   ~ ~ 1 5 2 8 8 3 4 1 1 
Number of reaction slips received = 33    Average Score = 5.61 
 

Position Film Average Score 
1st Lion 8.46 
2nd United Kingdom 8.28 
3rd I, Daniel Blake 7.78 
4th La Familie Belier 7.7 
5th Hell’s Angels 6.03 
6th La La Land 5.61 
7th Mediterraneo 5.47 

 

Our next film on 25 January: 
 

Showing to 
mark Holocaust 
Memorial Day 
(27 January), 
this film was 

inspired by true 
events that 
happened 
during the 
German 

occupation of 
Denmark. 


