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St Louis Blues ***** 

 

I can't resist the power of Eartha Kitt. She is one of the most vivid, smoldering female actors I have ever 

seen on the screen. In "St Louis Blues," Kitt plays the sexy, hard singer Gogo Germaine, who steals the 

show from the main subject of this biopic of composer WC Handy. Gogo is the only one in Handy's life 

that "gets" him- to the point of even discouraging a love affair in favor of the music. 

 

But Kitt isn't the only strong female presence here. Also include Pearl Bailey's performance as Aunt 

Hagar. Thanks to a booming voice and an intense expression, Bailey makes her presence known in every 

scene she is in. One of the sweetest musical moments in the movie is Hagar riffing with Handy on his 

great tune "St Louis Blues"- until the guilt of playing "the devil's music" gets too much for Handy and he 

runs out on her. 

 

But also add in some powerful hymn singing by Mahalia Jackson as well as a performance by Ella 

Fitzgerald. The women certainly dominate in "St Louis Blues." 

 

Nat King Cole is a little less strong as WC Handy- he's stiff and it's hard to say that he doesn't look a little 

too old for the part, however, he conveys enough of the soul-searching torture a musician goes through 

to accept his own talent to come up with an authentic character, caught between trying to please a 

dissatisfied father and the pull of the music that he was born with inside himself. Besides, he also does 

some singing and Cole's rich, velvety voice is always pleasant to hear. Who knows if Cole's voice sounds 

anything like Handy's, but it sure sounds good. Cole's spotlight moment comes with a beautiful 

performance of "Morning Star." 

 

A great surprise here was discovering that Billy Preston plays the part of WC Handy as a boy. Juano 

Hernandez plays Handy's hardnosed preacher father. 

 

Despite the powerful cast, however, there is an elemental struggle going on here that tests them all. 

That is, the struggle to do the right thing. How each person defines what "the right thing" is to do is 

what makes it a struggle- there are as many opinions about this as people willing to speak up. Finally, 

Handy must figure this out on his own- and succeeds as a result. 



 

Directed by Allen Reisner...1958...105 min...featuring Nat 'King' Cole (as WC Handy), Eartha Kitt (as 

Gogo), Cab Calloway, Juano Hernandez, Ella Fitzgerald, Mahalia Jackson, Billy Preston, Pearl Bailey, Ruby 

Dee. 

 

Anna Lucasta *** 

 

Eartha Kitt plays another sexy woman in "Anna Lucasta," but instead of a streetwise singer, she's 

damaged goods- a lady of the night trolling the waterfront bars of San Diego with a harsh family 

background. Between schemers and nut jobs, her family is perhaps less "honest" than her patrons in San 

Diego, but the woman returns home when they reach out to her. Little does she know that it is all a ploy 

to get a hold of a young man's fortune. 

 

Redemption does occur in "Anna Lucasta" but at a high price. After suffering the emotional abuse and 

domestic violence from her father and the unrelentingly selfish greed from her brother-in-law, it is little 

wonder she returns to her partying ways when her energetic sailor suitor tracks her down to take her 

away. But having experienced a much truer love, the free and easy life just doesn't satisfy anymore. 

 

Actor Sammy Davis Jr is a bright spot here- as kinetic as the hepped up jazz music that comes through on 

the soundtrack every time he appears. There's an especially cool fantasy sequence where Davis is 

featured dancing- and he adds the vocals to the movie's theme song. Eartha Kitt is also strong, but 

showing much more of a fragile side than in "St Louis Blues." It is refreshing to see her discard her hard 

woman identity to try to conform to a more conservative life. 

 

The strongest performance here though is actor Frederick O'Neal's portrayal of the greedy brother-in-

law, Frank. His know-it-all attitude and scheming ways make for a truly despicable character. Rex Ingram 

puts in an over-the-top performance as the father- truly a loose cannon willing to raise his fist to his son 

and strike his wife. 

 

It's interesting to note that both "St Louis Blues" and "Anna Lucasta" are both based on a conflict with a 

stubborn father. WC Handy's father is a bull headed preacher with a narrow view. Anna Lucasta's father 

is obsessed and crazy- both men using their Bibles to hide from the things that bother them. In both 



cases, the paternal relationship severely alters the lives of the son and the daughter. Handy ends up 

succeeding. For Anna Lucasta, it's not so certain. 

 

Directed by Arnold Laven...1958...97 min...featuring Eartha Kitt (as Anna), Sammy Davis Jr., Frederick 

O'Neal, Henry Scott, Rex Ingram, Georgia Burke. 


