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BETWEEN SOUND AND IMAGE: THE 
OTHERWORLDLINESS OF BESSIE SMITH

Julie Beth Napolin

Speculation is extremely valuable when imaginings of 
the past are real and the past isn’t past at all and we are 
here but we are not and I am from the future…. All 
black women are from the future because we are not 
meant to exist.

—Jillian Walker, “Songs of Speculation”

The opening sequence of Isaac Julien’s Looking for Langston 
(1989) is memorable in its dual establishing shot of two 
interlocking spaces. The first is a black funeral space set 
in an indeterminate dimension gesturing both to the 1920s 
and 1960s. Directly “below” it, as implied by a slow pan of 
the camera downward, is a gay nightclub in 1920s Har-
lem, men in tuxedos posed in dance. The highly stylized 
spaces are free-floating and surreal set pieces, as if sacred 
relics being reconstructed by a contemporary imaginary. 
Many critics have commented on the way Julien unexpect-
edly moves into a documentary vernacular by contrasting 
this imaginary space with a montage of black-and-white 
archival footage.1 An old radio broadcast, a memorial of 

A gay nightclub in 1920s Harlem, in Looking for Langston.

D
ow

nloaded from
 http://online.ucpress.edu/fq/article-pdf/76/3/48/772481/fq.2023.76.3.48.pdf by The N

ew
 School user on 11 M

arch 2023

https://online.ucpress.edu/journals/pages/reprintspermissions


49FILM QUARTERLY

poems are critically regarded as a kind of drag, a vocal ven-
triloquism that reembodies, among Hughes’s favorite sing-
ers, Bessie Smith.7

In making this restlessly intermedial film that is deter-
mined to claim cinema itself for black gay identities, Julien 
returns to Bessie Smith—as she is situated at the early begin-
nings of sound cinema. Dudley Murphey’s short sound film 
St. Louis Blues—the first made for a preexisting song—is the 
only known audiovisual recording of Bessie Smith’s 1925 
eponymous song. Julien describes his discovery of it and of 
“the Empress of the Blues,” who was also known for her 
scandalous bisexuality, as one creative beginning of Looking 
for Langston. (In 1987, coinciding with attending James 
Baldwin’s funeral, Julien encountered “St. Louis Blues” for 
the first time.)8 Considered a “cinematic emblem of the Jazz 
Age,” St. Louis Blues was frequently understood as an after-
effect of The Jazz Singer (Alan Crosland, 1927) and as part 
of the boom of short sound films that ran before features to 
replace the live acts that originally ran with them.9

Apart from the traditional debate over the origins of 
sound cinema, St. Louis Blues raises the question of what it 
means to posit an aesthetic impulse of image toward sound, 
and sound toward image, both in the story of sound cinema 
and in its ontology. What is lost by narratives positioning 
a blackface film and its wish for identity as the most piv-
otal moment in the move from silent cinema to sound cin-
ema? In part, the story loses what Michael B. Gillespie calls 
“blackness as the art of being.”10 What would it mean to start 
otherwise: not with the wish to capture, locate, or represent 
identity on the screen, but rather with what is otherworldly 
in cinema and uncapturable about early sound cinema’s con-
tinued questioning movement between sound and image?

In Disintegrating the Musical, Arthur Knight describes 
an “emphatic” link between music/musical performances 
and blackness in the cinematic imagination, such that one 
can hardly think of the sonification of film without black 
voices and sound.11 Sound cinema as such, in that case, may 
be seen as a consequence of blackness. The blackness of its 
ontology ought to be considered aside from any “integra-
tion” of sound and image, for this socio-aesthetic integration 
is tenuous and always on the verge of breaking apart.12 This 
verge can be partially understood through the meaningful 
proliferation of genre and form, but more centrally through 
the sensory relationship between what is called “image” and 
what is called “sound” as it pertains to cinema as a black art: 
the blackness of the aesthetic itself as the place of contact 
between sensation and world.

At the center of this story is the sound and image of 
Bessie Smith. W. C. Handy cast her in St. Louis Blues, a film 

Langston Hughes’s death in 1967, plays over newsreels of 
Harlem. Julien then resuscitates the dead, cutting to black-
and-white television footage of Hughes reciting his poem 
“Hey!” (1927) with live jazz accompaniment: “I feels de 
blues a comin’ / Wonder what de blues’ll bring?”

Hughes’s voice then drifts away from the image as 
Julien cuts to a vintage record player. The cut defies expec-
tation by being paired with a contemporary song, “Blues 
for Langston,” that was recorded in the 1980s but recalls 
Hughes’s 1951 poem “Harlem” as Blackberri croons, “What 
ever happened to a dream deferred?” In posing these 
questions vocally and melodically, the opening sequence 
is relentlessly prognosticating.2 These voices and images, 
which move through multiple moments in the history of 
Black Atlantic queer life as well as the history of technology, 
keep gesturing forward to an unknown future, something 
not yet seen or heard, a question not yet answered, and a 
desire not yet fulfilled. The images and sounds register the 
mutability of every image and voice in their reproducibility.

But one fleeting archival fragment in particular invites 
further consideration. Just after cutting to the fictional char-
acter Alex sitting at the bar—a figure whom some critics 
read as an avatar for Langston Hughes—Julien introduces 
into the montage a fragment of a cinematic performance 
by Bessie Smith in St. Louis Blues (Dudley Murphy, 1929).3 
Leaning against a bar in an uptown club, she sings, “My 
man’s got a heart like a rock cast in the sea,” Julien doubling 
her song in the mix with Blackberri’s contemporary medi-
tation on a dream deferred. The audience sees Bessie Smith, 
whose voice then fades as Blackberri’s acousmatic singing 
rises. Noting the implications of this dual soundtrack, 
Dagmar Brunow recalls José Muñoz’s observation that 
there is “something uncanny about these voices resonating; 
this resonance produces a smooth superimposition that is 
visually impossible.”4

Why visually impossible? In the acousmatic, the viewer 
cannot help but disassociate—or disidentify, as Muñoz 
might say—the supposed symmetry between the body and 
voice on-screen. The acousmatic is among the chief pow-
ers of sound cinema, as Kaja Silverman and Michel Chion 
have famously argued.5 But their formulations, as import-
ant as they are, focus almost exclusively on the anxiety sur-
rounding white bodily morphology. What of the utopic, 
otherworldly aesthetic to be found in a black acousmat-
ics?6 Hughes himself plays with the acousmatic in poems 
like “Mother to Son” and “Lament over Love,” where the 
poet articulates queer desire and capitalizes on the invisible 
dimension of reading to speak in the voice of Black wom-
en’s blues (“I hope my child’ll / Never love a man”). These 
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50 SPRING 2023

or the film’s reality. Their ecstasy, which also forms part of 
the film’s prognostic value, turns the clubgoers’ transforma-
tion into a conjugating one: their singing is a transformation 
in space and time. As the chorus, they sing in a different tense 
than the one in which they, as audience, had watched. Now 
they accompany Bessie, their voices acting as a threshold 
between realities (not unlike the slow panning of the estab-
lishing shot of Looking for Langston through which Julien 
reveals the nightclub, another world beneath the first one).

In the nightclub, it becomes possible—by virtue of per-
formance—to be elsewhere. In reality, the Hall Johnson 
Choir were cast to play the clubgoers who harmonize with 
Bessie Smith in this arrangement, a choice that is stun-
ning for how it redefines what is or can be meant by the 
“blues.” The choral arrangement counteracts the mythos of 
the unadulterated solo performer or “lone country blues-
man.”16 As the camera pans around the club, the song plays 
in its entirety, not merely as extradiegetic soundtrack but as 
diegetic music.

Yet, the binary quality of film terminology fails to address 
what is most otherworldly about the song. Since Mary Ann 
Doane’s pathbreaking reflections, it has become common 
to think in terms of diegetic and extradiegetic sound—an 

that he coauthored with Murphy and for whose narrative 
he composed a new arrangement of his original song, which 
Bessie Smith had made famous in 1925. The two-reel film 
begins in a working-class boardinghouse where a con artist 
and showman, Jimmy the Pimp (Jimmy Mordecai), is jok-
ing with friends and making overtures to another woman 
(Isabel Washington). This unnamed woman knows Jimmy 
to be in a relationship with a woman named Bessie.13 Jimmy 
and the unnamed woman go into a bedroom and laugh, 
enjoying their two-timing. Bessie first appears in the film 
when she finds them together and erupts in anger, only to 
be battered and left forlorn, begging Jimmy not to leave. 
Lying on the ground, Bessie begins to croon to herself a cen-
tral refrain of the song—“My man’s got a heart like a rock 
cast in the sea”—sung a cappella and without any seeming 
sense of audience. The song, as it tells the story of being left 
by a man for a richer and lighter-skinned woman, sets up 
the narrative conceit for the remainder of the film.

The second reel elaborates and continues the song but 
also conjugates it, creating a second space that is not totally 
moored to reality. Bessie suddenly appears at the bar of an 
uptown club, sinking and singing into the sadness of drink. 
At first, Bessie is isolated. No one in the club hears her except 
the piano player, played by James P. Johnson (composer of 
“The Charleston”), who begins to accompany her. The a 
cappella performance slowly becomes the rendition of the 
song that Handy had newly arranged for the film, as other 
instruments join in: the house band also features Thomas 
Morris and Joe Smith on cornet, and Bernard Addison on 
guitar and banjo—each important figures of ragtime and 
early recording.

As the music expands, the clubgoers become completely 
entranced by Bessie—who perhaps, in this moment, on the 
imaginary plane, is becoming “Bessie Smith,” not a dejected 
woman any longer but the star of her own show. Black women 
blues singers “had broken out of the boundaries of the home 
and taken their sensuality and sexuality out of the private into 
the public sphere,” writes Hazel Carby. “For these singers 
were gorgeous, and their physical presence elevated them to 
being referred to as Goddesses, as the high priestesses of the 
blues.”14 Bessie Smith modulates single phrases, not simply 
finding consolation but world-building through singing.

As she sings, Bessie is transformed; the on-screen 
 audience, too, is transformed into a chorus that now  performs 
with her, echoing her words. This transformation is among 
the film’s many otherworldly moments, and to some extent, 
its power of wish fulfillment meets the generic definition of 
the film musical.15 As the clubgoers join Bessie, the film’s 
viewers cannot be sure whether they are watching her dream 

Bessie Smith, star of the show, in a publicity still.
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Watching the film today, one has the feeling of seeing 
something that had not existed before yet was already on 
the verge of disappearing, a precarious or fragile image. 
Perhaps this feeling is guided by the sense that St. Louis 
Blues is the only known audiovisual recording of the 
Empress of the Blues, as well as by the fatality and untime-
liness of her violent death.18 As it is often recounted by 
critics and Julien, the story of his own archival encoun-
ter with the song—posited as an artistic crux of Looking 
for Langston’s coming into being—tracks with a sense of 
chance, as if Julien’s film itself might not have been made 
without it.

Cinta Pelejà notes that nearly every account of St. 
Louis Blues begins with the sense that the film was “lost,” 
that it was “rescued” after having first been protested 
against and threatened with destruction by the NAACP. 
Unable to find any evidence that would corroborate these 
stories (“Where was the film when it was considered 
lost?”), Pelejà  speculates instead on another past for 
the film.19 Her speculation retains the possibility of its 
having been censored: the two-reel film, sometime after 
its original debut, was perhaps not shown in its entirety, 

approach that limits the discussion to “sounds of and in the 
filmic world,” writes Justin Horton, instead of asking after 
“sounds that originate elsewhere.”17 Something about Bessie 
Smith’s performance teaches that black cinematic sound 
restlessly originates elsewhere. Though she sings diegetically, 
she posits an extradiegetic world that is irreducible to fantasy, 
in part because Julien will later make it real. In so doing, he 
retrieves a “place” (however fleeting) for Bessie Smith in the 
history and future of queer black cinema.

Once the song takes hold of the chorus, Bessie never 
leaves the corner of the stage, becoming marginalized in 
the frame. Though they listen to and then sing with her, 
the community is fickle: they rejoice over Jimmy when he 
returns and steals the show. Her song’s desire to build a dif-
ferent world has not prevailed; it does not create a world 
where she can be loved. As Jimmy continues to take center 
stage, the camera continually pans back to the bar where 
Bessie stands, forlorn, the camera moored to her face even 
as the crowd attempts to relegate her to the background. 
The camera’s attention to her face presents and imagines an 
interior space of meditation, suggesting a third conjugation 
of inner space that becomes visible on-screen.

Bessie and Jimmy share an intimate dance in St. Louis Blues.
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performance constrain the image: Murphy cuts the image 
to the song. In retrospect, the kind of backward-looking 
glance cast by Julien can be seen as a salute to a film that is 
conspicuous for marking a moment just before the ossifica-
tion of the sound–image relation into filmic language took 
place, a moment within the still-nascent promise of cine-
ma’s otherworldliness.

Most descriptions of the film concentrate on its art of 
the fade:

The opening few bars are sung in her room. The 
image fades to black as the sound track plays across 
the cut, fading up as she continues to sing without a 
break, standing at the bar of the saloon. Such tech-
niques have long since become standard, but in 1929 
few musical performances were edited with such as-
surance or sense of narrative flow.27

The fade presents (makes visible and audible) the “disper-
sive sensuality” of black sound and aurality.28 In that disper-
sion, sound becomes image and image becomes sound: the 
fundamental movement that is the aesthetic.

In the fade, Bessie Smith’s voice floats in the image as 
a purely imaginary, nonexistent space. Her voice is ultra-
sensual in its capacity to make space. After the next cut, 
she is in an uptown club in Harlem, with no explanation 
of how she got there. She has been propelled by the force 
of her song, which has made it visible, as if by fiat. The film 
narrative becomes difficult to place in space and time, for 
in the dreaminess of cinematic space, there comes a feeling 
of contradictions overcome and thresholds overleaped—
including, improbably, the color line itself. Smith’s singing 
moves between “a series of moods, rather than a developing 
storyline.”29 And the film predates the Hollywood system of 
continuity editing, “which first organizes and edits dispa-
rate shots together to create the suggestion of seamless space 
and time.”30 Four decades later, Julien will turn the conven-
tion of continuity editing against itself, panning between 
worlds and dreams as if they were inhabiting one unified 
space.

The “realism” that white critics attribute to Murphy’s 
film—seeing and hearing a black life from a time when 
those acts were separated as a result of segregation—is part 
of the film’s phantasmagoria, its obscuring of cinematic 
(and historical) operation. The all-Black cast on-screen 
claims to achieve the impossible by providing white peo-
ple a view into black life but without any visible white 
people on-screen, for they have been obscured behind the 

with the second reel of Bessie Smith singing not always 
being played once it came under the surveillant view of 
censors, who would have protested against the intimate 
dance between Bessie and Jimmy. “Black song and dance 
contained powerful (if abstract) signifiers of (bodily) 
rebellion,” as Ellen Scott notes.20 But these stories do not, in 
themselves, account for why Bessie Smith is the gathering 
place of such fantasies of loss and recuperation. 21

Even while present at the beginning of sound  cinema, 
Bessie Smith was already predicting something else. 
St. Louis Blues is an early manifestation of the lineage of the 
music video genre, as a film devoted to a song that attempts 
to create an extended narrative in which the song lives. Of 
course, other mediums participate in this genealogy, such 
as the Panoram machine of the 1940s or Color-Sonics juke-
boxes of the 1960s. But such generic or medium consider-
ations are meaningful for an ontology of sound cinema only 
when they also reframe, as Alessandra Raengo and Lauren 
McLeod Cramer do, the status of music video as an archive 
of black arts. Black music video, they suggest, constitutes an 
ongoing “investigation of the sound-image relation.”22

Bessie’s performance is a conjugation in space and time, 
in genre and form. The song recognizes that a momentary 
departure or waywardness can be found in the act of perfor-
mance itself.23 The song is an incantation of some other real-
ity, a way of being other than what is demanded by violent, 
social fact. Notably, Bessie Smith was known to sing ahead 
of the beat.24 Her “blue” or worried notes fall just below the 
pitch, a dissonance at the heart of the given order of things. 
Such bending allows the note to be heard just below expecta-
tion and just above the paucity of the literal. Through these 
notes, the film tracks her internal state until she reaches the 
final frame: “Or else he wouldn’t have gone so far from me,” 
she sings. The travel imagined by the song (“I’m gonna pack 
my trunk and make my getaway”) will not take place—
until it does, decades later, in the dreamscapes of Looking 
for Langston, which bears this travel as a future image.25 
Something about the performance is untimely, prescient.

The formal ingenuity of St. Louis Blues lies in its being 
centrifugally organized around the musicality of Bessie 
Smith. Murphy’s recording of her performance essentially 
creates a new set of formal cinematic conventions, accord-
ing to which the soundtrack runs continuously, with the 
image edited against the sound, rather than the reverse.26 
The integrity of Bessie Smith’s performance demanded a 
cinematic vocabulary that had not yet existed. It was the 
first film to be made for a preexisting song.

Though Handy modifies the song from the version that 
had already been popularized by Smith, the song and its 
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53FILM QUARTERLY

another phase of her music. The color line foreclosed such 
possibility, but she nonetheless survives the color line in its 
sensorial prerogative: as the place where bodies become vis-
ible and audible in their race. There is instead a transforma-
tive impulse by which seeing becomes hearing and sound 
becomes sight. It is there that Bessie Smith sings.
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