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THE
UNFORGETTABLE
ENSEMBLE: A DEEP
DIVE INTO THE "A
RAGE IN HARLEM"
CAST

When  discussing  the
mos t  v ib ran t  and
culturally  resonant
crime comedies of the
early 1990s, Bill Duke’s
A  Rage  i n  Ha r l em
stands  out  as  a  truly
unique  gem.  Adapted
from  Chester  Himes’
1957  novel,  the  film
weaves a tale of love,
greed, and danger set
against  the  pulsing
backdrop  of  1950s

Harlem. More than the
plot, however, it is the
A  Rage  in  Harlem
cast that elevates this
film  to  cult  classic
status.  Featuring  a
remarkable  mix  of
establ ished  stars,
r is ing  talents,  and
u n f o r g e t t a b l e
character  actors,  the
ensemble breathed life
into a world of grifters,
under takers ,  and
desperate  lovers.  This
a r t i c l e  t a k e s  a
comprehensive look at
the  key  players,  their
characters,  and  how
their  performances
created  a  t imeless
piece  of  cinema.
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Forest
Whitaker
as
Jackson:
The
Gentle
Giant at
the Heart
of the

Storm
At  the  center  of  the
chaotic  narrative  is
Jackson, a soft-spoken,
deeply  religious,  and
s o m e w h a t  n a i v e
undertaker's  assistant.
F o r e s t  W h i t a k e r
delivers a performance

that is  both physically
gentle and emotionally
p o w e r f u l .  A s  t h e
protagonist,  Jackson
begins  as  a  man  of
r o u t i n e ,  l i v i n g  a
cloistered life of prayer
and hymn-singing, only
to  be  pul led  into  a
whirlwind  of  lust  and
crime by the irresistible
Imabelle.  Whitaker
masterfully  portrays
Jackson’s  internal
conflict  between  his
pious  nature  and  his
burgeoning,  almost
obsessive  love  for
Imabelle.  His  large
frame and usually calm
demeanor  contrast
s h a r p l y  w i t h  t h e
frenetic  energy of  the
other  characters ,
making him the anchor
of  the  film.  Whitaker’s
nuanced  portrayal
ensures that Jackson is
never a mere fool;  he
is a man awakening to
a  world  of  passion,
m a k i n g  h i s
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transformation  both
believable  and  deeply
affecting.  The  subtlety
he brings to the role is
a  cornerstone  of  why
the A Rage in Harlem
cast  works so well  as
an ensemble.

Gregory
Hines as
Goldy:
The
Sharp-
Dressed
Con Man
with a
Heart
In a role that perfectly
showcased  his  unique

b l e n d  o f  c h a r m ,
a t h l e t i c i s m ,  a n d
dramatic skill,  Gregory
Hines  plays  Goldy,
Jackson’s long-lost twin
brother.  Far  from  the
pious Jackson, Goldy is
a slick, fast-talking con
artist who lives by his
wits  and  his  s i lver
t o n g u e .  H i n e s ,
primarily  known  as  a
legendary  tap  dancer,
brings a physicality to
Goldy that is magnetic.
Every  s tep,  every
gesture,  every  s ly
smile  is  calibrated  to
convey the character’s
cunning.  He  is  the
engine  of  the  plot,
constantly  inventing
schemes that entangle
everyone  around  him.
Yet, Hines adds layers
t o  t h e
character—Goldy is not
a villain, but a product
of  a  harsh world,  and
his love for his brother,
however  misguided,  is
genuine.  The  dynamic
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between  Hines  and
Whitaker  (Jackson)  is
electric;  their  scenes
t o g e t h e r  a r e  a
m a s t e r c l a s s  i n
portraying two sides of
the same coin. Goldy is
the chaos to Jackson’s
o r d e r ,  a n d  H i n e s
embodies  that  duality
with effortless cool. His
contribution  to  the  A
Rage in Harlem cast
is often cited as one of
his  finest  non-musical
performances.

Robin
Givens as
Imabelle:
The
Femme

Fatale
Rewritten
No discussion of the A
Rage in Harlem cast
would  be  complete
without Robin Givens’s
portrayal  of  Imabelle,
the  beaut i fu l  and
enigmatic woman who
sets the entire story in
motion. In many classic
noir stories, the femme
f a t a l e  i s  a  o n e -
d i m e n s i o n a l
seductress, but Givens
brings  a  remarkable
depth to the role. Her
Imabelle  is  not  simply
a gold-digger; she is a
s u r v i v o r .  S h e  i s
trapped  in  a  violent
relationship  with  a
crooked cop, Slim, and
sees  Jackson  as  a
potential  way  out,
albeit a dangerous one.
Givens  manages  to
make  the  audience
simultaneously wary of
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h e r  m o t i v e s  a n d
sympathetic  to  her
plight.  Her  chemistry
w i t h  W h i t a k e r  i s
palpable,  creating  a
romance  that  feels
both  improbable  and
inevitable.  She  holds
her  own  against  the
powerhouse  male
performers,  proving
that Imabelle is not just
a prize to be won, but
a  character  with  her
o w n  a g e n c y  a n d
desperation.  Givens’
performance  ensures
that  the  central  love
story is compelling and
tragic, rather than just
a  simple  plot  device.
Her  role  remains  a
standout  in  the  film’s
n a r r a t i v e  a n d  a
highlight  of  the entire
A  Rage  in  Harlem
cast .

Danny

Glover as
Easy
Money:
Menace
Wrapped
in a Fat
Suit
Danny  Glover,  known
for  his  heroic  roles  in
Lethal Weapon, takes a
sharp left turn to play
E a s y  M o n e y ,  a
chillingly  violent  and
avaricious  gangster.
Donning a fat suit and
a  p e r m a n e n t l y
disgruntled expression,
Glover disappears into
the role. Easy Money is
the boss of a criminal
operation that includes
a  group  of  nuns  who
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are actually thieves in
disguise. He is ruthless,
paranoid, and prone to
explosive  fits  of  rage.
Glover’s  performance
is  a  tour  de  force  of
vi l lainy;  he  is  both
terrifying  and  darkly
comedic.  He  chews
every  scene  with  a
pa lpable  sense  of
danger,  making  his
every  appearance  a
source of tension. The
character’s  name  is
itself  a  piece  of  grim
irony,  as  he  hoards
gold  and  mistrusts
everyone.  Glover’s
commitment  to  this
unlikable character is a
testament to his range
as an actor.  He takes
what could have been
a caricature and turns
him  into  a  genuinely
memorable  screen
monster,  adding  a
crucial  layer  of  threat
to the story.

Zakes
Mokae as
Big
Kathy:
The
Undertak
er with a
Secret
The late South African
actor  Zakes  Mokae
b r i n g s  a  q u i e t ,
menacing  gravitas  to
the role  of  Big  Kathy,
the  businessman  who
runs the funeral parlor
where  Jackson  works.
However,  Big  Kathy’s
business  is  far  more
sinister  than  simple
funeral  services.  He
runs  a  side  operation



A Rage In Harlem Cast 7

7

smuggling bodies, and
he is not afraid to use
violence to protect his
interests.  Mokae,  with
h i s  c o m m a n d i n g
presence  and  deep
voice, makes Big Kathy
a  figure  of  immense
authority  and  hidden
crue l ty .  He  i s  the
patriarchal  figure  of
the underworld, a man
who trusts no one, not
e v e n  h i s  c l o s e s t
a s s i s t a n t .  H i s
in teract ions  w i th
Jackson are particularly
telling, as he sees the
young man’s  potential
for  both  good  and
destruction.  Mokae’s
performance is  a  vital
piece  of  the  film’s
atmospheric  tension,
r e m i n d i n g  t h e
audience that  even in
the quietest corners of
Harlem, danger lurks.

Badja
Djola as
Smitty:
The
Soulful
Voice of
Reason
In the vibrant tapestry
o f  t h e  A  R a g e  i n
Harlem  cast,  Badja
Djola’s  Smitty  stands
o u t  a s  a  u n i q u e
presence.  He  plays  a
blind piano player who
a c t s  a s  a  s o r t  o f
chorus, commenting on
the  action  from  his
barstool. Djola brings a
soulful,  bluesy  quality
to  the  role,  providing
moments of levity and
profound  ins ight .
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Smi t t y  i s  t he  one
character  who  seems
to  see  everyth ing
clearly,  despite  his
physical  blindness.  He
warns  Jackson  about
Imabelle  and  offers
cryptic  advice.  Djola’s
p e r f o r m a n c e  i s
u n d e r s t a t e d  b u t
essential,  grounding
the  film’s  more
exaggerated elements.
His scenes are oases of
calm in the storm, and
his music provides the
film  with  its  emotional
heartbeat.

Supportin
g Players
and
Unforgett

able Side
Character
s
The strength of  the A
Rage in Harlem cast
i s  a l s o  d u e  t o  i t s
brilliant  supporting
players, each of whom
brings  a  distinct  flavor
to  the  film.

John Toles-Bey
as Jodie, Goldy’s
loyal but dim-
witted partner in
crime, provides
much of the
film’s physical
comedy. His
antics are a
constant source
of amusement.
Ron Taylor and
Sammy Jackson
as the bumbling
detectives are a
hilarious nod to
the classic
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buddy-cop trope,
failing upwards
through sheer
incompetence.
Wendell
Holmes Jr. and
Donzaleigh
Abernathy as
the corrupt cops
Slim and his
partner add a
layer of
institutional
menace. Their
brutality is a
stark reminder of
the realities of
1950s Harlem.
Willard E. Pugh
as a flamboyant
pimp and Tony
Cox as a
diminutive,
dangerous
gangster further
enrich the film’s
vibrant
underworld.

These  actors,  though
on  screen  for  brief
moments ,  leave  a
lasting  impression,

contributing  to  the
film’s  chaotic,  lived-in
fee l .  The  cas t i ng
d i rector ’s  eye  for
finding  actors  who
could  inhabit  Himes’s
o v e r - t h e - t o p  y e t
recognizable world is a
major  reason  the  film
remains  so  watchable.

The
Chemistr
y of the
Ensemble
: Why the
Cast
Works
A  great  cast  is  more
than  the  sum  of  its
i n d i v i d u a l
performances;  it  is
about chemistry. The A
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Rage in Harlem cast
exhibits a rare synergy
that  makes  the  film’s
f renet i c  p lo t  fee l
cohesive. The contrast
between  Whitaker’s
stillness  and  Hines’s
kinetic  energy  creates
a dramatic engine that
drives  the  narrative.
Givens’s  vulnerability
and  strength  balance
the masculine bravado
o f  h e r  c o - s t a r s .
Glover’s  menace  is
amplified  by  the
a b s u r d i t y  o f  h i s
criminal  enterprise,
and  Djola’s  wisdom
tempers  the  chaos.
Director  Bill  Duke has
often  spoken  about
how  the  actors  were
encouraged  to  bring
t h e i r  o w n
interpretations  to  the
characters, resulting in
a richness that is rare
in crime comedies. The
actors built a sense of
trust  and  playfulness
that translates directly

onto the screen.  They
are not just performing
roles; they are reacting
to  each  other  in  real
t i m e ,  c r e a t i n g
m o m e n t s  o f
spontaneous  comedy
and  genuine  tension.
For example, the scene
where  Jackson  and
Goldy  reuni te  i s  a
masterful  dance  of
e m o t i o n ,  w i t h
Whitaker’s  desperate
hope  meeting  Hines’s
m i s c h i e v o u s
avo idance .  I t  i s  a
moment  that  could
only  work  with  actors
who  fully  understand
the i r  charac te rs ’
relationship.

Legacy
and
Cultural
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Impact of
the Film’s
Performa

nces
While A Rage in Harlem
had  a  modest  box
office  run,  its
reputation  has  grown
significantly  over  the
years, primarily due to
the  strength  of  i ts
performances.  The film
is  now  considered  a
cornerstone  of  the
ear ly  1990s  B lack
cinema  renaissance,
sitting alongside works
like  Boyz  n  the  Hood
and  New  Jack  City ,
though  with  a  lighter,
more  comedic  tone.
T h e  A  R a g e  i n
H a r l e m  c a s t  i s
frequently cited by film
h i s t o r i a n s  a s  a n
example  of  excellent

A f r i can  Amer ican
ensemble  casting.
G r e g o r y  H i n e s ’ s
p e r f o r m a n c e  i n
part icular  is  often
highlighted, with many
critics  noting  that  it
proved  his  dramatic
range  extended  far
beyond  dance.  Forest
W h i t a k e r ’ s
pe r f o rmance  i s  a
precursor  to  his  later,
more  famous  role  in
T h e  L a s t  K i n g  o f
Scotland,  showing  his
ability  to  play  quiet,
complex men.
For  Robin  Givens,  the
ro le  was  a  ca ree r
h i g h l i g h t ,
demonstrating  her
ability to move beyond
the tabloid headlines of
t h e  t i m e .  D a n n y
Glover’s villainous turn
became a cult favorite,
showing his versatility.
The  film  also  gave  a
platform  to  several
character  actors  who
went on to have long,
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respected  careers  in
television and film. The
success of the cast is a
testament to the power
of  thoughtful  casting,
where every actor,  no
matter  how  small  the
role,  feels essential  to
the story.

Behind
the
Scenes:
How the
Cast Was
Assemble
d
The assembly of the A
Rage in Harlem cast
is  a  story  in  i tself .
Forest  Whitaker  was
initially  considered  for
the role of  Goldy,  but

he preferred the role of
Jackson  because  he
w a s  d r a w n  t o  i t s
complexity.  Gregory
H i n e s ,  w h o  w a s
Whitaker’s  first  choice
for Goldy, was initially
hesitant  about  playing
a  twin,  but  was  won
over by the script and
the  chance  to  work
with  Whitaker.  The
chemistry between the
t w o  a c t o r s  w a s
immediate,  and  they
spent  time developing
a  backstory  for  their
characters  that  is  not
even in the film.
Robin Givens was cast
after a long search for
an  actress  who  could
e m b o d y  b o t h  t h e
innocence  and  the
cunning  of  Imabelle.
Danny  Glover  was
e x c i t e d  b y  t h e
opportunity  to  play  a
villain,  and  he  gained
significant  weight  for
the  role  to  physically
e m b o d y  t h e
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character’s  greed.
Director  B i l l  Duke
e n c o u r a g e d
improvisation  on  set,
allowing  actors  like
Hines and Toles-Bey to
d e v e l o p  t h e i r
characters’  comedic
b e a t s .  T h i s
c o l l a b o r a t i v e
atmosphere  is  evident
in  the  final  product,
w h e r e  e v e n  t h e
smallest  scene  feels
alive and spontaneous.

CONCLUSION: A
TIMELESS
ENSEMBLE
PERFORMANCE

Ultimately,  A  Rage  in
Harlem  succeeds  or
fails  on  the  shoulders

of its actors, and they
deliver  in  spectacular
fashion. The A Rage in
Har lem  cast  i s  a
perfectly  balanced
ensemble  where  no
one  actor  dominates,
but each one leaves an
indelible  mark.  From
Forest  Whitaker ’s
h e a r t b r e a k i n g
innocence  to  Gregory
Hines’s slick charisma,
from  Robin  Givens’s
dangerous  allure  to
D a n n y  G l o v e r ’ s
terrifying greed,  every
pe r f o rmance  i s  a
memorable  one.  The
film  is  a  time  capsule
of  1990s acting talent
a n d  a  v i b r a n t
celebration of Chester


