
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

‘History, heroism and leadership are the stuff of 
Kasi Lemmons’s rousing and heartfelt film about 
the life and times of Harriet Tubman,’ wrote Peter 
Bradshaw in The Guardian when Harriet 
premiered at the Toronto International Film 
Festival. 
 
A biopic about this remarkable woman is long 
overdue. Born Araminta Ross in the early 19th 
century, she endured all the cruelty and privations 
of slavery on a Maryland plantation, including a 
serious head injury that resulted in visions and 
dreams she interpreted as being from God. 
Adopting her mother’s name after she married 
free black man John Tubman, Harriet escaped in 
1849 and, making use of an informal network of 
routes and safe houses known as the Underground 
Railroad, finally reached Philadelphia and freedom. 
 
Harriet brings to life this incredible woman’s story, 
focusing on the years when she made repeated 
clandestine and dangerous journeys back to 
Maryland to rescue other slaves, and showing how 
her knowledge and courage were later put to good 
use as a scout, spy, guide, and advisor to the Union 
Army during the American Civil War. Lemmons 

has said that ‘Harriet is a film about freedom; it’s 
not about slavery’ – The Root. She told Variety that 
‘adventure and superheroism were inherent in the 
story’, describing Tubman as ‘this young woman 
who was very small and very strong and very fast 
and very, very brave.’ 
 
Cynthia Erivo gives ‘a tremendously charismatic 
and muscular performance’ (Bradshaw) as Harriet. 
She is known for her portrayal of Celie in the 
Broadway revival of The Color Purple – for which 
she won a Tony, a Grammy, and an Emmy – and for 
the films Bad Times at the El Royale (2018) and 
Widows (2018) – which led to her nomination for 
the BAFTA Rising Star Award. She has strong 
support from Leslie Odom Jr as abolitionist William 
Still. Odom originated the role of Aaron Burr in the 
musical Hamilton, for which he won a Tony and a 
Grammy, and appeared in Kenneth Branagh’s 
adaptation of Murder on the Orient Express (2017). 
The film also stars singer, songwriter, rapper, and 
actress Janelle Monáe 
(Hidden Figures (2016), 
Moonlight (2016)) as a 
free-born rooming house 
proprietor, Marie. 
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drums to a full orchestra [as] a compelling way to 
tie the film’s historical time frame into the score’ 
– KC Ifeanyi, Fast Company. The soundtrack ‘also 
incorporates an important historical accuracy: 
the slaves' use of coded songs, such as Wade in 
the Water, to communicate with each other’ – 
Sophie Willard, The List. 
 
In her later years, Harriet Tubman kept up her 
humanitarian work and campaigned for 
women’s suffrage, but lived most of her life in 
poverty – she was never paid a regular salary and 
the US government was slow to acknowledge its 
huge debt to her. This film does its part to 
acknowledge her immense significance. 
 
 

This is Lemmons’s fifth feature as director. She 
started as an actress, appearing in films such as 
The Silence of the Lambs (1991) and Candyman 
(1992), but becoming a director was always her 
goal, stating in George Alexander’s book Why We 
Make Movies: Black Filmmakers Talk About the 
Magic of Cinema that she ‘wanted to do 
something more meaningful than going to 
auditions’. 
 
The film’s music is by jazz trumpeter and 
composer Terence Blanchard, who has scored 20 
of Spike Lee’s projects, receiving an Oscar 
nomination for his work on BlacKkKlansman 
(2018). He added ‘a rhythmic backdrop of African 

Preview screening courtesy of NBCUniversal 

You may also like… 
Push 
12 Nov | Chapel Arts Centre | 6:15pm 
Fredrik Gertten | Sweden | 2019 | 90m | 12A tbc | subtitles  
 
 
Push starts with the ordinary people at the sharp end of 
things – the ones who get evicted and priced out – and 
describes the process by which they are rendered homeless. 
Then we start to see the bigger picture: multimillion-pound 
homes in Central London are bought and kept deliberately 
empty, mere assets. It’s a situation that has been getting 
worse and worse as successive governments allow the 
wealthy and powerful to get away with metaphorical murder. 

FilmBath FilmClub 
 
A year-round programme of the kinds of films we screen at 
the festival, shown monthly (from January to May and 
September to December) at the stylish Walcot House, with 
an optional movie-themed dinner after the film. A wonderful 
opportunity to watch mind-expanding films together and 
then talk about the film afterwards. 
  
For more information, visit filmbath.org.uk/filmclub 
 


