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Filmmaker Dennis Leroy Kangalee 
wanted to create a masterpiece.

The film, “As an Act of Protest,” is 
based off the police violence that Kan-
galee witnessed in the ‘90s in New York 
City.

The film follows a black man battling 
internalized racism in New York City.

 After an emotional journey of writing 
and shooting the film, Kangalee set a 
release date in 2001.

 Less than one year after his debut film, 
“As an Act of Protest,” showed, Kangalee 
hurled his masterpiece off a hotel balcony 
in Germany.

 “Making the movie was rather intense 
and beautiful. But when I edited the film 
and then after 9/11, I felt like a complete 
failure,” Kangalee said. “So, I went one 
day, and I threw the master footage off 
of a terrace. I was on the sixth floor of a 
small flat, and I just threw the footage out 
into the street. I don’t know. I was really 
depressed, and that was it.”

Eighteen years later, Kangalee’s film 
caught a second wind. He replaced the 
shattered tapes with a bootleg copy from 
the internet. He found a new producer, 
Chris Everett of Speller Street Films, who 
is known for the award-winning documen-
tary, “Wilmington on Fire.”

While Kangalee and Everett redistribut-

ed the film, they hosted a public screening 
Feb. 22 at Durham’s Shadowbox Studio, a 
videography space at 2200 Dominion St.

At the show, Kangalee recalled the 
Amadou Diallo shooting in 1999, when 
an unarmed, 23-year-old immigrant from 
Guinea was shot and killed by four New 
York City Police Department officers in 
civilian clothing. After officers fired 41 
shots at Diallo, anti-police demonstrations 
engulfed the city 

Kangalee felt outraged and frustrated.
“I felt like something had to be said,” 

Kangalee said. “I was going out of my 
mind, having to internalize and deal with 
the racism. In general, that’s a bit of a rite 
of passage for many people of color and 
particularly for young people.”

The film follows Cairo Medina, a young 
African American actor. Medina struggles 
to eradicate racism and continue daily life. 

“It was not a Hollywood type of movie,” 
Kangalee said. “And, I don’t think films 
about racism should look pretty because 
racism is not pretty. And, it should be 
almost as exhaustive and as annoying as it 
actually is.”

After the film played, Kangalee dis-
cussed the film at Shadowbox Studio. The 
discussion resonated with the audience, 
particularly activist Kimberly Muktarian.

“First of all, I wanted to say thank you 
so much for portraying this struggle so 
drastically because I am an activist,” 

Muktarian said. “My organization is Save 
Our Sons, and I do have two African 
American males of whom I dread every 
day once they go out the door, because 
you just don’t know what will be in store 
for them.”

Helen, a woman from Burlington, North 
Carolina, who traveled to see the film in 
Durham, thanked Dennis for painting such 
a disturbingly accurate picture. “I’m so 
glad that young people are pushing this 
kind of image out because we need it,” she 
said. “I sat here, and I twisted and turned. 
But it was very necessary. So, thank you.”

The pair emphasized that igniting con-
versations like the one held in Shadowbox 
Studio is the film’s most vital aim.

“Where we’re at now, we’re living in a 
nightmare frankly,” Kangalee said to the 
crowd. “And that’s sort of what I tried to 
make the movie out to seem. It’s just one 
drawn-out nightmare.”

As the room fell quiet and the bloodred 
title blinked against the black screen, Kan-
galee closed the discussion.

“I just feel like if you’re going to make 
a statement or if you’re going to try to 
attack something that’s a social problem, 
you should try to make that art the same 
way you would try to pick up a weapon, 
like a literal weapon,” Kangalee said. “Art 
to me is a weapon. Instead of shooting a 
gun, you should shoot a movie.”
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