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'THE NEW NEGRO

AraiN Locke

IN the last decade something beyond the watch and guard
of statistics has happened in the life of the American Negro
and the three norns who have traditionally presided over the
Negro problem have a changeling in their laps. The Sociolo-
gist, the Philanthropist, 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 formulz. For the younger
generation 1s vibrant with a new psychology; the new spirit
1s awake 1n the masses, and under the very eyes of the profes-
stonal observers is transforming what has been a perennial
problem into the progressive phases of contemporary Negro
life.

Could such a metamorphosis have taken place as suddenly
as it has appeared to? The answer 1s no; not because the New
Negro is not here, but because the Old Negro had long become
more of 2 myth than a man. The Old Negro, we must remem-
ber, was a creature of moral debate and historical controversy.
His has been a stock figure perpetuated as an historical fiction
partly in innocent sentimentalism, partly in deliberate reaction-
ism. The Negro himself has contributed his share to this
through a sort of protective social mimicry forced upon him
by the adverse circumstances of dependence. So for genera-
tions in the mind of America, the Negro has been more of a
formula than a human being—a something to be argued about,
condemned or defended, to be “kept down,” or “in his place,”
or “helped up,” to be worried with or worried over, harassed
~ or patronized, a social bogey or a social burden. The thinking

Negro even has been induced to share this same general attitude,
| 3



4 THE NEW NEGRO

to focus his attention on controversial issues, to see himself in
the distorted perspective of a social problem. His shadow, so
to speak, has been more real to him than his personality.
Through having had to appeal from the unjust stereotypes of
his oppressors and traducers to those of his liberators, friends
and benefactors he has had to subscribe to the traditional posi-
tions from which his case has been viewed. Little true social or
self-understanding has or could come from such a situation.

But while the minds of most of us, black and white, have thus
burrowed in the trenches of the Civil War and Reconstruction,
the actual march of development has simply flanked these posi-
tions, necessitating a sudden reorientation of view. We have
not been watching in the right direction; set North and South
on a sectional axis, we have not noticed the East till the sun
has us blinking.

Recall how suddenly the Negro spirituals revealed them-
selves; suppressed for generations under the stereotypes of
Wesleyan hymn harmony, secretive, half-ashamed, until the
courage of being natural brought them out—and behold, there
was folk-music. Similarly the mind of the Negro seems sud-
denly to have slipped from under the tyranny of social intimi-
dation and to be shaking off the psychology of imitation and
implied inferiority. By shedding the old chrysalis of the
Negro problem we are achieving something like a spiritual
emancipation. Until recently, lacking self-understanding, we
have been almost as much of a problem to ourselves as we still
are to others. But the decade that found us with a problem
has left us with only a task. The multitude perhaps feels as
yet only a strange relief and a new vague urge, but the thinking
few know that in the reaction the vital inner grip of prejudice
has been broken.

With this renewed self-respect and self-dependence, the life
of the Negro community i1s bound to enter a new dynamic
phase, the buoyancy trom within compensating for whatever
pressure there may be of conditions from without. The
migrant masses, shitting from countryside to city, hurdle sev-
eral generations of experience at a leap, but more important,
the same thing happens spiritually in the life-attitudes and
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self-expression of the Young Negro, in his poetry, his art, his
education and his new outlook, with the additional advantage,
of course, of the poise and greater certainty of knowing what
it 1s all about. From this comes the promise and warrant of
a new leadership. As one of them has discerningly put it:

We have tomorrow

Bright before us
Like a flame.

Yesterday, a night-gone thing
A sun-down name.

And dawn today

Broad arch above the road we came.

We march!

This 1s what, even more than any “most creditable record of
fifty years of freedom,” requires that the Negro of to-day
be seen through other than the dusty spectacles of past contro-
versy. The day of “aunties,” “uncles” and “mammies” 1s
equally gone. Uncle Tom and Sambo have passed on, and
even the “Colonel” and “George” play barnstorm réles from
which they escape with relief when the public spotlight is off.
The popular melodrama has about played itself out, and 1t 1s
time to scrap the fictions, garret the bogeys and settle down to
a realistic facing of facts.

First we must observe some of the changes which since the
traditional lines of opinion were drawn have rendered these
quite obsolete. A main change has been, of course, that
shifting of the Negro population which has made the Negro
problem no longer exclusively or even predominantly
Southern. Why should our minds remain sectionalized,
when the problem itself no longer is? Then the trend of
- migration has not only been toward the North and the
Central Midwest, but city-ward and to the great centers of
industry—the problems of adjustment are new, practical,
local and not peculiarly racial. Rather they are an integral
- part of the large industrial and social problems of our present-
day democracy. And finally, with the Negro rapidly in process
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of class differentiation, if it ever was warrantable to regard
and treat the Negro en masse it is becoming with every day
less possible, more unjust and more ridiculous.

In the very process of being transplanted, the Negro 1s
becoming transformed.

The tide of Negro migration, northward and aty-ward,
is not to be fully explained as a blind flood started by the
demands of war industry coupled with the shutting off of
foreign migration, or by the pressure of poor crops coupled
with increased social terrorism in certain sections of the
South and Southwest. Neither labor demand, the boll-
weevil nor the Ku Klux Klan is a basic factor, however con-
tributory any or all of them may have been. The wash and
rush of this human tide on the beach line of the northern
city centers is to be explained primarily in terms of a new vision
of opportunity, of social and economic freedom, of a spirit to
seize, even in the face of an extortionate and heavy toll, a
chance for the improvement of conditions. With each suc-
cessive wave of it, the movement of the Negro becomes more
and more a mass movement toward the larger and the more
democratic chance—in the Negro’s case a deliberate flight not
only from countryside to city, but from medieval America
to modern.

Take Harlem as an instance of this. Here in Manhattan
1s not merely the largest Negro community in the world, but
the first concentration in history of so many diverse elements
of Negro life. It has attracted the African, the West Indian,
the Negro American; has brought together the Negro of the
North and the Negro of the South; the man from the city and
the man from the town and village; the peasant, the student,
the business man, the professional man, artist, poet, musician,
adventurer and worker, preacher and criminal, exploiter and
social outcast. Each group has come with its own separate
motives and for its own special ends, but their greatest experi-
ence has been the finding of one another. Proscription and
prejudice have thrown these dissimilar elements into a common
area of contact and interaction. Within this area, race sympa-
thy and unity have determined a further fusing of sentiment



THE NEW NEGRO -

and experience. So what began in terms of segregation becomes
more and more, as its elements mix and react, the laboratory of
a great race-welding. Hitherto, it must be admitted that
American Negroes have been a race more in name than in
fact, or to be exact, more in sentiment than in experience.
“The chief bond between them has been that of a common con-
dition rather than a common consciousness; a problem in com-
mon rather than a life in common. In Harlem, Negro life
1s seizing upon its first chances for group expression and self-
determination. It is—or promises at least to be—a race capital.
That 1s why our comparison is taken with those nascent centers
of folk-expression and self-determination which are playing
a creative part in the world to-day. Without pretense to their
political significance, Harlem has the same réle to play for the
New Negro as Dublin has had for the New Ireland or Prague
for the New Czechoslovakia.

Harlem, I grant you, isn’t typical—but 1t is significant, it
1s prophetic. No sane observer, however sympathetic to the
new trend, would contend that the great masses are articulate
as yet, but they stir, they move, they are more than physically
restless. The challenge of the new intellectuals among them
1s clear enough—the “race radicals” and realists who have
broken with the old epoch of philanthropic guidance, senti-
mental appeal and protest. But are we after all only reading
into the stirrings of a sleeping giant the dreams of an agitator?
The answer 1s in the migrating peasant. It is the “man farthest
down” who is most active in getting up. One of the most
characteristic symptoms of this is the professional man, himself
migrating to recapture his constituency after a vain effort to
maintain in some Southern corner what for years back seemed
an established living and clientele. The clergyman following
his errant flock, the physician or lawyer trailing his clients, sup-
ply the true clues. In a real sense it is the rank and file who
are leading, and the leaders who are following. A transformed
and transforming psychology permeates the masses.

When the racial leaders of twenty years ago spoke of de-
veloping race-pride and stimulating race-consciousness, and of
the desirability of race solidarity, they could not 1n any accurate
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degree have anticipated the abrupt feeling that has surged up
and now pervades the awakened centers. Some of the recog-
nized Negro leaders and a powerful section of white opinion
identified with “race work” of the older order have indeed
attempted to discount this feeling as a “passing phase,” an attack
of “race nerves” so to speak, an “aftermath of the war,” and
the like. It has not abated, however, 1f we are to gauge by
the present tone and temper of the Negro press, or by the
shift in popular support from the officially recognized and
orthodox spokesmen to those of the independent, popular, and
often radical type who are unmistakable symptoms of a new
order. It is a social disservice to blunt the fact that the Negro
of the Northern centers has reached a stage where tutelage,
even of the most interested and well-intentioned sort, must
give place to new relationships, where positive self-direction
must be reckoned with in ever increasing measure. The Amer-
ican mind must reckon with a fundamentally changed Negro.

The Negro too, for his part, has idols of the tribe to smash.
If on the one hand the white man has erred in making the
Negro appear to be that which would excuse or extenuate
his treatment of him, the Negro, in turn, has too often un-
necessarily excused himself because of the way he has been
treated. The intelligent Negro of to-day is resolved not to
make discrimination an extenuation for his shortcomings in
performance, individual or collective; he is trying to hold him-
self at par, neither inflated by sentimental allowances nor de-
preciated by current social discounts. For this he must know
himself and be known for precisely what he is, and for that
reason he welcomes the new scientific rather than the old senti-
mental interest. Sentimental interest in the Negro has ebbed.
We used to lament this as the falling off of our friends; now
we rejoice and pray to be delivered both from self-pity and
condescension. The mind of each racial group has had a bitter
weaning, apathy or hatred on one side matching disillusionment
or resentment on the other; but they face each other to-day
with the possibility at least of entirely new mutual attitudes.

It does not follow that if the Negro were better known, he
would be better liked or better treated. But mutual under-
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standing 1s basic for any subsequent codperation and adjust-
ment. The effort toward this will at least have the effect of
remedying in large part what has been the most unsatisfactory
teature of our present stage of race relationships in America,
‘namely the fact that the more intelligent and representative
elements of the two race groups have at so many points got
quite out of vital touch with one another.

The fiction 1s that the life of the races is separate, and
increasingly so. The fact is that they have touched too closely
at the unfavorable and too lightly at the favorable levels.

While inter-racial councils have sprung up in the South,
drawing on forward elements of both races, in the Northern
cities manual laborers may brush elbows in their everyday
work, but the community and business leaders have experienced
no such interplay or far too little of it. These segments must
achieve contact or the race situation in America becomes des-
perate. Fortunately this 1s happening. There 1s a growing
realization that in social effort the co-operative basis must sup-
plant long-distance philanthropy, and that the only safeguard
for mass relations in the future must be provided in the care-
fully maintained contacts of the enlightened minorities of both
race groups. In the intellectual realm a renewed and keen
curiosity is replacing the recent apathy; the Negro 1s being
carefully studied, not just talked about and discussed. In art
and letters, instead of being wholly caricatured, he 1s being
seriously portrayed and painted.

To all of this the New Negro is keenly responsive as an
augury of a new democracy in American culture. He 1s con-
tributing his share to the new social understanding. But the
desire to be understood would never in itself have been sufh-
cient to have opened so completely the protectively closed por-
tals of the thinking Negro’s mind. There is still too much
~ possibility of being snubbed or patronized tfor that. It was
rather the necessity for fuller, truer self-expression, the realiza-
tion of the unwisdom of allowing social discrimination to
segregate him mentally, and a counter-attitude to cramp and
- fetter his own living—and so the “spite-wall” that the intel-
lectuals built over the “color-line” has happily been taken
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down. Much of this reopening of intellectual contacts has
centered in New York and has been richly fruitful not merely
in the enlarging of personal experience, but in the definite en-
richment of American art and letters and in the clarifying of
our common vision of the social tasks ahead.

The particular significance in the re-establishment of contact
between the more advanced and representative classes 1s that
it promises to offset some of the unfavorable reactions of the
past, or at least to re-surface race contacts somewhat for the
future. Subtly the conditions that are molding a New Negro
are molding a new American attitude.

However, this new phase of things is delicate; 1t will call
for less charity but more justice; less help, but infinitely closer
understanding. This is indeed a critical stage of race relation-
ships because of the likelihood, it the new temper 1s not under-
stood, of engendering sharp group antagonism and a second
crop of more calculated prejudice. In some quarters, it has
already done so. Having weaned the Negro, public opinion
cannot continue to paternalize. The Negro to-day 1s inevitably
moving forward under the control largely of his own objectives.
What are these objectives? Those of his outer life are hap-
pily already well and finally formulated, for they are none
other than the ideals of American institutions and democracy.
Those of his inner life are yet in process of formation, for
the new psychology at present 1s more of a consensus of feeling
than of opinion, of attitude rather than of program. Still some
points seem to have crystallized.

Up to the present one may adequately describe the Negro’s
“inner objectives” as an attempt to repair a damaged group
psychology and reshape a warped social perspective. Their
realization has required a new mentality for the American
Negro. .And as it matures we begin to see its effects; at first,
negative, iconoclasti¢; and then positive and constructive. In
this new group psychology we note the lapse of sentimental
appeal, then the development of a more positive self-respect
and self-reliance; the repudiation of social dependence, and
then the gradual recovery from hyper-sensitiveness and
“touchy” nerves, the repudiation of the double standard of
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judgment with its special philanthropic allowances and then
the sturdier desire for objective and scientific appraisal; and
finally the rise from social disillusionment to race pride, from
the sense of social debt to the responsibilities of social contri-
bution, and offsetting the necessary working and commonsense
acceptance of restricted conditions, the belief in ultimate esteem
and recognition. Therefore the Negro to-day wishes to be
known for what he is, even in his faults and shortcomings,
and scorns a craven and precarious survival at the price of seem-
ing to be what he is not. He resents being spoken of as a
social ward or minor, even by his own, and to being regarded
a chronic patient for the sociological clinic, the sick man of
American Democracy. For the same reasons, he himself is
through with those social nostrums and panaceas, the so-called
“solutions” of his “problem,” with which he and the country
have been so liberally dosed in the past. Religion, freedom,
education, money—in turn, he has ardently hoped for and pe-
culiarly trusted these things; he still believes in them, but not
in blind trust that they alone will solve his life-problem.
Each generation, however, will have its creed, and that of
the present is the belief in the efficacy of collective effort, in
race co-operatich. This deep feeling of race is at present the
mainspring of Negro life. It seems to be the outcome of the
reaction to proscription and prejudice; an attempt, fairly suc-
cessful on the whole, to convert a defensive into an offensive
position, 2 handicap into an incentive. It is radical in tone,
but not in purpose and only the most stupid forms of opposi-
tion, misunderstanding or persecution could make 1t otherwise.
Of course, the thinking Negro has shifted a little toward the
left with the world-trend, and there is an increasing group who
affiliate with radical and liberal movements. But fundamen-
tally for the present the Negro is radical on race matters, con-
" servative on others, in other words, a “forced radical,” a social
protestant rather than a genuine radical. Yet under further
pressure and injustice iconoclastic thought and motives will in-
evitably increase. Harlem’s quixotic radicalisms call for their
* ounce of democracy to-day lest to-morrow they be beyond cure.
The Negro mind reaches out as yet to nothing but American
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wants, American ideas. But this forced attempt to build his
Americanism on race values is a2 unique social experiment, and
its ultimate success is impossible except through the fullest shar-
ing of American culture and institutions. There should be
no delusion about this. American nerves in sections unstrung
with race hysteria are often fed the opiate that the trend of
Negro advance is wholly separatist, and that the effect of its
operation will be to encyst the Negro as a benign foreign body
in the body politic. This cannot be—even 1f it were desirable.
The racialism of the Negro is no limitation or reservation with
respect to American life; it is only a constructive effort to build
the obstructions in the stream of his progress into an efficient
dam of social energy and power. Democracy itself 1s obstructed
and stagnated to the extent that any of its channels are closed.
Indeed they cannot be selectively closed. So the choice 1s not be-
tween one way for the Negro and another way for the rest, but
between American institutions frustrated on the one hand and
American ideals progressively fulfilled and realized on the other.

There is, of course, a warrantably comfortable feeling in
being on the right side of the country’s professed ideals. We
realize that we cannot be undone without America’s undoing.
It 1s within the gamut of this attitude that the thinking Negro
faces America, but with variations of mood that are if anything
more significant than the attitude itself. Sometimes we have
it taken with the defiant ironic challenge of McKay:

Mine 1s the future grinding down to-day
Like a great landslip moving to the sea,
Bearing 1its freight of débris far away

Where the green hungry waters restlessly
Heave mammoth pyramids, and break and roar
Their eerie challenge to the crumbling shore.

Sometimes, perhaps more frequently as yet, it is taken in the
fervent and almost filial appeal and counsel of Weldon John-
son’s:

O Southland, dear Southland!

Then why do you still cling

To an idle age and a musty page,

To a dead and useless thing?
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But between defiance and appeal, midway almost between cyni-
casm and hope, the prevailing mind stands in the mood of the

same author’s To America, an attitude of sober query and
stoical challenge:

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 at despair?

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

Strong, willing sinews in your wings,
Or tightening chains about your feet?

More and more, however, an intelligent realization of the
great discrepancy between the American social creed and the
American 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 would gladly
see 1t forestalled by the speedy amelioration of its causes. We
wish our race pride to be a healthier, more positive achievement
than a feeling based upon a realization of the shortcomings
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” prejudice. The ordinary man has had until recently
only a hard choice between the alternatives of supine and
humiliating submission and stimulating but hurttul counter-
prejudice. Fortunately from some inner, desperate resource-
fulness has recently sprung up the simple expedient of fighting
prejudice by mental passive resistance, 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
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which the balked social feelings of the American Negro can
flow freely.

Without them there would be much more pressure and dan-
ger than there is. These compensating interests are racial but in
a new and enlarged way. One is the consciousness of acting as
the advance-guard of the African peoples in their contact with
Twentieth Century civilization; the other, the sense of a mis-
sion 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, 1s 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 newspaper carrying news material in
English, French and Spanish, gathered 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 ques-
tions and the future co-operative development of Africa. In
terms of the race question 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
up 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
understand the white world in its relations 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 inevitable 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 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 inter-
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nationalism is primarily an effort to recapture contact with the
scattered peoples of African derivation. Garveyism may be a
transient, if spectacular, phenomenon, but the possible réle of
the American Negro in the future development of Africa is
one of the most constructive and universally helpful missions
that any modern people can lay claim to.

Constructive participation in such causes cannot help giving
the Negro valuable group incentives, as well as increased pres-
tigé at home and abroad. Our greatest rehabilitation may pos-
sibly come through such channels, but 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 in-
creasingly recognized that the Negro has already made very
substantial contributions, not only in his folk-art, music espe-
cially, 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
contributed 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 halt a genera-
tion 1t will be easier to recognize this, but the fact remains
that a leaven of humor, 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 civiliza-
tion. The great social gain in this is the releasing of our tal-
ented group from the arid fields of controversy and debate to
the productive fields of creative expression. The especially
- cultural recognition they win should in turn prove the key to
that revaluation of the Negro which must precede or accom-
pany any considerable further betterment of race relationships.
But whatever the general effect, the present generation will
- have added the motives of self-expression and spiritual devel-
opment to the old and still unfinished task of making material
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headway and progress. No one who understandingly faces the
situation with its substantial accomplishment or views the new
scene with its still more abundant promise can be entirely
without hope. And certainly, if in our lifetime the Negro
should not be able to celebrate his full initiation into American
democracy, he can at least, on the warrant of these things,
celebrate the attainment of a significant and satisfying new
phase of group development, and with 1t a spiritual Coming

of Age.




NEGRO ART AND AMERICA

ALBERT C. BARNES

THAT there should have developed a distinctively Negro
art in America was natural and inevitable. A primitive race,
transported into an Anglo-Saxon environment and held in sub-
jection to that fundamentally alien influence, was bound to
undergo the soul-stirring experiences which always find their
expression 1n great art. The contributions of the American
Negro to art are representative because they come from the
hearts of the masses of a people held together by like yearnings
and stirred by the same causes. It isa sound art because it comes
from a primitive nature upon which a white man’s education
has never been harnessed. It is a great art because it embodies
the Negroes’ individual traits and reflects their suffering, aspira-
tions and joys during a long period of acute oppression and
distress.

The most important element to be considered is the psycho-
logical complexion of the Negro as he inherited it from his
primitive ancestors and which he maintains to this day. The
outstanding characteristics are his tremendous emotional en-
dowment, his luxuriant and free imagination and a truly great
power of individual expression. He has in superlative measure
that fire and light which, coming from within, bathes his
. whole world, colors his images and impels him to expression.
The Negro i1s a poet by birth. In the masses, that poetry ex-
presses itself in religion which acquires a distinction by extraor-
dinary fervor, by simple and picturesque rituals and by a
surrender to emotion so complete that ecstasy, amounting to
automatisms, is the rule when he worships in groups. The

outburst may be started by any unlettered person provided
| R
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with the average Negro’s normal endowment of eloquence and
vivid imagery. It begins with a song or a wail which spreads
like fire and soon becomes a spectacle of a harmony of rhythmic
movement and rhythmic sound unequalled in the ceremonies
of any other race. Poetry is religion brought down to earth
and it is of the essence of the Negro soul. He carries it with
him always and everywhere; he lives it in the field, the shop,
the factory. His daily habits of thought, speech and movement
are flavored with the picturesque, the rhythmic, the
euphonious.

The white man in the mass cannot compete with the Negro
in spiritual endowment. Many centuries of civilization have
attenuated his original gifts and have made his mind dominate
his spirit.- He has wandered too far from the elementary
human needs and their easy means of natural satistaction. The
deep and satisfying harmony which the soul requires no longer
arises from the incidents of daily life. The requirements for
practical efficiency in a world alien to his spirit have worn
thin his religion and devitalized his art. His art and his life
are no longer one and the same as they were in primitive man.
Art has become exotic, a thing apart, an indulgence, a some-
thing to be possessed. When art 1s real and vital it effects the
harmony between ourselves and nature which means happiness.
Modern life has forced art into being a mere adherent upon
the practical affairs of life which offer it no sustenance. The
result has been that hopeless confusion of values which mis-
takes sentimentalistn and irrational day-dreaming for art.

The Negro has kept nearer to the ideal of man’s harmony
with nature and that, his blessing, has made him a vagrant
in our arid, practical American life. But his art is so deeply
rooted 1n his nature that i1t has thrived in a foreign soil where
the traditions and practices tend to stamp out and starve out
both the plant and its flowers. It has lived because it was an
achievement, not an indulgence. It has been his happiness
through that mere self-expression which is its own immediate
and rich reward. Its power converted adverse material con-
ditions into nutriment for his soul and it made a new world in
which his soul has been free. Adversity has always been his
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lot but he converted it into a thing of beauty in his songs.
When he was the abject, down-trodden slave, he burst forth
into songs which constitute America’s only great music—the
spirituals. These wild chants are the natural, naive, untutored,
spontaneous utterance of the suffering, yearning, prayerful hu-
man soul. In their mighty roll there is a nobility truly superb.
Idea and emotion are fused in an art which ranks with the
Psalms and the songs of Zion in their compelling, universal
appeal.

The emancipation of the Negro slave in America gave him
only a nominal freedom. Like all other human beings he is
a creature of habits which tie him to his past; equally set are
his white brothers’ habits toward him. The relationship of
master and slave has changed but little in the sixty years of
freedom. He is still a slave to the ignorance, the prejudice,
the cruelty which were the fate of his forefathers. To-day
he has not yet found a place of equality in the social, educa-
tional or industrial world of the white man. But he has the
same singing soul as the ancestors who created the single form
of great art which America can claim as her own. Of the
tremendous growth and prosperity achieved by America since
emancipation day, the Negro has had scarcely a pittance. The
changed times did, however, give him an opportunity to de-
velop and strengthen the native, indomitable courage and the
keen powers of mind which were not suspected during the days
of slavery. The character of his song changed under the new
civilization and his mental and moral stature now stands meas-
urement with those of the white man of equal educational
and civilizing opportunities. That growth he owes chiefly to
his own efforts; the attendant strife has left unspoiled his
native gift of song. We have in his poetry and music a true,
infallible record of what the struggle has meant to his inner
life. It is art of which America can well be proud.

The renascence of Negro art is one of the events of our age
which no seeker for beauty can afford to overlook. It 1s as
characteristically Negro as are the primitive African sculptures.
As art forms, each bears comparison with the great art ex-

pressions of any race or civilization. In both ancient and mod-
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ern Negro art we find a faithful expression of a people and
of an epoch in the world’s evolution.

The Negro renascence dates from about 189§ when two men,
Paul Laurence Dunbar and Booker T. Washington, began to
attract the world’s attention. Dunbar was a poet, Washington
an educator in the practical business of life. They lived in
widely-distant parts of America, each working independently
of the other. The leavening power of each upon the Negro
spirit was tremendous; each fitted into and reinforced the
other; their combined influences brought to birth a new epoch
for the American Negro. Washington showed that by a new
kind of education the Negro could attain to an economic con-
dition that enables him to preserve his identity, free his soul
and make himself an important factor in American life. Dun-
bar revealed the virgin field which the Negro’s own talents
and conditions of life offered for creating new forms of beauty.
The race became self-conscious and pride of race supplanted
the bitter wail of unjust persecution. The Negro saw and
followed the path that was to lead him out of the wilderness
and back to his own heritage through the means of his own
endowments. Many new poets were discovered, while educa-
tion had a tremendous quickening. The yield to art was a new
expression of Negro genius in a form of poetry which con-
noisseurs place in the class reserved for the disciplined art of
all races. Intellect and culture of a high order became the
goals for which they fought, and with a marked degree of
success.

Only through bitter and long travail has Negro poetry at-
tained to its present high level as an art form and the struggle
has produced much writing which, while less perfect in form,
is no less important as poetry. We find nursery rhymes, dances,
love-songs, pzans of joy, lamentations, all revealing uner-
ringly the spirit of the race in its varied contacts with life.
There has grown a fine tradition which is fundamentally Negro
in character. Every phase of that growth in alien surroundings
is marked with reflections of the multitudinous vicissitudes that
cumbered the path from slavery to culture. Each record is

loaded with feeling, powerfully expressed in uniquely Negro
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forms. The old chants, known as spirituals, were pure soul,
their sadness untouched by vindictiveness. After the release
from slavery, bitterness crept into their songs. Later, as times
‘changed, we find self-assertion, lofty aspirations and only a
scattered cry for vengeance. As he grew in culture, there came
expressions of the deep consolation of resignation which is
born of the wisdom that the Negro race is its own, all-sufficient
justification. Naturally, sadness is the note most often struck;
but the frequently-expressed joy, blithesome, carefree, over-
flowing joy, reveals what an enviable creature the Negro is in
his happy moods. No less evident is that native understanding
and wisdom which—from the homely and crude expressions
of their slaves, to the scholarly and cultured contributions of
to-day—we know go with the Negro’s endowment. The black
scholar, seer, sage, prophet sings his message; that explains
why the Negro tradition is so rich and 1s so firmly implanted
in the soul of the race.

The Negro tradition has been slow in forming but 1t rests
upon the firmest of foundations. Their great men and women
of the past—Wheatley, Sojourner Truth, Douglass, Dunbar,
Washington—have each laid a personal and imperishable stone
in that foundation. A host of living Negroes, better educated
and unalterably faithful to their race, are still building, and
each with some human value which is an added guarantee that
the tradition will be strengthened and made serviceable tor
the new era that is sure to come when more of the principles
of humanity and rationality become the white man’s guides.
Many living Negroes—Du Bois, Cotter, Grimke, Braithwaite,
Burleigh, the Johnsons, McKay, Dett, Locke, Hayes, and
many others—know the Negro soul and lead it to richer fields
by their own ideals of culture, art and citizenship. It 1s a
healthy development, free from that pseudo-culture which
stifles the soul and misses rational happiness as the goal of
‘human life. Through the compelling powers of his poetry and
music the American Negro is revealing to the rest of the world
- the essential oneness of all human beings.

The cultured white race owes to the soul-expressions of its
black brother too many moments of happiness not to acknowl-
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edge ungrudgingly the significant fact that what the Negro has
achieved is of tremendous civilizing value. We see that 1n
certain qualities of soul essential to happiness our own endow-
ment is comparatively deficient. We have to acknowledge
not only that our civilization has done practically nothing to
help the Negro create his art but that our unjust oppression
has been powerless to prevent the black man from realizing
in a rich measure the expressions of his own rare gifts. We
have begun to imagine that a better education and a greater
social and economic equality for the Negro might produce
something of true importance for a richer and fuller Ameri-
can life. The unlettered black singers have taught us to live
music that rakes our souls and gives us moments of exquisite
joy. The later Negro has made us feel the majesty of Nature,
the ineffable peace of the woods and the great open spaces.
He has shown us that the events of our every-day American
life contain for him a poetry, rhythm and charm which we
ourselves had never discovered. Through him we have seen
the pathos, comedy, affection, joy of his own daily life, unified
into humorous dialect verse or pertected sonnet that 1s a work
of exquisite art. He has taught us to respect the sheer manly
greatness of the fiber which has kept his inward light burning
with an effulgence that shines through the darkness in which
we have tried to keep him. All these visions, and more, he
has revealed to us. His insight into realities has been given to
us in vivid images loaded with poignancy and passion. His
message has been lyrical, rhythmic, colorful. In short, the
elements of beauty he has controlled to the ends of art.

This mystic whom we have treated as a vagrant has proved
his possession of a power to create out of his own soul and our
own America, moving beauty ot an individual character whose
existence we never knew. We are beginning to recognize that
what the Negro singers and sages have said is only what the
ordinary Negro feels and thinks, in his own measure, every
day of his life. We have paid more attention to that every-
day Negro and have been surprised to learn that nearly all of
his activities are shot through and through with music and
poetry. When we take to heart the obvious fact that what our
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prosaic civilization needs most is precisely the poetry which
the average Negro actually lives, it is incredible that we should
not offer the consideration which we have consistently denied
to him. If at that time, he 1s the simple, ingenuous, forgiving,
good-natured, wise and obliging person that he has been in the
past, he may consent to form a working alliance with us for the

development of a richer American civilization to which he will
contribute his full share.
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NEGRO YOUTH SPEAKS

AvLAIN LockE

THE Younger Generation comes, bringing its gifts. They
are the first fruits of the Negro Renaissance. Youth speaks,
and the voice of the New Negro is heard. What stirs inarticu-
lately in the masses is already vocal upon the lips of the tal-
ented few, and the future listens, however the present may
shut its ears. Here we have Negro youth, with arresting vi-
sions and vibrant prophecies; forecasting in the mirror of art
what we must see and recognize in the streets of reality to-
morrow, foretelling in new notes and accents the maturing
speech of full racial utterance.

Primarily, of course, it is youth that speaks in the voice of
Negro youth, but the overtones are distinctive; Negro youth
speaks out of an unique experience and with a particular repre-
sentativeness. “All classes of a people under social pressure
are permeated with a common experience; they are emotion-
ally welded as others cannot be. With them, even ordinary
living has epic depth and lyric intensity, and this, their material
handicap, is their spiritual advantage. So, in a day when art
has run to classes, cliques and coteries, and life lacks more and
more a vital common background, the Negro artist, out of the
depths of his group and personal experience, has to his hand
almost the conditions of a classical art.

Negro genius to-day relies upon the race-gift as a vast
spiritual endowment from which our best developments have
come and must come. Racial expression as a conscious motive,
it is true, is fading out of our latest art, but just as surely the
age of truer, finer group expression 1s coming in—for race
expression does not need to be deliberate to be vital. Indeed
at its best it never is. This was the case with our instinctive

and quite matchless folk-art, and begins to be the same again
' 47
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as we approach cultural maturity in a phase of art that promises
now to be fully representative. The interval between has been
an awkward age, where from the anxious desire and attempt
to be representative much that was really unrepresentative has
rome; we have lately had an art that was stiltedly self-con-
scious, and racially rhetorical rather than racially expressive.
Our poets have now stopped speaking for the Negro—they
speak as Negroes. Where formerly they spoke to others and
tried to interpret, they now speak to their own and try to
express. They have stopped posing, being nearer the attain-
ment of poise. ;

The younger generation has thus achieved an objective atti-
tude toward life. Race for them is but an idiom of experience,
a sort of added enriching adventure and discipline, giving
subtler overtones to life, making it more beautiful and interest-
ing, even if more poignantly so. So experienced, it affords
a deepening rather than a narrowing of social vision. The
artistic problem of the Young Negro has not been so much
that of acquiring the outer mastery of form and technique
as that of achieving an inner mastery of mood and spirit.
‘That accomplished, there has come the happy release from
self-consciousness, rhetoric, bombast, and the hampering habit
of setting artistic values with primary regard for moral effect
—all those pathetic over-compensations of a group inferiority
complex which our social dilemmas inflicted upon several un-
happy generations. Our poets no longer have the hard choice
between an over-assertive and an appealing attitude. By the
same effort they have shaken themselves free from the min-
strel tradition and the fowling-nets of dialect, and through
acquiring ease and simplicity in serious expression, have carried
the folk-gift to the altitudes of art. There they seek and find
art’s intrinsic values and satisfactions—and if America were
deaf, they would still sing.

But America listens—perhaps in curiosity at first; later, we
may be sure, in understanding. But—a moment of patience.
The generation now in the artistic vanguard inherits the fire
and dearly bought achievement of another generation of cre-

ative workmen who have been pioneers and path-breakers in
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the cultural development and recognition of the Negro in the
arts. Though still in their prime, as veterans of a hard strug-
gle, they must have the praise and gratitude that is due them.
We have had, in fiction, Chestnutt and Burghardt Du Bois;
in drama, Du Bois again and Angelina Grimke; in poetry
Dunbar, James Weldon Johnson, Fenton and Charles Bertram
Johnson, Everett Hawkins, Lucien Watkins, Cotter, Jameson;
and 1n another file of poets, Miss Grimke, Anne Spencer, and
Georgia Douglas Johnson; in criticism and belles lettres,
Braithwaite and Dr. Du Bois; in painting, Tanner and Scott;
in sculpture, Meta Warrick and May Jackson; in acting, Gilpin
and Robeson; in music, Burleigh. Nor must the fine collab-
oration of white American artists be omjtted; the work of
Ridgeley Torrence and Eugene O’Neill in drama, of Stribling,
and Shands and Clement Wood in fiction, all of which has
helped in the bringing of the materials of Negro life out of
the shambles of conventional polemics, cheap romance and
journalism into the domain of pure and unbiassed art. Then,
rich in this legacy, but richer still, I think, in their own endow-
ment of talent, comes the youngest generation of our Afro-
American culture: in music Diton, Dett, Grant Still, and
Roland Hayes; in fiction, Jessie Fauset, Walter White, Claude
McKay (a forthcoming book); in drama, Willis Richardson;
in the field of the short story, Jean Toomer, Eric Walrond,
Rudolph Fisher; and finally a vivid galaxy of young Negro
poets, McKay, Jean Toomer, Langston Hughes and Countée
Cullen.

These constitute a new generation not because of years only,
but because of a new =sthetic and a new philosophy of life.
They have all swung above the horizon in the last three years,
and we can say without disparagement of the past that in that
_ short space of time they have gained collectively from pub-
lishers, editors, critics and the general public more recognition
than has ever before come to Negro creative artists in an entire
working lifetime. First novels of unquestioned distinction,
first acceptances by premier journals whose pages are the am-
bition of veteran craftsmen, international acclaim, the conquest
for us of new provinces of art, the development for the first
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time among us of literary coteries and channels for the contact
of creative minds, and most important of all, a spiritual quick-
ening and racial leavening such as no generation has yet felt and
known. It has been their achievement also to bring the artistic
advance of the Negro sharply into stepping alignment with
contemporary artistic thought, mood and style. They are
thoroughly modern, some of them ultra-modern, and Negro
thoughts now wear the uniform of the age.

Through their work, these younger artists have declared
for a lusty vigorous realism; the same that is molding con-
temporary American letters, but their achievement of 1t, as it
has been doubly difficult, 1s doubly significant. The elder gen-
eration of Negro writers expressed itself in cautious moralism
and guarded 1dealizations; the trammels of Puritanism were
on its mind because the repressions of prejudice were heavy
on its heart. They felt art must fight social battles and com-
pensate social wrongs; “Be representative’: put the better foot
foremost, was the underlying mood. Just as with the Irish
Renaissance, there were the riots and controversies over Synge’s
folk plays and other frank realisms of the younger school, so
we are having and will have turbulent discussion and dissatis-
faction with the stories, plays and poems of the younger Negro
group. But writers like Rudolph Fisher, Zora Hurston, Jean
Toomer, Eric Walrond, Willis Richardson, and Langston
Hughes take their material objectively with detached artistic
vision ; they have no thought of their racy folk types as typical
of anything but themselves or of their being taken or mistaken
as racially representative. Contrast Ellen Glasgow’s Barren
Ground with Thomas Nelson Page, or Waldo Frank’s Holiday
with anything of Mr. Cable’s, and you will get the true clue
for this contrast between the younger and the elder generations
of Negro literature; Realism in “crossing the Potomac” had
also to cross the color line. Indeed it was the other way
round; the pioneer writing ot the fiction of the New South
was the realistic fiction of Negro life. Fortunately just at the
time the younger generation was precipitating out, Batowala
came to attention through the award of the Prix Goncourt to
René Maran, its author, in 1923. Though Batouala is not of
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the American Negro either in substance or authorship, the
influence of its daring realism and Latin frankness was educa-
tive and emancipating. And so not merely for modernity of
style, but for vital originality of substance, the young Negro
writers dig deep into the racy peasant undersoil of the race
life. Jean Toomer writes:

“Georgia opened me. And it may well be said that
I received my initial impulse to an individual art from my
experience there. For no other section of the country has
so stirred me. There one finds soil, soil in the sense the
Russians know it,—the soil every art and literature that
1s to live must be imbedded in.”

The newer motive, then, in being racial is to be so purely for
the sake of art. Nowhere is this more apparent, or more
justified than in the increasing tendency to evolve from the
racial substance something technically distinctive, something
that as an i1diom of style may become a contribution to the
general resources of art. In flavor of language, flow of phrase,
accent of rhythm in prose, verse and music, color and tone
of imagery, idiom and timbre of emotion and symbolism, it 1s
the ambition and promise of Negro artists to make a distinctive
contribution. Much of this 1s already discernible. The inter-
esting experiment of Weldon Johnson in Creation: A Negro
Sermon, to transpose the dialect motive and carry it through
in the idioms of imagery rather than the broken phonetics of
speech, is a case in point. In music such transfusions of racial
idioms with the modernistic styles of expression has already
taken place; in the other arts it is just as possible and likely.
Thus under the sophistications of modern style may be de-
tected in almost all our artists a fresh distinctive note that the
‘majority of them admit as the instinctive gift of the folk-
spirit. Toomer gives a musical folk-lilt and a glamorous
- sensuous ecstasy to the style of the American prose modernists.
McKay adds Aesop and peasant irony to the social novel and
folk clarity and naiveté to lyric thought. Fisher adds the
terseness and emotional raciness of Uncle Remus to the art
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of Maupassant and O. Henry. Walrond has a tropical color
and almost volcanic gush that are unique even after more than
a generation of exotic word painting by master artists. Lang-
ston Hughes has a distinctive fervency of color and rhythm,
and a Biblical simplicity of speech that is colloquial in deriva-
tion, but full of artistry. Roland Hayes carries the rhapsodic
gush and depth of folk-song to the old masters. Countée
Cullen blends the simple with the sophisticated so originally
as almost to put the vineyards themselves into his crystal
goblets.

There is in all the marriage of a fresh emotional endowment
with the finest niceties of art. Here for the enrichment of
American and modern art, among our contemporaries, in a
people who still have the ancient key, are some of the things
we thought culture had forever lost. Art cannot disdain the
gift of a natural irony, of a transfiguring imagination, of
rhapsodic Biblical speech, of dynamic musical swing, ot cosmic
emotion such as only the gifted pagans knew, of a return to
nature, not by way of the forced and worn formula of Roman-
ticism, but through the closeness of an imagination that has
never broken kinship with nature. Art must accept such gifts,
and revaluate the giver.

Not all the new art 1s in the field of pure art values. There
is poetry of sturdy social protest, and fiction of calm, dispas-
sionate social analysis. But reason and realism have cured us
of sentimentality: instead of the wail and appeal, there 1s chal-
lenge and indictment. Satire is just beneath the surface of
our latest prose, and tonic irony has come into our poetic wells.
These are good medicines for the common mind, for us they
are necessary antidotes against social poison. Their influence
means that at least for us the worst symptoms of the social
distemper are passing. And so the social promise of our recent
art is as great as the artistic. It has brought with it, first of all,
that wholesome, welcome virtue of finding beauty in oneself;
the younger generation can no longer be twitted as “cultural
nondescripts” or accused of “being out of love with their own
nativity.” They have instinctive love and pride of race, and,
spiritually compensating for the present lacks of America,
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ardent respect and love for Africa, the motherland. Gradually
too, under some spiritualizing reaction, the brands and wounds
of social persecution are becoming the proud stigmata of
spiritual immunity and moral victory. Already enough prog-
ress has been made 1n this direction so that it 1s no longer true
that the Negro mind is too engulfed in its own social dilemmas
for control of the necessary perspective of art, or too de-
pressed to attain the full horizons of self and social criticism.
Indeed, by the evidence and promise of the cultured few, we
are at last spiritually free, and offer through art an emanci-
pating vision to America. But it is a presumption to speak
further for those who in the selections of their work in the
succeeding sections speak so adequately for themselves.
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THE NEGRO SPIRITUALS

AraiN Locke

THE Spirituals are really the most characteristic product of
the race genius as yet in America. But the very elements which
make them uniquely expressive of the Negro make them at
the same time deeply representative of the soil that produced
them. Thus, as unique spiritual products of American life,
they become nationally as well as racially characteristic. It
may not be readily conceded now that the song of the Negro
1s America’s folk-song; but if the Spirituals are what we think
them to be, a classic folk expression, then this is their ultimate
destiny. Already they give evidence of this classic quality.
Through their immediate and compelling universality of ap-
peal, through their untarnishable beauty, they seem assured ot
the immortality of those great folk expressions that survive
not so much through being typical of a group or representative
of a period as by virtue of being fundamentally and everlast-
ingly human. This universality of the Spirituals looms more
and more as they stand the test of time. They have outlived
the particular generation and the peculiar conditions which pro-
duced them; they have survived in turn the contempt of the
slave owners, the conventionalizations of formal religion, the
repressions of Puritanism, the corruptions of sentimental bal-
ladry, and the neglect and disdain of second-generation respect-
ability. They have escaped the lapsing conditions and the
fragile vehicle of folk art, and come firmly into the context
of formal music. - Only classics survive such things.
~ In its disingenuous simplicity, folk art is always despised and

rejected at first; but generations after, it flowers again and
- transcends the level of its origin. The slave songs are no ex-
ception; only recently have they come to be recognized as ar-

tistically precious things. It still requires vision and courage
199
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to proclaim their ultimate value and possibilities. But while
the first stage of artistic development is yet uncompleted, 1t
appears that behind the deceptive simplicity of Negro song lie
the richest undeveloped musical resources anywhere available.
Thematically rich, in idiom of rhythm and harmony richer
still, in potentialities of new musical forms and new technical
traditions so deep as to be accessible only to genius, they have
the respect of the connoisseur even while still under the senti-
mental and condescending patronage of the amateur. Proper
understanding and full appreciation of the Spirituals, in spite
of their present vogue, is still rare. And the Negro himself
has shared many of the common and widespread limitations of
view with regard to them. The emotional intuition which has
made him cling to this folk music has lacked for the most part
that convinced enlightenment that eventually will treasure the
Spirituals for their true musical and technical values. And al-
though popular opinion and the general conception have
changed very materially, a true estimate of this body of music
cannot be reached until many prevailing preconceptions are
completely abandoned. For what general opinion regards as
simple and transparent about them 1s in technical ways, though
instinctive, very intricate and complex, and what is taken as
whimsical and child-like 1s in truth, though naive, very pro-
found.

It was the great service of Dr. Du Bois in his unforgettable
chapter on the Sorrow Songs in The Souls of the Black Folk
to give them a serious and proper social interpretation, just as
later Mr. Krehbiel in his A4fro-American Folk Songs gave
them their most serious and adequate musical analysis and in-
terpretation. The humble origin of these sorrow songs is too
indelibly stamped upon them to be ignored or overlooked.
But underneath broken words, childish imagery, peasant sim-
plicity, lies, as Dr. Du Bois pointed out, an epic inten-
sity and a tragic profundity of emotional experience, for
which the only historical analogy is the spiritual experience
of the Jews and the only analogue, the Psalms. Indeed they
transcend emotionally even the very experience of sorrow out
of which they were born; their mood is that of religious exal-
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tation, a degree of ecstasy indeed that makes them in spite of
the crude vehicle a classic expression of the religious emotion.
They lack the grand style, but never the sublime effect. Their
words are colloquial, but their mood is epic. They are primi-
tive, but their emotional artistry is perfect. Indeed, spiritually
evaluated, they are among the most genuine and outstanding
expressions of Christian mood and feeling, fit musically and
emotionally, if not verbally, of standing with the few Latin
hymns, the handful ot Gregorian tunes, and the rarest of Ger-
man chorals as a not negligible element in the modicum of
strictly religious music that the Christian centuries have pro-
duced.

Perhaps there 1s no such thing as intrinsically religious
music; certainly the traceable interplay of the secular and the
religious 1n music would scarcely warrant an arbitrary opinion
in the matter. And just as certainly as secular elements can
be found in all religious music are there discoverable sensuous
and almost pagan elements blended into the Spirituals. But
something so intensely religious and so essentially Christian
dominates the blend that they are indelibly and notably of this
quality. The Spirituals are spiritual. Conscious artistry and
popular conception alike should never rob them of this herit-
age, 1t 1s untrue to their tradition and to the folk genius to
give them another tone. That they are susceptible of both
crude and refined secularization i1s no excuse. Even though
their own makers worked them up from the “shout” and the
rhythmic elements of the sensuous dance, in their finished form
and basit emotional effect all of these elements were completely
sublimated in the sincere intensities of religious seriousness.
To call them Spirituals and treat them otherwise 1s a travesty.

It was the Negro himself who first took them out of their
original religious setting, but he only anticipated the inevitable
by a generation—for the folk religion that produced them 1s
rapidly vanishing. Noble as the purpose of this transplanting
was, damage was done to the tradition. But we should not be
~ungrateful, for surely it was by this that they were saved to
posterity at all. Nevertheless it was to an alien atmosphere
that the missionary campaigning of the Negro schools and
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colleges took these songs. And the concert stage has but taken
them an inevitable step further from their original setting.
We should always remember that they are essentially congre-
gational, not theatrical, just as they are essentially a choral not
a solo form. In time, however, on another level, they will get
back to this tradition,—for their next development will
undoubtedly be, like that of the modern Russian folk music,
their use in the larger choral forms of the symphonic chorr,
through which they will reachieve their folk atmosphere and
epic spirituality.

It is a romantic story told in the Story of the Jubilee Singers,
and retold in Professor Work’s Folk Song of the American
Negro; the tale of that group of singers who started out from
Fisk University in 1871, under the resolute leadership of
George L. White, to make this music the appeal of the strug-
gling college for philanthropic support. With all the cash in
the Fisk treasury, except a dollar held back by Principal Adam
K. Spence, the troupe set out to Oberlin, where, after an un-
successful concert of current music, they instantly made an
impression by a program of Negro Spirituals. Henry Ward
Beecher’s invitation to Brooklyn led to fame for the singers,
fortune for the college, but more important than these things,
recognition for the Spirituals. Other schools, Hampton, At-
lanta, Calhoun, Tuskegee joined the movement, and spread the
knowledge of these songs far and wide in their concert cam-
paigns. Later they recorded and published important collec-
tions of them. They thus were saved over that critical period
of disfavor in which any folk product is likely to be snuffed
out by the false pride of the second generation. Professor
Work rightly estimates it as a service worth more racially and
nationally than the considerable sums of money brought to
these struggling schools. Indeed, as he says, it saved a folk
art and preserved as no other medium could the folk tempera-
ment, and by maintaining them introduced the Negro to him-
self. Still the predominant values of this period in estimating
the Spirituals were the sentimental, degenerating often into
patronizing curiosity on the one side, and hectic exhibitionism on
the other. Both races condescended to meet the mind of the



NEGRO YOUTH SPEAKS 203

Negro slave, and even while his moods were taking their hearts
by storm, discounted the artistry of genius therein.

It was only as the musical appreciation of the Spirituals grew
that this interest changed and deepened. Musically I think the
Spirituals are as far in advance of their moods as their moods
are in advance of their language. It is as poetry that they are
least eftective. Even as folk poetry, they cannot be highly
rated. But they do have their quaint symbolisms, and flashes,
sometimes sustained passages of fine imagery, as in the much

quoted

I know moonlight, I know starlight
I lay dis body down
I walk in de graveyard, I walk troo de graveyard

To lay dis body down.

I lay in de grave an’ stretch out my arms,

I lay dis body down.
I go to de judgment in de evenin’ of de day

When 1 lay dis body down,
An’ my soul an’ yo’ soul will meet de day

I lay dis body down.

or

Bright sparkles in de churchyard
Give light unto de tomb;

Bright summer, spring’s over—
Sweet flowers in their bloom.

-My mother once, my mother twice, my mother,
she’ll rejoice,

In the Heaven once, in the Heaven twice,
she’ll rejoice.

May the Lord, He will be glad of me
In the Heaven, He’ll rejoice.

or again

My Lord is so high, you can’t get over Him,
My Lord is so low, you can’t get under Him,
You must come in and through de Lamb.
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In the latter passages, there is a naiveté, and also a faith and
fervor, that are medizval. Indeed one has to go to the
Middle Ages to find anything quite like this combination of
childlike simplicity of thought with strangely consummate
artistry of mood. A quaintly literal, lisping, fervent Chris-
tianity, we feel it to be the evangelical and Protestant counter-
part of the naive Catholicism of the tenth to the thirteenth
centuries. And just as there we had quaint versions ot Ber-
nard of Clairvaux and Saint Francis in the Virgin songs and
Saints Legends, so here we have Bunyan and John Wesley per-
colated through a peasant mind and imagination, and concen-
trated into something intellectually less, but emotionally more
vital and satisfying. If the analogy seems forced, remember
that we see the homely colloquialism of the one through the
glamorous distance of romance, and ot the other, through the
disillusioning nearness of social stigma and disdain. How
regrettable though, that the very qualities that add charm to
the one should arouse mirthful ridicule for the other.

Over-keen sensitiveness to this reaction, which will com-
pletely pass within a half generation or so, has unfortunately
caused many singers and musicians to blur the dialect and pun-
gent colloquialisms of the Spirituals so as not to impede with
irrelevant reactions their proper artistic and emotional effect.
Some have gone so far as to advocate the abandonment of the
dialect versions to insure their dignity and reverence. But for
all their inadequacies, the words are the vital clues to the
moods of these songs. If anything is to be changed, it should
be the popular attitude. One thing further may be said,
without verging upon apologetics, about their verbal form. In
this broken dialect and grammar there is almost invariably an
unerring sense of euphony. Mr. Work goes so far as to sug-
gest—rightly, I think—that in many instances the dropped,
elided, and added syllables, especially the latter, are a matter
of instinctive euphonic sense following the requirements of
the musical rhythm, as, for example, “The Blood came
a twinklin’> down” from “The Crucifixion” or “Lying there
fo’ to be heal” from “Blind Man at the Pool.” Mr. Work
calls attention to the extra beat syllable, as in “De trumpet
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soun’s 1t 1n-a’ my soul,” which is obviously a singing device,
a subtle phrase-molding element from a musical point of
view, even 1f on verbal surface value, it suggests illiteracy.
Emotionally, these folks songs are far from simple. They
are not only spread over the whole gamut of human moods,
with the traditional religious overtone adroitly insinuated in
‘each instance, but there 1s further a sudden change of mood in
the single song, baffling to formal classification. Interesting
and intriguing as was Dr. Du Bois’s analysis of their emotional
themes, modern interpretation must break with that mode ot
analysis, and relate these songs to the folk activities that they
motivated, classitfying them by their respective song-types.
From this point of view we have essentially four classes, the
almost ritualistic prayer songs or pure Spirituals, the freer and
more unrestrained evangelical “shouts” or camp-meeting songs,
the folk ballads so overlaid with the tradition of the Spirituals
proper that their distinctive type quality has almost been un-
noticed until lately, and the work and labor songs of strictly
secular character. In choral and musical idiom closely related,
these song types are gradually coming to be regarded as more
and more separate, with the term Spiritual reserved almost
exclusively for the songs of intensest religious significance and
function. Indeed, in the pure Spirituals one can trace the
broken fragments of an evangelical folk liturgy, with confes-
sion, exhortation, “mourning,” conversion and “love-teast”
rejoicing as the general stages of a Protestant tolk-mass. The
instinctive feeling for these differences is almost wholly lost,
and it will require the most careful study of the communal life
as it still lingers in isolated spots to set the groupings even
approximately straight. Perhaps after all the final appeal will
have to be made to the sensitive race interpreter, but at present
many a half secularized ballad is mistaken for a “spiritual,”
and many a camp-meeting shout for a folk hymn. It 1s not
_a question of religious content or allusion,—for the great ma-
jority of the Negro songs have this—but a more delicate ques-
- tion of caliber of feeling and type ot tolk use. Irom this im-
portant point of view, Negro folk song has yet to be studied.
The distinctiveness of the Spirituals after all, and their finest
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meaning resides in their musical elements. It 1s pathetic to
notice how late scientific recording has come to the task of
preserving this unique folk art. Of course the earlier four-
part hymn harmony versions were travesties of the real folk
renditions. All competent students agree in the utter dis-
tinctiveness of the melodic, harmonic and rhythmic elements
in this music. However, there is a regrettable tendency, though
a very natural one in view of an inevitable bias of technical in-
terest, to over-stress as basically characteristic one or other of
these elements in their notation and analysis. Weldon John-
son thinks the characteristic beauty of the folk song is harmonic,
in distinction to the more purely rhythmic stress in the secular
music of the Negro, which is the basis of “ragtime” and “jazz”;
while Krehbiel, more academically balances these elements, re-
garding the one as the African component in them, and the
other as the moditying influence of the religious hymn. “In
the United States,” he says, “the rhythmic element, though still
dominant, has yielded measurably to the melodic, the dance
having given way to religious worship, sensual bodily move-
ment to emotional utterance.” But as a matter of fact, if we
separate or even over-stress either element in the Spirituals,
the distinctive and finer effects are lost. Strain out and em-
phasize the melodic element 2 /a2 Foster, and you get only the
sentimental ballad; emphasize the harmonic idiom, and you
get a cloying sentimental glee; over-emphasize the rhythmic
idiom and 1instantly you secularize the product into syncopated
dance elements. It i1s the fusion, and that only, that is finely
characteristic; and so far as possible, both in musical settings
and 1n the singing of the Negro Spirituals, this subtle balance
of musical elements should be sought after and maintained.
The actual mechanics of the native singing, with its syllabic
quavers, the off-tones and tone glides, the improvised inter-
polations and, above all, the subtle rhythmic phrase balance, has
much to do with the preservation of the vital qualities of these
songs.

Let us take an example. There is no more careful and ap-
preciative student of the Spirituals than David Guion; as far
as 1s possible from a technical and outside approach, he has bent
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his skill to catch the idiom of these songs. But contrast his ver-
sion of “God’s Goin’ to Set Dis Worl’ on Fire” with that of
Roland Hayes. The subtler rhythmic pattern, the closer
phrase linkage, the dramatic recitative movement, and the
rhapsodic voice glides and quavers of the great Negro tenor’s
version are instantly apparent. It is more than a question of
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musicianship, it 1s a question of feeling instinctively qualities
put there by instinct. In the process of the art development
of this material the Negro musician has not only a peculiar
advantage but a particular function and duty. Maintaining
spiritual kinship with the best traditions of this great folk art,
he must make himself the recognized vehicle of both its trans-
mission and its further development.

At present the Spirituals are at a very difficult point in their
musical career; for the moment they are caught in the transi-

tional stage between a folk-form and an art-form. Their in-
creasing concert use and popularity, as Carl Van Vechten has

clearly pointed out in a recent article, has brought about a dan-
gerous tendency toward sophisticated over-elaboration. At the
same time that he calls attention to the yeoman service of Mr.
Henry T. Burleigh in the introduction of the Spirituals to the
“attention and acceptance of the concert stage, Mr. Van Vechten
thinks many of his settings tincture the folk spirit with added
concert furbelows and alien florid adornments. This is true.
Even Negro composers have been perhaps too much influenced
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by formal European idioms and mannerisms in setting these
songs. But in calling for the folk atmosphere, and insisting
upon the folk quality, we must be careful not to confine this
wonderfully potential music to the narrow confines of “simple
versions” and musically primitive molds. While 1t 1s proper
to set up as a standard the purity of the tradition and the
maintenance of idiom, it is not proper to insist upon an arbi-

trary style or form. When for similar reasons, Mr. Van Vech-
ten insists in the name of the folk spirit upon his preference

for the “evangelical renderings” of Paul Robeson’s robust and
dramatic style as over against the subdued, ecstatic and spiritu-
ally refined versions of Roland Hayes, he overlooks the fact
that the folk itself has these same two styles of singing, and
in most cases discriminates according to the mood, occasion and
song type, between them. So long as the peculiar quality of
Negro song i1s maintained, and the musical 1diom kept unadul-
terated, there 1s and can be no set limitation. Negro folk song
1s not midway its artistic career as yet, and while the preser-
vation of the original folk forms i1s for the moment the most
pressing necessity, an inevitable art development awaits them,
as 1n the past it has awaited all other great tolk music.

The complaint to be made 1s not against the art development
of the Spirituals, but against the somewhat hybrid treatment
characteristic of the older school of musicians. One of the
worst features of this period has been the predominance of solo
treatment and the loss of the vital sustained background of ac-
companying voices. In spite of the effectiveness of the solo
versions, especially when competently sung by Negro singers,
it must be realized more and more that the proper idiom of
Negro folk song calls for choral treatment. The young Negro
musicians, Nathaniel Dett, Carl Diton, Ballanta Taylor, Ed-
ward Boatner, Hall Johnson, Lawrence Brown and others,
while they are doing effective solo settings, are turning back
gradually to the choral form. Musically speaking, only the
superficial resources in this direction have been touched as yet;
just as soon as the traditional conventions of four-part harmony
and the oratorio style and form are broken through, we may
expect a choral development of Negro folk song that may equal
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or even outstrip the phenomenal choral music of Russia. With
its harmonic versatility and interchangeable voice parts, Negro
music 1s only conventionally in the four-part style, and with its
skipped measures and interpolations it is at the very least
potentially polyphonic. It can therefore undergo without
breaking its own boundaries, intricate and original development
in directions already the line of advance in modernistic music.

Indeed one wonders why something vitally new has not
already been contributed by Negro folk song to modern choral
and orchestral musical development. And if it be objected that
it 1s too far a cry from the simple folk spiritual to the larger
forms and i1dioms of modern music, let us recall the folk song
origins of the very tradition which is now classic in European
music. Up to the present, the resources of Negro music have
been tentatively exploited in only one direction at a time,—
melodically here, rhythmically there, harmonically in a third
direction. A genius that would organize its distinctive elements
in a formal way would be the musical giant of his age. Such
a development has been hampered by a threefold tradition, each
aspect of which stands in the way of the original use of the
best in the Negro material. The dominance of the melodic
tradition has played havoc with its more original harmonic
features, and the oratorio tradition has falsely stereotyped and
overlaid its more orchestral choral style, with its intricate
threading in and out of the voices. Just as definitely in an-
other direction has the traditional choiring of the orchestra
stood against the opening up and development of the Negro
and the African idioms in the orchestral forms. Gradually
these barriers are being broken through. Edgar Varese’s
Integrales, a “study for percussion 1instruments,” presented
last season by the International Composers’ Guild, suggests a
new orchestral technique patterned after the characteristic idiom
of the African “drum orchestra.” The modernistic, From
the Land of Dreams, by Grant Still, a young Negro composer
“who is his student and protégé, and Louis Griinberg’s setting
for baritone and chamber orchestra of Weldon Johnson’s TAe

Creation: a Negro Sermon, are experimental tappings in still
other directions into the rich veins of this new musical ore.
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In a recent article (The Living Age, October, 1924), Darius
Milhaud sums up these characteristic traits as “the possibilities
of a thoroughgoing novelty of instrumental technique.” Thus
Negro music very probably has a great contribution yet to make
to the substance and style of contemporary music, both choral
and instrumental. If so, its thematic and melodic contributions
from Dvorak to Goldmark’s recent Negro Rhapsody and
the borrowings of rhythmical suggestions by Milhaud and
Stravinsky are only preluding experiments that have pro-
claimed the value of the Negro musical idioms, but have not
fully developed them. When a body of folk music is really
taken up into musical tradition, it is apt to do more than con-
tribute a few new themes. For when the rhythmic and har-
monic basis of music is affected, it 1s more than a question of
superstructure, the very toundations of the art are in process
of being influenced.

In view of this very imminent possibility, it 1s in the interest
of musical development itselt that we 1insist upon a broader
conception and a more serious appreciation of Negro folk song,
and of the Spiritual which 1s the very kernel of this distinctive
folk art. We cannot accept the attitude that would merely
preserve this music, but must cultivate that which would also
develop it. Equally with treasuring and appreciating it as
music of the past, we must nurture and welcome its contribu-
tion to the music of to-morrow. Mr. Work has aptly put it in
saying: “While 1t 1s now assured that we shall always preserve
these songs 1n their original forms, they can never be the last
word in the development of our music. . . . They are the

starting point, not our goal; the source, not the issue, of our
musical tradition.”
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HARLEM: THE CULTURE CAPITAL

JamMes WEeLDON JoHNsON

IN the history of New York, the significance of the name
Harlem has changed from Dutch to Irish to Jewish to Negro.
Of these changes, the last has come most swiftly. Through-
out colored America, from Massachusetts to Mississippi, and
across the continent to Los Angeles and Seattle, its name,
which as late as fifteen years ago had scarcely been heard, now
stands for the Negro metropolis. Harlem is indeed the great
Mecca tor the sight-seer, the pleasure-seeker, the curious, the
adventurous, the enterprising, the ambitious and the talented
of the whole Negro world; for the lure of it has reached down
to every 1sland of the Carib Sea and has penetrated even into
Aftrica.

In the make-up of New York, Harlem is not merely a Negro
colony or community, it is a city within a city, the greatest
Negro city in the world. It is not a slum or a fringe, it 1s
located in the heart of Manhattan and occupies one of the
most beautiful and healthful sections of the city. It 1s not a
“quarter” of dilapidated tenements, but i1s made up of new-
law apartments and handsome dwellings, with well-paved and
well-lighted streets. It has its own churches, social and civic
centers, shops, theaters and other places of amusement. And
it contains more Negroes to the square mile than any other
spot on earth. A stranger who rides up magnificent Seventh
Avenue on a bus or in an automobile must be struck with sur-
prise at the transformation which takes place after he crosses
'One Hundred and Twenty-fifth Street. Beginning there, the
population suddenly darkens and he rides through twenty-five
- solid blocks where the passers-by, the shoppers, those sitting
in restaurants, coming out of theaters, standing in doorways
and looking out of windows are practically all Negroes; and

j0I
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then he emerges where the population as suddenly becomes
white again. There is nothing just like it in any other city
in the country, for there i1s no preparation for it; no change
in the character of the houses and streets; no change, indeed,
in the appearance of the people, except their color.

Negro Harlem is practically a development of the past
decade, but the story behind it goes back a long way. There
have always been colored people in New York. In the middle
of the last century they lived in the vicinity ot Lispenard,
Broome and Spring Streets. When Washington Square and
lower Fifth Avenue was the center of aristocratic life, the
colored people, whose chief occupation was domestic service
in the homes of the rich, lived in a fringe and were scattered
in nests to the south, east and west of the square. As late as
the ’80’s the major part of the colored population lived 1n
Sullivan, Thompson, Bleecker, Grove, Minetta Lane and
adjacent streets. It is curious to note that some ot these nests
still persist. In a number of the blocks of Greenwich Village
and Little Italy may be found small groups of Negroes who
have never lived in any other section of the city. By about
1890 the center of colored population had shifted to the
upper Twenties and lower Thirties west of Sixth Avenue.
Ten years later another considerable shift northward had been
made to West Fifty-third Street.

The West Fifty-third Street settlement deserves some special
mention because it ushered in a new phase of life among col-
ored New Yorkers. Three rather well-appointed hotels were
opened in the street and they quickly became the centers of a
sort of fashionable life that hitherto had not existed. On
Sunday evenings these hotels served dinner to music and at-
tracted crowds of well-dressed diners. One of these hotels,
The Marshall, became famous as the headquarters of Negro
talent. There gathered the actors, the musicians, the com-
posers, the writers, the singers, dancers and vaudevillians.
There one went to get a close-up of Williams and Walker,
Cole and Johnson, Ernest Hogan, Will Marion Cook, Jim
Europe, Aida Overton, and of others equally and less known.
Paul Laurence Dunbar was frequently there whenever he was
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in New York. Numbers of those who love to shine by the light
reflected from celebrities were always to be found. The first
modern jazz band ever heard in New York, or, perhaps any-
where, was organized at The Marshall. It was a playing-
singing-dancing orchestra, making the first dominant use of
banjos, saxophones, clarinets and trap drums in combination,
and was called The Memphis Students. Jim Europe was a
member of that band, and out of it grew the famous Clef
Club, of which he was the noted leader, and which for a long
time monopolized the business of “entertaining” private parties
and furnishing music for the new dance craze. Also in the
Clef Club was “Buddy” Gilmore who originated trap drum-
ming as 1t 1s now practised, and set hundreds of white men to
juggling their sticks and doing acrobatic stunts while they
manipulated a dozen other noise-making devices aside from
their drums. A good many well-known white performers fre-
quented The Marshall and for seven or eight years the place
was one of the sights of New York.

The move to Fifty-third Street was the result of the oppor-
tunity to get into newer and better houses. About 1900 the
move to Harlem began, and for the same reason. Harlem
had been overbuilt with large, new-law apartment houses, but
rapid transportation to that section was very inadequate—the
Lenox Avenue Subway had not yet been built—and landlords
were finding difficulty in keeping houses on the east side of the
section filled. Residents along and near Seventh Avenue were
fairly well served by the Eighth Avenue Elevated. A col-
ored man, in the real estate business at this time, Philip A.
Payton, approached several of these landlords with the propo-
sition that he would fill their empty or partially empty houses
with steady colored tenants. The suggestion was accepted,
and one or two houses on One Hundred and Thirty-fourth
Street east of Lenox Avenue were taken over. Gradually
~other houses were filled. The whites paid little attention to
the movement until it began to spread west of Lenox Avenue;
they then took steps to check it. They proposed through a
financial organization, the Hudson Realty Company, to buy
in all properties occupied by colored people and evict the
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tenants. The Negroes countered by similar methods. Payton
formed the Afro-American Realty Company, a Negro cor-
poration organized for the purpose of buying and leasing houses
for occupancy by colored people. Under this counter stroke
the opposition subsided for several years.

But the continually increasing pressure of colored people
to the west over the I.enox Avenue dead line caused the oppo-
sition to break out again, but in 2 new and more menacing
form. Several white men undertook to organize all the white
people of the community for the purpose of inducing financial
institutions not to lend money or renew mortgages on proper-
ties occupied by colored people. In this effort they had
considerable success, and created a situation which has not yet
been completely overcome, a situation which is one of the hard-
est and most unjustifiable the Negro property owner in Har-
lem has to contend with. The Afro-American Realtv Com-
pany was now defunct, but two or three colored men of means
stepped into the breach. Philip A. Payton and J. C. Thomas
bought two five-story apartments, dispossessed the white ten-
ants and put in colored. J. B. Nail bought a row of five
apartments and did the same thing. St. Philip’s Church bought
a row of thirteen apartment houses on One Hundred and
Thirty-fifth Street, running from Seventh Avenue almost to
Lenox.

The situation now resolved itself into an actual contest.
Negroes not only continued to occupy available apartment
houses, but began to purchase private dwellings between
Lenox and Seventh Avenues. Then the whole movement, in
the eyes of the whites, took on the aspect of an “invasion”;
they became panic-stricken and began fleeing as from a plague.
The presence of one colored family in a block, no matter
how well bred and orderly, was sufficient to precipitate a flight.
House after house and block after block was actually deserted.
It was a great demonstration of human beings running amuck.
None of them stopped to reason why they were doing it or
what would happen if they didn’t. The banks and lending
companies holding mortgages on these deserted houses were
compelled to take them over. For some time they held these
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houses vacant, preferring to do that and carry the charges than
to rent or sell them to colored people. But values dropped
and continued to drop until at the outbreak of the war in

Europe property in the northern part of Harlem had reached
the nadir.

In the meantime the Negro colony was becoming more
- stable; the churches were being moved from the lower part
of the city; social and civic centers were being formed; and
gradually a community was being evolved. Following the
outbreak of the war in Europe Negro Harlem received a new
and tremendous impetus. Because of the war thousands of
aliens in the United States rushed back to their native lands to
join the colors and immigration practically ceased. The result
was a critical shortage in labor. This shortage was rapidly
increased as the United States went more and more largely
into the business of furnishing munitions and supplies to the
warring countries. 1o help meet this shortage of common
labor Negroes were brought up from the South. The govern-
ment itself took the first steps, following the practice in vogue
in Germany of shifting labor according to the supply and

demand in various parts of the country. The example of the
government was promptly taken up by the big industrial con-
cerns, which sent hundreds, perhaps thousands, of labor agents
into the South who recruited Negroes by wholesale. I was in
Jacksonville, Fla., for a while at that time, and I sat one day
and watched the stream of migrants passing to take the train.
For hours they passed steadily, carrying flimsy suit cases, new
and shiny, rusty old ones, bursting at the seams, boxes and
bundles and impedimenta of all sorts, including banjos, gui-
tars, birds in cages and what not. Similar scenes were being
enacted in cities and towns all over that region. The first wave
of the great exodus of Negroes from the South was on. Great

numbers of these migrants headed for New York or eventually
- got there, and naturally the majority went up into Harlem.
But the Negro population of Harlem was not swollen by
migrants from the South alone; the opportunity for Negro
labor exerted its pull upon the Negroes of the West Indies,
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and those islanders in the course of time poured into Harlem
to the number of twenty-five thousand or more.

These new-comers did not have to look for work; work
looked for them, and at wages of which they had never even
dreamed. And here is where the unlooked for, the unprece-
dented, the miraculous happened. According to all precon-
ceived notions, these Negroes suddenly earning large sums of
money for the first time in their lives should have had their
heads turned; they should have squandered it in the most
silly and absurd manners imaginable. Later, after the United
States had entered the war and even Negroes in the South
were making money fast, many stories in accord with the tra-
dition came out of that section. There was the one about the
colored man who went into a general store and on hearing a
phonograph for the first time promptly ordered six of them,
one for each child in the house. I shall not stop to discuss
whether Negroes in the South did that sort of thing or not,
but I do know that those who got to New York didn’t. The
Negroes ot Harlem, for the greater part, worked and saved
their money. Nobody knew how much they had saved until
congestion made expansion necessary for tenants and owner-
ship profitable for landlords, and they began to buy property.
Persons who would never be suspected of having money bought
property. The Rev. W. W. Brown, pastor ot the Metropoli-
tan Baptist Church, repeatedly made “Buy Property” the text
of his sermons. A large part of his congregation carried out
the injunction. The church itself set an example by purchas-
ing a magnificent brownstone church building on Seventh Ave-
nue from a white congregation. Buying property became a
fever. At the height of this activity, that is, 1920-21, it was
not an uncommon thing for a colored washerwoman or cook
to go into a real estate office and lay down from one thousand
to five thousand dollars on a house. “Pig Foot Mary” is a
character in Harlem. Everybody who knows the corner of
Lenox Avenue and One Hundred and Thirty-fifth Street
knows “Mary” and her stand, and has been tempted by the
smell of her pigsfeet, fried chicken and hot corn, even if he
has not been a customer. ‘“Mary,” whose real name 1s Mrs.
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Mary Dean, bought the five-story apartment house at the
corner of Seventh Avenue and One Hundred and Thirty-
seventh Street at a price of $42,000. Later she sold it to the
Y. W. C. A. for dormitory purposes. The Y. W. C. A. sold
it recently to Adolph Howell, a leading colored undertaker,
the price given being $72,000. Often companies of a half
dozen men combined to buy a house—these combinations were
and still are generally made up of West Indians—and would
produce five or ten thousand dollars to put through the deal.

When the buying activity began to make itself felt, the
lending companies that had been holding vacant the handsome
dwellings on and abutting Seventh Avenue decided to put them
on the market. The values on these houses had dropped to
the lowest mark possible and they were put up at astonishingly
low prices. Houses that had been bought at from $1 5,000
to $20,000 were sold at one-third those figures. They were
quickly gobbled up. The Equitable Life Assurance Company
held 106 model private houses that were designed by Stanford
White. They are built with courts running straight through
the block and closed off by wrought-iron gates. Every one
of these houses was sold within eleven months at an aggregate
price of about two million dollars. To-day they are probably
worth about 100 per cent more. And not only have private
dwellings and similar apartments been bought but big elevator
apartments have been taken over. Corporations have been
organized for this purpose. Two of these, The Antillian
Realty Company, composed of West Indian Negroes, and the
Sphinx Securities Company, composed of American and West
Indian Negroes, represent holdings amounting to approxi-
mately $750,000. Individual Negroes and companies in the
South have invested in Harlem real estate. About two years
ago a Negro institution of Savannah, Ga., bought a parcel for
$115,000 which it sold a month or so ago at a profit of
- $110,000.

I am informed by John E. Nail, a successful colored real
estate dealer of Harlem and a reliable authority, that the total
value of property in Harlem owned and controlled by colored
people would at a conservative estimate amount to more than
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sixty million dollars. These figures are amazing, especially
when we take into account the short time in which they have
been piled up. Twenty years ago Negroes were begging for
the privilege of renting a flat in Harlem. Fifteen years ago
barely a half dozen colored men owned real property in all
Manhattan. And down to ten years ago the amount that had
been acquired in Harlem was comparatively negligible. To-
day Negro Harlem is practically owned by Negroes.

The question naturally arises, “Are the Negroes going to be
able to hold Harlem?” If they have been steadily driven
northward for the past hundred years and out of less desirable
sections, can they hold this choice bit of Manhattan Island:
It is hardly probable that Negroes will hold Harlem indefi-
nitely, but when they are forced out it will not be for the
same reasons that forced them out of former quarters in New
York City. The situation i1s entirely different and without
precedent. When colored people do leave Harlem, their
homes, their churches, their investments and their businesses,
it will be because the land has bcome so valuable they can no
longer afford to live on it. But the date of another move
northward 1s very far in the future. What will Harlem be
and become in the meantime? Is there danger that the Negro
may lose his economic status in New York and be unable to
hold his property? Will Harlem become merely a famous
ghetto, or will it be a center of intellectual, cultural and eco-
nomic forces exerting an influence throughout the world, espe-
cially upon Negro peoples? Will it become a point of friction
between the races in New York?

I think there 1s less danger to the Negroes of New York
of losing out economically and industrially than to the Negroes
of any large city in the North. In most of the big industrial
centers Negroes are engaged in gang labor. They are em-
ployed by thousands in the stockyards in Chicago, by thousands
in the automobile plants in Detroit; and in those cities they are
likely to be the first to be let go, and in thousands, with every
business depression. In New York there is hardly such a
thing as gang labor among Negroes, except among the long-
shoremen, and it is in the longshoremen’s unions, above all
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others, that Negroes stand on an equal footing. Employment
among Negroes in New York is highly diversified; in the
main they are employed more as individuals than as non-
integral parts of a gang. Furthermore, Harlem is gradually
becoming more and more a self-supporting community. Ne-
groes there are steadily branching out into new businesses and
‘enterprises 1n which Negroes are employed. So the danger of
great numbers of Negroes being thrown out of work at once,
with a resulting economic crisis among them, is less in New
York than in most of the large cities of the North to which
Southern migrants have come.

These facts have an effect which goes beyond the economic
and industrial situation. They have a direct bearing on the
future character of Harlem and on the question as to whether
Harlem will be a point of friction between the races in New
York. It 1s true that Harlem 1s a Negro community, well
defined and stable; anchored to its fixed homes, churches,
institutions, business and amusement places; having its own
working, business and professional classes. It is experiencing
a constant growth of group consciousness and community feel-
ing. Harlem is, therefore, in many respects, typically Negro.
It has many unique characteristics. It has movement, color,
gayety, singing, dancing, boisterous laughter and loud talk.
One of its outstanding features is brass band parades. Hardly
a Sunday passes but that there are several of these parades of
which many are gorgeous with regalia and insignia. Almost
any excuse will do—the death of an humble member of the
Elks, the laying of a cornerstone, the “turning out” of the
order of this or that. In many of these characteristics it i1s
similar to the Italian colony. But withal, Harlem grows more
metropolitan and more a part of New York all the while. Why
1s 1t then that its tendency is not to become a mere “quarter’’?

I shall give three reasons that seem to me to be important
in their order. First, the language of Harlem is not alien;
it 1s not Italian or Yiddish; it 1s English. Harlem talks

“American, reads American, thinks American. Second, Harlem
is not physically a “quarter.” It i1s not a section cut oft. It
is merely a zone through which four main arteries of the city

-
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run. Third, the fact that there is little or no gang labor gives
Harlem Negroes the opportunity for individual expansion and
individual contacts with the life and spirit of New York. A
thousand Negroes from Mississippi put to work as a gang 1n
a Pittsburgh steel mill will for a long time remain a thousand
Negroes from Mississippi. Under the conditions that prevail
in New York they would all within six months become New
Yorkers. The rapidity with which Negroes become good
New Yorkers 1s one of the marvels to observers.

These three reasons form a single reason why there is small
probability that Harlem will ever be a point of race friction
between the races in New York. One of the principal factors
in the race riot in Chicago in 1919 was the fact that at that
time there were 12,000 Negroes employed in gangs in the
stockyards. There was considerable race feeling in Harlem
at the time of the hegira of white residents due to the “inva-
sion,” but that feeling, of course, is no more. Indeed, a
number of the old white residents who didn’t go or could not
get away before the housing shortage struck New York are
now living peacetully side by side with colored residents.
In fact, in some cases white and colored tenants occupy apart-
ments 1n the same house. Many white merchants still do
business in thickest Harlem. On the whole, I know of no
place in the country where the feeling between the races is
so cordial and at the same time so matter-of-fact and taken
for granted. One of the surest sateguards against an outbreak
in New York such as took place in so many Northern cities
in the summer of 1919 1s the large proportion of Negro police
on duty in Harlem.

To my mind, Harlem is more than a Negro community;
it 1s a large scale laboratory experiment in the race problem.
The statement has often been made that 1f Negroes were trans-
ported to the North in large numbers the race problem with
all of its acuteness and with new aspects would be transferred
with them. Well, 175,000 Negroes live closely together in
Harlem, in the heart of New York—75,000 more than live
1n any Southern city—and do so without any race friction. Nor
is there any unusual record of crime. I once heard a captain
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of the 38th Police Precinct (the Harlem precinct) say that
on the whole 1t was the most law-abiding precinct in the city.
New York guarantees its Negro citizens the fundamental rights
of American citizenship and protects them in the exercise of
those rights. In return the Negro loves New York and 1s
proud of it, and contributes in his way to its greatness. He
still meets with discriminations, but possessing the basic rights,
he knows that these discriminations will be abolished.

I believe that the Negro’s advantages and opportunities are
greater in Harlem than in any other place in the country, and
that Harlem will become the intellectual, the cultural and the
financial center for Negroes of the United States, and will exert
a vital influence upon all Negro peoples,

- i
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One of the most promising of the young Negro poets said to me once, “I
want to be a poet — not a Negro poet,” meaning, I believe, “I want to write
like a white poet”; meaning subconsciously, “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 mountain 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 uncomfortable 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 fami-
lies 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 nig-
gers” when the 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 the 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 artist 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.

For racial culture the home of a self-styled “high-class” Negro has nothing

This content downloaded from
154.59.124.105 on Mon, 15 Mar 2021 13:03:04 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



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, or 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 theaters and white
movies. And in the South they have at least two cars and a house “like white
folks.” Nordic manners, Nordic 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 nip 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 ecstacy. Their religion soars to a shout. Work
maybe a little today, rest a little tomorrow. I lay awhile. Sing awhile. O, 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 individuality 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 escape 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 con-
scious American manners, but still Negro enough to be different, there is
sufficient matter to furnish a black artist with a lifetime of creative work. And
when he chooses to touch on the relations between Negroes and whites in this
country with their innumerable overtones and undertones, surely, and espe-
cially 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 heri-
tage 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 Philadelphia 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 black artist, sing Negro folksongs. And many an upper-class 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.
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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 Chestnutt go out 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 theaters 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 discover
that he lived there. Then almost immediately they decided to give a grand
dinner for him. But the society ladies were careful to whisper to his mother
that perhaps she’d better not come. They were not sure she would have an
evening gown.

The Negro artist works against an undertow of sharp crticism and misun-
derstanding from his own group and unintentional bribes from the whites. “O,
be respectable, write about nice people, show how good we are,” sa y the
Negroes. “Be stereotyped, don’t go too far, don’t shatter our illusions about
you, don’t amuse us too seriously. We will pay you,” say the whites. Both
would have told Jean Toomer not to write “Cane.” The colored people did
not praise it. The white people did not buy it. Most of the colored people
who did read “Cane” hate it. They are afraid of it. Although the critics gave
it good reviews the public remained indifferent. Yet (excepting the work of
DuBois) “Cane” contains the finest prose written by a Negro in America. And
like the singing of Robeson, it is truly racial.

But in spite of the Nordicized Negro intelligentsia and the desires of some
white editors we have an honest American Negro literature already with us.
Now I await the rise of the Negro theater. Our folk music, having achieved
world-wide fame, offers itself to the genius of the great individual American
Negro 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
beauty of dark 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 all who listen — they will be
with us in even greater numbers tomorrow.

Most of my own poems are racial in theme 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 sincere as I know how to be in these
poems and yet after every reading I answer questions like these from my own
people: Do you think Negroes should always write about Negroes? I wish you
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wouldn’t read some of your poems to white folks. How do you find anything
interesting in a place like a cabaret? Why do you write about black people?
You aren’t black. What makes you do so many jazz poems?

But jazz to me is one of the inherent expressions of Negro life in Amer-
ica: 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 laughter, and pain swallowed in a smile.
Yet the Philadelphia clubwoman 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, morals, and Puritan
standards made her dislike the spirituals. And now she turns up her nose at
jazz and all its manifestations — like 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 herself from 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,” hidden in the aspirations of his people, to “Why should I
want to be white? I am a Negro — and beautiful!”

So I am ashamed for the black poet who says, “I want to be a poet, not a
Negro poet,” as though 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 Blues penetrate the closed ears of the colored near-intellectuals 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 Georgia in his hands, and Aaron Douglas drawing strange black
fantasies cause the smug Negro middle class to turn 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 indi-
vidual dark-skinned selves 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. The tom-tom cries and the tom-tom laughs. If colored people
are pleased we are 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.
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