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THE COOL WORLD
DIRECTOR: Shirley Clarke 
WRITER: Shirley Clarke, Carl Lee 
PRODUCER: Frederick Wiseman 
CINEMATOGRAPHER: Baird Bryant 
EDITOR: Shirley Clarke 
ORIGINAL MUSIC: Mal Waldron 
CAST: Hampton Clanton, Carl Lee, Yolanda 
Rodriguez 
PRODUCTION COMPANY: independent feature 
YEAR OF RELEASE: 1964 
RUNNING TIME: 106mins 
FORMAT: 16mm 
 

 
 

 

 
Director Shirley ClarkeÕs (1919-1997) first artistic love was dance, and what sheÕd learnt from years spent 
on the boards would come to inform her own cinematic style. Falling in with a generation of American 
directors such as Mekas, Brakhage (and all those who had founded the Film-MakersÕ Co-operative and 
issue the Statement For A New American Cinema manifesto, who would alter the course of film language 
and reinvent the notion of truly independent cinema) Clarke was encouraged to experiment. 
 
As a dancer it was music and movement which captivated Clarke, in the spirit of the 1950s artistic milieu, 
when she started making short films, she embraced Abstract Expressionism, jazz and the burgeoning 
electronic music scene. In her short film Skyscraper (1960), the New York skyline, properly scored and 
edited, would dance under her cameraÕs gaze, earning her an Oscar nomination. Her move into feature 
films was just as important in other areas of film. She challenged New York StateÕs censorship laws with 
her debut feature on junky jazz musicians, as well as scoring the inherent limits of the cinema veritŽ 
movement that was becoming the cinematic flavour of the decade. 
 
The Cool World was shot entirely on location in Harlem and didnÕt look like any kind of story that was 
coming out of the studio system. When we envision a film about a young black male on the prowl for a 
gun to assert his dominance in a street gang, especially in the mid-1960s, images of Hollywood 
melodrama and moralising spring to mind. But ClarkeÕs feature could have passed for a documentary 
with both its muted social concern and off the cuff shooting and acting styles. Despite appearances, the 
script was adapted from a novel, the actors may have been young and naturalistic but they were 
carefully coached on their performances, the shots were plotted and the editing was a deliberate 
extension of ClarkeÕs love of modern dance and jazz. Her penetrating social insight was a complete work 
of fiction, almost thumbing its nose at the pretensions of the cinema veritŽ crowd, all the while making 
important observations on the lives these young characters led and defining her own visual style. 
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KILLER OF SHEEP 
 

DIRECTOR: Charles Burnett 
WRITER: Charles Burnett 
PRODUCER: Charles Burnett 
CINEMATOGRAPHER: Charles Burnett 
EDITOR: Charles Burnett 
MUSIC: various contemporary popular songs 
CAST: Henry G. Sanders, Kaycee Moore, Charles 
Bracy, Angela Burnett, Eugene Cherry, Jack 
Drummond 
PRODUCTION COMPANY: independent feature 
YEAR OF RELEASE: 1977 
RUNNING TIME: 83mins 
FORMAT: 16mm 
 

 
 

 

ItÕs the early to mid 1970s, youÕre a young black urban film-maker shooting on weekends. Your film is 
about the working-class lives of people you know around you, those youÕd probably grown up with. What 
you create in those years owes a debt to Italian neorealism, has a deep compassion for the characters 
on screen, and lacks any specific story in the classic sense. In a radical move you have eschewed the 
blaxploitation of your era entirely and set African American cinema on an entirely different path for the 
next 20 years and inspiring a new generation of filmmakers such as Spike Lee (whose film JoeÕs Bed-
Stuy Barbershop also screens on this night). 
 
There are no strutting pimps, outrageous threads, boastings on sexual prowess, no tough drug dealer 
sticking it to the man and no jive language in Charles BurnettÕs feature film debut. Instead the audience 
is introduced to Stan, who works long hours at the abattoir and longer hours trying to keep his brutalising 
work from affecting his home life. Hard work isnÕt going to get him and his family out of their dead-end 
lives any time soon, yet the ÔeasyÕ option of crime isnÕt going to sucker him in either, not even if itÕd get 
him some of the finer comforts of life. ThatÕs pretty much it for a storyline, the film is episodic owing both 
to the long running guerrilla nature of the filming (not a single permit was obtained) and the fact that Stan 
simply goes through the routine of his life from one day to the next. HeÕs unable to exert any meaningful 
effect on his own life and remains prey to the whims of the world around him. 
 
Killer of Sheep remained a much referred to but little seen film for many years following its release due to 
the twenty-two unlicensed songs on the soundtrack. BurnettÕs desire to showcase the history and 
diversity of African American music proved a little too ambitious for his US$10,000 budget. In 2007 
however, seventeen years after the Library Of Congress deemed it a significant film and entered it into 
the National Film Registry, the soundtrack was finally licensed for a sum of US$150,000 and the film was 
blown up onto 35mm for a cinema re-release on its 30th anniversary. Thirty years later, Killer Of Sheep 
finally got its due. TonightÕs screening comes from an archived 16mm print, for many years the preserve 
of film societies such as Adelaide CinŽmath• que.  
 

 

                                                         
 

         


