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A MARCH TO 
REMEMBER
AVA DUVERNAY BRINGS 
SELMA TO THE SCREEN

BY BRIANNA KOVAN 
ILLUSTRATION BY MICHELLE LEIGH

In her films, director Ava DuVernay  

creates nuanced portraits of reality—

realities where strength blends with loss, 

and composure with instability. It’s the 

balancing of these contradictory elements 

that grants honesty to DuVernay’s work. 

Her characters are flawed, and these 

flaws humanize them onscreen. When 

DuVernay started directing, she aimed to 

create alternative narratives for women 

of color, who are too often pigeonholed 

into niche markets. In both I Will Fol-

low (2010) and Middle of Nowhere (2012), 

DuVernay handles her characters with 

honesty and delicacy, whittling away tired 

tropes with relative ease. 
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When we spoke with DuVernay in November 2014, she touched on 

both her handling of women characters and her most recent film, 

Selma. Released in late December, the biopic of Dr. Martin Luther 

King Jr. guides viewers from Selma to Montgomery, Alabama, dur-

ing the 1965 voting rights marches. Fifty years after the civil rights 

movement, Selma captures the complexities, f laws, and spirit of Dr. 

King and the movement behind him. The film is a poignant portrait 

of injustice, a study on activism, and a careful examination of the 

man at the helm of that struggle. 

When you approached a subject as mythologized and as layered 
as Dr. King, how did you decide what to focus on?

I could only focus on what interested me, and I’m not interested at 

all in making a movie about a statue or a speech or a holiday. I make 

movies about people, and so I have to figure out who he was and try 

to get to the heart of Dr. King as a man. So that was the first way 

in—approaching him as a character that I needed to make fully real-

ized and multifaceted. This led me to script him in such a way that 

[the film is] about an ordinary man who did extraordinary things, as 

opposed to an extraordinary man. 

Why did you focus on the 1965 marches versus other parts of 
the movement? What about the marches interested you?

Well, I’m an African American–studies major from UCLA. I’m a 

Black woman who’s very much a student of American history, espe-

cially as it relates to people of color and women. These marches are 

hands-down—for any student of the civil rights movement—a really 

easy time period to home in on, because it was so robust, so full of 

everything that really epitomizes this movement. It was an alarm-

ingly dangerous time. It was a time when the most people died on Dr. 

King’s watch. It adds tremendous success. It adds dramatic f lair, with 

three attempts at a march and only the final one succeeding. It’s rife 

with all of the emotional challenges during this time. We know that 

he was quite depressed, that he was battling issues of ego and guilt, 

and that his marital problems were coming to the forefront. So, you 

know, I just think that for folks that know his life, this time of his life 

is one of the more dense and textured episodes of a really epic life, 

and so it was easy to say, “Let’s do that part.”

Given the emotionally dense content, what was the most chal-
lenging scene to film—  either a specific scene or a collection  
of scenes?

Well, the film kind of swings between epic and intimate, so you’re 

really trying to give it scale in terms of three very large, sweeping 

marches that were all sweeping for different reasons. Some had scale 

and more people. Some had fewer people but lots of violence. So you 

have tons of people in churches listening to him and being revved up 

by him, and so those are your larger set pieces. And then you’ve got 

intimate moments with him and his wife, with his friends, and even 

more intimate when he’s alone. So trying to balance the tone of him 

in both instances was a big challenge, as opposed to one particular 

scene. Just always looking at the scenes and trying to match tones 

as you swing back and forth between exterior moments and interior 

moments for him emotionally I would say was the most challenging. 

That sounds like such a complex film, and perhaps an exhausting 
production. 

No, I was never exhausted making the movie. I was invigorated 

every time.

Did everyone on set feel that invigoration?

I hope so. That’s my job—to try to infect the set with that type of 

energy and atmosphere that you hope provides a space for folks to do 

their best work. I see a lot of beautiful performances in the film. I 

see a lot of amazing work by craftspeople, the production design, the 

casting, the cinematography and editing and music and costume and 

hair. So I know how it felt. We had a really nourishing time—are the 

words I’d use for me and for others around me, so I hope I was able to 

do that.

Most of your previous work focuses on nuanced, strong Black 
women. With Selma, you’re shifting pretty substantially from 
that genre. Do you ultimately want to transition back? 

You know, I always make films about Black women, and there’s a 

whole bunch of Black women in this film as well. I mean, King is 

the centerpiece, but when I tackled the film and came on board with 

the film, I brought in about 27 new characters and insisted that the 

women of the movement be portrayed, so I expanded the character 

of Coretta Scott King. I added the character of Diane Nash, added the 

character of Amelia Boynton, added the character of Richie Jean Jack-

son, and expanded the character of Annie Lee Cooper. So there are 

women throughout that have major work to do in the film. So yeah, 

I will never make a film without Black women in it. I can say that 

very clearly. There’s no world in which I’m interested in telling stories 

where we are not there.

When I think of Dr. King, I’m sure that the mythologized person 
in my head is really a group of people—many of them the women 
you’re referring to. How do you balance humanizing Dr. King 
while also showing this collective effort?

I think you do humanize him through showing the group effort. I 

mean, no one stands alone. He’s not a statue. He was a guy from 

Atlanta who was the son of a preacher, who was the grandson of a 

preacher. He didn’t even want to be a preacher. He goes to Alabama 

instead of going back to Atlanta for school because he didn’t want to 

be under his father. So he starts in a small church in Alabama, and 
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people recruit him to make a speech about the bus boycott, and there 

you go. Next thing you know he’s swept up in history. You know, 

that’s not a statue. That’s a man who you track and you understand, 

and by knowing who he is, it helps you understand the greatness 

of what he did. He was just like you and me. You have to show the 

people that supported him, the people that encouraged him, and the 

people that dissuaded him. It’s crucial to show the band of brothers 

and sisters who were around him if you want to prove he’s a man and 

not made of marble. 

What’s been the general response from the Black community to 
your success and your work? 

Well, Selma’s just starting to move out there, so I haven’t really had 

any dedicated screenings for the Negro kinfolk [laughs]. But the 

folks who have been sprinkled into the two screenings we’ve had 

have been very happy [and] very supportive. And when I think of the 

Black community, I just think of the warmth. You know, there are 

haters everywhere, but I’ve had nothing but warmth, open arms, 

encouragement, and empowerment. So much of what I’m doing is 

to please myself, and by pleasing myself, I’m pleasing Black women, 

I’m pleasing women, I’m pleasing people of color. That’s what my 

focus is. 

In working with Selma and on previous films, have you found 
that Hollywood is generally supportive of your work? Is the 
“boys’ club” shifting at all? 

[Laughs] No, I don’t think that it’s shifting.

Does that affect how you approach the future and future films?

I’m always optimistic about the future. I don’t care what anybody’s 

doing over there. I know what I’m doing. So there can be a club over 

there, and that’s cool. If I want to walk through there, great. If I’m 

invited, great. If I’m not, I’m doing my own thing, so I don’t think 

of it that way. I don’t think of it as a “boys’ club” that I have to break 

down the door to get into. That’s too bad it’s a boys’ club, but I’m just 

making my own stuff with people who I want to make it with. And 

the people that want to come see it, come see it. And the ones that 

don’t, don’t. That’s just art. That is what it is.  

Brianna Kovan is a reader and writer who has contributed 

to Ms., Kinfolk, and Stay Wild. She enjoys a well-made hot chocolate 

and Midwestern mornings.

it’s crucial to show the 
band of brothers and 
sisters who were around 
[dr. King] if you want to 
prove he’s a man and not 
made of marble.

ALTINA 
Director: Peter Sanders 
{eight twelve productions}

Creative, headstrong, quirky, 

groundbreaking, trendsetting—

these are all words that describe 

Altina Schinasi, the subject of 

Peter Sanders’s documentary 

Altina. Brought up in wealth and 

comfort in 1920s New York City 

(her father, Turkish immigrant 

Morris Schinasi, invented the pre-

rolled cigarette), Altina could have 

had a comfortable life as a debu-

tante, wife, and mother. Instead, 

the budding artist rebelled, opting 

for a career as a window dresser, 

studying painting under George 

Grosz, and nurturing a social 

activism uncommon for a shel-

tered daughter of the upper class. 

The result was that Altina became 

something of a female Forrest 

Gump, playing a part in some of 

the 20th century’s key moments: 

sponsoring the passage to America 

of 13 Jewish escapees during the 

Holocaust, hiding a blacklisted 

film director in her Hollywood 

home after the McCarthy hearings, 

striking up an early friendship 

with Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr.

Sanders, the filmmaker, is 

Altina’s grandson, and this 

both streamlines and compli-

cates the process. Since both of 

them know her history so well, 

it makes for spotty exposition, 

giving short shrift to some of 

the more fascinating spots of 

Altina’s biography. For instance, 

she was the inventor of the Har-

lequin glasses frame. Very cool, 

no? The story of how this came 

to be, however, is told mostly by 

Altina in a quick, fractured gloss 

that bypasses a lot of logistical 

questions. Similarly, the fact 

that she produced the Oscar-

nominated 1960 documentary 
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