
“History is not what happens. They will remember what they see on the 
screen. I want to be here, where history is being made,” says Julie Dash’s 
character Mignon Dupree, in her film Illusions. Julie Dash is an Ameri-
can filmmaker responsible for Daughters of the Dust, the first full-length 
film released by an African-American woman. Born in 1952 in New 
York City, Dash has become a world-renowned filmmaker, music video 
and commercial director, author, and website creator.

Dash began her study of film in 1969 at the Studio Museum of Harlem. 
As an undergraduate, she studied psychology until she was accepted into 
the film school at the Leonard Davis Center for the Performing Arts. Be-
fore she graduated, she wrote and produced a promotional documentary 
for the New York Urban Coalition called Working Models of Success.

After attaining her B.A. , she moved to Los Angeles and attended the 
Center for Advanced Film Studies at the American Film Institute (AFI). 
As a graduate student at UCLA, she received an MFA in Film and Tele-
vision Production. Here she directed the film Diary of an African Nun, 
which was screened at the Los Angeles Film Exposition and won her a 
Director’s Guild Award for a Student Film.
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I like to see strong women, but I like to 
see strong, interesting women. I like to see 
strong, interesting women who are at a 
pivotal moment in their lives.

          — Julie Dash
“

”
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In her career she has also garnered numerous other awards, primarily for 
Daughters of the Dust. The film, which chronicles two days in the life of 
the Peazant family, descendants of slaves who reside on sea islands near 
South Carolina and Georgia, was named one of the fifty most important 
independent films ever made by Filmmaker’s Magazine, and was ar-
chived in the Schonberg Center for the Study of Black Culture. At the 
1992 Sundance Film Festival, the film won “Best Cinematography” for 
its stunning camera work, and at the 25th Annual Black Film Festival in 
1999, the release of Daughters of the Dust was named one of the most 
important cinematic achievements of the twentieth century.

Her short film Illusions won the 1989 Jury’s prize for “Best Film of the 
Decade” by the Black Filmmaker Foundation. The critically acclaimed 
film set in 1942 Hollywood, is the film for which she is probably best 
known. She has also recently won awards for her website Geechee Girls 
Multimedia, and its companion CD-Rom, “Digital Diva.” The site offers 
both information on Julie Dash and on the Gullah culture, which she fea-
tured in Daughters of the Dust, and of which she is a descendent.

Recently, Julie Dash completed the film The Colored Conjurers, which 
she describes as “an episodic love story told through the eyes of the 
daughter of traveling magicians.” She has also just finished the script for 
Enemy of the Sun, a film not yet in production. Prior to these projects 
she directed Love Song, and a film version of The Rosa Parks Story, for 
both of which she also wrote the screenplay. Love Song is an MTV origi-
nal movie starring the Grammy award winning singer Monica. Dash also 
directed the made for TV movie Incognito, a romantic thriller made by 
BET Arabesque Films. She also has written and directed an episode of 
Women for ShowTime and a segment of HBO’s Subway Stories.
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She has directed many music videos, most notably Tracy Chapman’s “Give Me One Reason,” a clip 
nominated for MTV’s best video by a female singer in 1996. Additionally, Julie is an accomplished author, 
having written the novel version of Daughters of the Dust, and “a perfume love story” yet to be released. 

First and foremost Julie Dash is an innovator and a trailblazer. She has opened up avenues for independent 
cinema, and all the people involved in it, through the beauty, intelligence, and success of her films. She has 
challenged, and thereby instigated the change, of how black women (namely African American women) 
are seen and how they see themselves. In doing so, Julie Dash has revitalized the identity of all African 
Americans and usurped the traditionalist view of what a woman’s place and a woman’s ambitions ought to 
be.

Nonetheless, Dash’s success in pressing the boundaries of today in order to establish the reality of tomor-
row can most directly be attributed to her understanding of her own past. Every character Dash produces 
lends a small amount of insight into what it is to be an African American woman (and by extension an 
African American and a woman in general). This is less of a definition (she does not point and say, “Look, 
over there, that’s an African American woman”) than an experience. The poignancy of Dash’s characters 
and the worlds they fill draws you into their stories, their struggles, and their triumphs. At the heart of all 
this passion for, and struggle with, life you will find a strong, intelligent, African American woman. Con-
sequently, this person is shaped by all the burdens associated with her demographic characterization and so-
cial surroundings. However, as a strong individual this person is able to transform her surroundings in turn. 
This person is Julie Dash.

Julie Dash’s film Illusions was recognized as the best film of the 1980s by the Black Filmmakers Founda-
tion. In it, Dash exposes and challenges the traditional structures of white Hollywood. She depicts how 
the contributions of African Americans to the heritage of film have been censored, destroyed, hidden, and 
otherwise erased from both public memory and tangible record. In the story, a female movie studio execu-
tive, Mignon Dupree, is assigned the arduous task of uniting the picture and sound portions of a musical 
motion picture that is slipping into disrepair. Unbeknownst to the other members of the studio, Dupree is 
black. However, when a black singer is hired to provide the vocals for the image of the white woman who 
is to be the starlet of the film, Dupree’s heritage risks being unveiled. Nonetheless, the two black women 
bond together and support each other towards mutual gain.
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Illusions is exceptional in the attributes it provides to women. The black women are portrayed as 
strong central characters. They are not dictated by the actions of white men (or anyone else, for that 
matter) but rather create their own destinies out of the positions in which they find themselves. Fur-
thermore, these women are accomplices of friendship instead of the popularly depicted fickle, catty 
mistresses. This film challenges the concepts of racial identity and racial, gender, and power relations 
all by changing the perspective (from that of a white male to that of a black female) from which his-
tory is approached.
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