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35Black Manhattan

a member of the Real Estate Board of New York and an appraisal
authority, states that Negroes own and control Harlem real prop
erty worth, at a conservative estimate, between fifty and sixty mil
lion dollars. Relatively, these figures are amazing. Twenty years
ago barely a half-dozen coloured individuals owned land on Man
hattan. Down to fifteen years ago the amount that Negroes had
acquired in Harlem was by comparison negligible. Today a very
large part of the property in Harlem occupied by Negroes is owned
by Negroes. '

It should be noted that Harlem was taken over without vio
lence. In .some of the large Northern cities where the same sort of
expansion of the Negro population was going on, there was not
only strong antagonism on the part of whites, but physical ex
pression of it. In Chicago, Cleveland, and other cities houses
bought and moved into by Negroes were bombed. In Chicago a
church bought by a coloured congregation was badly damaged by
bombs. In other cities several formerly white churches which had
heen taken over by coloured congregations were bombed. In De
troit, mobs undertook to evict Negroes from houses bought by
them in white neighbourhoods. The mob drove vans up to one
house just purchased and moved into by a coloured physician, or
dered him out, loaded all his goods into the vans, and carted them
back to his old residence. These arrogated functions of the mob
reached a climax in the celebrated Sweet case. A mob gathered in
the evening round a house in a white neighbourhood which Dr.
O. H. Sweet, a coloured physician, had bought and moved into
the day before. When the situation reached a critical point, shots
fired from within the house killed one person in the crowd and
seriously wounded another. Dr. Sweet, his wife, and eight others,
relatives and friends, who were in the house a,t the time, were in
dieted and tried for murder in the first degree. They were defended
in two long trials by the National Association for the Advancement
of Colored People, through Clarence Darrow and Arthur Garfield
Hays, assisted by several local attorneys, and were acquitted. This
was the tragic end of eviction by mob in Detroit. .

Although there was bitter feeling in Harlem during the fifteen
years of struggle the Negro went through in getting a .footlfold on
the land, there was never any demonstration of violence that could
be called serious. Not since the riot of 1900 has New York wit
nessed, except for minor incid'enrs, any inter-racial disturbances.
Not even in the memorable summer of 1919~that summer when
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WITH THOUSANDS OF NEGROES pouring into Harlem month by
month, two things happened: first, a sheer physical pressure for
room was set up that was irresistible; second, old residents and
new-comers got work as fast as they could take it, at wages never
dreamed of, so there was now plenty of money for renting and
buying. And the Negro in Harlem did, contrary to all the burlesque
notions about what Negroes do when they get hold of money, take
advantage of the low prices of property and begin to buy. Buying
property became a contagious fever. It became a part of the gospel
preached in the churches. It seems thatgenerations of the experi
ence of an extremely precarious foothold on the land of Manhattan
Island flared up into a conscious determination never to let that
condition return. So they turned the money from their new-found
prosperity into property. All classes bought. It was not an un
known thing for a coloured washerwoman to walk into a
real-estate office and lay down several thousand dollars on a house.
There was Mrs. Mary Dean, known as "Pig Foot'Mary" because
of her high reputation in the business of preparing and selling that
particular delicacy, so popular in Harlem. She paid $42,000 for a
five-story apartment house at the corner of Seventh Avenue and
One Hundred and Thirty-seventh Street, which Was sold later to a
coloured undertaker for $72,000. The Equitable Life Assurance
Company held vacant for quite a while a .block of 106 model pri
vate houses, designed by Stanford White, which the company had
been obliged to take over following the hegira of the whites from
Harlem. When they were put on the market, th'ey were promptly
bought by Negroes at an .aggregate price of about two million dol
lars. John E. Nail, a coloured real-estate dealer of Harlem who is

JAMES WELDON JOHNSON



the stoutest-hearted Negra'es felt terror and dismay; when the race
got the.worst backwash of the war, and the Ku Klux Klan was in
the ascendant; when almost simultaneously there were riots in Chi
cago and in Longview, Texas; in Omaha and in P.hillips County,
Arkansas; and hundreds of Negroes, chased through the streets or
hunted down through the swamps, were beaten and killed; when
in the national capital an ami-Negro mob held sway for three days,
in· which time six persons were killed and scores severely beaten
not even during this period of massacre did New York, with more
than a hundred thousand Negroes grouped together in Harlem,
lo~e its equanimity.· ... '.

At any rate, there is no 'longer any apparent feeling against
the occupancy of Harlem by Negroes. Within the past five years
the colony has expanded to the south, the north, and the west. It
has gone down Seventh Avenue from One Hundred and Twenty
seventh Street to Central Park at One Hundred and Tenth Street.
It has climbed upwards between Eighth Avenue and the Harlem
River from One Hundred and Forty-fifili Street to One Hundred
and Fifty-fifth. It has spread to the west and occupies the heights
of Coogan;s Bluff, overlooking Colonial Park. And to the east and
west of this solid Negro area, there is a fringe where the population
is mixed, white and coloured. This expansion of the past five years
has taken place without any physical opposition, or even any con
siderable outbreak ·of antagonistic public sentiment.

The question inevitably arises: Will the Negroes of Harlem be
able to hold it? Will they not be driven still farther northward?
Residents of Manhattan, regardless of race,·have been driven out
when they lay in the path of business and greatly increased land
values. Harlem lies in the direction that path must take; so there
is little probability that Negroes will always hold it as a residential
section. But this is to be considered: the Negro's situation in Har
lem is without precedent in all his history in New Yark; never
before has he been so securely· anchored, nev~r before has he
owned the land, never before has he had so well established a
community life. It is probable that land through the heart of Har
lem will some day so increase in value that Negroes may not be
able to hold it~although it is quite as probable that there will be
some Negroes able to take full advantage of the increased valu.es
-and will be forted to make a move.· But the ne'Xt move, when it
comes, will be unlike the others. It will not be a move made solely
at the behest of someone else; it will be more in the nature of a
bargain. NorwiH it be a move in which th~ Negro will carry with

him only his household goods and utensils; he will move at a'fi
nancial profit to himself. But at the present time such a move is
nowhere in sight.

On December 15, 1919 John Drinkwater's Abraham Lincoln had
its American premiere at. the Cart Theatre ill New Yark, and
Charles Gilpin, formerly 'with both the LincoL"Tl and the Lafayette
companies, was drafted to create the role of the Rev. William Cus
tis, a Negro preacher who goes to the WhiteHouse for a confer~

ence at the request of Lincoln, this confef-wce between the
,President and the black man constituting one oit},l.e strongest and
most touching scenes in the play. The character of Custis was in
tended by the playwright to be a representatiorr at Frederick Doug~

lass. Drinkwater in wri.ting the play had largely followed <Lord
Charnwood's life of Abraham Lincoln, in whi::h Douglass is er
roneously set down as "a well-known Negropreacher.." The play
wright also made the error of putting Custis's lines into dialect. He
may, as a dramatist, have done this intentionaLy to heighten the
character effect; or he may, as an Englishman, ha·:.e done it through
unfamiliarity with all the facts. In either case, the dialect was such
as no American Negro woul9 ever use. It was a slightly da,rkened
pidgin-English or the form of speech a big Indian chief would be
'supposed to employ in talking with the Great White Father at
Washington. However, Gilpin was a success in the role.

Meanwhile Eugene O'Neill was experimenting with the dra
matic possibilities of the Negro· both as material and as exponent.
He had written a one-act play, The Moon .of t.he Caribbees, in
which the scene was laid aboard a ship lying i..J.. a West Indian
harbour, and the characters were members of the ship's crew and
Negro natives of the island. The play was produced at the Prov
incetown Playhouse, New York, in 1918, with a white cast. He
had· also written a one-act tragedy, The Dream}' Kid, in which all
of the four characters were Negroes. The Dreamy Kid was pro~

duce4 at the Provincetown Playhouse, October 31, 1919, with a
Negro cast and with Harold Simmelkjaer-who, ci.espite the Dutch
name, is a Negro-in the title-role. This play was later revived with
Frank Wilson as tbe DreamyKid. In the season of 1919-20 Butler
Davenport's Bramhall Players produced at their pJayhouse in East
Twenty-seventh Street a play c;aUed Justice. with a mixed cast.
Frank Wilson and Rose McClendon played important parts.

None of these efforts, so far as the Negro is c<J11cerned, evoked
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more than mildly favourable comment. Buton November 3, 1920
O'Neill's The Emperor Jones was produced at the Provincetown
Playhouse, with Charles Gilpin in the title-role, and another im
portant page in the history of the Negro in the theatre was written.
The next morning Gilpin was famolls. The power of his acting was
enthusiastically 'and universally acclaimed. Indeed, the sheer phys
ical feat of sustaining the part-the whole play is scarcely more
than a continuous monologue spoken by the principal character
demanded admiration. The Drama League voted him to be one of
the ten persons who had done most for the American theatre dur
ing the year; and some of the readers of these pages will recall the
almost national crisis that was brought onasa consequence of this
action. As Was the custom, the Drama League gave a dinner in
honour of the ten persons chosen; and, as seemed quite natural to
do, invited Mr. Gilpin. Thereupon tliere broke out a controversy
that divided the Drama League, the theatrical profession,the press,
and the public. Pressure, was brought to have the invitation with
drawn, but those responsible for, it stood firm. Then the pressure
was centred upon Mr. Gilpin to induce him not to attend the din
ner. the amount of noise and heat made, and of serious effort
expended, was worthy of a weightier matter than the question of
a dinner with a coloured man present as a guest. This incident
occurred only ten years ago, but alreddy it has an archaic character.
It is doubtful if a similar incident today could provoke such a· de
gree of asininity. Mr. Gilpin attended the dinner.

By his work in The Emperor ]onesGilpinreached the highest
point of achievement on the legitimate stage that had yet been
attained by a Negro in America. But it was by no sudden flight; it
was by a long, hard struggle. Before heing dined by the Drama
League as one of those who had done most for the American the
-atre,he had travelled with small road shows playing one-night
stands, been stranded more than once, been compelled to go back
to work at his trade as a printer, been a member of a minstrel
show, worked in a barber-shop, joined a street fair company, gone
out with a COncert company, tried being a trainer of prize-fighters,
sung with a company of jubilee singers, worked as an elevator-boy
and switch-board operator in an apartment house on Riverside
Drive, been a railroad porter, played vaudeville, held a job as a
janitor, and hesitated greatly about giving it up: His real theatrical
career can be trace@ from Williams and Walker's company to Gus
Hill's Smart Set, to the Pekin stock-company, to the Anita Bush

Piayers at the Lincoln in Harlem, to the Lafayette Players, tolohn
Drinkwater's Abraham Lincoln, and toTh~ Emperor Jones. Mr.
Gilpin was awarded the Spingarn Medal in 1920. He died May 6;
1930. . .. ' '

In the summer of 1921 along came Shuffle Along, and all New
,York flocked to the Sixty~thirdStreet Theatre to hear the most
joyous singing and see the most exhilarating dancing to be found
on any stage in the city'. Shuffle Along was, a record-breaking,
epoch-making musical c~medy. Some of its tunes-"I'm]ustWild
about Harry," "G~psy Blues," "Love Will Find a Way," ''I'm
Cravin' for That Kind of Love," "In Honeysuckle Time," "Ban
dana Days," and"Shuffl~ Along"-;-went round the world. It
would be difficult to name another musical comedy with so many
song hits as Shuffle Along had. Its dances furnished new material
for hundreds of dancing performers. ShUffle Along was cast in the
form of the best Williams and Walker, Cole and]ohnson tradition;
but the music did not hark back at all; it was' up to the minute_
The;e was, however, one other respect in which itdid.-hark back;
it was writte,n and produced, as well as performed, by Negroes.
Four men-'-F. E. Miller, Aubrey Lyles, Eubie Blake, and Noble
Sissie-combined their talents and their means to -bring it about.
Their talents were many, but their means were limited, and they
had no easy time.

They organized the show in New York and took it on a short
out-of-town try-out, with Broadway as their, goal. It waS bo.oked
for an opening at the Howard Theatre, a coloured rheatre in Wash

. ington. When the company -assembled at the Pennsylvania Station"
. it was found that they did not have quite enough money for trans
portation, and there had to be quick scurrying round to raise the
necessary funds. Such an ominous situation CQuid not well be con
cealed, and there were misgivings and mutterings among the com
pany. After all the tickets were secured, it took considerable
p~rsuasion to induce some of its members to go so far away from
New York on such slim expectations. '

They played two successful weeks at the Howard, Theatre and
so had enough money to move to Philadelphia, ",:,here they were
booked to play the Dunbar Theatre, another coloured house.
Broadway, their goal, looked quite distant even from Philadelphia.
The managers, seeking to make sure of getting the company to
New York, suggested to the owner of the Dunbar Theatre that it
would be a good investment for him to take a half-interest in the
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notable if for no other reason than that it made use of the
"Charleston," a Negro dance creation which up to that time had
been known' only to Negroes; thereby introducing it to New York,
America, and the world. The music for thedance was written by
Jimmie Johnson, the composer of the musical score of .the piece.
The Charleston achieved a popularity second only to the tango,
also a Negro dance creation, originating in Cuba, transplanted to
the Argentine, thence to the world via Paris. There is a claim that
Irving C. Miller first introduced the Charleston on the stage in his
Liza; even so, it was Runnin) Wild that started the dance on its
world-encircling course. When Miller and Lyles introduced the'
dance in their show, they did not depend wholly upon their ex
traordinarily good jazz band for the accompaniment; they went
straight back to primitive Negro music and had the major part of
the chorus supplement the band by beating Out the time with hand
clapping and foot-patting. The effect was electrical. Such adem'
onstration of beating out complex rhythms had never before been
seen on astage in New York. However, Irving C. Miller may in
disputably claim that in his show Dinah, produced the next year
at the Lafayette Theatre, he was the first to put another Negro
dance, the "Black Bottom," on the stage. The "Black Bottom"
gained a popnIarity which was only little less than that of the
Charleston.

The SissIe and Blake show of this same year was Chocolate
Dandies. In comparison with Runnin' Wild, its greatest lack lay in
the fact that it had no comedians who approached the class of
Miller and Lyles. But Chocolate Dandies did have Johnny Hudg
ins, and in the chorus a girl who showed herself to be a comedienne
of the first order. Her name was Josephine Baker.

On May 7, 1923 there was witnessed at the Frazee Theatre
what was the most ambitious attempt Negroes had yet made in

. the legitimate theatre in New York. The Ethiopian Art Players,
organized by Raymond O'Neil and Mrs. Sherwood Anderson, pre
sented Oscar Wilde's Salome; an original interpretation of Shake
spere's The Comedy of Errors; and The Chip Woman's Fortune,
a one-act Negro play by Willis Richardson. The acting of Evelyn
Preer in the role of Salome, and her beauty, received high and well
deserved praise from the critics; and the work of Sidney Kirkpat
tick, Laura Bowman, Charles Olden, and Lionel Monagas, all

:'formerly of the Lafayette Players, won cOlpmendation. But the only
'.play on the bill that was fully approved was The Chip Woman's
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show for one thousand,dollars, bnt he couldn't see it that way.
They played two smashing weeks at the Dnnbar and bronght the
company intact into New York, but, as they- expressed it, on a
shoe-string. They went into the Sixty-third Street Theatre, which
had been dark for some time; it was pretty far uptown for Broad
way audiences. Within a few weeks Shuffle Along made the Sixty
third Street Theatre one of the best-known houses in town and
made it necessary for the Traffic Departn;lent to declare Sixty-third
Street a one-way thoroughfare. Shuffle Along played New York
for over a year and played on the road for two years longer. It was
a remarkable aggregation. There was a chorus of pretty girls that
danced marvellously. The 'comedians were Miller and Lyles, and a
funny black-face pair they were. Their burlesque of two ignorant
Negroes going into "big business" and opening a grocery-store was
a never-failing producer of side-shaking laughter. There was a
quartet, the Four Harmony Kings, that gave a fresh demonstration
of the close harmony and barber-shop chords that are the chief
characteristics of Negro quartets. There was Lottie Gee, jauntiest
of ingenues, and Gertrude Saunders, most bubbling of comedi
ennes. There was Noble SissIe with his take-it-from-me style of
singing, and there was Eubie' Blake with his amazing jazz piano
playing. And it was in Shuffle Along that Florence Mills, that in
comparable little star, first twinkled on Broadway.

Shuffle Along pre-empted and held New York's 'interest in Ne
gro theatricals for a year. In the fall of 1921 another venture was
made, when Irving C. Miller, a brother of the Miller of Shuffle
,Along, produced Put and Take,a musical comedy, at Town Hall
(New York). Put and Take, by all ordinary standards, was a good
show, but it was overshadowed by the great vogue of Shuffle
Along. In the spring of 1923 Irving C. Miller had better success
with Liza, a tuneful and very fast dancing show that he produced
at a downtown theatre.

In the fall Miller and Lyles came out with a new play, Runnin'
Wild, and opened at the Colonial Theatre, on npper Broadway, on
October 29. The old combination had been broken. Miller and
Lyles had remained together; SissIe and Blake had formed a sepa
rate partnership, and Florence Mills was lost to both sides; she was
heading a revue at the Plantation, a downtown night-club. Not
withstanding, Runnin' Wild, even in the'inevitable comparison
with its predecessor, was a splendid show. It had a snccessful run
of eight months at the Colonial. Runnin' Wild would have been



O'Nejll refuse to bow before public opinion, the city officials·
should take action to ban it from the stage." In the same article
Mrs. W. ]. Arnold, "a founder ofthe Daughters of the Confeder
acy," was quoted as saying: "The scene where Miss Blair is called
upon to kiss and fondle aNegro's hand is going too far, even for
the stage. The play may be produced above the Mason and Dixie
[sic] line, but Mr; O'Neill will not get the friendly reception he had
when he sent 'Emperor Jones' his other coloured play into the
South. The play should be banned by the authorities, because it
will be impossible for it to do otherwise than stir up ill feeling
between the races." .

An issue of the Hearst publication said editorially:

Gentlemen who are engaged in produdng plays
should not make it any harder for their friends to protect
the~ from censorship. They should not put on plays
which are, or threaten to become, enemies of the public
peace; they should not dramatize dynamite, because,
while helping the box office,> it may blow up the business.

We refer to the play in which a white woman marries
a black man and at the end of the play, after going crazy,
stoops and kisses the Negro's hand.
. It is hard to imagine a more nauseating and inflam

mable situation, and in many communities the failure of
the audience to scrap the play and mutilate the players
would be regarded as a token of public anemia. •
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It would be still harder to imagine yellower journalism than·
this, or why a thing that has happened more than once in actual
life sho~ld be regarded as so utterly beyond conception as a the-
atrical situation. .

The opening night came, the theatre was crowded-the at
tacks had served as publicity-there was some feeling of tenseness
on the part of the audience and '3 great ,deal on the part of the

; p.erformers, but the play proceeded without any sign of antagonis-
tIC demonstration, without even a hiss. or a boo. None of the apc
peals to prejudice, hate, and fear had had the intended effect. The
pressure brought on Mayor Hylan and the Police Department got
no further result than the refusal of permission to allow a group
of children to appear in the opening scene. The publi~ at large
failed to be moved'to any sens~ of impending danger to ,either the
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Fortune. ?ome of the critics said frankly that however well Negroes
might. play "white" classics like Salome and The Comedy of Er
rors, It was doubtful if they could be s~ interesting as they would
be in Negro plays, if they could be inter~stiri.g at all. The Ethiopian
Art Players had run up a"gainst one of the curious factors in the
problem ?f race, against the paradox which makes it quite seemly

. for a white person to represent a Negro on the stage, but a vio
lation of some inner code for a Negro to represent a white person.

, This, it seems, is certain: if they had put into a well-written play
of Negro life the same degree of talent and skill they did put into

, Salome and The Comedy of Errors, they would have achieved an
overwh~lmingsuccess. But it appears that at the time no such play
was aVailable for them. Beginning June 4, the company played for
a week at the Lafayette in Harlem....

But on May 15, 1924 Eugene O'Neill produced at the Prov
incetown Playhouse a Negro play that made New York and the
rest of the country sit up and take notice. The play was All God's
Chillun Got Wings. The cast waS a mixed one, with PauLRobeson
in the principal role, playing 'opposite Mary Blair, a white actress.
Public .excitel11ent~ about this play did not wait for the' opening in
the theatre, but started fully three months before; that is, as soon
as it was seen through the publication of the play in the American
Mercury that the two chief characters were a coloured boy and a
white girl, and that the boy falls in love with the girl and marries
her. When it was learned that the play was to be produced in a
New York theatre 'with a coloured and a white performer in these
tW? roles, a controversy began in the newspapers of the dty that
qmckly spread; and articles, editorials, and interviews filled col
u~ns upo~ columns in periodicals throughout the country. The
diSCUSSion III the press was, as might be expected, more bitter than
it had been in the incident of the Drama League dinner to Charles
Gilpin. The New York American and the Morning Telegraph went
furt~er than other New York publications. For weeks they carried
glaring headlines and inciting ar:ticles. They appeq.red to be seeking
to provoke violence in order to stop the play.

The New York American on March 18, eight weeks before
the opening, carried an article headed: "Riots Feared From
Drama-'All God's Chillun' Direct Bid for Disorders, the View of
George. G. Battle-Thinks City Should Act." In the article George
Gordo~ Battle was quoted as saying: "The production of such a
play wIll be most unfortunate. If the Provincetown Players and Mr.
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title of Dover to Dixie with her as the star. On the night of the
production of Dixie to Broadway New York not only found itidf
with, a novelty in the form of a Negro revue, but also discovered
that it had a new artist of positive genius in the person of Florence
Mills. She had made, a name in Shuffle Along, but in Dixie to
Broadway she was recognized for her full worth.
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white or the black race because of this play. The outcome of the
whole business proved that the rabid newspapers were not express
ing public sentiment, but were striving to stir up a public sentiment.

Al/ God's Chil/un Got Wings did not prove to be another
Emperor Jones. One sound reason why it did not was because it
was not so good a play. It was dramatic enough, but the incidents
did not link up along the inevitable line that the spectator was
made to feel he must follow. It may be that as the play began to
grow, Mr. O'Neill became afraid of it. At any rate, he side-stepped
the logical question and let his heroine go crazy; thus shifting the
question from that of a coloured man living with a white wife to
that of a man living with a crazy woman; from which shift, so far
as this particular play was concerned, nothing at all could be dem
onstrated. The play, as a play, did not please white people, and,
on the other hand, it failed to please coloured people. Mr. O'Neill,
perhaps in concession to public sentiment, made the white girl who
is willing to marry the black student, and whom he is glad to get,
about as lost as he could well make her. Coloured people not only
did not consider this as any compliment to the race, but regarded
it as absolutely contrary to the essential truth. However, the play
ran for several weeks, and Paul Robeson increased his reputation
by the restraint, sincerity, and dignity with which he acted a dif
ficult role.

Mr. Robeson's reputation is now international. He played the
leading Negro character in the London production of Show Boat.
He played the title role in a successful revival of The Emperor Jones
in Berlin early in'1930. And it has been' announced that he will
play Othello in a production to be made of Shakspere's immortal
tragedy at the Savoy Theatre, London, in May 1930.

Perhaps it was now time for New York again to sing and
dance and laugh with the Negro on the stage; and it soon had the
opportnnity. On October 29, 1924, exactly one year after the
opening of Runnin' Wild, Florence Mills Came to the Broadhurst
Theatre in Dixie to Broadway, and New York had its first Negro
revue. For the Florence Mills show broke away entirely from the
established traditions of Negro musical comedy. Indeed, it had to,
because she was the star; and the traditions called for a show built
around two male comedians, usually of the black-face type. The
revue was actually an enlarged edition of the One in which Miss
Mills had been appearing at the Plantation. It was also the same
revue that had been played in London the season before under the
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Mine is the future grinding down to-day
Like a great landslip moving to the sea,

47The New Negro

very eyes of the professional observers is transforming what has
been a pe~ennial problem into the progressive phases of contem
porary' Negro life.

Could such a metamorphosis have taken place as suddenly as
it' has appeared to? The answer is no; not because the New Negro.
is not here, but because the Old Negro had long become more of
a myth than a man. The Old Negro, we must remember, was a
creature of moral debate and historical controversy. His ,has been
astock fig!)re perpetuated as an historical fiction partly in innocent
sentimentalism, partly in deliberate reactionism. The Negro himself
has contrib!)ted his share to this thro!)gh a sort of protective social
mimicry forced upon him by the adverse circumstances of depen
dence. So for generations in the mind of America, the Negro has
been mare of a formula' than a human being-a something to be
argued about; condemI1ed or defended) to be "kept down,"'or "in
his place," or "helped up," to be worried with or wo.r:ried over,
harassed or patronized, a social bogey or a social burden. The
thinking Negro even has been induced to share this same general
attitude, to ,focus his attention on controversial issues, to see him-

, self in the distorted perspective of a social problem. His shadow,
so to speak, has been more real to him than his personality.
Through ha'Cing had to appeal from the unjust stereotypes of his
Oppressors and traducers to those of his liberators, friends and
benefactqrs he has had to subscribe to the traditional positions
from which his case has been viewed. Little true social or self

;;understanding has or could come from such a sitmttion.
But while the minds of most of us, black and white, have thus

burrowed in the trenches of the Civil W~r and Reconstruction, the
iiCtual march of development has simply flanked these positions,
\rLecessitating a sudden, reorientation of view~ We have not been
.watching in the right direction; set North and SOuth on a sectional
eiis, we have not noticed the East till the sun has us blinking....

There is,of course, a warrantably comfortable feeling in being
'n the right side of the country's professed ideals. We reali,?e that
"e cannot be undone without America's undoing. It is within the
amut .of this attitude that the thinking Negro f~ces America, but
'ith variations of mood that are if anything more significant than
e attitude itself. Sometimes we have it taken with the defiant

'onic challenge of McKay:

HARLEM WAS PERCEIVED by its inhabitants as a world entire unto
itself, the cradle of a culture that would perform much the same
role, proclaimed Alain Locke, as Dublin and Prague had per
formed in the'creatipn of the new Ireland md n~w Czechoslovakia.
Yet Harlem was also said to be distinctive only the better to make
its contribution to the American whole. "Separate as it may be in
color and substance," Locke announced confidently in The New'
Negro, "the culture of the Negro is of a paltern integral with the
times and with its cultural setting." Thus, its music was distinctive
(Rogers on jazz), its very existence a source of creative exploration
(Robeson on O'Neill), its future the recapd"lation and fulfillment
of glories in the distant African past (Schomburg), and, in the
words ofElise Johnson McDougald, its "progressive and privileged
groups of Negro women, " like Harlem's Tdented Tenth men, in
spired by the finest American ideals of personal character and so
cial mobility.

ALAIN LOCKE

IN THE LAST DECADE something beyond t"-e 'Watch and guard of
statistics has happened in the life of the American Negro and the
three noms who have traditionally presided over the Negro prob
lem have a changeling in their laps. The S::>ciologist, the Philan
thropist, the Race-leader are not unaware of the New Negro, but
they are at a loss to account for him. He simply cannot be swathed
in their formulae. For the younger generation ·is vibrant with a new
psychology; the new spirit is awake ·in the masses, and under the

THE NEW NEGRO



Sometimes, perhaps more frequently'as yet, it is taken in the fervent
and almost filial appeal ao'd counsel of Weldon Johnson's:

But between defiance and appeal, midway almost between cynicism
and hope, the prevailing mind 'stands in the mood of the same
author's To America, an attitude of sober query and stoical
challenge:

o Southland, dear Southland!
Then why do you still ding
To an idle age anda musty page,
To a dead and useless thing?
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prejudice. The ordinary man has had until recently only a hard
choice between the alternatives of supine and humiliating submis
sion and stimulating but hurtful counter"prejudice.Forttmately
from some inner, desperate resourcefulness has recentlysprung up
the simple expedient of fighting prejudice by mental passive resis
tance, in other words by trying to ignore it. For the few, this manna
may perhaps be effective, but the masses cannot thrive upon it.

Fortunately there are constructive channels opening out into
which the balked social feelings of the American Negro can flow
freely. .

Without them there would be much more pressure and danger
than there is. These compensating interests are racial butina new
and enlarged way. One is the consciousness of acting as the
advance-guard of the African peoples in their contact withTwen~
tieth Century civilization; the other, the sense of a mission of
rehabilitating the race in world esteem from that loss of prestige
for which the fate and conditions of slavery have so largely been
responsible. Harlem, as we shall see, is the center of both these
movements; she is the home of the Negro's "Zionism." The pulse
of the Negro world has begun to beat in Harlem. A Negro news
paper carrying news material in English, French and Spanish, gath
ered from all quarters of America, the West Indies and Africa has
maintained itself in Harlem for over five years. Two important
magazines, both edited from New York, maintain their news and
circulation consistently on a cosmopolitan scale. Under American
auspices and backing, three pan-African congresses have been held
abroad for the discussion of common interests, colonial questions
and the future co-operative development of Africa. In terms of the
race questiori as a world problem, the Negro mind has leapt, so to
speak, upon the parapets of prejudice and extended its cramped
horizons. In so doing it has linked lip with the growing group
consciousness of the dark-peoples and IS gradually learning their
common interests. As one of our writers has recently put it: "It is
imperative that we understarid the white world in its relatioU:s to
the non-white world." As with the Jew, persecution is making the
Negro international.

As a world phenomenon this wider race consciousness is a
different thing from the much asserted rising tide of color. Its in
evitable causes are not of our making. The consequences are not
necessarily damaging to the best interests of civilization. Whether
it actually brings into being new Armadas' of conflict or argosies

How would you have us, as we are?
Or sinking 'neath the load we bear,

Our eyes fixed forward on a star,
Or gazing empty ~t despair?

Rising or falling? Men or things?
With dragging pace or footsteps fleet?

Strong, willing sinews in your wings,
Or tight~ning chains about your feet?

Alain Locke

Bearing its freight of debris far away
, Where the green hungry waters restlessly

Heave mammoth pyrarnids, and break and roar
Their eerie challenge to the crumbling shor~.

/

More and more,' however, an intelligent realization of the
great discrepancy between the American social creed and the Amer
ican social practice forces upon the Negro the taking of the moral
advantage that is his. Only the steadying and sobering effect of a
truly characteristic gentleness of spirit prevents the rapid rise of a
definite cynicism and counter-hate and a defiant superiority feeling.
Human as this reaction would be, the majority still deprecate its
advent, and woulj;! gladly see it forestalled by the speedy amelio
ration of its causes. We wish our race pride to be a healthier, more
positive achievement than a feeling based upon a realization of the
shprtcomings of others. But all paths toward the attainment of a
sound social attitude have been difficult; only a relatively few en
lightened minds have been able as the phrase puts it "to rise above"
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our lifetime the Negro should not be able to celebrate his full ini
tiation into American democracy, he can at least, on the warrant
of these thir'Igs, celebrate the attainment of a significant and satis
fying new phase of group development, and with it a spiritual
Coming of Age.

The New NegroAlain Locke

of cultural exchange and enlightenment can only be decided by the
attitude of the dominant raCes in an era of critical change. With
the American Negro, his new internationalism is primarily an effort
to recapture contact with the scattered peoples of African deriva
tion. Garveyisffi.may be a transient, if spectacular, phenomenon,
but the possible r61e of the American Negro in the future devel
opment of Africa is one of the most constructive and universally
helpful missions that any modern people can lay claim to.

Constructive participation in such cau.§es cannot help giving
the Negro valuable group incentives, as well as increased prestige
at home and abroad. Our greatest rehabilitation may possibly
come through such channels, put for the present, more immediate
hope rests in the revaluation by white and black alike of the Negro
in terms of his artistic endowments and-cultural contributions, past
and prospective. It must be increasingly recogni.ed that the Negro
has already made very substantial contributions, not only in his
folk-art, music especially, which has always found appreciation,
but in larger, though humbler and less acknowledged ways. For
generations the Negro has been the peasant matrix of that section
of America which has most undervalued him, and here he has con
tributed not only materially in labor and in social patience, but
spiritually as well. The South has unconsciously absorbed the gift
of his folk-temperament. In less than half a generation it will be
easier to recognize this, but the fact remains that a leaven of hu
rna!;, sentiment, imagination and tropic nonchalance has gone into
the making of the South from a humble, unacknowledged source.
A second crop of the Negro's gifts promises still more largely. He
now becomes a conscious contributor and lays aside the status of
a beneficiary and ward for that of a collaborator and participant
in American civilization. The great social gain in this is the releas
ing of our· talented group from the arid fields of controversy and
debate to the productive fields of creative expression. The espe
cially cultural recognition they win should in turn prove the key
to that revaluation of the Negro which must precede or accompany
any considerable further betterment of race .elationships. But
whatever the general effect, the present generation will have added
the motives of self-expression and spiritual development to the old
and still unfinished task of making material headway and progress.
No one who understandingly faces the situation with its substantial
accomplishment or views the new scene with its still more abun
dant promise can be entirely withont hope. And certainly, if in
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and hidden racy, joyous meanings, evoking the intense delight of
their hearers who would ,mother them at the cl9se with huzzas
and whiskey. Often wholly illiterate, these humble troubadours
knowing nothing of written music or composition, but with minds
like cameras, would listen to the rude improvisations of the dock
laborers and the railroad gangs and r,produce them, reflecting per"
fectly the sentiments and the longings of these humble folic The
iI)1provised bands at Negro dances in the South, or the little boys
with their harmonicas and jews'-harps, each one putting his 'own
individuality into the air, played also no inconsiderable part in its
evolution. "Poverty," says J. A. Jackson of the Billboa.rd, "com
pelled imptovised instruments: Bones, tambourines, make-shift
string instru,rnents, tin can and hollow wood effects, all now util
.jzed as musical novelties, were among early Negroes the product
of necessity. When these were not available 'patting juba' pre-,
vailed. Present-da" 'Charleston' is but a variation of this. Its early
expression was the 'patting' for the buck dance."

The origin of the ,present jazz craze is interesting. More cities
claim its birthplace than claimed Homer dead. New Orleans, San
Francisco, Memphis, Chicago, all assert the honor is theirS. Jazz,
as it is to-day, seems to have come into being this way, however:
W. C. Handy, a Negro, having' digested the airs of the itinerant
musicians referred to, evolved the first classic; M~mphis Blues.
Then came Jasbo Brown, a reckless musician of a Negro cabaret
in Chicago, who played this and other blues, blowing his own
extravagant i.noods and risque interpretations into them, while hi
larious with gin. To" give further meanings to his veiled allusions
he would make the trombone "talk" by putting a derby hat and
later a tin can at its mouth. The delighted patrons would shout,
"More, Jasbo.More; Jas, more." And so the name originated.

,As to the jazz dance itself: at this time Shelton Brooks, a Negro
comedian, invented a new "strut," called. "Walkin' the Dog." Jas
bo's anarchic airs found in this strut a soul mate. Then as a result
of their union came "The Texas Tommy," the highest point of
brilliant, acrobatic execution and nifty foot-work so far evolved in'
jazz dancing. The latest of these dance is the "Charleston," which
has brought something teally new to the dance step. The "Charles
ton" calls for activity of the whole body. One characteristic is a
fantastic. fling of the leg from the hip downwards. The dance ends
in what is known as the "camel-walk"-in reality a gorilla-like
shamble-and finishes with a peculiar hop like that of the Indian

JAZZ AT HOME

IN ITS ELEMENTALS, jazz has always existed. It is in the Indian war
dance, the Highland fling, the Irish jig, the Cossack dance, the
Spanish fandango, the Brazilian maxixe, the dance of the whirling
dervish, the hula hula of the South Seas, the danse du ventre of
the Orient, the carmagnole of the French Revolution, the strains
of Gypsy music, and the ragtime of the Negro. Jazz proper, how
ever, is something more than all these. It is a release of all the
suppressed emotions at once, a.blowing off of the lid, as it were.
It is hilarity expressing itself through pandemonium; musical
fireworks. .

The direct predecessor of jazz is ragtime. That both are ata
vistically African there is little doubt, but to what extent it is dif
ficult to determine. In its barbaric rhythm and exuberance there is
something of the bamboula, a wild, abandoned dance of the West
African and the Haytian Negro, so stirringly described by the
an~nymous author of Untrodden Fields of Anthropology, or of the
ganza ceremony so brilliantly depicted in Maran's Batouala. But
jazz time is faster and more complex than African music. With its
cowbells, auto horns, calliopes, rattles, dinner gongs, kitchen uten
sils, cymb~ls, screams, crashes, clankings and monot011:0us rhythm
it bears all the marks of a nerve-strung, strident, mechanized civ
ilization. It is a thing of the jungles-modern man-made jungles.

The earliest jazz-makers were the itinera'nt piano players who
would wander up and down the Mississippi from saloon to saloon,
from dive to dive. Seated at the piano with 'a carefree air that a
king might envy, their box-back coats flowing over the stool, their
Stetsons pulled well over their eyes, and cigars at an angle of forty
five degrees, they would "whip the ivories" to marvelous chords

JOEL A. ROGERS
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"Jazz has come to stay because it is an expression of
the -times, of the breathless, energetk, sup-eractive times
in which we are living, it is useless to fight a:gainst it.

same lack of spontan~ity is evident to a degree in the cultivated
and inhibited Negro.' ,

In its playing technique, jazz is similarly original and sponta-
. neous. The performance of the Negro musicians is much imitated,
bnt seldom equaled. Lieutenant Europe, leader of the famous band
of the "Fifteenth New York Regiment," said that the bandmastel:
of the Garde Republicaine, amazed at his jazz effects, could not
believe without demonstration that his band had not used special
instruments. Jazz has a virtuoso technique all its own: its best per
formers, singers and players, lift it far above the level of mere
"trick" ot mech~nical effects. Abbie Mitchell, Ethel Waters, and
Florence Mills; the Blues singers, Clara, Mamie, and' Bessie Smith;
Eubie Blake, the pianist; "Buddy" Gilmore, the dr'ummer, and
"Bill" Robinson, the pantomimic dancer--:-to mention merely an
illustrative few-are inimitable artists, with, an inventive, impro-,"
vising skill thai defies imitation. And those who know their work
most intimately trace its uniqu'eness without exception to the folk
roots of their artistry.

Musically jazz has a great future. It is rapidly being subli
mated. In the more famous jazz orchestras like those of Will Mar
ion Cook, Paul Whiteman, Sissie and Blake, Sam Stewart, Fletcher
Henderson, Vincent Lopez and the. Clef Club units, there are none
of the vulgarities and crudities of the lowly origin or the only too
prevalent cheap imitations. The pioneer work in the artistic devel
opment of jazz was done by Negro artists; it was the lead of the
so-called "syncopated orchestras" of Tyers and Will Marion Cook,
the former playing for the Castles of dancing fame, and the latter
touring as a concertizing orchestra in the great American centers
and abroad. Because of the difficulties of financial backing, these
expert combinations have had to yield ground to white orchestras
of the type of the Paul Whiteman and Vincent Lopez organizations
that 'are now demonstrating the finer possibilities ~f jazz music.
"Jazz," says Serge Koussevitzky, the new conductor of the Boston
Symphony, "is an important contribution to modern musical lit
erature. It has an epochal significance-it is not Buperficial, it is
fundamental. Jazz comes from the soil, where all music has its
beginning." And Leopold Stokowski says more extendedly of it:

Joel A. Rogers

war. dance. Imagine one suffering from a fit of rhythmic ague and
you have the effect precisely.

The 'cleverest "Charleston" dancers perhaps are urchins of five
and six who may be seeD anytime on the streets of Harlem keeping
time with thei," hands, and surrounded by admiring crowds. But
put it on a well-set stage, danced by a bobbed-hair chorus, and
you have an effect that reminds you of the abandon of the Furies.
And so Broadway studies Harlem. Not all of the visitors of the
twenty or more well-attended cabarets of Harlem are idle pleasure
se'ekers or underworld devotees. 'Many are serious artists, actors
and producers seeing something new, some suggestion to be taken,
too often a pallid imitation, to Broadw.ay's lights and stars.

This makes it difficult to say whether jazz is more character
istic of the Negro or of contemporary America. As is sho,wTI; it is
of Negro origin plus the influence of the American envi;onment.
It is Negro-American. Jazz proper, however in idiom-rhythmic,
musical and pantomimic-thoroughly American Negr.o; it is his
spiritual picture on that lighter comedy side" just' as the spirituals
are the picture on the tragedy side, The two are poles. apart, but
the foriner is by no means to be despised and it is just as charac
teristically the product of the peculiar and unique experience of the
Negro in this country. The African Negro hasn't it, and the Cau
casian never could have invented .it. Once achieved, it is common
property, and jazz has absorbed the national spirit, that tremen
dous spirit of go, the nervousness, lack of conventionality and bois
terous'good-nature characteristic of the American, white or black,
as compared with the more rigid formal natures of the Englishman
or German.

But there still remains something elusive ~bout jazz that few,
if any of the white artists, have been able to capture. The Negro
is admittedly its best expositor. That e!usiv<ksomething, for lack of
a better name, I'll call Negro rhythm. The average Negro, partic
ularly of the lower classes, puts rhythm into whatever he does,
whether it be shining shoes Or carrying a basket on the head to
market as the Jamaican women do. Some years ago while wan
dering in Cincinnati I happened upon a Negro revival meeting at
its height. The majority present were women, a goodly few of
whom were white. Under the influence' of the "spirit" the sisters
would ,come forward and strut-much of jazz enters where it
would be least expected. The Negro women had the perfect jazz
abandon, while the white ones moved lamely and woodenly. This
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Already its new vigor, its new vitality is beginning to
manifest itself.... America's ~ontribution to the music
of the past will have the same revivifying effect as the
injection of new, and in the larger se:Jse, vulgar blood
into dying aristocracy. Music will then be vulgarized in
the best sense of the word, and enter~rnore and more into
the daily lives of people.... The Negro musicians of
America are playing a great part in this·change. They have
an open mind, and unbiased outlook. They are not ham
pered by· conventions or traditions, and with their new
ideas, their constant exper_iment, they are ~ausing Dew
blood to flow in the veins of music. The jazz players make
their instruments do entirely new things, things finished
musicians' are taught to avoid. They are pathfinders into
new realms."

And thus it has come about that serious modernist music and
musicians, most notably and avowedly in the work of the French
modernists Auric, Satie and Darius Milhaud, have become the con
fessed debtors of American Negro jazz. With the saine nonchalance
and impudence with which it left the levee and the dive to stride
like an upstart conqueror, almost overnight, into the grand salon,
jazz now begins its conquest of musical Parnassus"

Whatever the ultimate result of the attempt to raise jazz from
the mob-level upon which it originated, its true home is still its
original cradle, the none too respectable cabaret. And here we have
the seamy side to the story. Here we have SQme of the charm of .
Bohemia, but much more of the. demoralization of vice. Its rash
spIrit is in Grey's popnlar song, RU1;!nin' Wild:

Runnin' wild; lost control
Runnin' wild; mighty bold,
Feelin' gay and reckless too
Carefree all the time; never blue
Always goin' I don't know where
Always showin' that I don't care
Don' love nobody, it ain't worth while
All alone; runnin' wild.

Jazz reached the height of its vogue at a time when minds were
reacting from'the horrors and strain of war. Humanity welcomed

j
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it because in its fresh joyousness men found a temporary forget
fulness, infinitely less harmful than drugs or alcohol. It is partly
for some such reasons that it dominates the amusement life of
America to-day. No one can sensibly condone its excesses or min
imize its social danger if uncontrolled; all culture is built upon
inhibitions and control. But it is doubtful whether the "jazz
hounds" of high and low estate would use their time to better
advantage. In all probability their tastes would find some equally
morbid, mischievous vent. Jazz, irois needless to say, will remain a
r~creation for the industrious and a dissipater of energy for the
frivolous, a tonic for the strong and a poison for the weak.

For the Negro himself, jazz is both more and less dangerous
than for the white-less, in that he is nervously more in tune with
it; more, in that at his average level of economic development his
amusement life is more open to the forces of social vice. The cab·
aret of better type provides a certain Bohemianism for the Negro
intellectual, the artist and the well-to-do. But the average thing is
too much the substitute for the saloon and the wayside inn. The
tired longshoreman, the porter, the housemaid and the poor ele
vator boy in search of recreation, seeking in jazz the tonic for
weary nerves and muscles, are only too apt to find the bootlegger,
the gambler and the demi-monde who have come there· for victims
and to escape the eyes of the police.

Yet in spite of its present vices and vulgarizations, its sex in
formalities, its morally anarchic spirit, jazz has a popular mission
to perform: Joy, after all, has a physical basis. Those who laugh
and dance and sing are better off even in their vices than those
who do not.' Moreover, jazz with its mocking disregard for for
mality is a leveller and makes for democracy. The jazz spirit, being
primitive, demands more frankness and sincerity. Just as it already
has done in art and music, so eventually in human relations and
social manners, it will no doubt have the effect of putting more
reality in life by taking some of the needless artificiality out....
Naturalness finds the artificial in conduct ridiculous. "Cervantes
smiled Spain's chivalry away," said Byron. And so this new spirit
of joy and spontaneity may itself play the role of reformer. Where
at present it vulgarii~s, with more wholesome growth in the future,
it mayan dle contrary truly democratize. At all events, jazz is
rejuvenation, a recharging of the batteries of civilization with prim...
itive new vigor. It has come to stay, and tpey are wise, who instead
of protesting against it, try to lift and divert it into nobler channels.



when we realize that here was a man who in the midst of all his
trouble fought to the end and finally died in the '''eighth of style
anyway."

In "All God's Chillun" we have the struggle of a man and
woman, both fine struggling human beings, against forces they
could not control,-indeed, scarcely comprehend-accentuated by
the almost Christ-like spiritual force of the Negro husband,-a
play of great strength and beautiful spirit, mocking all petty prej
udice, emphasizing the humanness,· and in Mr. O'Neill's words,
"the oneness" of mankind.

I now come to perhaps the main point of my discussion. Any
number of people have said to me: "I trust that now you will get
a truly heroic and noble role, one portraying the finest type- of
Negro." I honestly believe that perhaps never will I portray a no
bler type rhan "Jim Harris" or a more heroically tragic figure than
"Brutus Jones, Emperor," not excepting "Othello." .

The Negro is only a medium in the creation of a work of the
greatest artistic merit. The fact that he is a Negro Pullman Porter
is of little moment. How else account for the success of the play
in Paris, Berlin, Copenhagen, Moscow and other places on the
Continent. Those people never heard of a Negro pOrter. Jones's
emotions are not primarily Negro, but human.

Objections to "All God's Chillun" are rather well known.
Most of them have been so foolish that to attempt to allswer them
is to waste time. The best answer is that audiences that came to
scoff went away in tears, moved by a sincere and terrifically tragic
drama.

The reactions to these two plays among Negroes but point out
one of the most serious drawbacks to the development of a true
Negro dramatic literature. We are too self-conscious, too afraid
of showing all phases of our life,-especially those
phases which are of greatest dramatic value. The great mass of our
group discourage any member who has the courage to fight these
petty prejudices.

I am still being damned all over the place for playing in "All
God's Chillun." It annoys me very little when I realize that those
who object most strenuously know mostly nothing of the play and
who in any event know little of the theatre and have no right to
judge a playwright of O'Neill's talents.

I have met and talked with Mr. O'Neill. If ever there was a
broad, liberal-minded man, he is one. He has had Negro friends

-------_._------

PAUL ROBESON

REFLECTIONS ON O'NEILL'S PLAYS

ALL THIS SEEMS so very strange to me_writing about the theatre.
If, three years ago, someone had told me that] would be telling of
my reactions as an actor I would have laughed indulgently. Even
now the whole chain of events has a distinct dream-like quality.
To have had the opportunity to appear in twe of the finest plays
of America's most distinguished playwright is a good fortune that
to me seems hardly credible. Of course I am ve:-y, very happy. And
with these things there has come a great love of the theatre, which
I am sure will always hold me fast.

In retrospect all the excitement about "All God's Chillun"
seems rather amusing, but at the time of the :;:.lay's production, it
caused many an anxious moment. All concerned were absolutely
amazed at the ridiculous critical reaction. The play meant anything
and everything from segregated schools to various phases of inter-
marnage. "

To me the most important pre-productic-n development, was
an opportunity to play the "Emperor Jones," due to an enforced
postponement. This is undoubtedly one of "the great plays"-a
true classic of the drama, Am'erican or otherwi;3C. I recall how mar
velously it was played by Mr. Gilpin some years back. And the
greatest praise I could have received was the ;~:xpression of some
that my performance was in some wise comparable to Mr. Gilpin's.

And what a great part is "Brutus Jones." His is the exultant
tragedy of the disintegration of a human soul. How we suffer as
we see him in the depths of the forest re-living all the sins of his
past-experiencing all the woes and wrongs of his people-throw
ing off one by one the layers of civilization umil he returns to the
primitive soil from which he (racially) came. And yet we exult
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and appreciated them for their true worth, He would be the last
to cast any slur on the colored people,

Of course I have just begun, I do fed there is a great future
on the serious dramatic stage, Direction and training will do much
to guide any natural ability one may possess, At Provincetown I
was privileged to be under the direction of Mr. James Light. I'm
sure even he thought I was rather hopeless at first, I know I did,
But he was patient and painstaking, and any success I ,may have
achieved lowe in great measure to Mr. Light, I sincerely hope I
shall, have the benefit of his splendid guidance ~n the future,

What lies ahead I do not know, I am sure ihat there will come
Negro playwrights of great power and I trust I shall have some
part in interpreting that most interesting and much needed addition
to the drama of America.

60 ' Paul Robeson

ARTHUR A. SCHOMBURG

TH.E NEGRO DIGS UP HIS PAST

THE AMERICAN NEGRO must remake his past in order to make his
future. Though it is orthodox to think of America as the one coun
try where it is unnecessary to have a past, what is a luxury for the
nation as a whole becomes a, prime social necessity for the Negro,
For him, a group tradition must supply compensation for perse
cution, and pride of race the antidote for prejudice. History must
restore whatslavery took away, fat it is the social damage of slav
ery that the present generations must repair and offset. So among
the rising democratic millions we find the Negro thinking more
collectively, more retrospectively than the rest, and apt out of the
very pressure of the present to become the most enthusiastic anti-
quarian of them a-ll. ,

Vindicating evidences of individual :;1chievement· have as a.
matter of fact been gathered and treasured for over a century: Abbi:
Gregoire's liberal-minded book on Negro notables in 1808 was the
pioneer effort; it has been followed at intervals by less -known and
often less discriminating compendiums of exceptional' men and.
women of African stock. But this sort, of thing was 'on the whole
pathetically over-corrective, ripiculoJsly over-laudatory; it was
apologetics turned into biography. A true historical sense develops
slowly and with difficulty under such circumstances. But to-day;
even if for 'theultimate purpose of group justification, history has
become less a matter of argument ,andmore~ a matter of record.
There is th~ defin_ite desire and defetmi~ation to have a history,
well documented, widely known at least within race circles, ana
administered as a stimulating and inspiring ·tradition for. the com-
ing generations. '

Gradually as the study of the Negro's past has come out of
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Rutland, Vermont, and the sermons of the year 1808 by the Rev,
Absalom Jones ofSt. Thomas Church, Philadelphia, and Peter Wil,
Iiams of St. Philip's, New York, pione,r Episcopal rectors who
spoke out in daring and influential ways on the Abolition of the
Slave Trade. Such things and many others are more than mere
items of curiosity: they educate any receptive mind.

Reinforcing these' were still rarer items of Africana and 'foreign
Negro interest, the volumes of Juan Latino, the best Latinist of
Spain in the reign of Philip V, incumbent of the chair of Poetry at
the University of Granada, and author of Poems printed there in
1573 and a book on the Escurial published 1576; the Latin and

. Dutch treatises of Jacobus Eliza Capitein, a native of West Coast
Africa and graduate of the University of Leyden, Gustavus Vassa's

. celebrated autobiography that supplied So much of the evidence in
1796 for Granville Sharpe's attack on slavery in the British colo
nies, Julien Raymond's Paris expose olthe disabilities of the free
people of color in the then (1791) French colony' of Hayti, and
Baron de Vastey's Cry of the Fatherland, the famous polemic by
the secretary of Christophe that 'precipitated the Haytian struggle
for independence. The cumulative effect of such evidences of schol
arship and moral prowess is too weighty to, be dismissed as excep
tional.

But weightier surely than any evidence of individual talent and
scholarship could ever be, is the evidence of important collabora
tion and significant pioneer initiative in social service and reform,
in the efforts toward race emancipation, cplonization and race bet
terment. From neglected and rust-spotted pages comes testimony ~

to the black men and women who stood shoulder to shoulder in
courage and zeal, and often on a parity of intelligence and talent,
with their notable white benefactors. There was the already cited
Work of Vassa that aided so materially the efforts of Granville
Sharpe, the record of Paul Cuffee, the Negro colonization pioneer,
associated so importantly with the establishment of Sierra Leone
as a British colony for the occupancy 'of free people of color in
West Africa; the dramatic and history-making expose of John Bap
tist Phillips, African graduate of Edinburgh, who cOl;npelled
through Lord Bathhnrst in 1824 the enforcement of the articles of
capitulation guaranteeing freedom tq the blacks of Trinidad. There
is the record of the pioneer colonization project of Rev. Daniel

~'-;C()ker in conducting a voyage of ninety expatriates to We~t Africa
\in 1820, of the missionary efforts of Samnel Crowther in Sierra
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the vagaries of rhetoric and propaganda and become systematic
and scientific, three outstanding conclusions have been established:

First, that the Negro has been throughout the centuries of con
troversy an active collabor:ator, and often a pioneer, in the struggle
for his own freedom and advancement. This is true to a degree
which make's it the more surprising that it has not been recognized
earlier. -

Second, that by virtue of their heing regarded as something
"exceptional," even by friends and well-wishers, Negroes of at
tainment and genius have been unfairly disassociated from the
group, and group credit lost accordingly.

Third, that the remote racial origins of the Negro, far from
being what the race and the world have been given to understand,
offer a record of credible group achievement when scientifically
viewed, and more important still, that they are of vital general
interest because of .their bearing upon the beginnings and early
development of human culture.

.With such crucial truths to document and establish, an ounce
of fact is worth a pound of controversy. So the Negro historian
to-day digs under the spot where his predecessor stood and argued.
Not long ago, the Public Library of Harlem housed a special ex
hibition of books, pamphlets, prints and old engravings, that sim-.
ply said, to skeptic and believer alike, to scholar and school-child,
to proud black and astonished white, "Here is the evidence." As
sembled from the rapidly growing collections of the leading Negro
book-collectors and research societies, there were in these cases,
materials not only for the first true writing of Negro history, but
for the rewriting of many., important paragraphs of our common
American history. Slow though it be, historical truth is no excep-

.tion to the proverb. .
Here among the rarities of early Negro Americana was Jupiter

Hammon's Address to the Negroes of the State of New York, edi
tion of 1787, with the first American Negro poet's famous "If we
'should ever get to Heaven, we shall find nobody to reproach us .
for being black, or fdr being slaves." Here was Phyllis Wheatley's
Mss. poem of 1767 addressed to the student§.of Harvard, her spir
ited encomiums upon George Washington and the Revolutionary
Cause, and John Marrant's St. John's Day eulogy to the "Brothers
of African Lodge No. 459" delivered at Boston in 1789. Here too
were Lemuel Haynes' Vermont. commehtaries on the American
Revolution and his learned sermons to his white congregation in



recognition, from academic, sc(entific, public and official sources.
Delaney's Principia of Ethnology won public reception from
learned societies, Pennington's discourses an honorary doctorate
from Heidelberg, Wells Brown's three year mission the entree of
the salons of London and Paris, and the tours of Frederick Doug
lass, receptions second only to Henry Ward Beecher's.

After this great era of public interest and discussion, it was
Alexander Crummell, who, with the reaction already setting in,
first organized Negro brains defensively througb the founding of
the American Negro Academy in 1897 at Washington. A New
York boy whose zeal for education had suffered a rude shock when
refused admission to the Episcopal Seminary by Bishop Onder
donk, he had been befriended by John Jay and sent to Cambridge
University, England, for his education and ordination. On his re
turn, he was beset with the idea of promoting race scholarship,
and the Academy was the final result. It has continued ever since
to be. one of the bulwarks of our intellectual life, though unfortu
nately its members have had to spend too much of their energy
and effort answering detractors and disproving popular fallacies.
Only gradually have the men of this group been able to work to
ward pure scholarship. Taking a slightly different start, "Fhe Negro
Society for Historical Research was later organized in New York,
and has succeeded in stimulating the collection from all parts of
the world of books and documents dealing with the Negro. It has
also brought together for the first time co-operatively in a single
society African, West Indian and Afro-American scholars. Direct
offshoots of this same effort are the extensive private collections
of Henry P. Slaughter of Washington, the Rev. Charles D. Martin
of Harlem, of Arthur Schomburg of Brooklyn, and of the late
John E. Bruce, who was the enthusiastic and far-seeing pioneer of
this movement. Finally and more recently, the Association for the
Study of Negro Life and History has extended these efforts into a
scientific research project of great achievement and promise. Under.
the direction of Dr. Carter G. Woodson, it has continuously main
tained for nine years the publication of the learned quarterly, The
Journal of Negro History, and with the assistance' and recognition
of two large educational foundations has maintained research and
published valuable monographs in Negro history. Almost keeping
pace with the work of scholarship has been the effort to popularize

, tile results, and to place before Negro youth in the schools the true
story of race· vicissitude, struggle and accomplishment. So that
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Leone, first Anglican bishop of his diocese, and that of the work
of John Russwurm, a leader in the work and foundation of the
American Colonization Society.

When we consider the facts, certain chapters of American his
tory will have. to be reopened. Just as black men were influential
factors in the campaign against the slave trade; so they were among
the earliest instigators of the abolition movement. Indeed there was
a dangerous calfTI between the agitation for the suppression 'of the
slave trade and the beginning of the campaign for emancipation.
During that interval colored men were very influential in arousing
the attention of public men who in turn aroused the conscience of
the country. Continuously between 1808 and 1845, men like·
Prince Saunders, Peter Williams, Absalom Jones, Nathaniel Paul,
and Bishops Varick and Richard Allen, the founders of the two
wings of African Methodism, spoke out with force and initiative,
and men like Denmark Vesey.(1822), David Walker (1828) and
Nat Turner (1831) advocated and organized schemes for direct
action. This culminated in the generally ignored but important con
ventions of Free People of Color in New York, Philadelphia and
other centers, whose pl,!tforms and efforts are to the Negro of as
great significance as the nationally cherished memories of Faneuil
and Independence Halls. Then with Abolition comes the better
documented and more recognized collaboration of Samuel R.
Ward, William Wells Brown, Henry Highland Garnett, Martin De
laney, Harriet Tubman, Sojourner Truth, and Frederick Douglass
with their great colleagues, Tappan, Phillips, Sumner, Mott, Stowe

. and Garrison.
But even this latter group who came within· the limelight of

national and international notice, and thus into open comparison
with the best minds of their generation, the public too often regards
as a group of inspired illiterates, eloquent echoesohheir Aboli
tionist sponsors. For a true estimate of their ability and scholar
ship, however, one must go with the antiquarian to the files of the
Anglo-African Magazine, where page by page comparisons may be
made. Their writings show Douglass, McCune Smith, Wells
Brown, Delaney, Wilmot Blyden and Alexander Crummell to have
been as ~cholarly and versatile as any of the noted publicists with
whom they were associated. All of them labored internationally in
the cause of their fellows; to Scotland, England, France, Germany
and Africa, they carried their brilliant offensive of debate and prop
aganda, and with this came instance upon instance of signal· foreign
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quite largely now the ambition of Negro youth can be nourished
on its own milk.

Such work is a far cry from the puerile controversy and petty
braggadocio with which the effort for race history first started. But·
a general as well as.a racial lesson has been learned. We seem lately
to have corrie at last to realize what the truly scientific attitude
requires, and to see that the race issue has been a plague on both
our historical houses, and that history cannot be properly written
with either bias or counter-bias. The blatant Caucasian racialist
with his theories and assumptions of· race superiority. and domi
nance has in turn bred his Ethiopian counterpart-the rash and
rabid amateur who has glibly tried to prove half of the world's
geniuses to have been Negroes and to trace the pedigree of nine
teenth century Americans from the Queen of Sheba. But fortu
nately to-day there is on both sides of a really common cause less
of the Sand of controversy and more of the dust of digging.

Of course, a racial motive remains-legitimately compatible
with scientific method and aim. The work our race students "now
regard as important, they undertake very naturally to overcome in
part certain handicaps of disparagement and omission tOQ well
known to particularize. But they do so not merely that we may not
wrongfully be deprived of the spiritual nourishment of our cultural
past, but also that the full story of human collaboration arid in
terdependence may be told and realized. Especially is this likely to
be the effect of the latest and most fascinating of all the attempts
to open up the closed Negro past, namely the important study of
African cultural origins and sources. The bigotry of civilization
which, is the taproot of in,lellectual prejudice begins far back and
muSt be corrected at its source. Fundamentally it has come about
from that depreciation of Africa which has sprung up from igno
rance of her true r61e and position in human history and the early
development of culture. The Negro has been a man without a his
tory because he has been considered a man without a worthy cul
ture. But a new notion of the cultural attainment and potentialities
of the African stocks has recently come about, partly through the
corrective influence of the more scientific study of African institu
tions and early cultural history, partly through growing apprecia
tion of the skill and beauty and in many cases the historical priority
of the African native crafts, and finally through the signal recog
nition which first in Fran'ce and Germany, but now very generally,
the astonishing art of the African sculprures has received. Into these

fascinating new vistas, with limited horizons lifting in all direc
tions, the mind of the Negro has leapt forward faster tryan the slow
clearings of scholarship will yet safely permit. But there is no doubt
that here is a field full of the most intriguil'g and inspiring possi
bilities. Already the Negro sees himself against a reclaimed back
ground, in a perspective that will give pride and self-respect ample
scope, and make history yield for him the same values that the
treasured past of any people affords.
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ELISE JOHNSON MCDOUGALD

THE TASK OF NEGRO WOMANHOOD

THROUGHOUT THE YEARS of history, woman has been the weather
vane, the indicator, showing in which direction the wind of 'destiny
blows. Her status and development have augured now calm and
stability, now swift currents of progress. Whar then is to be said
of the Negro woman of to-day, whose problems are of such import
to her race?

. A study of her contributions to anyone community, through
out America, would illuminate the pathway being trod by her peo
ple. There is, however, an advantage in focusing upon the women
of Harlem-modern city in the world's metropolis. Here, more
than anywhere else, the Negro woman is free from the cruder
handicaps of primitive household hardships and rhe grosser forms
of Sex and race subjugation. Here, she has considerable opportu
nity to measure her powers in the intellectual and industrial fields
of the great city. The questions naturally arise: "What are her dif
ficulties?" and, "How is 'She solving them?"

To answer these questions, oDe must have in,rnind not any
one Negro woman, but rather a colorful pageant of individuals,
each differently endowed. Like the red and yellow of the tiger-lily,
the skin of one is brilliant against the star-lit darkness of a racial
sister. From grace to strength, they vary in infinite degree, with
traces of the race's history left in physical and mental outline on
each. With a' discerning mind, one catches the multiform charm,
beauty and character of Negro women, and grasps the fact that
their problems cannot be thought of in mass.

Because only a few have caught this vision, even in New York, .
the general attitude of mind causes the Negro woman serious dif
ficulty. She is conscious that what is left of chivalry is not directed
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toward her. She realizes that the ideals of beauty, built up in th~
fine arts, have excluded her almost entirely. Instead, the grotesque
Aunt Jemimas of the street-car advertisements, proclaim only an
ability to serve, without grace of loveliness: Nor does the drama
catch her finest spirit. She is most often used to provoke the mirth
less laugh of ridicule; 'or to portray feminine viciOl)SneSS or vul
garity not peculiar to Negroes. This is the shadow over her. To a
race naturally sunny comes the twjJight of self-doubt and a sense
of personal inferiority.!t cannot be' denied that these are potent
-and detrimental influences, though not generally recognized be
Cause they are in the realm of the mental and spiritual. More ap
parent are the economic handicaps which follow her recent
entrance into industry. It is conceded that she has special difficultie~'

because of the poor working conditions and low wages of her men.
It is not surprising that only the most determined women forge
ahead to results other than mere survival. To the gifted, the zeSt

. of meeting a challenge is a compensating factor which often brings
,success. The few who do prove their mettle, stimulate one to a
'closer study of how this achievement is won' undercontempora.ry

.; ·conditions.
Better to visualIze the Negro·woman at her job" our'vision of '.

a host of individuals must once more resolve itself into groUps on
the basis of activity. First, comes a very small leisure group-the

,-wives and daughters of men who are in'business, inthe professions
,and a few well-paid personal service occupations.~econd; a m'ost

ctive and progressive group, the women in business and the pro
ssions. Third, the many'women in the trades and industry.
ourth, a group weighty in numbers struggling on in domestic ser
'ce, with an even less fortunate fringe of casu"l workers, fluctu
ing with the economic temper of the times.

The first is a pleasing group to see. It is picked for outward
auty by Negro men witli much the. same feeling as other Amer-

ans of the. same economic class. Keeping their women free to
:eside over the family, these women are affected by the problems

every wife and mother, bur touched only faintly by their race's
r<:lships. They do share acutely in the prevailing difficulty of find

competent housell9ld help. Negro wives find Negro. maids un
ipg generally to work in their own neighborhoods, for various

sons. They do not wish to work where there is a possibility of
uaintances coming into contact with them while they serve and
y still harbor the misconception that Negroes of any station are
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fessors in a New York college has had a yonng colored woman as
secretary for the past three or four years. Another holds the head
clerical position in an organization where reliable handling of de
tail and a sense of business ethics are essential. Quietly these
women prov~ their worth, so that when a vacancy exists and there
is a call, it is difficult to find even one competent· colored secretary
who is not employed, As a resnlt of the opportnnity in clerical
work in theed!1cational system of New York City, a nnmber have
qualified for snch positions, one having been recently appointed to
the office of a high school. In other departments, the civil service
in New York City is no longer free from discrimination. The casual
personal interview, that .tenacious and retrogres.sive practice intro
dnced into the federal administration during the World War, has
spread and often nullifies th~ Negro woman's success in written
tests. The successful young womari cited above was three times
','turned down" as undesirable on the basis of the personal inter
view. In the great mercantile houses, the many young Negro girls
who might be well snited to sales positions are barred from all but
menial' positions. Even so, one N,egro woman,. beginning as a uni
formed maid in the shoe department of one of the iargest stores,

. has pulled herself up to the position of "head of stock." One of
the most prosperous monthly magazines of national circulation has
for the head of its news service a Negro woman who rose from
the position of stenographer. Her duties involve 'attendance upon
staff conferences, execntive supervision of her staff of white office
workers, broadcasting and jonrnalism of the highest order.

Yet in spite of the claims of jnstice} and proved ,efficiency,
telephone and insurance companies and other cprporations which
receive considerable patronage from Negroes deny them propor
tionate employment. Fortnnatelythis is an era of changing cns
toms. There is hope that a less selfish racial attitnde will prevail.
It is a heartening fact that there is an increasing number of Amer
icans who will lend a hand in the game fight of the worthy.

Thronghont the Sonth, where businesses for Negro patronage
are under the control of Negroes to a large extent, there are already
many opportunities for Negro women. But, because of the nerve
strain and spiritual drain of hosti'le social conditions in that section,
Negro Women are, turning away from opportunities there to find
a freer and fuller life in the North.

In the less crowded professional vocations, the outlook is more
cheerfnl. In these fields, the Negro woman is dependent largely
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unable to pay as much as p.ersons of the other race. It is in these
homes of comparative ease that we find the polite activities of so
cial exclusiveness. The luxuries of well-appointed homes, modest
motors, tennis, golf and country clubs, trips to Europe and Cali
fornia, make for .social standing. The problem confronting the re
fined Negro family is to know others of the same achievement. The
search for kindred spirits gradually grows less difficult; in the past
it led to the custom of visiting all the large cities in order to know
similar groups of cultured Negro people. In recent years, the more
serious minded Negro woman's visit to Europe has been extended-

. from months to years for the purpose of study and travel. The'
E!1ropean success which meets this type of ambition is instanced
in the conferring of the doctorate in philosophy upon a Negro
woman, Dr. Anna J. Cooper, at the last commencement of'the
Sorbonne, Paris. Similarly, a score of Negro women are sojourning
abroad in various countries. for the spiritual relief and cultural
stimulation afforded there.

A spirit of stress and struggles characterizes the second two
groups. These women of business, profession and trade are the hub
of the wheel of progress. Their burden is twofold. Many are wives
and mothers whose husbands are insufficiently paid, or who have
succumbed to social maladjustment and have abandoned their fam
ilies. An appalling number are widows. They face the great prob
lem of leaving home each day and at the same time trying to rear
children in their spare rime--:,this, too, in r:eighborhoods where
rentS are large, standards of dress and recreation high and costly,
and social danger on the increase. One cannot resist the temptation
to pause for a moment ",nd pay tribute to these Negro mothers.
And to call attenti.on to the service she is rendering to the nation,
in her struggle against great odds to edncate and care for one group
of the conntry's children. If the mothers of the race should ever be
honored by state or federal legislation, the artist's imagination will
find a more inspiring subject in the modern Negro mother-self- .
directed but as loyal and tender as the much extolled, yet pitiable
black mammy of slavery days.

The great commercial life of New York City is only slightly
tonched by the Negro woman, of our second gronp. Negro btlSi
ness men offer her most of their work, but their number is limited.
Outside of this field in Negro offices, custom is once more against
her, and competition is keen for all. However, Negro girls are
training and some are holding exceptional jobs. One of the pro-
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of an organization whose program is to raise money for the pay
ment of nurses to do the work described above. In other centers,
West and South, the professional Negro nurse is supplanting the
untrained woman attendant of former years.

In New York City, nearly three hundred women share in the
good conditions obtaining there in the teaching profession. They
measure up to the high pedagogical requirements of the city and
state law, and a~e increasingly leaders in the community. Ina ci~y

where the schools are not segregated, she is meeting with success
among white as well as colored children in positions ranging from
clerk in the elementary school on up through the graded ranks of
teachers in the lower grades, of special subjects in the higher
grades, in the junior high schools and in the senior high schools.
One Negro woman is assistant principal in an elementary school
where the other assistant and the principal are white men and the
majority of the teachers white. Another Negro woman serves in
the capacity of visiting teacher to several schools, calling upon both
white and colored families and experiencing no difficulty in making
social adjustments. Still another Negro woman is a vocational
counsellor und~r the Board of Educaticin,in a junior high school.
She is advising children of both races as to future courses of study
to pursue and as to the vocations in which tests p.!,"ove them to be
apt. This position, the result of pioneer work by another Negro
woman, is unique in the school system oJ New York. ...

With all these forces at work, true sex equality has not been
approximated. The ratio of opportunity' in the sex, social, eco
nomic and political spheres is about that which exists between
white men and women. In the large, I would say that the Negro
woman is the cultural equal of her man because she is generally
kept in school longer. Negro boys, like white boys, are usually pUt
to work to subsidize the family income. The growing economic
independence of Negro working women is causing her to rebel
against the domineering family attitude of the cruder working-class
husband. The masses of Negro men are engaged in menial occu
pations throughout the working day. Their baffled and suppressed
desires to determine their economic life "are manifested in over
bearing domination at home. Working mothers are unable to instill"
different ideals in the'sons. Conditions change slowly. Neverthe
less, education and opportunity are modifying the spirit of the
younger Negro men. Trained in modern schools of thought, they
begin to show a wholesome attitude 9f fellowship and freedom for
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upon herself and her own race for work. In the legal, dental and
medical professions, successful women practitioners have usually
worked their way through college and are "managing" on the
small fees that can be received from an under-paid public.

Social conditions in America are hardest upon the Negro be
cause he is lowest in the economic scale. The tendency to force the

, Negro downward, gives rise to serious social problems and to a
consequent demand for trained college women in the profession of
social work. The need has been- met with a response from young
college women, anxious to devote their education and lives toward
helping the submerged classes. Much of the social work has been
pioneer in nature; the pay has been small, with little possibility of
advancement. For,-even in work among Negroes; the better paying
positions are reserved for whites. The Negro college woman is do
ing her bit at a sacrifice, along such lines as these: as probation
officers, investigators and police women in the correctional de
partments of the city; as Big Sisters attached to the. Children's
Court; as field workers and visitors for. relief organizations,
missions and churches; as secretaries for traveller's aid_ societies; in
the many organizations devoted to preventative and educational
medicine; in clinics and hospitals and as boys' and girls' welfare
workers in recreation and industry.

In the profession of nursing, there are over three hundred in
New York City. In the dark blue linen uniform of Henry Street
Visiting Nurse Service, the Negro woman can be seen hurrying
earnestly from house to house on her round of free relief to the
needy. Again, she is in many other branches of public health mlrs
ing, in the public schools, milk stations and diet kitchens. The Ne
gro woman is in >the wards of two of the large city hospitals and
clinics. After a score of years of service in one such institution, a
Negro woman became superintendenf of nurses in the war emer
gency. Deposed after the armistice, though eminently satisfactory,
she retained connection with the training school as lecturer, for the
inspiration she could be to "her girls." The growing need fo'r the
executive. nurse is being successfully met as instanced by the su
pervisors in day nurseries and private sanitariums, financed and

. operated in Harlem entirely by Negroes. Throughout the South
I there is a clear and anxious call to nurses to carry the gospel of

hygiene to the rural sections and to minister to the suffering not
reached by organizations already in the communities. One social
worker, in New York City, though a teacher by profession, is head



their women. The challenge to young Negro womanhood is to see
clearly this trend and grasp the proffered comradeship with sin
cerity. In this matter of sex equality, Negro women hav'e contrib
uted few outstanding militants, a notable instance being the
historic Sojourner Truth. On the whole the Negro woman's femi
nist efforts are directed chiefly toward the realization of the equal
ity of the races, the sex struggle assuming the subordinate place.

Obsessed with difficulties which might well compel individu
alism, the Negro woman has engaged in a considerable amount of
organized action to meet group needs. She has evolved a federation
of her clubs, embracing between eight and ten thousand women in
New York state alone. The state federation is a part of the Na
tional Association of Colored Women, which, calling together the
women from all parts of the country, engages itself in enterprises
of general race interest. The national organization of colored
women is noW firmly established, and under the presidency of Mrs.
Bethune is about to strive for conspicuous goals.

In New York City, many associations exist for social better
ment, financed and operated by Negro women. Olle makes child
welfare its name and special concern. Others, like the Utility Club,
Utopia Neighborhood, Debutantes' League, Sempre Fidelius, etc.,
raise funds for old folks' homes, a shelter for delinquent girls and
fresh-air camps for children. The Colored Women's Branch of the
Y. W. C. A. and the women's organizations in the many churches
as well as the beneficial lodges and associations, care for the needs
of their members.

On the other hand, the educational welfare of the coming gen
eration has become th& chief concern of the national sororities of
Negro college women. The first to be organized in the country, the
Alpha Kappa Alpha, has a systematized, a continuous program of
educational and vocational guidance for students of the high
schools and colleges. The work of Lambda Chapter, which covers
New Yark City and its suburbs, has been most effective in carrying
out the national program. Each year, it gathers together between
one and two hundred such students and gives the girls a chance to
hear the life stories of Negro women, successful in various fields
of endeavor. Recently a trained nutse told how, starting in the
same schools as they, she had risen to the executive position in the
Harlem Health Information Bureau. A commercial artist showed
how real talent had overcome the color line. The graduate physi
cian ,was a living example of the modern opportunities in the newer

fields of medicine open to women. The vocations, as outlets for
the creative instinct, became attractive under the persuasion of the
musician, the dressmaker and the decorator. A recent graduate out
lined her plans for meeting the many difficulties encountered in
establishing a dental office and in building up a practice. A joure
nalist SpUll the fascinating tale of her yeats of experience. The
Delta Sigma Theta Sorority (national in scope) works along similar
lines. Alpha Beta Chapter of New York City, during the current
year, presented a young art student with a scholarship of $1,00'0 .
for study abroad. In such ways as these are the progressive and
privileged groups of Negro women expressing their community
and race consciousness. .

We find the Negro woman, figuratively struck in the face daily
by contempt ftom the world about her. Within her soul, she knows
little of peace and happiness. But through it all, she is courageously
standing erect, developing within herself the moral strength to rise
abov'e and conquer false attitudes. She is maintaining her natural
beauty and charm and improving her mind and opportunity. She
is measuring up to the needs of her family,. community and Face,
and radiating a hope throughout the land. . .

The wind of the race's destiny stirs more briskly because of
her striving.
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LANGSTON HUGHES

THE SUCCESS OF THE HARLEM ARTS MOVIiMENT led to concern
and controversy about the whirligig of interracial socializing and
the uses and abuses of instant celebrity. Langston Hughes enjoyed
the company of the Manhattan swells, culture mavens, and Negro
tarian philanthropists, but he missed none of the humor, hypocrisy,
and complexity of the "vogue," and captured the dilemmas of pa
tronage and the fallacies of promoting civil rights through the arts
in ironic and often hilarious prose montages ("When the Negro
Was in Vogue," etc.). There was wide agreement that the Renais
sance presented a unique opportunity for African Americans. But
for what? Hughes's "Negro Artist and the Racial Mountain" spoke
for many of the younger artists determined to put artistic explo
ration before the politics of sponsorship-painters, poets, and
playwrights, musicians, novelists, and sculptors who renounced
«representative" aesthetic criteria in order to captllre the essence
of the black folk. To which George Schuyler replied that the
whole debate was misconceived because the premIse that African
American culture, plumbed to its depths, would be revealed as dif
ferent from "Anglo-Saxon" was simply fraudulent {Schuyler, "The
Negro-Art Hokum"}. W. E. B. Du Bois alerted the leadership of
the race and the creative talents. within to the grave dangers of
allowing the arts movement to become an autonomous force, a
seductive evasion and well-funded illusion in which theunglamor
ous, brutal struggle for the ballot, education, jobs, and housing
became a subordinate goal. The siren song of false allies asked,
"What is the use of your fighting and complaining; do the great
fhing and the reward is there" (Du Bois, "Criteria of Negro Art").'

77

FROM THE BIG SEA

WHEN THE NEGRO WAS IN VOGUE

TaE 1920's were the years of Manhattan's black Renaissance. It
began with Shuffle Along, Running Wild, and the Charleston. Per
haps some people would say.even with The Emperor 'fones,
Charles Gilpin, and the tom-toms at the Provincetown. But cet
tainly it was the musical revue, Shuffle Along, tllat gave a scintil
lating send-off to that Negro vogue in Manhattan, which reached
its peak just before the crash of 1929, the.crash that sent Negroes,
white folks, and all rolling down the hill toward the Works Pro
gress Administration.

Shuffle Along was a honey of a show. Swift, bright, funny,
rollicking, and gay, with a dozen danceable, singable tunes. Be
sides, look who were in it: The now famous choir director, Hall
Johnson, and the compeser, William Granr Still, were a parr of the
orchestra. Enbie Blake and !'fable SissIe wrote the music and
played and acted in the show. Miller and Lyles were the comics.
Florence Mills skyrocketed to fame in the second act. Trixie Smith
sang "He May Be Your Man Bl1t He Comes to See Me Some
times." And Caterina Jarboro, now a European prima donna, and
the internationally celebrated Josephine Baker were merely in the
chorns. Everybody was in the audience-including me. People
came back to see- it innumerable times. It was always packed.

To see Shuffle Along was the main reason I wanted to go to
Columbia. When I saw it, I was thtilled and delighted. From then
on I was in the gallery of the Cart Theatre every time I got a
chance. That year, too, I saw Katharine Cornell in A Bill of Di
vorcement, Margaret Wycherly in The Verge, Maugham's The Cir-.
cle with Mrs. Leslie Carter, and the Theatre Guild production of
Kaiser's From Morn Till Midnight. But I temember Shuffle Along
best of all. Ir gave jusr rhe proper push-a pre-Charleston kick
to that Negro vogue of the 20's,' that spread to books', African
sculpture, music, and dancing.

. Put down the 1920's for the rise of Roland Hayes, who
packed Carnegie Hall, the rise of Paul Robeson in Newyark and
London, of Florence Mills over two continents, of Rose Mc
Clendonin Broadway parts that never measured up to her, the
booming voice of Bessie Smith and the low moan of Clara on
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,teak between rhe notes, sliding from one song to another, with
owerful and continuous underbeat of jungle rhythm. Miss Bent
was an amazing exhibition of musical energy-a large, dark,

sculine lady, whose feet pounded' thefl.oor while her fingers
'Ullded the keyboard-a perfect piece of African sculpture, ani-

'ated by her own rhythm.
But when the place where she played became too well known,

'e'began to sing with an accompanist, became a star, moved to
I'atger place, then downtown, and is now in Hollywood. The old
agic of the woman and the piano and the night and the rhythm
:ing one i,s' gone. But everything goes, one, way or another. The

's are gone and lots of fine things in Harlem night life have
~-appeared like snOw in the sun-since it became utterly com

cial, planned for the downtown tourist trade, and therefore
11.

The lindy-hoppers at the Savoy even began to practise acro
tic routines, and to doabS'urd things for the entertainm,ent of

whites, that probably never would have entered their heads to
'empt merely for their own effortless amusement. Some of the
dy-hoppers had cards printed with their names on them and
arne dance professors teaching the tourists. Then Harlem nights

carne show nights for the Nordics. ,
Some critics say that that is what happened to certain Negro

"-,titers, too"':"-that they ceased. to write to amuse themselves and
gan to write to amuse and entertain white people, and in so

)ing distorted and over-colored their material, and left out a great
any things they thought would offend their American brothers
t a 'lighter complexion. Maybe-since Negroes have writer
'cketeers, as has any other race.- But I have known almost all of
:em, and most oJ the good ones have tried to be h.onest, write

''''nestly, and express their world as they saw it.
All of us know that the gay and sparkling life of the so-called

egro Renaissance of the '20's was not so gay and sparkling be
'ath the surface as it looked. Carl Van Vechten, in the character
Byron in Nigger Heaven, captured Some of the bitterness and

. 'stration of literary Harlem that Wallace Thurman later so ef
tively poured into his Infants of the Spring-the only novel.by

Negro about that fantastic period when Harlem was in vogue.
It was a period when, at almost every Harlem upper-crust

lance or party, one would be introduced to va.fious distinguished
-'hite celebrities t11ere as guests. It was a period- when 'almost any
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thousands of records, and the rise of that grand comedienne of
song, Ethel Waters, singing: "Charlie's elected now! He's in right
for sure!" Put down the 1920's for Louis Armstro:::tg and Gladys
Bentley and Josephine Baker.

White people. began to corne to Harlem in droves. For several
years they packed the expensive Cotton Club on Lenox Avenue.
But I was never there, because the Cotton Club was a Jim Crow
club for gangsters and monied whites. They were not cordial to
Negro patronage, unless you were a celebrity like Bojangles. So
Harlem Negroes did not like .the Cotton Club and never appreci
ated its Jim Crow policy in the very heart of their dark community.
Nor did ordinary Negroes like the growing influx of whites toward
Harlem after sundown, flooding the little cabarets and bars where
formerly only colored people laughed and sang, and where now
the strangers were given the best ringside tables to .sit and stare at
the Negro customers-like amusing animals in a zeo.

The Negroes said: "We can't go downtown and sit and stare
at you in your clubs. You won't even let us in your clubs." But
they didn't say it out loud-for N;groes are practically never rude
to white people. So thousands of whites carne to Harlem night after
night, thinking the Negroes loved to have them there, and firmly ,
believing that all Harlemites left their houses at sundown to sing
and dance in cabarets, because most of the whites saw n;'thing but
the cabarets, not the houses.

Some of the owners of Harlem clubs, del:ghted at the flood of
white patronage, made the grievous error of-barring their own
race, after the manner~of the famous Cotton Club. But most of'

. these quickly lost business and folded up, because they failed to
realize that a large part of the Harlem attrac:ion for downtown
New Yorkers lay in simp~y watching the colored customers amuse
themselves. And the smaller clubs, of course, had no big floor
shows or a name band like the Cotton Club, where Duke Ellington
usually held forth, so, without black patronage, they were not
amusing at all. ': . ii%

Some of the small clubs, however, had peop,e lIke Gladys \\
Bentley, who was something worth discovering in those days, be
fore she got famous, acquired an accompanist, specially written
material, and conscious vulgarity. But for two or three amazing
years, Miss Bentley sat, and played a big piano all night long, lit
erally all night, without stopping-singing songs like "The St.
James Infirmary," from ten in the evening until' dawn, with scarcely
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HARLEM LITERATI

THE SUMMER OF 1926, I lived in a rooming house on 137th Street,
where Wallace Thurman and Harcourt Tynes also lived. Thurman
was then managing editor of the Messenger, a Negro magazine that
had a curious career. It began by being very radical, racial, and
socialistic, just after the war. I believe it received a grant from ihe
Garland Fund in its early days. Then it later became a kind of
Negro society magazine and a plugger for Negro business, with
photographs of prominent colored ladies and their nice homes in
it, A. Phillip Randolph, now President of the Brotherhood of Sleep
ih'g Car Porters, Chandler Owen, and George S. Schuyler were con
nected with it, Schuyler's editorials, a la Mencken, were the most
interesting things in the magazine, verbal brickbats that said some
times one thing, sometimes another, but always vigorously. I asked
Thurman what kind of magazine the Messenger was, and he said
it reflected the policy of whoever paid off best at the time.

Anyway, the Messenger bought my first short stories, They
paid me ten dollars a story. WallaceThurman wrote me that they
were very bad stories, but better than any others they could find,
so he published them.

Thurman had recently come from California to New York.
He was a strangely brilliant black boy, who had read everything,
and whose critical mind could find something wrong with ·every
thing he read. I have no critical mind, so I usually either like a
book or don't, But I am not capable of liking a book and then
finding a million things wrong with it, too-as Thurman was ca
pable of doing.

Thurman had read so many books because he could read
eleven lines at a time, He would get from the library a great pile
of volumes that would have taken me a year to read, But he would
go through them in less than a week, and be able to discuss each
one at great length with anybody. That was why, I suppose, he
was later given a job as a reader at Macaulay's-the only Negro
reader, so far as I kno"', to be employed by any of the larger
publishing firms,

Later Thurman became a ghost writer for True. Story, and
other publications, writing-under all sorts of fantastic names~ like
Ethel Belle Mandrake or Patrick Casey, He did Irish and Jewish
and Catholic "true confessions." He, collaborated with William
Jordan Rapp 011 plays and novels. Later he ghosted books. In fact,
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'Negro of any social importance at all would be likely to
""ally: "As I was remarking the other day to Heywood-,"
ing HeywoodBroun, Or: "As I said to George'-," refer~ing

George Gershwin. It was a period when local and visiting roy
alty were not at, all uncommon in Harlem. ,And when the parties
of A'Lelia Walker, the Negro heiress, were filled with guests whose
names would turn any Nordic social climber green with envy. It
o/as a period when Harold Jackman, a handsome young Harlem
school teacher of modest means, calmly announced one day that
he was sailing for the Riviera for a fortnight, to attend Princess
Murat's yachting party, It was a period when CharlestOn preachers
opened. up shouting churches as sideshows for white tourists. It
was a period when at least one charming colored chorus girl, am
ber enough to pass for a Latin American, was living in a pent
house, with all her bills paid by a gentleman whose name was
banker's magic on Wall Street. It was a period when every seaSon
there was at least one hit play on Broadway acted by a Negro cast.
And when books by Negro authors were being published with
,much greater frequency and much more publicity than ever before
or since in history. It was a period when whi~e writers wrote about
Negroes more successfully (commercially speaking) than Negroes
did about themselves. It was the period (God help us!) when Ethel
Barrymore appeared in blackface in Scarlet Sister Mary! It was the
period when the Negro was in vogue.

I was there. I had a swell time while it lasted. But I thought
it wouldn't last long, (I remember the vogue for things Russian,
the season the Chauve-Souris first, came to town,) For how could
a large and enthusiastic number of people be crazy about Negroes
forever? But some Harlemites thought the millennium had come.
They thought the race problem had at last been solved through Art
plus Gladys Bentley, They were sure the New Negro would lead a
new life from. then on in green pastures of tolerance created by
Countee Cullen, Ethel Waters, Claude McKay, Duke Ellington, Bo
jangles, and Alain Locke.

I don't know what made any Negroes think that-except that
they were mostly intellectuals doing the thinking. The ordinary
Negroes hadn't heard of the Negro Renaissance. And if they had,
it hadn't raised their wages any. As for all those white folks in the
speakeasies and night clubs of Harlem-well, maybe a colored
man could find some place to have a drink that the tourists hadn't
yet discovered.
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and writers, we got along fine and there were no quarrels. But
October came before we were ready to go to press. I had to return
to Lincoln, John Davis to Law School at Harvard, Zora Hurston
to her studies at Barnard, from whence she went about Harlem
with an anthropologist's ruler, measuring heads for Franz Boas.

Only three of the seven had contributed their fifty dollars, but
the others faithfully promised to send theirs out of tuition checks,
wages, or begging. Thurman went on with the work of preparing
the magazine. He got a printer. He planned the layout. It had to
be on good paper, he said, worthy of the drawings of Aaron Doug
las. It had to have beautiful type, worthy of the first Negro art
quarterly. It had to be what we seven young Negroes dreamed our
magazine would be-so in the end it cost almost a thousand dol
lars, and nobody could pay the bills.

I don't know how Thurman persuaded the printer to let us
have all the copies to distribute, but he did. I think Alain Locke,
among others, signed notes guaranteeing payments. But since
Thurman was the only one ohhe seven of us ;"ith a regular job,
for the next three or four years his checks were constantly being
attached and his income seized to pay for Fire. And whenever I
sold a poem, mine went there, too-to Fire.

None of the older Negro intellectuals would have anything to
do with Fire. Dr. Du Bois in the Crisis roasted it. The Negro press
called it all sortS of bad names, largely because of a green and
purple story by Bruce Nugent, in the Oscar Wilde tradition, which
we had included. Rean Graves, the critic for the Baltimore Afro
American, began his review by saying: "I have just tossed the first
issue of Fire into the fire." Commenting upon various of our con
tributors, he said: "Aaron Douglas who, in spite of himself and
the meaningless grotesqueness of his creations, has gained a repu
tation as an artist, is permitted to spoil three perfectly good pag'es
and a cover with his pen and ink hudge pudge. Countee Cullen
has written a beautiful poem in his 'From a Dark Tower,' but tries
his best to obscure the .thought in superfluous sentences. Langston
Hughes displays his usual ability to say nothing in many words."

So Fire had plenty of cold water thrown on it by the colored
critics. The white critics (except for. an excellent editorial in the
Bookman for November, 1926) scarcely noticed it at all. We had
no w~y of getting it distributed to bookstands or news stands.
Bruce Nugent took it around New York on foot and some of the
Greenwich Village bookshops put i~ on display, andsold it for liS.
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this quite dark young Negro is said to have written Men) Women,
and Checks.

Wallace Thurman wanted to be a great writer, but none of
his own work ever made him happy. The Blacker the Berry, his
first book, was an important novel on a subject little dwelt upon
in Negro fiction-the plight of the very dark Negro woman, who
encounters in some communities a double wall of color prejudice
within and without the race. His play, Harlem, considerably dis
torted for box office purposes, was, nevertheless, a compelling
study-and the only one in the theater~of the impact of Harlem
on a Negro family fresh from the South. And his Infants of the
Spring, a superb and bitter study of the bohemian fringe of Har
lem's literary and artistic life, is a compelling book.

But none of these things pleased Wallace Thurman. He
wanted to be a very great writer, like Gorki or Thomas Mann, and
he felt that he was merely a journalistic writer. His critical mind,
comparing his pages to the thousands of other pages he had read,
by Proust, Melville, Tolstoy, Galsworthy, Dostoyevski, Henry
James, Sainte-Beauve, Taine, Anatole France, found his own pages
vastly wanting. So he contented himself by writing a great deal for
money, laughing bitterly at his fabulously concocted "true stories,"
creating two bad motion pictures of the "Adults Only" type for
Hollywood, drinking more and more gi l1, and then threateuing to
jump out of windows at people's parties and kill himself.

During the summer of 1926, Wallace Thurman, Zora Neale
Hurston, Aaron Douglas, John P. Davis, Bruce Nugent, Gwendo
lyn Bennett, and I de~ided to publish "a Negro quarterly of the
arts" to be called Fire-the idea being that it would burn up a lot
of the old, dead conventional Negro-white ideas of the past, epater
Ie bourgeois into a realization of the existence of the younger
Negro writers and artists, and provide us with an outlet for pub
lication not available in the limited pages of the small Negro mag
azines then existing, the Crisis, Opportunity, and the Messenger
the first two being house organs of inter-racial organizations, and
the latter being God knows what.

Sweltering summer evenings we met to plan Fire. Each of the
seven of us agreed to give fifty dollars to finance the first issue.
Thurman was to edit it, John P. Davis to handle the business end,
and Bruce Nugent to take charge of distribution. The rest of us
were to serve as an editorial board to collect material, contribute
our own work, and act in any useful way that we COlild., For artists
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tales, and tragicomic stories, remembered out· of her life in
Sonth as a daughter of a travelling minister of God. She could
make yon langh one minnte and cry the next. To many of her white
friends, no doubt,'-she was a perfect "darkie," in the nice meaning
th,y give the term-that is a naIve, childlike, sweet, humorous,
and highly colored Negro. •

But Miss Hurston was clever, too-a student who didn't let
college give her a broad a and who had great scorn forall preten
si.ons, academic or otherwise. That is why"she was such a fine folk-"
lore collector, able to go among the people and never act as if she
had been to school at all. Almost nobody else could stop the av
erage Harlemite on Lenox Avenue and measure his head with a
strange-looking, anthropological device and not iet bawledont for
the attempt, except Zora, who used to stop anyone whose head
looked interesting, and measure it.

When Miss HurstQn gradnated from Barnard she took an
apartment in West 66th Street near the park, in that row of Negro
honses there. She moved in with no fnrnitnre at all and no money,
but in a few days friends had given her everything, from decorative
silver birds, perched atop the linen cabinet, down to a footstool.
And on Saturday night, to christen rhe' place, she !}ad a hand
chicken· dinner, since she had forgotten to say she needed forks.

She seemed to know almost everybody in New York. She had
been a secretary to Fannie Hurst, and had met dozens of celebrities
whose friendship she retained. Yet she was always having terrific
ups-and-downs about money. She tells this story on herself, abont
needing a nickel to go. downtown one day and wondering where
on earth she would get it. As she approached the subway, she waS
stopped by a blind ·beggar holding out his cup.

"Please help the blind! Help the blind! A nickel for the blind!"
"I need' money worse than you today'," said Miss Hurston,

taking five cents out of his cnp. "Lend me this! Next time, I'll give
it back." And she' went on downtown.

Harlem was like a great magnet for the Negro intellectual,
pnlling him from everywhere. Or perhaps the magnet was New
York-but once in New York, he had to live in Harlem, for rooms
were hardly to be found elsewhere unless one could pass for white
or Mexican or Eurasian and perhaps live in the Village-which
always seemed to me a very arty locale, in spite of the many real
artists and writers who lived there. Only a few of the New Negroes
lived in the Village, Harlem being their 'real stamping ground.

The wittiest of these New Negroes of Harlem, whose tongue
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But then Bruce, who had no job, would collect the money and, on
account of salary, eat it up before he got back to Harlem.

Finally, irony of ironies, several hundred copies of Fire were
stored in the basement of an apartment where an actual fire oc
curred and the bulk of the whole issue was burned up. Even after
that Thurman had to go on paying the printer.

Now Fire is a collector's item, and very difficult to get, being
mostly ashes.

That taught me a lesson about little magazines. But since white
folks had them, we Negroes thought we could have one, too. But
we didn't have the money.

Wallace Thurman laughed a long bitter laugh. He was a
strange kind of fellow, who liked to drink gin, but didn't like to
drink gin; who liked being a Negro, but felt it a great handi,ap;
who adored bohemianism, but thought it wr"ng to be a bohemian.
He liked to waste a lot of time, but .he always felt guilty wasting
time. He loathed crowds, yet he hated to be alone. He almost al
ways felt bad, yet he didn't write poetry.

Once I told him if I could feel as bad as he did all the time, I
would surely produce wonderful books. BlOt he said you had to
know how to write, as well as how to feel bad. I said I didn't have
to know how to feel bad,' because, every so often, the blues just
naturally overtook me, like a blind beggar with an old guitar:

About the future of Negro literature Thurman was very pes
simistic. He thought the Negro vogue had made us all too con
scious of ourselves, had flattered and spoiled us, and had provided
too many easy opportunities for some of us to drink gin and more
gin, on which he thought we would always be drunk. With his
bitter sense of hUffior, he called the Harlem li:erati, the "niggerati."

Of this "niggerati," Zera Neale Hurston was certainly the
most amusing. Only to reach a wider audience, need she ever write
books-because she is a perfect book of entertainment in herself.
In her youth she was always getting scholarships and things from
wealthy white people, some of whom simply paid her just to sit
around and represent the Negro race for them, she did it in such
a raCy fashion. She was full of side-splitting anecdotes, humorons

You don't know,
You don't know my mind
When you se.e me laughin',
I'm laughin' to keep from cryin'.



A'Lelia Walker was the then great Harlem party giver, al
though Mrs. Bernia Austin.fell but little behind. And at the Seventh
Avenue apartment of Jessie Fauset, literary soirees with much po
etry and but little to drink were the ordet of the i:Jay. The same
was true of Lillian Alexander's, where the aIde'r intellectuals
gathered.

A'Lelia Walker, however, big-hearted, night-dark, hair
straightening heiress, made no pretense at being intellectual or ex
,elusive. At her "at homes" Negro poets and Negro number-bankers
mingled with downtown poets and seat-on-the-stock-exchange
racketeers. Countee Cullen would be there and Witter Bynner, Mu
riel Draper and Nora Holt, Andy Razaf and Taylor Gordon. And
a good time was had by all.

A'Lelia Walker had an ·apartment that held perhaps a hundred
people. She would usually issue several hundred invitations to each
party. Unless ·yo!, went early there was no possible way of getting
in. Her parties were as crowded as the New York subwa.y at the
rush hour-entrance, lobby, stepS, hallway, and apartment a mill
ing crush of guests, with everybody seeming to enjoy the crowding.
Once, some royal personage arrived, a Scandinavian prince, I 'be
lieve, but his equerry saw no way of getting him through the
crowded entrance hall and into the party, so word -was sent in to
A'Lelia Walker that His Highness, the Prince, was waiting without.
A'Lelia sent word back that she saw no way of getting His High
ness in, either, nor could she herself get out through the crowd to
greet him. But she offered to send refreshments downstairs to the
Prince's car. _

A'Lelia Walker was a gorgeous dark Amazon, in a silver tur-.
ban. She had a town house in New York (also an apartment where
she preferred to live) and a country mansion at Irvington-on-the
Hudson, with pipe organ programs each morning to awaken her
guests gently. Her mother made a great fortune from the Madame
Walker Hair Straightening Process, which had worked wonders on
unruly Negro hair in the early nineteen hundreds-and which con
tinues to work wonders today. The daughter used much of that
money for fun. A'Lelia Walker was the joy-goddess of Harlem.'s
1920's.

She had been very much in love with her first husband, from
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brought out everything from "Hot Dog" to "Bravo"
when he made high c.

What a crowd! All classes and colors met face to
face, ultra aristocrats, Bourgeois, Communi5ts, Park Av
enuers galore, bookers, publishers, Broadway celebs, and
Harlemites giving each other the once ave:. The social
revolution was on. And yes, Lady Nancy Cunard was
there all in black (she wou-Id) with 12 of her .~rand brace
lets~ .. . And was the entertainment on th'c up and up!
Into swell dance music was injected African drums that
played havoc with blood pressure. Jimmy Daniels sang
his gigolo- hits. Gus Simons, the Harlem crooner, made
the River Stay Away From Hi·s Door and Taylor.himself
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was flavored with the sharpest al~d saltiest humor, was Rudolph
Fisher, whose stories appeared in the Atlantic Monthly. His novel,
Walls ofJericho, captures but slightly the raciness of his own con
versation. He was a young medical doctor and X-ray specialist,
who al';"ays frightened me a li,ttle, because he could think of .the
most incisively clever things to say-and I ccuId never think of
anything to answer. He and Alain Locke together were great for
intellectual wise-cracking. The two would fling big and witty words·
about with such swift and punning innuendo that--an ordinary mor
tal just sat and looked wary for fear of being caught in a net of
witticisms beyond his cultural ken. I used to wi,h I could talk like
Rudolph Fisher. Besides being a good writer, he was an excellent
singer, and had sung with Paul Robeson during their college days.
But I guess Fisher was too brilliant and too ta,ented to stay long
on this earth. During the same week, in December, 1934, he and
Wallace Thurman both died.

Thurman died of tuberculosis in the charity ward at Bellevue
Hospital, having just flown back to New York from Hollywood.

PARTIES

IN THOSE DAYS of the late 1920's,there were a gceat many parties;
in Harlem and out, to which various members c.f the New Negro
group were invited. These parties, when' given by important Har
lemites (or Carl Van Vechten) were reported in full in the society
pages of the Harlem press, but best in the sparkling Harlemese of
Geraldyn Dismond who wrote for the Interstate Tattler. On one
of Taylor Gordon's fiestas she reports as follows:
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old clothes, who had labored to bring the gift of beauty to Negro
womanhood, and had taught them the care of their skin and their
hair, and had built up a great business and a great fortune to the
pride and glory of the Negro race-and then had given it all to·
her daughter, A' Lelia.

Then a poem of mine waS read by Edward Perry, "To A'Le
lia.'·' And after that the girls from the various Walker beauty shop's
throughout America brought their ·flowers and laid them on the
bier.

That was really the end of the gay times of the 'New Negro
era in Harlem, the period that had begun to reach its end when
the crash came in 1929 and the white people had much less money
to spend on themselves, and practically none to spend on Negroes,
for the depression brought everybody down a peg or tWo. And the
Negroes had but few pegs to fall.

But in those pre-crash days there were parties and parties. At
the novelist, Jessie Fauser's, parties there was always quite a dif
ferent atmosphere from that at most other Harlem good-time gath
erings. At Miss Fauset's, a good time was shared by talking
literature and reading poetry aloud and perhaps enjoying some
conversation in ,French. White people were seldom present there
unless they were very distinguished white people, because Jessie
Fauset did not feel like opening her home to mere sightseers, or
faddists momentarily in love with Negro life. At her house one
would usually meet editors and students, writers and social work
ers, and serious people who liked books and the British .Museum,
and had perhaps been to Florence. (Italy, not Alabama.)

I remember, one night at her home there ~as a gathering in
honor of Salvador de Madariaga, the Spanish diplomat and savant,
which somehow became a rather self,conscious gathering, with all
the Harlem writers called upon to recite their poems and speak
iheir pieces. But afterwards, Charles S. Johnson and I invited Mr.
Madariaga to Small's Paradise where we had a "ball" until the
dawn came up and forced us from the club.

In those·days, 409 Edgecombe, Harlem's tallest and most ex
clusive apartment house, was quite a party center. The Walter
Whites and the Aaron Douglases,among others, lived' and, enter
tained there. Walter White was a jovial and cultured host, with a
sprightly mind, and an apartment overlooking the Hudson. He had
the most beautiful Wife in Harlem, and they were always hospitable
to hungry literati like me.

---".._..---
-~ r
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she was divorced. Once at one of her parties she began to
cry about him. She retired to her boudoir and wept. Some of her
friends went in to comfort her, and found her clutching a memento
of their broken romance. .

"The only thing I have left rhat he gave me," she sobbed, "it's
all I have left of-him!"

It was a gold shoehorn.
When A'Lelia Walker died in 1931, she had a grand funeral.

It was by invitation only. But, just as for her parties, a great many
more invitations had been issued than the sma]] but exclusive Sev
enth Avenue funeral parlor could provide for. Hours before the

.funeral, the street in front of the undertaker's chapel was crowded.
The doors were not opened until the cortege arrived-and the cor
tege was late. When it came, there were almost enough family
mourners, attendants, ,and honorary pallbearers in the procession
to fill the room; as well as the representatives of the various Walker
beauty parlors throughout the country. And there were still hun
dreds of friends outside, wavil1g their white, engraved invitations
aloft in the vain hope of entering. .

Once the last honorary pallbearers had marched in, there was
a great crush at the doors. Muriel Draper, Rita Romilly, Mrs. Roy
Sheldon, and I were amOng the fortunate few who achieved an
entrance.

We were startled to find De Lawd standing over A'Lelia's cas- .
·ket. It was a truly amazing illusion. At that time The Green Pas
tures was at the height of-its fame, and there stood De Lawd in
the person Of Rev. E. Clayton Powell, a Harlem minister, who
looked exactly like Richard B. Harrison' in the famous role in the
play. He had the same white hair and kind face, and was later
offered the part of De Lawd in the film version of the drama. Now,
he stood there motionless in the dim light behind the silver casket
of A'Lelia Walker.

Soft m'usic played and it was very solem!!. When we were
seated and the chapel became dead silent, De Lawd said: "The Four
Bon Bons will now sing."

A night club quartette that had often performed at A'Lelia's
parties arose and sang for her. They sang Noel Coward's "I'll See
You Again," and they swung it slightly, as she might have liked it.
It was a grand funeral' and very much like a party. Mrs. Mary
lvicCleod Bethune spoke in that great deep voice of hers, as only

. she can speak. She recalled the poor mother of A'Lelia Walker in .
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THE NEGRO ARTIST AND
THE RACIAL MOUNTAIN

was in vogue, Amanda Randolph was at 'the Alhambra, Jimmy
Walker was mayor of New York, and Louise' sang at the old New
World. '

ONE OF THE MOST PROMISING of the young Negro poets said to
me once, "I want to be a poet-nota Negro poet," meaning, I
bdieve, "1 want to write like a. white poet"; mea~ing subcon
sciously, "I would like to be a white poet"; meaning behind that,
"I would like to be white." And I was sorry the young man said
that, for no great poet has ever been afraid of being himself. And
I doubted then that, with his desire to run away spiritually from
his race, this boy would ever be a great poet. But this is the moun
tain standing in the way of any true Negro art in America-this
urge within the race toward whiteness, the desire to pour racial
individuality into the mold of American standardization; and to be
as little Negro and as much American as possible. ,

But let us look at the immediate background of this young
poet. His family is of what I suppose one would call the Negro
middle class: people who are by no means rich yet never uncom
fortable nor hungry-smug, contented, respectable folk, members
of the Baptist church. The father goes to work every morning. He
is a chief steward at a large white club. The mother sometimes

. does fancy sewing or supervises parties for the rich familieS of the
town. The children 'go to a mixed school. In the home they read
white papers and magazines. And the mother often says "Don't be
like niggers" when tlie children are bad. A frequent phrase from
the father is, "Look how well a white man does things." And so
.the word white comes to be unconsciously a symbol of all virtues.
It holds for the children beauty, morality, and money. The whisper
of "I want to be white' runs silently through their minds. This
young poet's home is, I believe, a fairly typical home of the colored
middle class. One sees immediately how difficult it would be for
an art1st born in such a home to interest himself in interpreting the
beauty of his own people. He is never taught to see that beauty.
He is taught rather nOt to see it, or if he does, to be ashamed of
it when it is not according to Caucasian patterns.

Langston Hughes
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At the Aaron Douglases', although he was a painter, more
young writers were found than painters. Usually everybody would
chip in and go dutch on the refreshments, calling down to the
-nearest bootlegger for a bottle of whatever it was that was drunk
in those days, when labels made no difference at all in the liql1id
content-Scotch, bourbon, rye, and gin being the same except for

.coloring matter.
Arna Bontemps, poet and coming novelist, quiet and schol

arly, looking like a young edition of Dr. Du Bois, was the myste
rious member of the Harlem literati, in that we knew he had
recently married, but none of us had ever seen his wife. All the
writers wondered who she was and what she looked like. He never
brought her with him to any of the parties, so she remained the
mystery of the New Negro Renaissance. But I went with him once
to his apartment to meet her, and found her a shy and charming
girl, holding a golden baby on her lap. A year or two later there
was another golden baby. And every time I went away to Haiti or
Mexico or Europe and came back, there would be a new golden
baby, each prettier than the last-so that was why the literati never
saw Mrs. Bontemps.

Toward the end of the New Negro era, E. SImms Camphell
came to Harlem from St. Louis, and began to try to sell cartoons
to the New Yorker. My first memory of him is at a party at Gwen
dolyn Bennett's on Long Island. In the midst of the party, the
young lady Mr. Campbell had brought, Constance Willis, whom
he later married, began to put on her hat and coat 2nd gloves. The
hostess asked her if she was going home. She said: "No, only tak
ing Elmer outside to straighten him out." What indiscretion he had
committed at the party I never knew, perhaps flirting with some
other girl, or taking a drink too many. But when we looked out,
there was Constance giving Elmer an all-around ta:king-to on the
sidewalk. And she must have straightened him out, because he was

. a very nice young man at parties ever after.

At the James Weldon Johnson parties and gumbo suppers, one
met solid people like Clarence and Mrs. Darrow. At the Dr. Al
exander's, you met the upper cru-st Negro intellectuals like Dr. Du
Bois. At Wallace Thurman's, you met the bohemians of both Har
lem and the Village. And in the gin mills and speakeasies and night
clubs between 125th and 145th, Eighth Avenue and Lenox, you
met everybody from Buddy de Silva to Theodore Dreiser, Ann Pen
nington to the first Mrs. Eugene O'Neill. In the days when Harlem
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For racial culture the home of a self-styled "high-class" Negro
has nothing better to offer. Instead there will perhaps be more
aping of things white than in a less cultured or less wealthy home.
The father .is perhaps a doctor, lawyer, landowner, o~ politician.
The mother may. be a social worker, or a teacher, or she may do
nothing and have a maid. Father is often dark but he has usually
married the lightest woman he could find. The family attend a
fashionable church where few really colored faces are to be found.
And they themselves draw a color line. In the North they go to
white theatres and white movies. And in the South they have at
least two cars and house "like white folks." Nordic manners, Nor
,die faces, Nordic hair, Nordic art (if any), and an Episcopal
heaven. A very high mountain indeed for the would-be racial artist
to climb in order to discover himself and his people. .

But then there are the low-down folks, the so-called common
element, and they are the majority-may the Lord be praised! The
people who have their hip of gin on Saturday nights and are not
too important to themselves or the community, or too well fed, or
too learned to watch the lazy world go round. They live on Seventh
Street in Washington or State Street in Chicago and they do not
particularly care whether they are like white folks or anybody else.
Their joy runs, bang! into ecstasy. Their religion soars to a shout.
Work maybe a little today, rest a little tomorrow. Play awhile. Sing
awhile. 0, let's dance! These common people are not afraid of
spirituals, as for a long time their more intellectual brethren were,
and jazz is their child. They furnish a wealth of colorful, distinctive
material for any artist because they still hold their own individu
ality in the face of American standardizations. And perhaps these
common people will give to the world its truly great Negro artist,
the one who is not afraid to be himself. Whereas the better-class
Negro would tell the artist what to do, the people at least let him
alone when he does appear. And they are not ashamed of him-:
if they know he exists at all. And' they accept what beauty is their
own without question.

Certainly there is, for the American Negro artist who can es
cape the restrictions the more advanced among his own group
would put upon him, a great field of unused material ready for his
art. Without going outside his race, and even among the better
classes with their '''white'' culture and conscious American man
ners, but still Negro enough to be different, there is sufficient mat
ter to furnish a black artist with a lifetime of creative work. And

The N~gro Artist and the Racial Mountain

when he chooses to touch on the relations between Negroes and
whites in this country with their innumerable overtones and Un
dertones surely, and especially for literature and the drama, there
is an inexhaustible supply of themes at hand. To these the Negro
artist can give his racial individuality, his heritage of rhythm and
warmth,and his'incongruous humor that so often, as in the Blues,
becomes ironic laughter mixed with tears. But let us look again at
the· mountain.

A prominent Negro clubwoman in Philadelpl)ia paid eleven
dollars to hear Raquel Meller sing Andalusian popular songs. But
she told me a few weeks before she would not think -of going to
hear "that woman," Clara Smith, a great blacld artist, sing Negro
folksongs. And many an upper-clas~ Negro church, even now,
would not dream of employing a spiritual in its services. The drab
melodies in white folks' hymnbooks are much to be preferred. "We
want to worship the Lord correctly and quietly. We don't believe
in 'shouting.' Let's be dull like the Nordics," they say, in effect.

The road for the serious black artist, then, who would produce
a racial art is most certainly rocky and the mountain is high. Until 
recently he received almost no encouragement for his work from
either white or colored people. The fine novels of Chesnutt goout
of print with neither race noticing their passing. The quaint charm
and humor of Dunbar's dialect verse brought to him, in his day,
largely the same kind of encouragement one would give a sideshow
freak (A colored man writing poetry! How odd!) or a clown (How
amusing!). -

The present vogue in things Negro, although it may do as
much harm as good for the budding colored artist, has at least'
done this: it has brought him forcibly to the attention of his Own
people among whom for so long, unless the other race had noticed
him beforehand, he was a prophet with little honor. I understand
that Charles\Gilpin acted for years in Negro theatres without any
special acclaim from his own, but when Broadway gave him eight
curtain calls, Negroes, too, began to beat a tin pan in his honor. I
know a young colored writer, a manual worker by day, who had
been writing well for the colored magazines for some years, but it
was not until he recently broke into the white publications and his
first book was accepted by a prominent New York publisher that
the "best" Negroes in his city took the trouble to discoverthat·he
lived there. Then almost immediately they decided to give a grand
dinner for him. But the society ladies were careful to whisper to
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laughter, and pain swallowed in a smile. Yet the Philadelphia club
woman is ashamed to say that her race created it and she does not
like me to write about it. The old subconscious "white is best"
runs through her mind. Years of study under white teachers, a
lifetime of white books, pictures, and papers, and white manners,
m·orals, and Puritan standards made her dislike the spirituals. And
now she turns up her nose at jazz and all its manifestations
likewise almost everything else distinctly raciaL She. doesn't care
for the Winold Reiss portraits of Negroes because they are "too
Negro." She does not want a true picture of herselffrom anybody.
She. wants the artist to flatter her, to make the white world believe
that all Negroes are as smug and as near white in soul as she wants
to be. But, to my mind, it is the duty of the younger Negro artist,
if he accepts any duties at all from outsiders, to change through
the force of his art that old whispering "I want to be white," hid-

·den in the aspirations of his people, to "Why should I want to be
white? I ama Negro-and beautiful? .

· So I am ashamed for the black poet who says, "I want to. be '
a poet, not a Negro poet," as th~ugh his own racial world were
not as interesting as any other world. I am ashamed, too, for the

·colored artist who runs from the painting of Negro faces to the
painting of sunsets after the manner of the academicians because
he fears the strange un~whiteness of his own features. An artist
must be free to choose what he does, 'certainly, but he must also
never be afraid to do what he might choose.

Let the blare of Negro jazz bands and the bellowing voice of
Bessie Smith singing Bhies penetrate the closed ears of the colored
near-intellectual until they listen and perhaps understand. Let Paul
Robeson singing "Water Boy," and Rudolph Fisher writing about
the streets of Harlem, and Jean Toomer holding the heart' of Geor
gia in his hands, and Aaron Douglas drawing strange black fan
tasies cause the smug Negro middle class tatum from their white,

. respectable, ordinary books and papers to catch a glimmer of their
own beauty. We younger Negro artists who create now intend to
express our individual dark-skinned selyes without fear or shame.
If white people are pleased we are glad. If they are not, it doesn't
matter. We know we are beautiful, And ugly too. Thetom~tom
cries and the tom-tom laughs. If colored people are pleased weare
glad. If they are not, their displeasure doesn't matter .either. We
build our templeS for tomorrow, strong as we know how, and we
stand on top of the mountain, free within ourselves.

94 Langston Hughes

his mother that perhaps she'd better not come. They were not sure
she would have an evening gown.

Tl~e Negro arti~t works against an underrow of sharp criticism
an.d llusunderstandmg from his own group and unintentional
bnbes from the whItes. "Oh, be respectable, write about nice peo
ple, show how good we are," say the Negroes. ~'Be stereotyped,
don't go t~o far, don't shatter our illusions about you, don't amuse
us too senously. We will pay you," say the whites. Both would

. have to~d ~ean Toom,er not to write Cane, The colored people did
not praIse It. The whIte people did not buy it, Most of the colored
peopl~ .who did read Cane hate it. They are afraid of it. Although
the CrItICS gave It good reviews the public remained indifferent. Yet
(e~cepting the work. of Du Bois) Cane contains the finest prose
wntten by a Negro m America. And like the singing of Robeson
it is truly racial. '

But in spite of the Nordicized Negro intelHgentsia and the
~esires of some whi~e editors we have an honest American Negro
lIterature already wIth us. Now I await the rise of the Negro the
atre.Our folk music, having achieved world-wide fame, offers itself.
to the genius of the great individual American composer who is to
come. And within the next decade I expect to see the work of a
growing school of colored artists who paint and model the be~uty
of ?ark faces and create with new technique the expressions of
theIr own soul-world. And the Negro dancers who will dance like
flame and the singers who will continue to carry!our songs to ail
who listen-they will be with us iIi even greater numbers to
morrow.

.Most of my own poems are racial in them~ and treatment
derived from the life I know. In many of them I try to grasp and
hold some of the meanings and rhythms of jazz, I am as sincere as
I- know how to be in these poems and yet after every reading I
answer questions like these 'tram my own people: Do you think
Negroes should always write about Negroes? I wish you wouldn't
~ead so~e ?f your poe.ills to white folks. How do you find anythin'g

. mterestmg 1h a place hke a cabaret? Why do you write about black
people? You aren't black. What makes you do so many jazz
poems? . .

. But ,iazz to me is one of the inherent expressions of Negro life
111 Amenca; the eternal tom-tom beating in the Negro soul-the
tom-tom of revolt against weariness in a white world, a world of

, subway trains, and work, work, work; the tom-tom of joy and
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NEGRC? ART "mad~ in America" is as non-existent as the widely
adv;,rtlsed profundIty of Cal Coolidge, the "seven years of prog
ress ·of Mayor Hylan, or the reported sophistication of New York
ers. Negro art there has been, is, and will be among the numerous
black nations of Africa; but to suggest the possibility of any such
?evelopu:ent amo~g the ten million colored people in this republic
is self-eVident fo~hshness. E~ger apostles from Greenwich Village, '
~arlem, and enVlron£ proclaImed a great renaissance of Negro art
Just around the corr:er waiting to be ushered on the scene by those
whose hobby IS takmg races, nations, peoples ~.,d movements un
der their wing. New art ~ormsexpressingth~ "peculiar" psychol
ogy of the N~gro were about to flood'the market. In short, the art
~f HOlll;0 Afncanus was aboutto electrify the w2iting world. Skep-
tics patlently waited. They still wait. '

Tme, from dark-skinned sources have come those slave songs
based on Protestant hymns and Biblical' texts known as the spiri
tuals, work songs and secular songs of Sorrow and tough hick
known as the blues, th~t outgrowth of rag-time known as jazz (in
the development of whIch whites have assisted), and the Charles- .
ton, an .eccenr:ic dance invented by the gamins around the public
market-place m Charleston, S.c. No one can or does deny this.
But these are contributions of a caste in a certain section of the
country. They are foreign to Northern Negroes. West Indian Ne
groes, and African Negroes. They are no more ~xpressive or char
acteristic .of t~e Negro race than the music and dancing of the
AppalachIan, h~ghlanders or the Dalmatian peasantry are expressive
or charactenst!c of the Caucasian race. If one wishes to speak of
the musica·j contributions of the peasantry of the South, very weil.
Any group under similar circumstances would have produced
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something similar. It is merely a coincidence that this peasant
happens to be of a darker hue than the Other inhabitants of the
land. One recalls the remarkable likeness of the minor strains of
the Russian mujiks to those of the Southern Negro.

As for the literature, painting, and sculpture of Aframericans,
-such as there is-it is identical in kind with the literature, paint
ing, and sculpture of white Americans: 'that is, it shows more or
less-evidence of European influence. In the field of drama little of
any merit has been written by and about Negroes that could not
have been ~ritten by whites. The dean of the Aframerican literati
is W. E. B. Du Bois, a product of Harvard and German universities;
the foremost Aframerican sculptor is Meta Warwick Fuller, a gra<:i-,
uate of leading American art schools and former student of Rodin;
while the most noted Aframerican painter, Henry Ossawa Tanner,
is dean of American painters in Paris and has been decorated by
the French Government. Now the work of these artists is no more
"expressive of the Negro soul"-as the gushers put it-than are
the scribblings of Octavus Cohen or Hugh Wiley.

This, of course, is easily understood if one stops to realize that
the Aframerican is merely a lampblacked Anglo-Saxon. If theEu
ropean immigrant after two or three generations of exposure to '
our schools, politics, advertising, moral crusades, and restaurants
becomes.indistinguishable from the mass of Americans of the older
stock (despite the influence of the foreign-language press), how
much truer must it be of the sons of Ham who have been subjected
to what the uplifters c'all Americanism for the last three hundred
years. Aside from his color, which ranges from very dark brown
to pink, your American Negro is just plain American. Negroes and
whites from the same localities in this country talk, think, and'act'
about the same. Because a few writers with a paucity of themes
have seized upon imbecilities of the Negro nis~ics and clowns and
palmed them off as authentic and characteristic Aframerican be
havior, the common notion that the black American is so "differ
ent" from his white neighbor has gained wide curre'ncy. The mere
mention of the word "Negro" conjures up in the average white
American's mind a composite stereotype of Bert Williams, Aunt
Jemima, Uncle Tom, Jack Johnson, Florian Slappey, and the vari
ous monstrosities scrawled by the cartoonists, Your average Af
ramerican no more resembles this stereotype than the average
American resembles a composite of Andy Gump, Jim Jeffries, and
a cartoon by Rube Goldberg.

, Again, the Africamerican is subject to the same economic and
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in other countries have not done so? If we can foresee what kind
of white citizens will inhabit this neck of ' the woods in the next
generation by studying the sort of education and environment the
children are exposed to now, ,it should not be difficult to reason
that the adults of today are what they are because of the education
and environment they were exposed toa generation ago. And that
education and environment were about the same for blacks and
whites. One contemplates the popularity of the Negrocart hokum·
and murmurs, "How come?"

This nonsense is probably the last stand of the old myth
palmed off by Negrophobists for aU these many years, and recently
rehashed by the sainted Harding, that there are "fundamental, eter
nal, and inescapable differences" between white. and black Am.er
icans. That there are Negroes who will lend thiS myth a helpmg
hand need occasion no surprise. It has been broadcast all over the
world by the vociferous scions of slaveholders, "~cientists" like
Madison Grant and Lothrop Stoddard, and the patnots who flood
the treasury of the Ku Klux Klan; and is believed, even tod~y, by
the majority of free, white citizens-. On this basel~ss 'pre~1lSe, so
flattering to the white niob, that the blackamoor IS mfenor and
fundamentally different, is erected the postulate. that he must needs ..
be peculiar; and when he attempts to portray ~Ife through .the me
dium of art it must of necessity be a pecuhar art. Whde such
reasoning rday seem. conclusive to the majority of Americans, it
must be rejected with a loud guffaw by intelligent peopk
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~ocial forces that mold the actions and thoughts of the white Amer
ICans. He is not living in a different world as some whites and a
few!'Jegroes would have us believe. When the jangling of his Con
nectICut ala,rm clock gets him out of his Grand Rapids bed to a
breakfast Similar to that eaten by his white brother across the
street; when he' toils at the same or similar work in mills· mines
fact~ries, and comme.rce alongside. the descendants of Sp~rtacus:
Robm Hood, and Ene the Red;. when he wears similar clothing
and speaks the same langu~ge With the same degree of perfection;
wl~en he .reads the same BIble and belongs to the Baptist, Meth
odIst: EpIscopal, or Catholic church; when his fraternal affiliations
also mclude the Elks, Masons, and Knights of Pythias; when he
gets the same or similar schooling, lives in the same kind of houses,
owns the same makes of cars (or rides in them); and nightly sees
the same Hollywood version of life on the screen; when he smokes
the. sar.ne br~nds of tobacco, and avidly peruses the same puerile
penodlcals; 111 short, when he responds to the same political, social
mo:al, and economic stimuli in precisely the same manner as hi~
white neighbor, it is sheer nonsense to talk about "racial differ
ences" as between the American black man and the American
white. man. Glance~over a Negro newspaper (it is printed in good
Amencanese) and you will find the usual quota of crime news
scandal, person~ls, and uplift to be found in the average whit~
newspaper--:-whlch, by the way, is more widely read by the Ne
gro:s t~an, IS the Negro press. In order to satisfy the cravings of
an mfenonty complex engendered by the coJorphobia of the mob,
the r~a~ers of t~e Negro newspapers are given a slight dash of
raClahstIC seasonmg. In the homes of the black and white Ameri
cans of the same cultural and economic level one finds similar fur
niture, literature, and conversation. How, then, can the black
American be expected to produce art and literature dissimilar to
that of the white American?

Consider Coleridge-Taylor, ,Edward Wilmot Blyden, and
Claude McKay, the Englishmen; Pushkin, the Russian; Bridgewa
ter, the Pole; Antar, the Arabian; Latino the Spaniard· Dumas, - ,. ,
.pere and fils, the Frenchmen; and Paul Laurence Dunbar, Charles
W. Chesnutt, and James Weldon Johnson, the Americans. All
Negroes; yet their work shows the impress of nationality rather
than race. They all reveal the psychology and culture of their
environ~ent-their color is incidental. Why should Negro artists
of Amenca vary from the national artistic norm when Negro artists
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