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BLACK AND WHITE  
A film by Kirsty MacDonald 

 

 
 
“An assured and compelling work… manages to combine real insight into a 

difficult life while retaining a sense of optimism, humor and community.” 
- Annie Goldson, PhD, Trustee, DOCNZ Festival 

 
“…a rare and wonderful look into the life of an intersex person,  

bringing a human face to an issue most people never even think about.” 
- Mo Ratel, Austin Gay & Lesbian International Film Festival 
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SYNOPSIS 

 
In a small New Zealand hospital in 1953, the birth of Mani Bruce 
Mitchell caused a mild pandemonium. Fifty years later, BLACK AND 
WHITE interweaves the stories of this intersex activist and the works of 
acclaimed photographer Rebecca Swan, exploring their potent creative 
collaboration. This profoundly moving documentary introduces viewers 
to notions of fluid gender identity, challenging the rigid categories of 
“male” and “female.” 
 
When Mitchell was born, s/he* was first assigned the gender “male”  
but when investigative surgery subsequently revealed that “he” had 
ovaries, “Bruce” was renamed “Ruth” and reassigned the gender 

“female.” BLACK AND WHITE picks up on Mitchell’s story in 2005, weaving together herm** 
unflinching yet unexpectedly humorous insights, along with Swan’s fascinating description of 
their creative collaboration on a book about gender identity. In boldly expressing herm own 
intersex identity through the medium of art, Mitchell challenges the viewer to see herm for who 
s/he is. Combining intimate, present-day interviews with rich archival slides, photographs and 
film footage, as well as playful fragments of Super-8 stop-motion animation, this film is a 
stunning tribute to Mitchell’s courage and fierce commitment to change. 
 
**Because English pronouns serve to reinforce rigid gender binaries, new pronouns are needed to accurately 
reflect the gender identity of many intersex and transgender people. Mitchell prefers “s/he” and “herm.” 

 
FESTIVAL SCREENINGS  
For the most updated list, visit www.wmm.com 
 

·  DOCNZ – Int’l Doc Film Festival (New Zealand) - Best New Zealand Short Doc,  
Best Emerging Director 

·  Austin Gay & Lesbian International Film Festival - Audience Award: Best Short Film  
·  Monterrey Int'l Film Festival, Official selection, International premiere  
·  Reelout Film Festival, Ontario, Canada  
·  Planet Gender Film Festival, Maastricht, The Netherlands, World Premiere  
·  The International Women's Film Festival Dortmund, Cologne  
·  International Lesbian & Gay Film Festival, Hamburg  
·  TLV FEST, Tel Aviv International LGBT Film Festival  
·  Athens International Gay and Lesbian Film Festival  
·  Outtakes International Gay and Lesbian Film Festival  
·  International Festival on Gender and Sexuality, Delhi  
·  “Damn These Heels” Lesbian and Gay Film Festival, Salt Lake City  
·  Boston Gay and Lesbian Film Festival  
·  Turin and Bologne International Lesbian and Gay Film Festival  
·  Pink Apple Lesbian and Gay Film Festival, Zurich  
·  Melbourne Queer Film Festival  
·  Short Fuse Programme, MIC, New Zealand  
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 CREDITS 
New Zealand/2006/17 min/Color 

 
Producer / Director / Editor 

Kirsty MacDonald 
 

Director of Photography / Sound  
Christopher Pryor 

 
Animation  

Kirsty MacDonald and Christopher Pryor 
 

Music  
Karen Hunter 

 
Archival Book Launch Footage  

Queer Nation 
 

Still Photographs from “Assume Nothing” courtesy of Rebecca Swan 
(www.rebeccaswan.com) 

 
Featuring 

Mani Bruce Mitchell and Rebecca Swan 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
 
 
 

 
Publicity Contact: 

Julie Whang, Sales & Marketing Manager 
Women Make Movies, 462 Broadway Suite 500, New York, NY 10013 

212-925-0606 ex. 320 
jwhang@wmm.com 
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BIOGRAPHIES  
 

Producer/Director 
Kirsty MacDonald is a University of Auckland Film Studies post-
graduate student, who has directed several short digital documentaries 
including: Good For a Girl  (2005), a portrait of the New Zealand 
Women’s Boxing Champion, and I Can Read You Like a Book  
(2003), an examination of the way in which one woman “performs” her 
gender identity. Kirsty has a background in music and performance, as 
a member of a Wellington-based travelling theatre company, and as a 
solo and group performer of original acoustic music in the United 
States and New Zealand for fifteen years. She has performed in and 
produced five albums, as well as co-creating several animated shorts 
for New Zealand’s International Puppet Festival.  
 
 

 
 
Director of Photography 
Christopher Pryor is fast developing a body of work recognised both for its technical excellence 
and its offbeat subject matter. Notable recent works include: Woodenhead  (DOP/Co-editor), a 
90-minute digital video feature screened in international festivals including New Zealand, 
Melbourne, Sitges and Manchester; Kaikohe Demolition , (Co-Camera/Co-editor) a 52-minute 
video documentary screened at international festivals including New Zealand, Melbourne, 
Sydney; and Paradise,  (DOP), a 15-minute DV short, all of which have received funding from 
CreativeNZ. See www.woodenhead.co.nz. 
 
 
 
Facilitator 
Rebecca Swan has significant experience and recognition as a still 
photographer and has exhibited extensively in New Zealand, 
Australia and England. She has also published her books in nine 
different countries. Rebecca initiated and oversaw all aspects of 
production and distribution for her book “Assume Nothing”, 
including multi-media performance events to launch the book in 
New Zealand and Australia. Over the eight year production period 
for “Assume Nothing” Rebecca established and developed intimate 
relationships of mutual trust and respect with her subjects, 
including BLACK AND WHITE’s Mani Bruce Mitchell. Rebecca 
worked closely with the director to help bring this sense of intimacy 
to the finished film. Visit www.rebeccaswan.com to view her work. 
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DIRECTOR’S NOTES 
 
I first came across Rebecca Swan’s extraordinary book “Assume Nothing” in the window display 
of a downtown bookshop. The striking cover photograph of an androgynous woman’s 
outstretched torso, leaning backwards over buttocks intricately tattooed with Maori ta moko 
drew me into the store. I sat perched there on a tiny stool until I had examined the stunning 
photographs and stories of alternative gender identity from cover to cover. As a filmmaker who 
has focused on issues of gender, sexuality and media representation for several years, I was 
immediately drawn to contact Rebecca, and to propose that we collaborate on a film, turning her 
stunning portraits from the book into “living” portraits in a feature-length documentary.  To my 
delight she agreed, and the first film resulting from this collaboration is the pilot documentary 
BLACK AND WHITE, featuring one participant from the book - intersex activist Mani Bruce 
Mitchell.  
 
I was really struck by Rebecca’s provocative images of Mani, coupled with Mani’s frank story-
telling accompanying the photographs. Mani describes being a “boy” for the first year of her life, 
and then becoming a “girl” as the doctors “re-diagnosed” her gender identity, and then how this 
secret was kept from her until s/he discovered the truth accidentally as an adult. The events of 
her childhood were so hard for me to take in, and yet s/he seemed so compassionate, and so at 
ease with herself as an adult. S/he was also clearly dedicated to working with others to publicize 
the potential traumas associated with childhood genital surgery, and the typical secrecy 
surrounding such medical conditions and their treatment. 
 
I felt that Mani’s story coupled with Rebecca’s photographs would be a powerful way to explore 
visually how society’s adherence to fixed beliefs about “appropriate” masculinity and femininity 
are not only limiting, but potentially damaging, especially to people who, like Mani, really are 
simply different. When I approached Mani about the possibility of making a film together, s/he 
struck me with her extraordinary courage and openness, and I was moved by her willingness to 
trust me. Mani is so warm and articulate, with a wicked sense of humor, and there is no way that 
s/he sees herself as a victim. So I determined to find a way to explore her story and her decision 
to be photographed by Rebecca, in a way which looked with her, not merely at her, weaving 
colour, playfulness and optimism together with the painful facts of her past. 
 

 


