CMS 3340
National Cinemas: African American Cinema/Bonner

Story and Plot in Citizen Kane
Narrative & Narration
Introduction to Film/Bonner

Imitation of Life (Douglas Sirk, 1959, US; 190 min.)

Producer: Ross Hunter
Editor: Milton Carruth
Cinematography: Russell Metty
Costumes: Bill Thomas
Screenwriter: Eleanore Griffin and Allan Scott based on the novel by Fannie Hurst
Original Music: Frank Skinner and Henry Mancini


Abstract (adapted from IMDB.com):
When they first meet, Lora Meredith and Annie Johnson have a good deal in common. They are both single mothers struggling to make a life for themselves and their daughters, Susie and Sarah Jane. Lora is an aspiring model and actress who needs someone to look after Susie when she goes out on photo shoots or casting calls. Annie is an African-American who desperately wants a healthy home environment in which to raise her daughter. As Lora's stage career blossoms, she spends less and less time with Susie. While Annie is devoted to her daughter and would do anything for her, the fair-skinned Sara Jane is resentful of the racial bias around her and does everything to hide her origins by passing for white.
Cast:

Lora Meredith (Lana Turner)

Annie Johnson (Juanita Moore)

Steve Archer (John Gavin)

Susie - 16 (Sandra Dee)

Sarah Jane - 18 (Susan Kohner)

Allen Loomis (Robert Alda)

David Edwards (Dan O'Herlihy)

Sarah Jane - 8 (Karin Dicker)

Susie - 6 (Terry Burnham)

Young Man (John Vivyan)

Photographer (Lee Goodman)

Showgirl (Ann Robinson)

Frankie (Troy Donahue)

Annette (Sandra Gould)

Mr. McKenney (David Tomack)

Minister (Joel Fluellen)

Tom (Jack Weston)

Fat Man on Beach (Billy House)

(Teacher Maida Severn)

Romano (Than Wyenn)

Fay (Peg Shirley)

Choir Soloist (Mahalia Jackson)

Questions for Discussion:

1.  How does the film represent “passing”? Why is it important to Sarah Jane to pass, and how does the film present her choices? How does it present Annie’s choices?
2.  How do race, gender, and class relations intersect in this film? Find examples from the film to support your observations.
3.  How does the film compare to Guess Who’s Coming to Dinner, which was released almost a decade later?
4.  How does the film compare to the original Imitation of Life from 1934? (We saw a clip from the 1934 version in Introduction to Film during the last week of class.)

5.  How does director Douglas Sirk use color and melodrama to create meaning?
