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Probably the most profound work of video or film to be produced in the 1980s 
by and for Black gay men was a production called Tongues Untied (1989).  
Marlon Riggs, its creative genius, followed the path blazed by Joe Beam, Essex 
Hemphill and other black gay men whose written and spoken work Marlon 
knew and respected. 
 
Marlon was one of the central figures emerging from the pages of Brother to 
Brother. He was interviewed by Ron Simmons for one chapter, and he 
contributed two other chapters to the anthology. But he was more of a 
videographer than a writer. He was more "at home" with the fluidity and power 
of his chosen media form. He had the kind of mind that told a story through the 
combining of images. His artistic vision was best expressed in the creation of 
innovative documentaries. 
 
Marlon won an Emmy Award for Ethnic Notions (1987), which uncovers the 
creation of enduring myths about Black people in America. There were so many 
stereotypical images: from Sambo to Mammy, a fat, dark-skinned loyal servant. 
Others, like "coon," "pickaninny," and Jim Crow portrayed Blacks as servile, 
childlike or savage. As the narrator, Esther Rolle, says, "These caricatures did as 
much harm as any lynch mob." It was Ethnic Notions that vaulted Marlon into 
national prominence as a maker of film/video and as an intellectual. 
 
Color Adjustment (1991) was also a sophisticated and thoroughly researched 
documentary. With narration by Ruby Dee, it covers 40 years of television, 
including Amos 'n Andy, Beulah, the Nat King Cole Show, I Spy, Julia, Good 
Times, Roots, Frank's Place, and the Cosby Show. Marlon takes the bland, 
happy representations of blacks on prime-time television and juxtaposes them 
with vicious, excruciating news footage from the Black Civil Rights struggles 
taking place at the same time. 
 
In ”Non, Je Ne Regrette Rien” (No Regret) (1992), the title reflects the attitudes 
of five HIV-positive Black men. Based on a mix of interviews and poetry, Marlon 
allows the men to tell their stories: discovering their seropositive status, 
breaking the news to their mothers, finding support and rejecting the stigma 
that comes with AIDS. Singer Linda Tillery and musician Blackberri provide a 



 

 

superb and moving soundtrack. 
 
I am especially proud because I am one of the five men featured in this video. I 
have always been proud and, indeed, honored that Marlon and his lover Jack 
Vincent were my friends. We were all members of Black and White Men 
Together - San Francisco. Because our regular weekly meetings were held on 
Thursday evenings, Marlon usually was busy at U.C. Berkeley and couldn't 
attend. But he and Jack would come to some of the social functions. I 
remember how Marlon loved to dance. And, child, could that boy dance! 
 
Marlon also came to one of our General Membership meetings in order to give 
a special preview presentation about Ethnic Notions and to raise some funds 
toward its completion. For his presentation he brought some unedited clips that 
gave an overview of the theme and the concept. It was about 10 to 15 minutes 
of material. But what he showed us blew us away. 
 
I know it blew me away. Just in those brief images, you could see the skill and 
talent Marlon pocessed. It was obvious then, in 1985, that this man was 
destined for greatness. I was still new to the Bay Area and hadn't known of his 
other early work. Long Train Running: the Story of the Oakland Blues Project 
had won first prize at the American Film Institute's National Video Festival in 
1982. But, what I saw that night showed me that this man was a pure genius, 
especially with his craft. From that night on, I had nothing but respect and 
admiration for him and his creativity. 
 
And then there was our friendship. I remember when Marlon called me at our 
office to tell me he was about to shoot a scene for Tongues and invited me to 
be in it. It turned out to be the bar scene that goes with Allen Miller's poem, 
"At The Club." But, unfortunately I had a meeting to go to. I couldn't be there. I 
was so upset and disappointed that I had to miss an opportunity to work with 
Marlon. I called the next day to apologize, and he said, "That's OK Reggie, I have 
something else I want you to do real soon." Several weeks later he called to ask 
me to be in No Regret. Before he could even finish his little explanation about 
it, I was saying Yes! Yes! Yes!  

 
The day before the shooting for No Regret, he called to tell me what time he 
and the crew would be arriving at my house. I woke up the next morning 
already a nervous wreck. After all, this was Marlon Riggs, and I couldn't "fuck 
up." 
 



 

 

First his camera and sound people arrived at about 9:30-9:45, came in and 
began to set-up. At 10 o'clock, Marlon and Nicole, his assistant, got there. 
Marlon requested just a few lighting changes, then we both sat down, him 
directly across from me. The camera was at a slight angle so I would not be 
forced to look straight at it. My hands were sweating and wet. He told me, "Just 
relax, and we'll talk." The camera was "rolling." He began to ask me a couple of 
questions and I began to talk. It was all done in an easy, conversational style, for 
an hour or so. After this part, he wanted some other types of shots. His 
direction of the "hand shots" was so smooth and easy to follow. His style of 
directing was so gentle. Doing this shoot with Marlon was just like talking to a 
good friend. 
 
When I saw the completed work I was in total awe. My respect and admiration 
for him had continued to grow. I am so proud, humbled and honored to have 
him as part of my life. 
 
In my opinion, Tongues Untied (1989) is Marlon's most profound and powerful 
work. His use of poetry, verse, music, dance and montage mark this video as 
the high point of his career and show his genius with the documentary format. 
Todd Gitlin, dean of U.C.-Berkeley's School of Journalism comments, "Ethnic 
Notions and Color Adjustment are valuable and well-done. But, Tongues Untied 
is extraordinary. To make a poetic, personal film in a culture that likes its 
documentaries matter-of-fact - that's a breakthrough." 
 
For Marlon, Tongues Untied is all about expressing the diversity of Black Gay 
Men. This comes across to the viewer in literally hundreds of ways. 
 
Marlon was questioned as part of an interview published in the book, "Life 
Sentences," concerning the chant (misquoted) from Tongues, "Black men loving 
Black men is the radical act." Actually, it's "Black men loving Black men is a 
revolutionary act." 
 
At any rate, it seemed to the interviewer that the content of this chant was 
somehow at odds with Marlon's own life, in which his own lover, Jack, is a 
white man. Marlon rose to the occasion by stating that love is more 
complicated than any simplified notions, and besides, he goes on "I didn't want 
people to believe that Black men loving Black men was a total kind of love that 
excluded any other, that it was a monolithic love. I didn't want people to think 
of that love solely in sexual-romantic terms. I still think that for 
African-American men, our learning to love ourselves and each other would be 



 

 

a paramount act of revolutionary sentiment and behavior, because the opposite 
so much prevails now. But by acknowledging the importance and place of 
interracial love, one also says that there are other kinds of love that are part of 
our universe." In my experience, the point Marlon is making here is one that 
many viewers seemed to grasp from seeing Tongues. He's speaking about a set 
of feelings that are universal. 
 
Marlon was clear that a work like Tongues could be used in a variety of ways 
and he gave us his permission to incorporate it into our set of prevention 
workshops and leadership development plans. Personally, I used segments of 
Tongues in many of the AIDS-related presentations I did in the period since 
1989, particularly the segment that includes back-and-forth commentary of a 
homophobic Black preacher on the one hand and a racist white man on the 
other hand. This demeaning dialogue is happening in a way that surrounds and 
is simultaneous with beautifully-done scenes of tender, loving contact between 
two Black men. Though it takes place in the context of this hostility (racism and 
homophobia), yet and still the significance of their love is the stronger force. 
Also in the context of AIDS, their love is the stronger force. This was the point 
that came through, regardless of who was in the audience. 
 
Of course, in addressing our primary responsibility to reach other Black gay 
men, Tongues was a very effective tool - both for promoting the self-respect 
that leads to using protection/safer-sex and for developing new community 
leaders in the fight against AIDS.  

 
Marlon points out that Tongues Untied was a personal catharsis, just as it was 
for many of us Black gay men. He says it represented the release of 
decades-old, pent-up emotions: rage, guilt, and feelings of impotence that 
arose from his experiences as a youth. And, Marlon knew that his experience 
corresponded with what many other Black men have experienced in their lives. 
 
Indeed, I believe Tongues offers the perfect invitation to become 
self-empowered. Taken as a whole, its message is "Learn, teach and show by 
example." The first words you hear from Tongues are spoken by Marlon, as he 
reads from the poetry of Essex Hemphill: "Silence is my shield. It crushes my 
clock. It smothers my sword. It cuts both ways. Silence is the deadliest 
weapon." 
 
Marlon also used the words of one of his heroes, Audre Lorde, "Silence will not 
protect you from all that rages within you; you will be overcome by that silence. 



 

 

All you try to deny and repress and pretend is invisible will come raging 
through." Again, this is a very powerful statement. It speaks to how silence 
creates internalized oppression and self-hate. It prevents one from living a 
loving and caring life. It blocks the ability to love and care for others. This is 
once again a universal statement, but it is especially true for us as Black gay 
men. 
 
At that time Audre was still alive. Marlon refers to other African Americans who 
are now departed as "the voices of the ancestral dead." He says he hears 
particularly the voice of Harriet Tubman: "I talk with her as she walks by my 
side with her cane and her hair wrapped up." But, not just her; he continues, "I 
look at the whole history of African Americans, and what I see is survival and 
immense creativity in living our lives - a struggling for justice and equity within 
society. I talk with Bayard Rustin; I have conversations with James Baldwin. I'm 
inspired and animated by Fannie Lou Hamer." 
 
Marlon released Tongues into the heat of a national debate about the arts and 
government funding through the National Endowment for the Arts. To support 
his calls for censorship, the outspokenly homophobic Senator Jesse Helms 
denounced Tongues. Very quickly, this video about overcoming silence and 
invisibilty by Black gay men became the number one example that right-wing 
politicians would use to fuel their attack on the NEA and its small grants to the 
arts. Marlon's work of art created to counter the notion of keeping silent would 
be used to support arguments in favor of censorship and the silencing of certain 
artists. The Moral Majority and other Christian fundamentalist groups used this 
issue in their fundraising appeals because it allowed them to touch on their 
favorite themes of homo-hating and fear-of-all-Black-men in a context that was 
less direct, perhaps just below the surface. 
 
A year later as the Presidential campaign was heating up, the Republican 
challenger to George Bush, Patrick Buchanan, created a campaign ad that 
illustrated his opposition to the NEA by using edited footage from Tongues. This 
was completely false advertising because: a) he had no permission to use the 
clips thereby violating copyright law, and b) he put images together in a way 
that the original creator had never intended so as to distort not only the art he 
was appropriating but also to distort the truth of its message. 
 
Buchanan was certainly not a film critic. This was political posturing at its worst. 
But, amidst such attacks from right-wing commentators, religious 
fundamentalists and other homophobes, Marlon as always responded with 



 

 

style and eloquence. He authored an op-ed piece for the New York Times as a 
very public response. In it, Marlon wrote: "Patrick Buchanan's controversial 
campaign ad has given politics a new cast of characters to demonize, then 
scapegoat. In that single ad, old racial taboos and racist anxieties found 
renewed expression and public resonance. . . .(Buchanan's) race-baiting has 
now been fused with a brazen display of anti-gay bigotry. Presidential politics 
have thus been injected with a new poison: the persecution of racial and sexual 
difference is becoming the litmus test of true Republican leadership. Needless 
to say, the insult extends not just to Blacks and gays, the majority of whom are 
taxpayers and would therefore seem entitled to some measure of 
representation in publicly funded art. The insult confronts all who now witness 
and are profoundly outraged by the quality of political (one hesitates to say 
Presidential) debate."  

 
I'm quite sure that Harriet Tubman and the other voices of the ancestral dead 
were speaking to Marlon as he put these thoughts and much more onto paper. 
Of course, this position as the supposed scapegoat had been filled once before 
by Bayard Rustin, when he was attacked by Senator Strom Thurmond. Again, 
though Marlon's form of expression was not the written word, the op-ed piece 
used our language very skillfully, as though it must have been inspired by James 
Baldwin. 
 
Marlon remained undaunted by all of the controvery and the right-wing attacks. 
He knew that his work would remain long after his death. He knew his body of 
work would speak for itself, answering any and all political pundits, but more 
importantly serving to inspire and motivate Black gay men. I'm sure his voice 
will be one that future generations of Black gay men will draw strength from, 
along with the other ancestral voices. 
 
Marlon devoted his remaining days upon this earth to the task of creating new 
works. Up until his death he continued practicing his craft, and he produced five 
more videos. But, I truly believe that Tongues Untied will always be recognized 
as his most important work. It will continue to inspire, to motivate and, yes, to 
empower. 
 
"Black Is. . . Black Ain't" 
"Black Is" is true to form, of the genius and greatness of Marlon Riggs. It tells 
two stories, one about the "isms" within the community, and the journey of a 
Black gay man living with and dying from AIDS. "Black Is. . ." dares to speak 
about the unspeakable within the African American community: skin color, 



 

 

"grade" of hair, thick or thin lips or noses. It hits hard, as all of Marlon's works 
have, on the need for unity and communication within the Black community. 
With soundbites from the "best and brightest" of contemporary African 
Americans, including Cornel West, Angela Davis, bell hooks, Essex Hemphill, 
and Barbara Smith, "Black Is. . ." explores both the commonalities and the 
singularities of African American life. Only Marlon could get away with "washing 
the Black community's dirty laundry in the street," something most folks' 
parents (my mother included) taught them they better not do. "What's done 
and said in this house stays in this house!" Jean Williams (my mother) would 
say. Angela, Barbara, and Michele Wallace all talked about their experiences of 
sexism within the Black activist movements of the late 60s and 70s. All three, 
along with many others, refused to be subservient to Black men and fought for 
their voices to become a part of the revolution. Michele, author of ”Black 
Macho and the Myth of the Superwoman”, says she was punished for speaking 
out, and is still being punished.  
"Black Is. . ." also uses "everyday people" to answer the questions, "who is 
really Black?" "What is true Blackness?" A lively debate among a group of 
teenagers turns around the importance of a knowledge of history, the past, 
one's roots. A young man scorns the need for the past, saying that dealing with 
the present is difficult enough. A young woman contends that a knowledge of 
history can be useful because history repeats itself. An older man notes that 
knowledge is power, and that whites withheld our history for the power it 
would provide. 
Another story within "Black Is. . ." is Marlon's return to his southern roots. At 
his grandmother's home in Texas, we watch as she prepares her specialty, 
gumbo. The gumbo becomes a recurring theme throughout "Black Is. . .," Big 
Mama stirring the pot, adding more and more ingredients to the quintessential 
Black stew.  
I had the pleasure of meeting Big Mama once when I visited Marlon in the 
hospital - she is one of the most charming, delightful people I have ever met. 
 
The second story "Black Is. . ." tells is that of a Black gay man living with, and 
dying of AIDS. Mid-way through the making of "Black Is. . .," Marlon's health 
took a major turn for the worse. As he struggled with the gamut of infections 
associated with AIDS, Marlon's vision of "Black Is. . ." changed. He decided to 
broaden the scope of the film to enable him to share his experience with the 
audience. He brought his crew into his hospital room to shoot some of the 
funniest and most poignant scenes in "Black Is. . ." These scenes were the most 
difficult for me to see, my friend and heroe slipping away. 
 
 


