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GORDON PARKS interview Janvary, 1971
by Walter Burrell

This film, "Shaft," is vastli.ﬁiffnﬂnt, in terms of subject matter,
from your first movie, "The Learning Tree." It's not at all nostalgic,
It's far more contemporary, Why are you doing "Shaft"? Why not some
other production? Why this particular film?

I chose to this type of film -- a fast-moving adventure drama -- for

two reasons, Honestly, the most important reason is to show Hollywood,
which is always doubting whether & man ¢an do this or that, especlally

if he's Black, that I can do a different type of thing. T}’nir thinking
is "So he did tThe Learning Tree', which is a nostalglie plece. But can
he do the fast-breaking film? The up~to-date film?'! So it's like proving
myself all over again, The basic concept of this film is basically what
I've done in Harlem and other places all of my life. Covering crime for
Life magazine all across the country. Tak pictures at night with
homicide squads, vice squads, dope squads, Harlem gang series I did
back in 19%9 is all BX a part of the particular mood of this film, I've
seen it. I've lived i1t. I know 1t so well., Yet it still has to be
proved to Hollywood that a Black director can not only do his memolir, -
but ecan also do a fast-moving film like, for instance, "Bullet." Possibly
the second reason I'm doing it is because I like SI:nfL I think he can
emerge as a Black hero for Black kids just as much as James Bond emerged
as a hero for white kids or whomever. But I particularly like Shaft
because he deals with more concrete problems, those with which Blaeck kids
ecan more closely assoclate themselves., Whereas Bond was more frivolous
and all over the place with his beautiful girls and guns shooting out of
tires and so forth, Shaft deals with his problems through brute strength,
through what he has learned in the ghetto and in the gutter as a man, He's
a more honest character. I can believe Shaft because I've seen a few like
him in my lifetime,

ng d%dn"t you choose one of the bigger, more established actors to be
Shaft

Because I wanted Shaft to emerge as an original rather than someone who
would more or less take the role and mold 1t to thelr way of acting. We
want to mold our actor into Shaft, We want to create Shaft through some
brilliant, young Black actor. And Richard Roundtree is, I think, the man.

Weren't you at all apprehensive about the possibility of the actor not
being able to meet the rigorous requirements of starring in a major film
his first time out?

Yes. That's always a concern, but not after I screentested Richard., He
came through remarkably well, He, as you may know, won over about four
other major professional actors. He was very nervous about this himself,
When he came in and heard of some of the people who had tested for 1it, he
didn't really think he had a chance. In fact, when I rehearsed him before
he did his sereentest, he didn't even know his lines because somehow or
other someone had slipped up and they hadn't been given to him, So I
worked with him for about a half hour before lunch. Then he went before
the camera and immediately he was Shaft tome., I didn't want to show too
much excitement, The next day we saw the rushes and the feeling that this
guy was really the man for the rola(was :j-ainforced even more in my thinking
more
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