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To Sleep with Anger

SPOILER WARNING The following notes give away the film’s ending.

Charles Burnett’s intriguing mix of melodrama and allegorical fable has a
seemingly happy middle-class African-American family living in Los Angeles
visited by an old friend (Glover) from the South — a somewhat mysterious
charmer whose presence proves disruptive for his hosts. Exploring the
discrepancies of past and present, Christianity and mysticism, tradition and
modernity, the film is at once enigmatic, thought-provoking and witty.
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In Charles Burnett’s films, you always have to keep an eye on the kids, who
are rarely main characters but play pivotal roles nonetheless. Consider his
brilliant debut Killer of Sheep (1977), a neorealism-inspired drama of everyday
life iIn LA’'s predominantly African-American Watts district. Its unforgettable
first scene depicts a small, cowed-looking boy being lectured by a stern off-
screen father-figure on the importance of fighting back against bullies in order
to be a real man. After this bracing opening, we don’t see this moon-eyed lad
again — we never even find out who he is — but the point is sharp enough:
innocence rarely lasts long for black children in this impoverished suburb,
scarred by residential segregation, racist police brutality and the violent
uprisings of 1965. In the rest of Killer of Sheep, children — playful sprites full of
hope and humour — pepper the landscape. They are poignant counterpoints
to the drudgery-stricken adults; funhouse mirrors of their own sad futures.

In Burnett’s third feature, the majestic and enigmatic To Sleep with Anger
(1990), children are again crucial in a film ostensibly about adult relationships.
The main narrative centres on Harry Mention (Danny Glover), a charismatic
visitor from the Deep South who arrives one day on the doorstep of a middle-
class churchgoing family in South Central Los Angeles. Mother Suzie (Mary
Alice) and father Gideon (Paul Butler) welcome their old friend in, but it’s not
long before his uncanny presence, steeped in the folkloric southern traditions
Suzie and Gideon have for the most part left behind, begins to cause severe
ructions in the family fabric.

Gideon falls gravely ill, while Harry’s insinuatingly macho behaviour has a
particularly influential effect on Suzie and Gideon’s grown-up youngest son,
the petulant twentysomething Babe Brother (Richard Brooks), accentuating
the animus between him and his older brother Junior (Carl Lumbly), and
turning Babe Brother against his wife Linda (Sheryl Lee Ralph). Babe Brother
and Linda’s young son Sunny (DeVaughn Walter Nixon) doesn’t say much,
but he’s quietly present in many scenes of tension and menace. He’s also the
only character able to dent Harry’s swaggering confidence, when he
accidentally brushes Harry’s foot with a broom, a superstitious no-no that
sends the visitor into paroxysms of uncharacteristic panic.

It’s fitting, then, that Sunny is the architect of Harry’s downfall. Early in the
film, Sunny carelessly spills his marbles: no harm done. Later on, though,
shortly after a huge confrontation between Babe Brother and Junior has
ultimately brought the family closer than ever before, Sunny does it again.
Harry trips over the marbles, falls to the floor, and suffers a fatal cardiac
arrest. In a quietly ghoulish, politically charged postscript, Harry’s dead body
is left in the kitchen, covered only by a sheet. The medics won’t take him
away, and the coroner is nowhere to be found. ‘If he was white, they’d have
had him on his feet and out of here’ comments one family friend.



But there’s another child in To Sleep with Anger. an unnamed boy (played by
Burnett’s son) who blasts incessantly and tunelessly on his trumpet. His
unappealing peals ring across the neighbourhood, at one point causing Suzie
to drop an egg on the floor, at another distracting Harry as he’s about to bring
down an axe on the neck of a chicken. Midway through the fiim, Suzie,
concerned about Harry’s sinister behaviour, questions him about the quality of
his friendship. Harry retorts with a riddle: ‘Like that boy next door playing his
horn. If he was a friend, he would stop irritating people. But if he stops
practising, he wouldn’t be perfect at what he does someday.’

In an interview in July 2016, | asked Burnett about the boy trumpeter, and he
replied: ‘| used to play the trumpet when | was a kid, and | used to just drive
the neighbours crazy. So that’s where that came from. | used to intentionally
leave the window open and just blow as loud as | could out of my room.’
There’s something autobiographical, then, about the fim’s spine-tingling
coda. Following a shot of Harry’s body still festering in the homestead,
Burnett cuts to a shot of the boy honking away tunelessly. After a few bars,
however, his awful playing magically, seamlessly becomes perfect — a soulful
lament which provides the melody line of the song that scores the end credits.
It’s the sound of a modest yet brilliant filmmaker slyly announcing the
perfection of his own craft.

Ashley Clark, Sight & Sound , July 2002

Charles Burnett’s first mainstream feature shows what a little well-spent
money will do towards counteracting the nagging sense of miserabilism that
weighed against the otherwise admirable qualities of his earlier independent
features, Killer of Sheep (especially) and My Brother’s Wedding. The opening
scene is a case in point: a wonderfully spare yet elegantly detailed still life (not
a little reminiscent of Errol Morris at his best) in which the portly Gideon, as
formally posed and attired as a Victorian patriarch, sits staring
expressionlessly to camera in a white room, behind him a portrait of a woman
hanging above a buffet on which mysteriously igniting in a bowl of fruit that
might have inspired a Cezanne canvas flames slowly spread to engulf him
from head to toe.

Accompanied by the achingly sweet and yearning gospel notes of Sister
Rosetta Tharpe’s version of ‘Precious Memories’, the nightmare — for so it
proves to be when Gideon wakes from dozing in the sun in his back garden —
nevertheless leaves behind it a haunting after-taste of loss. The point, perhaps
not too readily evident for a non-American white audience, seems to be that
the Deep South remains a touchstone for ‘home’ in the collective memory,
much more immediate and accessible than the hypothetical Africa of Black
Power. For all its ineradicable associations with slavery, lynching and the
burning crosses of the Klan, it was a place of roots, of togetherness. ‘Then
you knew your neighbour’, Burnett has commented in an interview. ‘Until the
civil rights movement, and the riots, this community held steady. Isn’t that
strange, that after civil rights it fell apart”?’ In a sense, To Sleep with Anger,
with the title suggesting some hopefully productive amalgam between
activism and acceptance, threads a neutral but inquisitive way through the
ramifications of this paradox.

With a whole string of superb performances, dialogue that manages the
difficult trick of hitting notes both lyrical and earthy, and a magical gospel and
blues score, To Sleep with Anger demonstrates Burnett’s instinct for cinema
every inch of the way.

Tom Milne, Monthly Film Bulletin, March 1991
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Programme notes and credits compiled by the BFI Documentation Unit

BECOME A BFI MEMBER

Enjoy a great package of film benefits including priority booking at BF
Southbank and BFI Festivals. Join today at bfi.org.uk/join

BFI PLAYER

We are always open online on BFI Player where you can watch the best
new, cult & classic cinema on demand. Showcasing hand-picked
landmark British and independent titles, films are available to watch in
three distinct ways: Subscription, Rentals & Free to view.

See something different today on player.bfi.org.uk

BFI SOUTHBANK

Welcome to the home of great film and TV, with three cinemas and a
studio, a world-class library, regular exhibitions and a pioneering
Mediatheque with 1000s of free titles for you to explore. Browse special-
edition merchandise in the BFI Shop.

We’re also pleased to offer you a unique new space, the BFI Riverfront —
with unrivalled riverside views of Waterloo Bridge and beyond, a delicious
seasonal menu, plus a stylish balcony bar for cocktails or special events.
Come and enjoy a pre-cinema dinner or a drink on the balcony as the sun
goes down.

Notes may be edited or abridged. Questions/comments? Email prognotes@bfi.org.uk
The British Film Institute is a charity registered in England and Wales No. 287780



