
Becoming Belafonte: Black Artist, Public
Radical (Discovering America)

By Judith E. Smith

Becoming Belafonte: Black Artist, Public Radical (Discovering America) By
Judith E. Smith

A son of poor Jamaican immigrants who grew up in Depression-era Harlem,
Harry Belafonte became the first black performer to gain artistic control over the
representation of African Americans in commercial television and film. Forging
connections with an astonishing array of consequential players on the American
scene in the decades following World War II—from Paul Robeson to Ed
Sullivan, John Kennedy to Stokely Carmichael—Belafonte established his place
in American culture as a hugely popular singer, matinee idol, internationalist, and
champion of civil rights, black pride, and black power.

In Becoming Belafonte, Judith E. Smith presents the first full-length interpretive
study of this multitalented artist. She sets Belafonte's compelling story within a
history of American race relations, black theater and film history, McCarthy-era
hysteria, and the challenges of introducing multifaceted black culture in a
moment of expanding media possibilities and constrained political expression.
Smith traces Belafonte's roots in the radical politics of the 1940s, his careful
negotiation of the complex challenges of the Cold War 1950s, and his full
flowering as a civil rights advocate and internationally acclaimed performer in
the 1960s. In Smith's account, Belafonte emerges as a relentless activist, a
questing intellectual, and a tireless organizer. From his first national successes as
a singer of Calypso-inflected songs to the dedication he brought to producing
challenging material on television and film regardless of its commercial
potential, Belafonte stands as a singular figure in American cultural history—a
performer who never shied away from the dangerous crossroads where art and
politics meet.
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first black performer to gain artistic control over the representation of African Americans in commercial
television and film. Forging connections with an astonishing array of consequential players on the American
scene in the decades following World War II—from Paul Robeson to Ed Sullivan, John Kennedy to Stokely
Carmichael—Belafonte established his place in American culture as a hugely popular singer, matinee idol,
internationalist, and champion of civil rights, black pride, and black power.

In Becoming Belafonte, Judith E. Smith presents the first full-length interpretive study of this multitalented
artist. She sets Belafonte's compelling story within a history of American race relations, black theater and
film history, McCarthy-era hysteria, and the challenges of introducing multifaceted black culture in a
moment of expanding media possibilities and constrained political expression. Smith traces Belafonte's roots
in the radical politics of the 1940s, his careful negotiation of the complex challenges of the Cold War 1950s,
and his full flowering as a civil rights advocate and internationally acclaimed performer in the 1960s. In
Smith's account, Belafonte emerges as a relentless activist, a questing intellectual, and a tireless organizer.
From his first national successes as a singer of Calypso-inflected songs to the dedication he brought to
producing challenging material on television and film regardless of its commercial potential, Belafonte
stands as a singular figure in American cultural history—a performer who never shied away from the
dangerous crossroads where art and politics meet.
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Editorial Review

Review
"So engaging that readers will crave a sequel." (Kirkus Reviews 2014-07-25)

"The book’s considerable strength is Smith’s careful depiction of the deci- sions and constraints Belafonte
faced as a powerful cultural figure...Becoming Belafonte is a well-written, industriously researched study
that is a valuable contribution to the historiog- raphy of both the black freedom struggle and popular culture
in the pivotal postwar years." (The Journal of Southern History 2017-02-01)

"Judith Smith enhances our roadmap of the long civil rights era, charting the formation and rise of a renewed
civil rights ‘public’ out of the scorched earth of the McCarthy era. Far more than a biography of Harry
Belafonte as both activist and artist, Becoming Belafonte documents a web of critical collaborative
relationships and the tight alignment of progressive cultural production and anti-racist activism from the
Popular Front through the 1960s in theater, film, music, and, later, television. A rich, compelling, important
book." (Matthew Frye Jacobson, Yale University)

"I thought I knew Harry Belafonte pretty well, but Judith Smith’s book has given me deeper insights into
him. A wonderful portrait of Belafonte and his times." (Robert DeCormier, musical director for Harry
Belafonte, 1957–1961)

"This is the book I’ve been waiting for: a penetrating, revelatory account of how this Harlem-born child of
Jamaican immigrants became Harry Belafonte, the multiply talented singer, actor, and radical activist. Judith
Smith brilliantly reveals all facets of the man, devoting as much attention to his original musical
contributions and dramatic training as his political work. From her rich portrait of Harlem’s cultural milieu to
the exigencies of the Black Freedom movement, Smith embeds Belafonte firmly within the world that made
him, delivering a fresh and original perspective on the man, the artist, and the citizen." (Robin D. G. Kelley,
author of Thelonious Monk: The Life and Times of an American Original)
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relationships and the tight alignment of progressive cultural production and anti-racist activism from the
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book." (Matthew Frye Jacobson, Yale University)

"I thought I knew Harry Belafonte pretty well, but Judith Smith’s book has given me deeper insights into
him. A wonderful portrait of Belafonte and his times." (Robert DeCormier, musical director for Harry
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"This is the book I’ve been waiting for: a penetrating, revelatory account of how this Harlem-born child of
Jamaican immigrants became Harry Belafonte, the multiply talented singer, actor, and radical activist. Judith
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About the Author
JUDITH E. SMITH is Professor of American Studies at the University of Massachusetts Boston. Her
explorations into postwar film, drama, radio, and television have appeared in various published essays and in
Visions of Belonging: Family Stories, Popular Culture, and Postwar Democracy, 1940–1960. She is also the
author of Family Connections: A History of Italian and Jewish Immigrant Lives in Providence, Rhode Island,
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Users Review

From reader reviews:

Kathleen Elder:

The book Becoming Belafonte: Black Artist, Public Radical (Discovering America) give you a sense of
feeling enjoy for your spare time. You may use to make your capable more increase. Book can being your
best friend when you getting anxiety or having big problem together with your subject. If you can make
reading a book Becoming Belafonte: Black Artist, Public Radical (Discovering America) being your habit,
you can get much more advantages, like add your current capable, increase your knowledge about a few or
all subjects. You may know everything if you like open up and read a publication Becoming Belafonte:
Black Artist, Public Radical (Discovering America). Kinds of book are several. It means that, science e-book
or encyclopedia or other individuals. So , how do you think about this guide?

Orlando Hernandez:

The book Becoming Belafonte: Black Artist, Public Radical (Discovering America) can give more
knowledge and information about everything you want. So just why must we leave the good thing like a
book Becoming Belafonte: Black Artist, Public Radical (Discovering America)? Several of you have a
different opinion about guide. But one aim in which book can give many facts for us. It is absolutely
appropriate. Right now, try to closer with the book. Knowledge or data that you take for that, it is possible to
give for each other; you are able to share all of these. Book Becoming Belafonte: Black Artist, Public
Radical (Discovering America) has simple shape nevertheless, you know: it has great and massive function
for you. You can seem the enormous world by open up and read a guide. So it is very wonderful.

Louise Suttle:

Hey guys, do you desires to finds a new book to study? May be the book with the title Becoming Belafonte:
Black Artist, Public Radical (Discovering America) suitable to you? The book was written by famous writer
in this era. Typically the book untitled Becoming Belafonte: Black Artist, Public Radical (Discovering
America)is the main of several books this everyone read now. That book was inspired lots of people in the
world. When you read this reserve you will enter the new dimension that you ever know just before. The
author explained their idea in the simple way, so all of people can easily to recognise the core of this e-book.
This book will give you a large amount of information about this world now. So you can see the represented
of the world with this book.



Tabitha Devore:

The book untitled Becoming Belafonte: Black Artist, Public Radical (Discovering America) contain a lot of
information on the idea. The writer explains the woman idea with easy technique. The language is very clear
and understandable all the people, so do not really worry, you can easy to read this. The book was compiled
by famous author. The author will bring you in the new era of literary works. It is easy to read this book
because you can please read on your smart phone, or model, so you can read the book in anywhere and
anytime. In a situation you wish to purchase the e-book, you can open their official web-site along with order
it. Have a nice read.
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