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SECTION X

THE PORT OF THE DAST

& builei literavy bhistery and cexitical survay
of fLmerican legro poatyy frow its bozgianingse
in L746 to the eppoovavce of Rawl Leurence

Dunhar s work in the 1560%s.



-

Xooyican Nageo poclry cannok e 2aralysed in tle deepast cense umitii
ghe weador congiders fie relationship o the work o whike poets. OAke
though he might hope Lo astudy it as o separaie aund dlstinct field, he
soon fiade bia conclusions losing seme of theirx validity. Tuls happens
bevauas certain guestions corstantly fores themgelves upon the stndeni:
Is poetyy urittem by Negrees diffevent cnough frem “wvhite® poetey to bs
sloced in o special clase? If ee, vhat ave the diifavences, ond Loy do
thoy selnte to the artdstic merit of the verious works? Is Auecwican
Yegko poebrys thew, primarily &meyican or primarily Hegro? These axe
guagtiong with which this paper mast concern itseli., I& i hoped uhan
e shovt literoyy history of the xace®s pestic devalopment, cloay wit
o more extenaive criticeal emalysis of fovr incividual peata, will fure
nish zewvealing cvidance. Only 2 theory can be offoved as a conclnolon,
for iLitersry critics of Nagro poatry, some of tham Hagroes, Jilfer as
o the snewer. Yet these ave the most jlwporiant questions in che stady
af fmoriean MNegro writexs. They heve been present simes tho £ixes
room e weliten by a member of the race, and thoy have become fae
ereaslugly dopoxtont threugh the yeows.

There ave some who would say chat this preblem - thie relatienship
of Mopro cultvre bo Americon cultuxa ~ dous nok exfict. They claim Chat

the Dogro'e hexitoge is distinctly African, and that the legvo poot

“ »

thovefoxe, deaws on & wealth of matericls howvieg ne commection with
imenicon soelaty. Yet this otatement con, in large pawt, be veiutad
The Hageoas brought o Amerdica by slave twaders S the seventeenth

] 4 - BCE - s Bx S -~
centyry may well have browght with them woworiles ef the unique esliure



of which chey had been a part. UBowever, they weve aféforded o masns by
waish co preserve this culture. It could be passed aloug only through

oral commmmication, chrough 1ife itealf, te the Jonager geperstlon. Ko

doubi the wemories soon faded, blurrved by hard work, pevergy, and disease;

o0 doubi the uaiquencos of whatever was belng tranomitied minished as

the problemn of slavery took precedence in the Negre mind.

Seill, some will point o the spivitual and ask £ 4 doss nop
presexve a distinctive form of Negre postry. It is true Zhat the Nagwo
apiritusl L0 one of America’s original comiributiens ko world euliore,

It 1s aleo txue that it bas a specisl guality thai whivte weitens would
find d1Eflenls to imitate, Ia the final suciyuis, howsver, the spicituals

mesk be glassificd sepavately from poetry. They ave folk songs moted

for the streogth 2nd sweetmess of thalr melody vacher than for the qualiiy

of thelr verse. They weveal the nature of the Mageo « hia aonsitivanass

and rogponse to emptlon, his imeginetion, kis sowrow aud leaging - but

they reveni 4t move completely through the wuele than chrowgh the wonds

set Lo it. T& i this element, & fuen that could bave beea trangmictad
oreily, which bas a peculiar “Megro” gualdty. 4he words, alihough
somaubat aitered through dislect, ove Ruglish, oot ifrfean. They sre

ol and conmot e considared ouge

the subovdinave part of the apiritu
sEending efthor throwgh litexary luporkance or an wmssucl gultweal e~
tage,

Aind ap wa £iod outselves selll faeing the probhlewm. The Tiegeo wriies,

B0E in @ verse form derived from Africon cwiture, but in one alveady

established by English and Ancviean paeto.

eEpock his technigue to d4€fer drastically fron that of his white cone

o chonld therefore uoe

- ™ gl pria ST £
Reuporaries. Thue we will focus cur aitention on ihe eubject mutes, also,



Lo eeq 2f the difiference can be defived theve. We shall begin uwith an
historical survey and atLowpt Lhvovgh 1t Lo see how the poetyy of the
Wepeo weiter conparas with that of the whike wrilew, From the very
BOSIO9iRg.

Thic fivat LAz of actual postvy soome Lo have been wriiter by Iumey
Rexpy inm 1746, Her “Have Fight” Lo only dogpercl vewse descwibing @
porticularly improssive Indinn mescaene, I ds, bowower, 2 begloning,
and & noteworthy cms for & woman from 2 pogial geoun demiod khe posey
ef the weitken word, However, ber work wos nover meé fa priat, wmaking
Jupiter Hasmen (d. 1900) the £irat fwewican Gegpe o publish a poen,
Thia Lonp Lolond slave was, In 1761, the euthor of “in Rveming Thought:
Salvarion by Cheist with Ponitential Crles® ~ a kind of shoutehymm. ¥
has eighey~sight iambic lives which sre even, shymad, aud zepetiblous;
the whole thing is 2 mest tediouws effair. Homuon beeome a curlosity ae

o Yiicerery slave,” writing sevaral other poems and oven gome places of

]

pRose. Llmost all are xellgious exhoriations which possess the sole
viviue of eormeobnesd,

Romerkably soon after these cue flegroes made tholy woak sttompio
ot poctry, the zace produced the meat gifted of eil ihe pre~Glvil Wox
Wegeo poate - Phillis Wheatloy. An an Amovdecsl wanan peeit, e wop
precedad onky by Anne Bradatreet; and as aa dmewdean poet, she was amorg
the #irst to publish a volwat. MNlse Wheatloy wes bovn in Seasgel, Yesl
Afgien, in 1753, and vas breught to America ot the age of seven. She
was puvchased by & BDoston tailow, John Wheatlay, a9 @ personal servont
for hip wife. Wrs. Wheatley asw che girdl'c gquickucse and begon teaching
hor to vead and write., Ton years Aacer, Phillis pubiished bay flrst

poen: A Poem, by Phillis, a Hegve givl in Bostoa, on the Death of the



Reverend George Whitefleld.” Im 1773 a volune of Loy pooms was buought
out, and Phillis becams the sawe sort of iiterary curiosicy thob Jupltew

-

Hommon hed besn. She eventuslly was sot free by Mre. Whweatley, vhe

T

remaivod her patyoness; and hexs was ¢he thrill of acelain when prasented
to the court of George IIX, in London, 0wt Miss Wheabley®’s cowveer come
to o biiter and fvonile clese. Her wmorsilage was unheppy, her childven
died iu infancy, and in 1784 ber own life ended 08 a servant in & cheaw
noarding houea.
in a romavkably few yaars this Hagvo girl bridged the huge gop

betwean primitivien ood elvilization and created liscs sueh as these:

Imagination! who con ging thy fosco?

Or who dascride Che swifinass of ihy couwrge?

fousring through aiv to find the buight abdode,

Th empyreal palace of the thunderduy God,

Ha on thy pinfons can swrpass tha ednd,

Andd ieave the zelling wniverse buhind,

from oiai Lo star she mamtcl opitles rove,

teaguwe2 the sltlas, and ramgs rhe realun abevas

Thers la one viaw we grasp rhe sighiy whnla,l

O with new worlds awage Ch' nebeisade? conld.”
Ap can be readily seen, her poetry 1s thet of the eighteoenth century,
eranted wndes the influence of Alexeuder Pope. She wwltes in herovic
couplats and keeps her subject wotter eniirvaly removed from her pavsonal
experience., In foct, the largest part of hay work Ls addreased Go
promineni: persons of the tima. Mlos Wheatley's work, tharefore, eom
certainly not be considered great. fhe too carefully followad hew wodols
o be either racial or fmorican, But could any Sweviean weliters of bow
vewlod be called great or original? vhan we compare Phillis Wheatley
with the rest of the elghteenth century fmurican artists, we vealize Che

gendus this pirl wight have beer, could she have xecedved the abiwulus

necesaary for complate development as o poet,

4



it 42 syveed, then, thab Mlse Fhontley was mable wo PEOZYess to

the level of grestness, of evan o the pofat of wy lgsemess,  But whap

v L ] £ Bl Tl e, o -
ber weltdng with that of the Negeo poats of the foll owlor

)

VR compore

sentuvry, we cansot help belog amazed at her gweat talant, This 18 parw

haps wefortunate, for the Imouledge that the race had produped a Fhiilds

Bheatley makes Lt difficuls for uwe So appreciate the efforts made by

other lomsser poets. Jamee Weldow Jobnson himself bas soid char the

remaining thirty poets preceding Maul ILaurcnce Dumabor musz he ennalderod

more in the light of what they stiempted than whet they accompllshod,
Many show ovidence of telent, but thelv lack of technigue 1o the wes 0L
postic matevials and forms puts grest limitakioms upom them.

The work of George Moses Mowton illusivates the truth of this

el oo Dhilis

O heatley, be wea

;-;h

ey

stateomant. Although ke was mot 80
vacher than 4 were rhymor. Born a slave 4o Howeh

oy e aw

evidonikly 2 true poel ¥
began composiag poetry befove bs was able o uripn

12 dowm., Loter he worked as a jJenlior ai the Univexalty of Noveh Car e

line, shere he weceived instrucilon Lyom soms of the professors. ihen

ke gt rodenke there dlotovara ¢ Borton's attempie an “:‘C&?ﬂ#.ﬁ.} ang., [_-h;_:\—\,"

began poying e to welie peems that could ba nead So fupress thels

speciol mirl friends. An ovdinary, rune-of-t he~fll love poem woule

bedne Moviom sy a pavticnlorly pasalosate oue, hovever, might rate
a3 mmch as 50¢. He cavefully savad thoe woney from the sale of mam v sueh

Poans and from the pubiicatien of his wach more szvlous buoke in a vatn

Atbenpe o purchase bis frepdom. Thus AU Ls appropricte that Horcen's
dorelnang cry ba Lhat ¢ of awaneipation, 2ud that his flvet and primany
Leled She Hope of Eiberiy. Tha Lol lowding

s
NS AR

volume, published 1n 1829, bo &
she styie and ability be demoneizated g rha Eventye

R

iimes are typisal o

Lwosnace booklan:

LA



Alas! and em £ bova for Chis,
To waar whis slavish chain?
Neprdved of all created biiss,
Throngh hardship, tell, aud pain?
@ L 0 LJ @
Come, Lidberty! chou cheerful gound,
Rell chrough wy ravicnad canps
Coue, let wy grief in joys e duowced,
&g drive eudy wy fuarg.

Hortona's rosentnent cad longiag ave obvious; they sme Chemea implicd:

in all kis poswms. He ip ot the oppusiie pole from 2les Wheatley, wio
seldom expresved personal fealing of any sort, wmuch lees complatnt
2gainst kow enmslaved skate. Wo also see that ¥ozeon's style 1o afmpla,

soach wacompiicated. Bis metor shows the heawy fnfluence of plap-

his pp

tabion melodies and gonpel hyms. Ia faci, it 1o clefmed thot comp

meating sengs fivet inepived him o wiite postiy,

His name, howsver, 16 rot ike wose prowmineat duriag the ineteanth

ccagury, Mraoces Rlien Watkins Hrvpaw was probably the most Populor

Yopre poct of her time. She wac born in Baltimere, Moryiland, ia 13235,

Of iveq paremta. Wawil kes death in 29N, bex 14fe vas devobted to the
conse of freadom for zlaves. She beeame ceacweed 2o an eloquent lectuwres

and taocher and was avong the f£iwst of a long line of Maegro poets to uge

Poery as @ means of astislavery propagaada.

e dasire and cowpleint of Hovten Gurns o & sense of wrong and
injustice 4in Mcs, Havper, Her popularity was gufved by lines smeh ae
the following:

Moka me 8 greve wherve'or you will,

in & lowly platn ox 4 lofey nill;
Make 1¢ among eawth's bumblaot graves,
Bue not in @ land where men ave slaves,v

Mer poatzy shows the strength of hax conviections. In additien, she had

8 fovceful pozsenallty and rood how poems well, Thio led pe a lorge



demond foxw her wowk, and 4t 4s astiomaced thav ag least ten thousand of
ber bookleis were sold. In spife of ts popninvicy, however, much of
ber varge ig repetitious and crite. It Lo olwply weitten, often with
soor rhyming. Ooly the vicalivy ef its sublect natter goave Frances
Barpor the fome she emjoyed.

Thete ave other poets of this peviod whe rate commont in antholo~
glos of Negro work, bait oone hava as wach talent as Hovten and Mrs.
Havpor or as mch technical skill as Phillis Wheatley. Thoy were only
miner writers vhose work 15 of paseing notice. Jamos Nadisow Rell and
Albezy A, Whitmon ave the oaly twe that necd be mentloned, their claim
for mecopnition baiang based on the fact that both sttewpted eutremaly
long pooms. UWhitmen sven published an eplc in Spenserian staara, "Tho
Repe of Flovida,” still she longast poon ever weltten by & Wegre in
the United States. Hs reveals in bis worl Zmagination, skillful wovk-
manship, and a capacicy far brisk norration. But too often Whitman's
ebliiey i hidden by appovent imitation and seowing haste. Had he, too,
heon piwven the benefit of aducetion and ivaining, ho would deflnitely
have been a betger, perhaps even an outastaading, poet, Witheut Li, hie
talent as often as not lapses lato mediocrity.

So passed the £irst one hundrad £18Ly yeers of the Hegre's residonse
in North America. It Lo undenlaebly true bhoet che litersry artists
snorgling from the confives of socfal ond ecovomie prasswre producod
litkle of abliding value dwring this time. Hony eritics would diccount
their eacly attempte alcogether, saying that the poeme are tos fonlty,
too Zaching in originality to bo wonihy of any consideration. Dut

althewgh the work of the £irst legro poets is often twiie and fmitoiivae,



bhe wight ask if white pueks of that period 264 not display similar
wecknogaes, Thewe were several white poota uwho bad o cosmewd of roch-
nigue thet the Wegre writers dofialtely locked, xyant, Longfeliow,
Vhittier, Molmes, and Lowell wers all pepular writers and geod Proats;
bt their satiings and themes were wo wore Zweviean thon shat of the
Begro, ond their verse patterna no sove ordginal. Rdgsr 4llan Pon ong
Wale Whicmen ave practicolly the only two that com be recogaized as
ouwperior to Hegre witers beecanse of orlginality in fora ox oub ject
RALEET o

3¢ 49 thevefore necessary for us Lo recognize the fack thot ouly
& omall smount of great poetyy was writien in the fivst half of aineteonsh-
Uhite poets spent wueh of

century Amexiee by writers of eftber race,
teir wime empressing conventionsl moralities in the polished Europaan

varse potterns. Negve poots emponded thelr emorgy on pretest wrdtdng
in bovzowad forms, ofton displeyiug & deficlumey of techuieal shill,
Both grovps are impertant wove for the fowndaklous they ladd and the

doors they opened for later and betier wxiters, then for euzotandiaz

rostic accompiichments with which they night be eredited. Dut the
atogn Ffor Wepgre pootry had basn Sl and soon €o stop out wpon 1t was

Paul Lewrence Dunbar, the firet “modezrn® post of the race,
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SBCTION XX

ERPRESENTATIVES OF GUR CERETURY

& eritical analysis of four outstanifng poste
whoge wvork ig raprasentative of the eative R1Z0

of Negro poaixy in the twenticth coniuwy,

Paul Leurence Mumber (AE72-1505)
Joxas Weldon Johweon (2871-1933
Ciaude Melay (1832+1948)

langston Hughes (1902« 3



2%, LAIREUCE DUNBAR
POTT OF 418 PROPLE

The last yasrs of rha pdoetecuh century were difficult ones fou
the vhole of Amevdea. The eud of oo ora was appreanching, and sciance

1

Jldar patterns of Mfa. There was

and dwwentlon weve changiag the o

a mizned meod of vomamvicism and zoniiow, not enly im litoratexe, bat
akee dm che ppivit of the olmge. Cu the sansitive person weldghed a
scnse of change end Adnstability. lLouewer, the publiec, as & vhole,
tusnod away frow this and lookad o Che past as & vafuge frowm the voe
ploagantxies of the presen:. Lt 25 to be axpected, then, that senti-
ment wag favored in literatuwrs, thoh poebry wae praferrved o be simple,
strong, and tearful. Jemes Whiteooh Riley exewmplified the populer taste;
"An 0ld Sweetheari of Mlae" aod “Iittle Oxphard Annie” were favoriicas.
Life in the South befove the waw was Ldeallzed, end the idea that free-
dom had been discobwens for the B:no wes o populor one. Thoaas Nelson

this thewms, and through

Page and Joel Chandle
thelr offorts Hogro dialest wndilug becamn a voguo.

Poul Laurence Dunbar was forcod to grapple with these otyles and
conditiong of Iliterainwe when he Lopen his work. Howevexr, atrugglo was
pothing new to Dunbor; for ke hod, “rom the beglandng, £aced many hondi-
caps in the development of hls litursry latevects end abllitlss. Uis
pavents were poor anc wliboui fovoal edveation; chus, 4& had bean
cult for him to gat the eulinyal backgwoued he nmacded to becoma & sug=
cenniml writer. He had also fownd It lwposeible to attend collegn,

although this was one of hin gresitest desives. Mech to hils chegrin,

e
s

gt



it had been necessaxy for hin to toke the Job of elevator operator apsd
wwite his verse as he rode up and dowa, doy after day. Then » dm 1893
P

whan he had attempied to publish his Firse voiume, O30k oud Iuz, every
publigher he approachod rafused him. He finally had o hove che £l ity~

8ix poems pxivately printed and 4ok as thelp saloouen biusels,
Bunbax 's luck changed ahruptly for the better, hewever, whem he
publiohed ¢ lacgar and more moture volume in 1895, Holova and Miney

atirocted the actontion of Willlam Dean Nowells, whe weots a fullepage

review of ¢ in Hexper's Heekly. This review introducod Dambar to che
retding pubjie, making him famous overaight. Some of tho wora lmportane

Stakerents from this articie are ag follows:

I do mot zemember eny Bugliah-spealing Regro,
at lasos, who hae £11) pow dowa in verse work of ag
2Ll the same moment 48 Paul Toaurchce Dunbar...@ do
net ehink one can rzad his Megeo ploces wivchoud
Seuiing thac chey ave of ke impuloe end inopization
with the wozk of Durnc when he was mooh Bawna, when
e was nost Scoteb, when be wan most pessaak. When

Berne was least nfmpelf he wroie likevary Bugllsh, and
re Duwbar wvites 1lteraxy Bnghish wien fwe ia loeob
himgelf, put nos ke wrge the mischievons parallel

Jurthex, he is o zeal postk whethar he sp2ake a dislecs
ox ghether ke writon a 1a0gUaBt. ..

Guoting from “When de Co'n Fone's He," “When Mallndy Singe,” "fecounte

@bility,” ond "rhe Party,” be comcludgs:

¥ am speaking of him as 8 black poet, whea ¥ should
be gpesking of him as @ poet; but the aotion of whak he
is insists too sizongly for present luwpariialilty. I
hope I have not pralged him too much, beeouse he hag
surprisad me so very mweh; for hig excellences ave
positive and not comparative. If his Mlnons had been
written by a white man, I chould have been struck by
their vary uncommon quality; L should have gald thae they
wore wonderfol divimations. But sluce they ave the
anpressions of & race~life from within Che raca, they
seem to me iafinitely move veluable and siguifican:..,
God hath made of ouns blood 21l nations of wen: perhaps



2% . . B
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the proof of this saying is o appenr fa '
owae hoseilities aud prejudicns ave ©o vanisk in them,

Howalls dntended this zeview Lo Do a kind onc, and eoztainly throwsh
it ho gaiped an lmmediate hearing for Dunbar's poems. Pe emphasized the
foct that Dunbar was a zifted poak, that his poetry had merit within
1tseis. A1l chis was bougffedal, avd it finally gaove Dumbar the chavce
eo prove himself worthy of notiee. Yol Howoll's eriticisn had igs gd-
verse effects, too. Lt deseribed Dumbar'e dialect poems as being the

most profseworchy writinga, “ezpressions of & race~iife from within che

vase. "t Ii also gave the impression Chet whon Dunbar wrete “literary™

pocms, he was befug false to his Megro nature. Such opiniens as thase

et a pritical precedent hat later veadans of Dundar rather closely
eollownd. It led to a great demend for Janbac’s dlalect pootry nd
dompened any gnthuaissen that had exloted fox hia writieg in elasgicss
Boglish, Bumbar kdmgolf was awaxe of thiz irend and regraited l¢, vob
he realised that Howells hed, in affect, launched him in his career; and
he found 3t nocegeary o vemper his magret with gravituda.

Punbar's historicai importance is revealed hewve, for through Howoll's
praina, ha hocams the fivet NHegee poet %o be ak all accopted into Amewi-

can teraturas. Barly in his cavecs Pumbar hed et feor himsels a goak ;

% @i emee want o be a lawyer, but ihot amblilen has long since dled
et bafoze the all~abgorbing desirze o bo a wvorthy singer of che sOngs

of God md nature, 7To be able to lotarpret wy own people khrough seug

and story, and o prove o the wany that after all ve are wowre lhuman
than Africanm.™ fThexe 46 @o quesiion concoralng the valldicy of upde
idaal toward which Duabar weached; and Howedls, in bis evicicism,
recagnizad that £t had been atkained, Dok Cheve can be valsed & guewy

of o different sort necding ap anower just as positive as the one to



the earlier guastion, Wes Dunber’s populeriiy and copesl limited o

the pericd in vitich e lived, or is bis work importont cmough to be of
intersst today? A coaclusion can be reathed only hy cxoining his

actuel vritings sud evaluoting them by the criterin of prosent-day

Yiterary theory. %o Lacilitete eriticizm, wo shall employ the threo

divisions cummonly uscd in the study of Dumbarte writinge: €1} prose

work €2) posms in ciessic English (30 poems ie dislect. Igmoring

chronologleal arvengewent, wo shall start with the work of lopst walue

and procesd upwawd.
Zven the very casual roader csn gouse the mediocrily of Lunber's

brose writings., Fis Sour novels arve especially 2, ¥olying laxgely on

seatimoniality smé molodrans to hold the intorest of the veader. Sddly
Mmough, LYunbar wrote about uble cheracters in threo of ais novels. A
readintle portrayel of them was a difficuly teck for Duahar; end this,
combined with loose plet and peor form, did not contzribute to his stand-

ing as 2 novelist. His popularity as a shoxi-story writer was much

groatar, howsver; eud s fow crities hovo even fell that his stories attain
heights cguad ©o kis poems. The preseui-day resder would, most ldkely,

disagran with this viewpolnt. Bven though Dunbar construoted his shord

storics more carcfuliy thaom his novelz, they still exhibis weckness in

orgenimesion, techniquo, end theme. Ihalr chief shorleaming 45 in

mubjeet patier; Houbar merely teok slvexly stoveotyped stories and erented
voriations of them. e had "good ol' days" of tho South bafors tho Wep

Proived by mony stock chevacters. The only stoxies he wrote thot nehdenon

any degree of lasting success wers tRose that broke with the plentation

tradition end losned teward realistic cheractorizaticn. Unfortunstely

fop Dunbar’s reputation as & prese writer, such stories were teo infroguent.

&
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the fovm 4o which Dunbar was mosk completely ab homa, He by far pre-
ferred o weibe euch poems io classic Englishyaven though be reslised
that he must employ dialect to heve his poems resad, Me axpressad his

regret concerning this in bis poem, "The Poai':
The Poot

Kz gang of life, sevenaly swect,
Wich, now and then, a deapor note.,
Frow coma bish peek, nigh yoi vemole,

He voiced the world's ahsorbiog bast.

He seng of love whem carth was young,
and love, 1¢self, was in his lays.

Pat ah, the werld, it turapd to praige

A jingla iu & bzoksn tonpue,”

Thia 18 an example of Buerbar's best carly wovii, X ip relacively

free of the heavy fafluence of the Anglich vommatin tradition ihar matos

8o many of his "litevary” poems sound vite and avtificial. RPven in

hizh echool, Dunbar leased beavily tousrd Dyron, Shelley, Esats, Temoyson,
and their American followexs. It took kim many years to goet away from

the couventionslity cud santCimentality that s «lose following of hia

nodale coused.
Aund yer there were poems, even at the beglumlog, thet revealed mowe

of Dunber then they did of the poats that Influenced him. "Phe Poag,"

quoted above, s an excmple. Avother is the suche~guoted “Life

vhich appearved in the first voluma that Duabar hed printed,
fife

A cxust of bread and e corper Lo zleep In,

a mlukte tv anile asd an bhour o weep in,

& pint of joy to @ peck of crouble,

and never g lough but thy mosus comé doubla;
aad that is 1ife?



& erumat and 2 coswer that love nakes pracicus,
fresh was

Wich 5 smile o warm and foo Lears Lo ref
&nd joy ceeme sweeter when caves coma afier,
g & wpsn is the finost of tolia fur leaghtey
had ther is lifel®

These, and others of Buabar's better peenms, have one factor in common:

they, fer the most part, recount the author's own oxperiences with 1ife.

Hhenever a poewr echieves poignancy or iantenglty or vibrant commm fostton
i 3

it £3 often one closely linked to Dunber bimself. It seons chat when he

eoncentratod on erpressing his feelings rxather han an impressing tha

public, he became the truwe poet. Although momy of his poeme in closeie

Boglish mever rise sbove the commonplace, wow and thes ona of these

pevsonal ones siands out from ithe others in its lyric power ow iis

inteilectual penetration.

Dunbar did not often write as vace-spokeoman., It 19 trve that he

was erying to raise the nation's estimation of the Negro, but he ateempeed

to do 1¢ by demonscraving his power of creatfivity ingkend of by writing

Propaganda poame., When race emécred into his work, it waa often ap,

almpst usaconsclous Avtrugsfon. It was a matter vitel te Dunbar only aa

it velaced ¢o his persomal experience. ILu such & poew A8 "We Wear the

Mesk," he expresses the frastration hls race feals at being constancly

wisunderstood by the world with wiich 1t mmst desl. Dunbor himeelf

mef many slurs as he travelled throughoul the cowatry; he koew From

exporience that "rorm and bleeding heavta™ lay bahind che bappy-gonlueky

suile that the aversge Awovican avtomatically stamped on each Negro

fma e



e Weor the Hask

Ya weer the mash that grins and llas,

it hides our chenks and shinden our GG g e
Thin debt 9w poy o Wmen guile

w@ith fusrn and b?codkng hearss ~9 pnu?03
A woushl witk wyzisd onbilotics.

Why should the worid be ovar-wise,
In countldeg all owe teacs M sighe?
day, let them sanly cee nu, vhile

We wear the mask,

Vo smile, but, O great Christ, ouyr exien
To thee from Lertured souls axisoe.
Ve sdng, bui ok the clay 15 vile
Toneath our Fest, asad lopg the mnilay
Put let she wordd & eaza witkorulse ,

We uaar the muoll-

This peem, in lts preacasasion of the very depths of Hegro personnlicy,
L9 Zar swpewler to more Jovmal peems by Punbar thet take the race

problom as thelr specific subject, Aithough the following excerpe dong

not ghow the shollowmasae of the ellckes thad Junbar, on Qccasion, emplove
lova,
it will serve to demenstrate the fact that Dunbar wrobe wuors foveafully
a
more meaniagfully, vhen ke wrote uncounsciously and persoaally,

On avery hond 2o thic Zodir ioad,
Prowd Behicpe s sworthy childzen stend

Bealde theiv faiver nelphboy;
Tha forests flee before thair surokn,
Thedir bowmers ring, chelr forges smoka,s-~

Thay seiv 1o honest labour.
t : fxom ons of Dunbar's aarilest ”
This poseage cowes X arifost poems; thua we

night corcluda that his poetie etyle aad themoiic development matured
through age and experience. ©On the whole, this is true; for he 414

Ribit grester masterxy of technique and swbject mabter in bis laver
writings. Vet Dunbax’s poems in stondavd English wowe at mo clme in

Wis carecr outetanding besasse of thelr oviglsality. As eritice have



stated, if his “"literary" poems had been wriicen by a vwhite poat, they
would have recelved little epecial notieca. Must of theis novelty lay in

the fact thet they were written by a Hegro; wvoly lsolered poems demone

atrated within chewselves vnveual svtistic guality. Por this resson, and

fox athers, the public lavished greatest praise on Punbhar's dialect posms,
These made vee of an vausual axt formy they reflected the colorful elde
of a gegment: of Ameriea’s population; they wave, asbove all, poems rhae

& vhite peet probably could mot have written,
This individuality was important, fov the pubilc was oot ready to

accept Dupbor aa an American poeb. It weuld, however, accepi him ang

praigse hiwm as @ Wegro poet. Thus, verse in dialect beoame Bunbar's
unfgue contribution to fmericam Litsraturo. It opaved the way for a

Hagro eo onter the field of awt, provieg chag the xQee uas aos euliurally
bazsvan. L& was, moveover, che epecial province of Buunbdar; fow aliiough

be had many imitateors, noua ever achleved the populoriiy or fame this
£lrov dinlectal poet did. Jin our examinarion of Dunbar’s dialest werse,
w2 must not forget che fact that even Dunbar reaiized the limitetions

of thilp axt form, but contioved in it in order to goin 2 hearing from a

public unwiiling to zead Hegre versy writlen on a higher level,

An a wviter of dialeet poeiry, Pawl Laurence Imbar faced problemns
fzom the very begiuning. The £lret of major fmporiance was dealing
o stereotype cveated Ly Horrls awd Page. This was the

with the Ma
pletwee of the docile, contented, conle Negro slave--s shallow, failse

Picturs, and one hard to iive dowm. Dunbar wedoubiedly realized thae

there were open to him two ways of coubatlng this stexeoiype: (i)

to domy 4t cntively, ov {2) te broaden this picture mud deepen 1t wigh



love and wnderstanding. In his diilect poetyy Dunbar accomplished

the latter with wneurpassed obiil., He picturved the Megro in his happy
monento~~enjoying a speilling Lea, catiag corabread and swlasses, courting,
watching his wife prepare supper 2 the end of a hard day's work, playing
with his children. Mo elso shewvod tha unkappinoss ond tragedy that come
to the Wegro as mmeh £o 35 Lo &il sen--death of a child, koouledge that
the ¥Yold times" ave gone, bitiew ragret after a gquarvel with a friead,
rejection hy the world he foves dolly. To many, this was a new picture
of the Megre. For the fivst ilws, perhaps, some fmericans began teo
realize that the Wegro was a ngn, shaving in universael joys and sorrows.
The Megro ctereotype remalned, Leceuse it hed alrecady become a dlstinctive
part of American culiuve; bui L1t had becoma deecper sad twruer through
Bumbax 's poetic efforis,

Anothezr obstacle in the welilag of dialectal poetry was the fact that
dialect was to no exteni alandaydlzed whén Duntbar began walng it. Thexe
had been only one previcss poct win had ewployed Negro dialect, a white
man named Ivwia Russall. Dunbar bagan weiting 4n Russell’s etyle, bun
goon exceadad him i poatic toclndqun, as well as iu uvse of dislect.,. A
dilalectal writer of & wliiceant tyie who was alse ottaining great helghis

of popularity duwilng thic time nos Jomes Ubitcomb Riley. Dunbar was a

great admiver of Riley: aod Jlizy, S tuva, gave Iunbar soma of hia

eariieet pradse 15 evident; for in Dunbar'e fizrst work,
there ave exomwpiesz of llocpliar dlniaect and such poem titles as "fhe 0ld

AGodnts™ Bie poem “James Whitcomb Riley"

Apple~Tree,” and “Chyismu
abowes us just what bhe thoeght of Zils poet, end also gives us an insight

inte what he himgelf Livied to accowplish through his use of dialect



VRuw tedm and slill86 phwases,

I do aet keer a jnt;
masate the werds alona, but feslials
Thak fech the fende® Spol.
S’ chet's Jest wvhy I love him,e-
Wby, he's got such huwan feeldint,
21" in evlry song he glves us,
You kip see it ecveepin®, stealin®,
Throughk the coXe the cears go iricklim’,
Bué the edge is bright and amiley; '
X never sav o poel )
Yike that poat Whizcowd Hiley.z
Luckily, Dusbar did sot leng let his adulzation for 2iley limic hig

oun effectiveness, nor did he eccept Biley’s use of ddalect For more Ehan

a brief period. He soon left blm behind, just 85 ke had Zewin Russell,

Finding that such weiters had standardized no paktorn for writing in
Hagro dfalect, sunber chen oreated his own. He vejectad previous atkampis
mnade almost uaintelligible by poor apelilag, and weose “by ear,” bctuaily,

Danbar dn his poems set tha "rules” for dialect spellimg that hawe been

followad by later wrlters. He learned to represent on papey the speenl

of the Seuthera legro, alichough he wovar evea trevelled ia the South

wnkil the lagter yearvs of his life.
But by far the greateal problen, and one Dunbar never found a way

o¥ encaplng, wes tho limited emoiional exprescloa availoble to weiters
in &alect, Jemes Heldon Jehvoon has dascribed dialect ag 2 great oA

on wiich ecan be gounded only tuo woteg~~those of humor avd pathes. When

a roader tabes wp @ dlalect poem, he expects Lo flnd che one or the othex;

end genarally, he docs. Any port of exaggexaied dialect ls thought ko

be the trademerk of a stople, unedecated people, whe, in turn, ave sOmGe
how suppoged to feel only the simple, elementel exivemes of emotion,
One reading Hegro dialect {or Hoosler dialect, for that watter) is supposnd

thar to langh ox exy; thus, subjects evoking theoe responsas are &ha

.

o

<

21



onLy ones available te the writer. Duabsr was not unavare of this: hi
TR -‘ » BEG

realization of the limitations dialect lmposed was pave of the reasen he
preferved to write in classie Eogiish. Tut Americq vould waqd “literary®
posnms by other poets. She clamored for ihe foikey pictuves of Negro life
thaz aaly Dumbar could write. So it was that she turned to Dunber's WoN
in dialect, for s long time aslzmost compietely ignoving sny of hig other
voyk,
It is hard to write & criiical snalysis of this phase of Dunbar's

writing, for such a study requires criterin so different from that owdi-

navily wsed. Also, the dislectal poems are long; and becausc they are
2aually mavrstive, the task of selecting eucerpts ig g difficult one,
However, let us look at some of the best to see if the components of
Dunbar’s peculiar cham aa a dialectal writer cam de established,

The poem conszidered by amany to be Dunbar'g masierpiece fu dialecr
is “When Malindy Sings." Said to be inspired by the einging of hisg mothery,

thiz deseription of Melindy's musical ability epmake tendexly of the

senoltivity of Negvo character.

“Gluway an' guill dal nolse, Miss juey--

o

1t Szt music dook Sway;

Whet’s de use to Feap aa tyyln'y

£ vow practice twall you'wa gray,

venr eatn't sta’t no notes a-Llyin’
Lelk de ones dat rantsz and wlage

Tiewa de kitchen to de big woords

Wean Mol indy sings.

oy

sin't you neveh hyeahd Malindy?
Blessed soul, tek up de crogal

Look hyesh, ain’t you jokin’, honey?
well; you don't know what you los'.

Y'ought to hyeah dat gal a-wa'blin’,
Pobing, la'ks, as' 2ll dem cthinge,

Haich dey moufs an' hides dey faces
When Malindy sings.

. > e



oh, hic's oweetabh dem de music
Of an ediented wond:
Ant hit’s desveh dan de battle's
Song o'iviumph in de Lan’.
It seems helier dmm evaenin’
When de solema ahu’el: bell vings,
Fxe 1 sit o' ca'mly liuﬁﬁn
While Malindy sings.™

8uch 2 poem as this reveals Dunbaz’s sense of form and his inmate rhytha,
S0 distinet is the lyric pover vevesled heve that this and other wacma

can be, and have been, set te music, Certainly Dunbsr's verse Flows

freely and casily; the emotion it expresses is deep and sinceve. While
dislect may not, from the poet's poini of view, be o very desiTable
inctrument, Dunbar has surely made the best possible use of this fomm.

lie technique is varied emough to escape txliemess; his humor and aad-

ness, both, are mellowed emough to be touching. Although some writers

might have made their portrayals ludicrous or maudlin, Dunbay mainteine
hig role as oveistic interpreter of the race.
There are many other well-known dialect poems that cannot he oubted

hawve because of their lemgth: “When de Co'n Pome's Hot,™ 4 Begro Lowe
Song," "pegexted Flantation,” PLittle Brown Daby" have all been favorites,
The lacter ean be used to poiat out a quallty typilcsl of much of Dunbar®«
dislectal work. Many times the reader will somehow feel that the
characters in the poems ox the ones narvating than are emiling through
teare or are, as Lapgston Hughes has exprossed i, "laughing to keep from
crying.® ®pittle fwown Daby"” presents s Negro's enjoyment of life, his

tenderness and love toward hie smell child; but in the last stanzs chis

galaty is replaced by wiscfulness and & sense of sorrow,

12
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This undercurrent is one of rhe techniques Dunbar uses in &n attempt to
keep his poems from remaialng ab me of the two sxiremes that could be

so sasily adopted. Ysppinees and humov ave hexe; but uadernsath it is
the knowledge that thiec rman has asffered amd thaz, lLike men everyvwhare,
he wishes to spars Ris child fuon similar pain. Dialect marks such a
poem as veelal; its thene, howveven, is universal and therein contains

its appesl for the weuder.

Perhape this is the key o Mubar's success ia reaching the American

public at the particular time he did. While his powms always retaiuved

g

zheir zracial flaver, never did they fail to go beyond zace and speak of
matters thet men and vomen fvon 2il aveas of life could understand, One
of his last noems, published just 3 fow wounths befpre his death, sirvikes
o regpongive note in slwest any rodder.

fmapcasation

Accmne T wad lowad 5o deaply,
deentas 0 oaad loved wo lowg,
ead e alo reat comgasnion

¥

Gave wne che giit of song.
Buoanas L hove lowed o walaly,
At srwn such falvexing breaih,

o Moot n infinite mnrcyg
Citers Lhn boon of Daatk.”

Such a poem gives evidence of burbar's insight imte hils owm life and his

s

own euperiences, ot the amme fine revealing his ability to cosmunicate
with all men who trvy to live a Life of harmony and love.

)

penimin Brewlaey, have held up Paul Lau-

ertain eritics, notably

vence Dunbar o youth as an exzuplc of what genius and harxd work cam

13



dcconplish for evem the most downtvodden of persoms., Dusbar ig thia, but
certainly nuch more then this. He was the Ffivst spokesman For a vace
whose poatlc expression hed previously besn limited by lack of educarion
aud opportunity. He wae a poet who ueed the teolg at hond, even though
they were not the ones he would have chosen, to reach the public with

his message., He was mot a great poet; he hingeld probably realized
Fhat. But mixed in with the medfocre work, and the good, were flashes
of brilliamcy, lines of pure lyvieisa. Dunbar was the repuesentative
©¢ a people; he had the consciousness of standing on & thrashold, fad
although he faced sn early death, he spoke For his race in boldiag on
ko a persistent optimism concersing the future, That is why be is
today, aftex more than s half-cemtuxy, loved by his awn people and
adnivad by many who discover dis work.

"when all is done, #ay not wy day {o o'er,
Ang that shra® aighZ I seck o dismes shore;
Say rathexr that my wovn has juat beguaw-

I greet the daim snd not & Setting own,
vhen 211 13 doma."

14
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JHHES WELDGN JMINEO:;
{(1371-12323
IUGE T THE RERSISSANCE

Educator, lavyer, musiclam, diplomat, linguist, execukive, novelise,

vitie, editor, poet -- all Zhese deseribe the varied cureer of Jumes

Weldoa Johnson., From the time of is youth {m Jackeonvilie, Florida,

until his sudden death in a ¢ar asccident fn 1238, he busied himself wich

those asetivities whieh were o gainm him the title of America’s foremosy
Regro citizen., In searching for the factors leading to these accomplishe
ments, Jolmson claimed that much of bis success vas due to the fnfiluence

of his parents. Yis mother, a cultured Hew Yorker, was the first colored

woman public senool teacher im Florida. She was artistic, Mugical, very
laterested lm books; snd botk her cons soon folleoved hey in how tasten.
Tolnson's father never attended ochool, but he taught hiwmself Spanieh
When he was past {ifty, hechanged the

and beczme an avid theater-3oeX.

entive course of his Life snd enterved the mimlstry., Johmson described

hils mother ss atzong, 4e rermined, proud, a born weformist; hie Father,

68 guiet, unpretentfous, hut strong and honest. He states in his autow-

hlography, Along the ¥Way that as the days pagsed, he found himself moye

and more iike them.
Thatever the zeacons, MOVevVer, We wust recoy snize tha faet that
Johneen claims America's motice compielcly aside from his literary endes-

wors, He esrped his A.B. and M.A. Ervom Atlonia Universicy ond etudied

for thyee yeaws at Columbia tatversity. He was swazded the honoravy

Doctoy of Lecters degres Zyom LWO colieges; he received the Spimgarn

Madal im 1925 for distinguished sexvice as U, 8. Comsul to Vemezuela and



Ricaragua, and for his work as author and publicist. dHe became concerned
with the soeial and ecomomic condition of his people, and this led him

to seyve for several years as mational zecretary of the National Associse

tion for the Advancement of Colored People. Johnson was the intellec-

tual leader among the Negroes of his day; his service to his vace and to
his countzy lemd added welght to his work as writer sud cxitie,
it 1s difficult to find a starting poiat for the discussion af

Johnson's work, because his efforte in the field of literatuve were as
varied ag his services inm public life. We shall, of COBrse, conceniralke

on his poetry, but certainly we must mention and evaluate his other

writings, also.
As has already been stated, theivr mother's Intervest ia music had z

great influence on both James Weldon Joknson and his brother, Rosamond,

Rosamond Johnson eventually became a profezsional musiclan, mnd che
brothers spent several profitable years in collaboratlon s songwriters.
James Weldon wrote the books of eight light operas for which Rosawmond

composed the music. Meny wmusical comedies and populav songs were also

produced by the company these brothers headed, before James Weldon became
bored with the whole jidea and sought oub other ways of making a living,
Later im his 1ife, though, Jehneon zetwrned for a short while to the

musical field., Combining his talents as musician and linguisc, he trange-

lated the likretto of the Spanish opers “Govescas” inte Englishk for the

Metvopplitan Opera Company, certainly a fowmidable taak,

But although these works were good ones and achievad a yeasonsble

degree of popularity, Johuson will never be vemembered solely for them,

A mueh more widely-known accomplishment Eran, thege in the fields of music



and poskry i1s the soag “Lift Ev 7 Yoice and Sing,” now deslgnated ag
e b 8L B GL a

fhe Megro National Aathes. Ageln, the brothers worked together, the one

w:’-‘- i I8 AT P e i 4 a oy N
riting the words and the othexw, the music. Tiae song was originally

written for school children who were giving a program to celebrate Line

coln's birthday. However, even aftor rhe nrothers hag fovgoiten the

lncident, the hymn comtinued to be sung in Hegro schools and churches

throughout the coumtry. Its popularity is probably greater todsy thap

ever before, and deservedly so; for it is o fine plece of music., 7T
expresses sn dcceptance of the past sud 8 confidence in the future; it

helps to cultivate a2 cense of history among the Hegroes, Johnson says

che faly commeni he cim make concerniag the writing of chis gong 1.3

that #,,.ve vrote hetter thon we hwnow.¢"

8od of our mearxy years,
tad of our silent tears,

Thou who hast brought w8 thoc Je2 on our way,
Thau who hast by Eny wlehs

Led wa inco tme light,
Rewp uwe lorevar In the nuch, we pray;
Lest our feeh sivey Lrom ik placcs, oux (nﬂ. wiiare wo met thea,

Leat, our heavts drusk witch che

n.|

LT
wine off thie workd, we foxges Thea,

After such stirring lyries as these, It is gomewhat of g dig~

Sppointment to examine Johnson's prose work., His @ss8ays and novels.

although far above mediocrity, do not compsye with his work as a poet

and g ericle. What is probably his besi-kaown movel, Tha ””(qh;qﬂ:123¥

of an Ex~Coloured Man, proves o he ao lnteresting agd unusual bool,

but not an outstanding one, The prose form iz obviously new to Johnson,

and a laock of sureness in techmioue 18 evident. Johnsoa himpelf regrettand,
after a peried of time, the fact that he ilrst published the book
amonymously; it gave the lmpression that the novel was a kind of g
livity glomick snd added a Little more to its general appearance of immge

turdey. 8eili, we con cull from the book an idea thot becawe increasingly

3



o | T—— Bectsax
- chavacter regrek the crossing of
g of

importawt to Johasow. le has his mad
the color line and come to the conciueion chat ha hag teen selfish and

self-seeking. The thought strikes him thet had he vemained with his

people, he might have dedicated himself ko the waking of a roce, ey~

tainly Johneon, who was also vexy iight in color, mst have come te &

decisoion about this ot sowe time} and it ia evident that he himgels
gladly chose the task of iifting bis race to a higher levei.
48 & critic and editor, however, Johnson reaches a much higher

level. He has to his credit three books ln this £ieldy Zbe Zook of

fpezican Hegre Postry, The Book of jmericas Megre Spirituals, sad

Ibe Second Book of Auexican Negre Spirituwals. The anthology of poatry

by coleved authors was probably the fivst in the Vuited States, and

prefecing 4t is e critical essay by Jolmeon. His comments abour ir

are ag follows:

Pefors I hed gone very £or with the work, I reaiiped
that awch a ook, baing Che Tlrge of Lte kind, wounld be
antirely deveid of a backpround. ﬁm@r&ma 2 a whola
lmay of Danbaz, but 1 vas practicaily sooware thai thao
were guch things os Negre pocte and Hegio poeiry. 8o
I decided ko woita an dacvosuctlon; and tpe fakredsctlon
dovalepad inte o Jorty-=tue page vanay on f?bq Drealtive
Recivs of the Fegeot In chat avsuy I called niteation
to the Ameriean ilegro as & folk arzist, and poloied owmi
Lis vigal ceuniributiorns, as such, o cur wrationsl culture,
In 1t ¥ aloe made a brief suvvey of Hegro peetry., &
begow with Phillis Wheetley. ... and tovched ¢n the wogk

. g ) oty wedevin, A Whm }
sioptfieone work from mpwng vhe chivty-odd tegro poets
betwean her and Dunbar,

Ia this cazey Johnsen xeveals the linking of folk conseionsness and

Intellecsualiom that 1s typlcal of hia best work. XHe is determined to
prove thot the folk songs and the folk poatry of the Negro ave are,
a3 weeh as are the poems writien in eatablished forms, using conventional

techmigues. He also furnished in this cssay the best bhistory of early

4



It 13, all ie 21}, a valuablec

Hegro poebyy that can yob be §0
book in iteelf: end it was iuporinui at the time as am entryway for later

authologies of Hegwo puelxy.

Pha two collections of apiziteria adited by James Weldon Johnson

ap
and his brother ave algo fupostont wxka. The fivet book contaius

2 siwilar number. Rosgamend Johow

o

gixty~oune splvituels, amnd fhe azcond,

cementa; and James Weldon wrote a

r,, g

forty~page preface givisg the histowy of the spirituals, theorles as

to their origla, and on estlumie of hem ac music aad poetyy. These
books can be credited with soving fov America & numbsy of uwaigue com-
ponents of her foik euliure she scoumid 411 afford ¢o loge.

Finally, let ws tupn Lo Jobnaoo's poetry, which we mast, in eil
honesty, label as the best pevy of Ul weitiag. This phase of his work

¢ Years and Other Poems, Jod's

is contained within thyec Doobka. I

Tyonbones, end Jalns Pster Relates on Incident of the Resurrection Day.

S A,

The latter book, or lung poem, 4o uu lronlc comment on Americes pre=-

jmdica. It combiaes sly wmochery willh a deeply moving quality, and it

centters arcound the theuwe of the wiiowm soldler. Since this book was

printed fer private distwlluilon culy, it is now practically impossible

o get hold of a copy. Thus ik wlll e necessary ko relate the remaluder

of our commenis Lo the other wolumoo

in hMe early writiag, Johnoun wode some use of dieleet. In hig

fivet book, he included & sectlon cuvitled "Jingles aud Croons.”™ These

SRR |

works, following in the Dunbow clon, ware well-liked, The fav-

oritie, and one still worthy of aeotlce today, is "Sence VYou Went Away.“

de stz lon't shivme ao brdght,
i da rone loes hig light,
2 smowew’s cocidn' gofn® xight,
S2ne ]v(‘l WAL RV,

e e




Seeus lsk o me I jas can't hefp but sigh,

Seems lak to me me th'oat keeps gitcln® dry,

Soeme lali o me a toar stays Lo wa oye,

Sence you went away.®

Thie little poem was Johnson's f£iret publiched work; it was later set
to meaic by hic brother end bacame instastly pepular. It 1s ar excellent
diclect poem. Johnsom mutes the tous sufficiently teo give it the dig-
nlty dialectal work go often lacks. Benjomin Brawley fele iis dignity
v be 30 atzxong, in fact, that ke celled this posm a thremody, or dizrge.
Ho doubt Johnson could have found a wide audlence for this type of work.
Yet, he knew alwost instinciively the limicetioms acd pltfalls of
dlalect, ond ke desired for Negro poetry o wore uchampered future. So
it wan that he soon gove up the use of dialect altogether and openad
the door for the Fagro Renalgsance.

We cennot here discuse In f£ull this wew literary wovament, for i
is not as yet completely upon us. DBut Jehmson's poctzy from this point
on comeo eleosar snd closer Co it. He depavts from the protest tredicloun;
and iastoad of epologizlug foxr the race isnue, leads his people to
becoma proud of it. His poetry, as will be cyplcal of tha writers
following, no longer pleads; it exprosses. Lt vevelis agaiust sentfimentale
ity, optiwien, romentic cocape, The Negro aad hio artistle works ave
endoved with a mew dignicy, aud they bogin o take their mightful place
in Amexrican cuwlture. 7This viewpoin: will not become full<biown watdl
the deye of Claude MeFay, Countea Cullon, ond Lepgekon fughea; but

- - o T £ mues  ASINES D e "
James Weldon Johngon, symbol of vising intellectuniism awong the legroos,

introdecea it and propagates it.
A poerm that can be fdentlfled with this risfing epizil ie the
fomous ") Black and Uukaoun Berds." in 1% Jobhngon pays homsage o the

unknown creators of the Negro gpiritwals. By his very selection of worde



aud By the tons he cveates within the poum, he iuvests this fomm of folk

art with new dignity and lmportance.

0 blachk azd unbonssn bayds of long ogo
Fow came youryr 1ips to toueh tie sacyed Lire?
How, in your dariness, did you come (o kuow
Tho powver cud benuty of the dimstrel's lyze?
Who fivet from midst his bopds lidted his oyes?
o first from the 8till watech, lone aad long,
Yeeling the onciont f£aith o propaets rige
Within kia dark-kopt soul, burst iato song?d

Seme aave even taken this as & literal explanaticn of the origin of tho
spiriiual., We can hardly go so far as to sazy thol; and yot we realise
thet Johoeson hes here racreated the mood in which the apiritusl wes
Yorn. He gives the zot of creatiop almest the secredness of Holy Jerip-
ture, o thought undoubtedly new to most Americans of both racss,
Another quite thoughi-provoking poon frem the volumo PiLey ‘oars
_A——*-—m!
2nd Other Poems io "fhe Waite Witeh.” In the fowm of a semi-legend,
it lende iisels to varied imterpretaliom.
O broshors e, take core! Tshe carve!?
The groet white wiich vldes out tauight.
¢ younger Buothers adrne, bhewaras!
Look not upen hor besaly bright;

For ia har glance thers ls a zaare,
anG in nor smile thsre is o hlight.S

The whiteness, blondenoss, and youth of this witch ave constantly onpha-
simed, but wo are alse Lold thet she is contuvies OLld angd twin wietoy

to the aavth. At first thought, ono might wonder il the "grost wilte

witeh” of the poom is the temptation o cross the color line. G the
othey hand, the traditional setiing and form of the puen mohes us seareh

Zor o wore universal synhol. Possibly ve might maintadn that she is tho

noon, casting ber opell on mankind, as she hes dose through tho 2,

Mhatever tho interpretation the individual reader might decide to give,



we must agree that Sohnson has Qreatod = full, 1f sowewhet enbiguous,
symianl . Ho also belances perfectly ihe ovident ogeolossness = antiguity
on one side, moderaity os the other -- 0f this probiem,

The last poem Zrom this book that we might notice iz the social
Justice posm, "Brothere.” This very realistic poem deals with the horros
and brutelity of lynching. The main cherocter is o cymbol rether than
a porpon; he represents all the vesentment, distwust, bitternese, and
bate ¢that build up in the Megro throughout the Liftesn generations QF
slavery., Waen he hurls forth his deflance, ke is taken by the mob ang
A% the end, he becomes slpost a

slowly, cruelly burnod at the stake.
Christ-symbol, for his bomes and the chailn that bhound him are divided
among those whe muvdered him. And in hiz last words, Johnson has Aim con-
demn all those wao could, or would, treat o Zellow humen being in sueh a
manner; "Prothers in splwit, brothers in deed ere wo."? e whose hate
drives hin to lynching is as beast-ilbke as he whom discrimination and
erunity hes dyiven to avil deeds. Thls plece of blank vorse probohly
aconmplishod a3 much in the outlawier of lyaching as dfd aill the active
loklaying which Johnsen later led.

Hod the poems we bave disoussnd oo Iav couposed the whole of Johne
son's writing, he would have our acelain a3 a great Americon Negro writer,

But thers yet remains for our exmminetion whet many consider his mastorplece ~—w

Seven Legre Sermong in Yersa. Johmson had proviously

20d's Teomboness

apent nuch of his time aud ono¥gy convinelng the mubiliec thet ogro foll
misic ongd dance wes weal art. There vomained atilli the task of prosenting

to Amorics the Negve folk sovmon. Johason discoversd that ot one fime in

Negro 1ife, thers were sermons that pessod with omly slight wedifiestion



from preacher to preacher amd locallfy to locality, Examples of these
were the "Walley of the Dry Bones' sermon, taking Faskial 37 as the texby tho

Traln Sermon's the “Heavenly Mavreh” sermon; and finuily, a sermon covering

the whole Bible from the Cresiion o bhe Judgmen® Day, It was such ag
aege that Jolwson wanted to preserve and 40 raiss to the standerd of gv,
Jokmson also reallized that thz old-time Negro preaciier was looked
uwpon by most people 28 2 semi-comic figare, snd he wented to enange this
migeonception. In achuality, the prescher was & vital intluence among
the people of his rase; he was the mainspring of hope and ingplyrasion.
Generally swperior in intelllgence, e offen comelitted large porticas of

the Bible to memory, BHe would balk no text: “Brothers and sisters, this

morning -~ I Jatend $o explain the wacapieirable o £ind out the wiefinable e

pender over the imponderable «- and mnscrew the ingurateble, 0 The Negro

preacher was an orabor spd an achor. He depended on a progresgicn af

riythnie words to wove audiences Lo ectasy; he could medulate hie voiee
Lrom 2 whisper to a thundorelap. When he reachad the polnt that Zs had
gwopt, sy both his heavors and himself, his langusge became much more
neorly peetry than pross. This waa the lenguage aud oratorieal qualdiy
that Johuson wanted o represent.

fhan Johmson feced the probiem of Negro disleste This wonld Bean
to bz the prover madima for tho eoruons, but Jobnzon states ian his jutro.
duction Hwo reagons why hs did not use it. (1) Dinlect lends itsels
only 4o Limited ewoblonal cxpressicfe O2ly humor and pathos can be Telly
reprosented throngh it. Johmoen Wished thase sormonz Yo pive the effect

of 2 trombone -- ao instrument having the power to aipress all omobions

encormsssed by the humsn volce, bub with groater amplitvds (thus the

g



title, Cod's Trombones)s (2} The old-time praachers, even though they

normally ueed dislest, wsnally stopped out from i%s navrow confines when
bhay preached. They combined Negro idioms and King James Dmglish 4o
create the sonorous phrases that sabisfied thelr sense of sound end

rhybihm,
In the writing of the sermons themselves, Johnson tried to indlcate

the tempo of the preacher by the line errangement and a certain sort of
pzusc, He included, iiso, 2 preliminary prayer, gyhich was almosh os
imporbant es the sermon Ltself, for it set ths stags, =20 to apesl, for
she germon. Johmgon vegratved that the atnosphers itself, the perennality
of the preacher, bhe serasn inmbonavion, and the syncopation °f spezch

mmugt necesssrily remain absent from the ssimen-poewss Yeb the reader

with any degves of sousitivity must sense that harz Johngon has created,
or seb dowm, semething of breabh-ialdiog beswiy. There are phrasss aud

imazes that strike with clesr nodes upon ths congelovsness off the

vergon who puis himsedf into the meod of these works. dJolmson has nov

fallen Car sbort of his ideal of proving Zbat the folk sermon is truly

Y

The geven sermons Johuson records iu his book range from "he Croatieont
£0 "The Crueilinion,® from ©Let My People Go" e “Go Down, Death.® ALL
are in blapk verse apd ghow a heavy influence of the spivituals, Frobakly

the bews Xmows is "The Creation,”" which presents vividly a childelileo troat

In the goodnsse end closenass of Gode Yeb the mewmon Go Doww, Daathe ig

equally as stiveing in ibs siuple, but besutiful Interprotation of death,

J0



And God sudd: Go dour, Renth, go dovn,
Gy down o Sawvanneh, Csorglis,

Dowe fn Yowacrow,

And 2iad Sistor dareiiac,

She's bovmo the bBuvrden oud hest af ohe dey,
dhe’s lebored iong Iin ny viasyerd,

And she's tired -

She's TeRRT -

8o down! Doetk, ond Dring her %o me.®

He one but James Weldon Johmmon could have hilended Pootic fuegery, folk
» e 7 |
Superstition, and seeming truth In such o woy. Dosth bocame So the

legroe congregation an sotual person subsorvient to the demends of n

nereiful and loving God.
The impevtomcs which yepetitlon ployad dn sstoblishing the 2Ry thin

noeded to ewey tho crowds is represenied most clearly ia "Pae Craciiinton "
Jehnaon felt that this peenm was the mont QLfPlenit Yo wedte, for 4%
oymlred hoth vivideess of detall end ahoolute dignisy of prosentation

On C2lvary, on Calvary,

They cruelidngd my Jdesns.

ihey naftled Lim o She cruel free,

Avd the heorwox!

Thae Rommer!

Tae havips!

2ung Ghyowsh Jorwealdan’s otreon.

The hermor!

The hamvor!

o Romow?

Pang through Jerusaken's cotisots,
* . L]

$h, ¥ trowble, yes I trawbia,

2% cpwees npe Lo tremdlo, Tromdla,

Whon £ thuink kow Jesug cied;

Plod an the sieops of Calvary,

fow Josus died for sinters,

Slowers Like you and o 10

Hot ouly con we see the orstorienl wepetition of phrases, bus we actice
in the last excowpt the ever-presont influcuce of the epiritunls. On
such an ocensicn the congrogation might have inmterruped the ninistar

with anatchos of song ovr with their own repsiition of koy thoughts

11



The shortest poas in the aollevtion, and one well reprasenting ol
& RESOBELL &rL4
the tochnigues Johuson used in his procoutpbl gty
’ i 3 2 i procontelion of the foik
: X AESBORRGE 12 tha

gkl'ﬁrm?uct W 25 i » bl ow it e
ory preyer. Jdobnaon Lolls us thet ofien o wenm R g ealled onm

b0 dasd thin prayor vhom the nindstor Imee cowld SELr the eongrepstion
Mg et

end prepove it for the semson which wos to follaw. ‘The atrildag, hut
f L AP A

slways eppropriste, combination of everydey colloguialiem aws Biblieal
Phrases in this selection make it woll werth guoting in 2tg ontirety
RESTEN, LOBD -~ A PRAYER

O Lord, wo come $this marmias
Kegso-howed and Body-bount

Brfore thy Shreone of grace,

G Loxd -~ Ghie moxwing --

oo our heares Doneath our ess,

And our Masos in sane lonescw villey.

We conw this worning --
Like eapty pltchers so o full fountaln,

With no movdts of onr ownk,

O lozd -~ opan ue & window of heaven,

A loan ont Lay over the bahtlapents of glory,

Aud liston this navning.

o, huve Reyon prond cnid dyitg sinners _
Sinners honging over the mouth of hell,

™o seem 0 love thelr dlatance well.

hopd o« ide by this moaring -

Mount yovsr ldli-rihite Lorse,

mag ddo-~2 his morning -~

And Ap your ride, rido by old hall,

Mdae by <he dagy getns of kell,
And ptop poor sinners in thely hoadloag plunga.

Andd mow, O Loxd, thds wan of Jod,
vho hreaks ihe bresd of 1liia $his moreainy --

Siadaw him ip the hadlow of thy nong,

Ao keep Ziw ant of Mo gurehot of the dovil,
Fako him, Lerd -« this Eooning -

tash kiam with ayseep inslde and oug,

Raoag il op and deadn i dey of ain.
Rin hiz esr to the visdoo-post,

A maks 2ls worlks slodpe hatmers of Tt <
Boating on ike iror lwevt of sia.

A 1.3



Lovd God, thds momning -~
at bis eye to the telescep? ol otomdily,

gad et him look upon Lo papsy walls of iino.
Ioxd, turponiing his imaginziilon,

2ot perpotusd motion in ks awas,

Fill Bim full of the dymemlie of thy pover,

Avcant binm sll over with the oll of thy salvetion,
And sot his toagun on Tiwve.

st now, O Lord -
Phen I've dome drunk Ly last cup of sorewy —-

Vhen I've Besn celled evarything hut £ ohild of God w-

Whon ¥'m done traveliling up the Ough 8ido of ke mountitn e
O = Bnry’s Beby -~

whon I stert Qown the stesd end slippexy sitens of deetsh
Then this old world begins (o rouk henoatk ny 2egt -

Lowor ma to ny dusty grave In poace.

Yo wait Jor ithat groat gltiin' up mowning -~ fmom.ll
Such writing as this causes us to roallze that hers is a Hagra poot
for whem extuses no louger need to be nalde, in whose hands words have
talkon on new forms and Lresh mecwings. Janes Woldon Johnson was a highy
sducatad man; he wes a poet capeble ol groat aubtlety ond depth. Ko
Negre poct bofove him bad iad the wide range of eswpression, the atrongth

of lznguage. tam crostiveness he displayed. He was en intellectus) ertisy

in his own right, o pool 2t onee rocial and fwerdlesn.  Jonson was dborn
into en nmimosphere of traditiovel dialeckt end pratest poetry, At bis

death, he loft behind en ever-hrosdmaing fiold of Negro writing that w -

boginning to includo the new notes of prids eud reslism. The "New Negro"

wos veedy to spoak to Ameries; vho cau sstimato the pert dmes Velden

o ?
Johason pipyed in gotting bis voico heavd.
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CLAUDE MUEAY
(1889-1.90:8)
YOICE OF PASSIOY

Wars seom aluaye te have had au vnsettling elfect on a connbry e
literature, snd the American writings of the lash century can cervainly
elain no exempbion. Before the CGivil Wer, and for some yesrs efber 1%,
Awerican writers were deeply entrenched in vomanticimm. Morelism end
optlmism were the keynotes of both pooiry aud prose; bveaunty ang Zoaii-
uess wers considered e be the valves Inherent in good litersiure,
The Civil War, however, brought some inkling of chasnge, The rise of
industrialization and wrbsnization led the wey teward sosial realiomy
and such writers as Mark Twain bogan ereabing works thel were mors
vigorous, move Ttrue to life.” By the 18907s, an open stroggle had

developed between the romewbic and the reallstic campse The ensuing

confliect was bitter, bub not unduly long. Socisl and economic problems
within Amerisats national 1ife, peazinlam and decadence within her
personal life, led insxorably o an warest wbich seon penctrated hep
literature,

This feeling of wmrest gradually altered libterary ontlook, waking

1t constantly more wsallsiic in cheraciers By the =ud of the nine.

Seenth centmry, weliers sush ag Frenk Noivis and Thoodove Dreises ho!
hiolped usher in o new novemend, cherscberized by its insistence on

vesliom, and even on uaturalism. Thie revolubion in theme and philow
soply was appropriately accompanied by experismonistion in technique;

thus the Twenties saw the creabion of such technically vipreesdented

1



worke a3 [aulimer’s Tho Scund ond the Fu vy and ¥liotts The Haste Lande

hIMLIRS 1 ovaerdmim B WLl vl

This whole literary woriod of chane flnclly assumed the proporticns of

a Renalssance, The ahove-usnihionsd thematic end bechnical changes pere

slsted throughous bha yeare of The Fipst Horld War, and wers never really

completely losb, Withoulb doubt, this perdod of Awalkening iun American

literature affechzd the vourse ¢ lature literary work in this country,
Meanwhile, American Negro Plscrature wes axperlencing & similar

Its renaissance did not core

spiritnel and literary ensmclpsi
mtil later, concentrating itsell in the years 19119283 bui when Lt
cawe, it corvied the caymavis of the American literavy revolubtion as &
wholes The wmajor fectors that brouzht 1t sbout were three in number:
the First World War, ths advance of the Negro ln labor and ethcation,
and the Negro's exbensgive wiprabion to the North. James Weldon Johmson
hed earlier opensd the door oo 2 chmge in literabure by his sbandoument
of Negro dialect a3 o poabie venlclsg Alain Locke later entered it as

s

editor of the book, The Hew Yocrs, In this book Locke stated that the

younger gensrstion of Hepro weliors had achieved an objective abtitunde
toward life, Hace to bhom w=a Loooiing an added, enriching experience,
making existence more Inbterosting, wore beautiful, more poignant., From
this viewpoint was afforded = deepsaing rather than a nareowing of

gocial vision, The Hegro Rapricsannce, then, was more than a new emphasis
on roslism oy natuvallsm, I wag o deliberate attempt by the Negro writer
to stifle propagandistic and apologistic mobives in his work. It was a
debermination to oub mere »7forh inlo inner mastery of mood and spirit
than inbe ouber mestery of form and teehnique, The young poebs shook

off the last shraeda of the ministeol tradition and declared themselves

)



free in regards to the tome snd tacinique of their self-expression,

Langston Hupes phrsced the lndapendend stand of the Renalzsancs proup thus:

51598 who oreate now intewnd Lo
davr-sicinoed selves withont fear

1o gee plsasod we ars gled, If

5 nabwr. We Yoor we axe beamtiful.
! peoply arw pleased we are glad.
XL they 2re aoh, thal = rhipleasure docsms mabter edbher,
Wo duidd our hemplan oo vonorTow, strong a3 we know how,
and we i{;am‘i. on e oz of the mowabtain, fres wlthin ouve
selvesn.

ezpm::s eur
o¥ shawe. f"_z
they axre no%, 1% dane :,'
And uvgly, ton. II eul

Q

The strongest voice among the "New Negroes" of this pexiod is
found to be Clande MeKoy's. He¥ay was not borm In the States and pro-
bably never beceme a citiszery yel, in him we have our most vigorous
eritic of demoeyacy and our mosh covtemptuous viewer of Americals
treatment of the Veogre. Can we trothfully classify MeKey as an American
Negro poet? Techulcally, we sannoh, However, by vwirtus of such prose

works as Home bo Harlem and such volumes of postry as Spring in New

Hempshire, it is obvions %hab he Lot sompthing to say to Amerlesa. fnd
besause of hils studies and Srsvel Lare and his lovo for Harlem, 1t is
likely that fmerica has bad swneiiiag to say to hime e cannot afford
to pase by this Hegro poet, one of the most oubstanding the Nagro
Ranalseanse prodused

Clande MeR=y waz bown In Joaeisa, Britdeh Wost Indies, in a villiege
g0 small that it 4id vob ponccss & samp, The youngesi of eleven children,
he was gent to hic brother's hore 1) receive en education., This brothew
wag a schoolmegter and £ Ireathivler, ond he greatly influenced Claude

during the Hrmative ysarz of his Llife. By the time the boy was fourw

teen, he had complebely absorbed iz brother's fine library, cdding the

ideas of such writers ap ! av, doxley, Mebthew drnold, end Shakespeare
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Constab Ballads, were publisbed while be was working with the Jaunica

constabulary, Many of the peems in bhese collocticons were written in
Jamaican dialect, and it ie interesbing to note that already MeKayis
peculiar combination of rough pasgsion znd tender lysiclsm wos appearing,

These early poems becane exceedingly popular in damaica, an) FeKay became

i "‘"1 "..:?.d.o

knosm to the pecple zs ths Roberdt Burns of the in
Ths yesr 1912 found MeKsy in America to study sciontific Tarming,

with plans for an early return to Jamalea. Bubt after a few months at

Tuskeoges Ingtitube and two yewrs at Kansss Stale University, he paid

a vigly to New York,
toke on bthe form of a world metropolis, and he was completely captivated

Shortly thereafier, he ahandored zll though’ ef raturning to

fe arvived in Hariewm just as it was begimning to

oy it.

Jumaica, and he began 6 look upon himgelf primarily oo e poet., g

published several posms in magazines in this couniry and, whilo in

England, brovght out Spring in New Hampshire. This was his first wolume

i Literary English, and its preface was written by the well-known eritie,

I, 4. Richards.
The rest of MeKay's life covnld beat be described in a travelogus.,

He spent bime in Hollend, Belglum, Bussia, Cermany, Moroccs » Pogland,

and Franee, 2s well a3 in the United States. Hae published two other

volumos of poetry, imt dnring the last part of nis life, turned almogth

coupletely to prose writing. He worked for a while in Hew York as an

assoclate editor of The Liberator, & sociallst megazine of art and 1it-

erature. After his trips abroad, howsver, he twmed against soe iolism,

beconse ho could not contend with its ruthless tyrsuwny over man's ming

Iy
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andG bedy. MNeXay iz remembered todsy prlesrily for his pard in viringing

abont the ¥egro Renailssence, and for hils moot powsriaul wolume, Herien

Shadossa,
G s S s
We have designated McRay ag a pansionste poeb; bhis hw is, throughout

mozt of his work, Bab we might alse cell him o welodic powt, for ho is

as conztantly congcions of scund as are HEdgsr Allen Poz and Vachal Lindeay,

ab thaly best. MceEay, besides, has the thlont of Seeming anfare thab

hig combinabtion of words ils producing such an effect. His poems pound much
more natural and unaffected than do the musical experiments for which

Poe iz go famous, Iines from the poem Harlem Shadows" will serve %o

illustrate his constant repetition of vowel sounds,

Ah, heart of me, the weary, woaxy feel

In Herlem wondering from strest to stz'g.@t.g

- — —

MeKzy alao furpishes ns with mauy exemples of alliteration: heaprt.
Havlem, wosry-wsary-wandering, feet-rom, atreet-stieob. I owever,
even this does not nonbribute to the melodic nabure of his poems es

doon his almost unconscions use of auvsonance. Moubt of MeRay s varly

Poums, the ones publiched 1n Jamalca, ave writteh 47 a gyllabic music even

ore delicate then this. It wes not until he camo to the United States

thet he resiized that the exprassion of his deepest feelings required

sonwthing nords Ting, MeKey added to his poams the colored imagoery,

the deep passion thab are his tredemarks; but ab the same time he

-

retained his btendency to emphasize the mmaic and the smoolbhesa ihat

can be cultivated in the Engllsh language.
Thore iz another quality characteristic of HeXuyts poems about

Jamaioa snd sbout nature that cennot escape even the ordinary reader,



flways thay seem to picture the wonder of living, the Vibality of the
Senses jhat belongs to childhood. John Dewsy comments on this by
quoting a lins from McKay's oun poem, “Noxhh and Sowth®: "And wonder

to lifets commonplaces clmgsm”‘ Censtantly McKay shows ways a sensitive

adult may recreate the spontaneily and liveliness of a ¢hilds freguently

he rediscovers for the reader the thriil of iife isself and e freedon
from artificiality possessed by the very young, HoKay's emphasis on
pasaion and intensity in theme and treatment never causes hig idess o
seem immature; but it prevents them frun being clouded by any commonness

o Gullness. His title-poem, "Spring In New Hempshive,® shows the depth

and fullmess of the life his poems degeribes

Spring in New Houpshive

Too green the springing fLowil pgress,
Too blue the silver-gspeckled sky,
Por me to linger hera, al:g,

While heppy winds go laughing by,
Waahing the golden houra indoois,
Waghing windows and scrubbing floors,

Too wonderful the April wmight,

Too faintly sweet the {irsh May flowova,

Tae sbars too gloriousiy bright,

For me to spend the eveniug hours,

When fields are fresh mnd stremms are lesping,
Wearied, exhaugted;dully .;leop:!.ng,h )

McKay s nob ashamed of emobtion, and display of it never makes his

poens less maply or sbtrong., Hig are not weak feelings » and it does not

(]

seem wnbecoming for him to express them freely. In "The Tropics in New

York," hs describes the fruits native o his counbry, the memories they
nring to hiwm, and then his emotional resction:
¥y eyes grew dim, and Y counild no wmove goze;
A wave of longing throvgh my hody suspt,

Ang, hungry for the old, ramiliar ways, .
I turned agide ard bowed wy head ana wept.”



MeKay's poems arve, generally, wniverzal in topic and tone 3 they ave a

sympathetic interpretation of bhe moods and experiences of umandty

a3 often as Ghey are a deseription of the hopes and sorrows of a rece.,

Emotion being as old as human life and as deep as vhe heart of mat,

McKay could no more deny ibs omnipresence whan he could life itself.

Te kim, life was passion 2nd feellng, and his poems are expreasive of

the naked, bub beantiful, force of it,

Mex Eastman, & past editor of The Liborator, claims Clande MeKay

3

to be the Fivs

a way with werds suserior to many rif the Negro poeis before or aftep

t lyric genius of his race. Without a doubt, Mellay haa

ime  And likewise, McKey's faelings cr2 more passionate and more

powerfully expressed than practically any other poet of eithep TOCE,

Never is this trver than when one ls spaoaling of MeKev's love wiF
o pmtl“‘\/g

davde MeKay, 1a given

An entire section of the book, 3elected Poums of (
the title "Awmoroso,” end in it are recorded McKay's reasctions to passion

in the deepest senss, His love is highly sensval, bub it never sinks
bo the level of a chesp, shoddy affair. Always there i3 the olement

of awe, vonder, worehlp; bthé experience is slmost a religious one.

The perlomne of your dody dulls wy senso.
T wert nor wine nor weed; your breabh glone
sufficus, In this moment rare aad dense
I worship at your drefabe..
Oh, 4 owre love tha night Js warin and deep!
The = is swact, my Flousr, and sweet the flnte
Vhose muaie lulls our burning brein w sleas
while we lie loving, p2e=siocnnte, and nate.

Surnly no otheyr lyric poet ever expressed his most intimste feelings in
a form that is, simmibtaneonsly, natural and poetically perfect.

Finally, we are confronbed with MeKay's most extensive and moss

Ainal



influsntial body of posms. These, Lis poams of rebelllon and protest,

ave gtronz notes dn the postle music of the Negre Renalsseuceo. Rugged
aund stern, *his writing never avoids the subject of race and prejudice

in Arerican life., I% porbrays the sensacicn of belug & black men in o

white mants world. Yob MeKay 1s not ashamed of his colors hs no longer

excuses 1b, b expols it. There 13 less helligercnce sud mors plide

of race, and mever im there a compromise with the while world for the

way it bas btrested the Negro., This new-found reoial pride and fresh

plcturing of the Negro problem ism beth part of the Rewalseance and

axpreassive of Hefay's personal feelings and coavietions,

MeKay hes an utter contempt for woelmess; ho Insiste thet Negro

men and women mush gresp the responsibllity of bebaving as respomsible
wenbers of soclety instead of as servants and infericrs. In "White
Aouses,” this defience of social injusties comes Lo the foreground:
againgt oy tightened face,

And I am sherp as steel with discontent.,

But I possess the conrege and she grace

To bear my anger proudly =aud wibent, !

Your door iz shuy

Moy, im Cast, 1ooks upon the bate snd anger in his own heart ag deghoe
able feelings, for hie f£nols thoy exeXclsd a kind of disoipline wpen him,
the persesuied ons, Dator in this sarn potn, he gpeeks of theo wiadom end

superhamen pouer he muagh Find within himself to shay free of the poigaon

that is prodnced in Bhe lives of the uhite sup:e:nmﬁ.cia‘bsa.a This sort of

besting bransforms and sbrengbhens bhe soul of the Negro, meldimg him betier
able to withstand d:i.-:;crimina,f.ibn entt continue the battle for equal rights.
His poem, "Bapblsm,” describes thiz hate he must enber into and the effect
hap upon hime Yet we notlde, as we read ih, that it is not a mean

it

or spiteful hate, bub a clean, purifying, vietorious one,



Baptiam

Into the furnsce leb xo go alons;
Stey you without ir tervor of tha hesbe
I will go neked Inwfor thue !4i9 gnealb~w
Inbe the waird depths of the hotltast sons,
I will not quiver in the frailest bone,
¥ou will not uole s flicker of defoal;
¥y hesrt shall tremble nob its fate 4o nset,
My month give utterance e any mowmm,
The yawning oven spits forth flory spoavs;
Red aspish tongnes shout wordiessly ny nmme,
Desire deatvroys, consumas ry moltal fesvs,
Tronsforming xe into a shape of flama.
I w413 come oub, back to your worid of tears,
A stronger soul within a finer Crews,.”

There are meny facets to Mekay's rebellion and hate, The onme we
wight wost expsct to find would be his defiatce of %ho “white fiemdgh
and thelr cyueliy to the members of his rave. Thus 1% i no swrpEiese
to us that seversl of his best pooms deal with this problom. For

exawple, “The Lyzching® and "If We Must Dio® awmipliiy MeKay's real
pla, v

isbic deseriptiom of the situation and his violent resistonce ageinst

it. Both ars, comswhat Incongrously, wrliton in the swmed form,

Yot Melsy has firm comsand of his technique, and theso acmot-tracadios

ave among Hhe most offectiva of his wuxlt. In the first-tuwed POCH,

HoKay deseribes vividiy the burping and hanging of a Negvo and glves
the veader the impression that this wartyr ie favared of God, bat that
the white mob wemalns unforgiven. Tho religiovs comnotabtion is obvious;

and Just as a crowd gethersad evound Christ to watoh his death, 30 the

bloodethiroty, callous throng gathors here, aleo:

Day cdavmned, and soon the mixed crowds came to view
The ghazily body swaying in the sung

The wouen thronged to look, ud never a one

Showed sorrew in ber eyes of steoly blues

And l4tide lade, lyachers that were to be,
Danced vound the dresdful thing in fiendish glep,l0
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'Tf We Must Die," or the othor hand, zives us HeKayls resclution

Sind

concerning such cruel and pointless dsaths., We hear the veise of the
- S N KA
Bocial rebel spsaking with defience and pride; we see the resction of

the militant and selfereliant "Wew Negro®:
If We Must Dis

if wo st diewelat 1t not be ldks bogs
Hunted end paunod in an inglovicus sSpob,

While round we barlk the mwd zod hungey dogs,
Maling their mock at ouwr accvrsed lod, '

If ww smust digw~oh, 16t vs Wiy die,

So ¢that our precious blocd may not ho chod

In vaing then even the monsiers we defy

Shall be conotrained to honor ug though desd)

Oh, Kivemen! We €% meet the comaon foey
Though far outmwmbered, 1st us show us brave,
And Por their thousand blows deal one daaih-nlowd
What though beforse vo 1ieS Lhe open pravs?

Like men welil face the wacdovous, nowardly Daslk,
Prassed %o the wall, dylng, ot Zighting backidl

MeXsy often vsed animal imagery to refer to fmorica and iis whits men,
Hore thay are doge; in other poems they are tigers, dvinking the Hogro's.
blood apd stealing his breath, Alweys death is dwminent, but never a

hopeless deathy for the HNegro, in dying, likewlse deslis America o

death~blow.
But there is wore than rebellion agelnet prejuvdica built inte

o

YeKay's poems, In spite of McKay's love for Harlem, he could nob forget

the sorwow he foll ab seelng the city degrade and dentroy his innocont

The first poem he published in the United Stetes had as its

paople,
theme the emptiness of tho lives of those who are camght wp 4n the

sordid exigbence of the city. The Harlem dancor was boon wiful, epg
her cong and depce were exquied tely perforned, "But,® MeRay says,
g face,

sooloolting at hey falsely-smiling

1 mew her self wee nol in that strangs plmceom

19
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Her soul wes nob of the city, although her body, of nacessity, wes,

The praise of ths epplending buys and the young prostitutos was nothing
t0 her; the pleee was foreign 4o her very unature, et the ciiy had
taken her and forced her into its mold,

The girls pilctured in "Harlem Shadows" are victims of the same

menstor - the paysical natuve's insistont demands for food. The nightis

in Jarlen are full of the footwteps of thoue sosking to burter bodies
for bread. In cach stanze the shoes become more and more worn, and
the foobsteps heaoma. slower end wearler. The sternness of roverty
and the sscaps of lust heve brought disgrace to the dusky, halfeclag

glris,® and to the poet who caves »v deoply about ths needs of his

pecple,

I hesr the halting feoisiups 01 & laas
In Negre Harlam when the night leto £:11

Tos veil, Y Bee the shapes of zirls who penu
Po bend and barder at desire's call,

Ah, Jittle derk girls, whe in slippered foet
(o prowling throuzh tan nield from sitvect Lo shvpatl

A, stern harsh wordd, that in the wrelched way
Of poverty, dishonor and dlsgrace,
Has pushed the btimid 1ittle fest of clay,

The sacred browm feel of my fallen racel
Ah, heart of me, the weary, weavy feat

Tn Harlen wendering from street to strest. s
There ze other poems, too, deseribing the effect of the celty on
the man or woman who abtempts to become lost in it. Desoriptions of
the tired laborer who dreads the comivng of the dawn and another day
in the harsh, ugly cibty are resllistically done. Olten Mellay contragsts
the lyric beauty of daybreak with the neise and dire revealed iw 4he
eity through its approach. The dawn also pointe out the grotesquensss

of the peopls whom the sins of the night have weskensd and rained,

It illumines the factories to which the already exhausted worker must

1



retuing and MeKay, putding himseld in %he olace of the laborar, sayas

®ind I go darkly-rebel to my work.t- Al T yousg boy who had lived a

‘1-.” s Pore
Ires lifs in the Jush tropics of Jamaica could never o yatte forgive the

city he loved for the sins it comudited agzinet an elvsady Lurdened
paopla,
How can we tle Hogether the puiposes Loward which Clonde HeXay was

in bis postic endsaver? Whal was the ulbtimais end of this pass

glom and ersrgy thet covried him through the literery Remaissance?

Did he aceomplish anything for himself or for his pacple? Iet us hear

ming

the enswer from MeKay himsslf:
The Negrol!s Tragedy

T ie the Negre's tragedy I fool

Weich binds me 1like a heavy ivonm chaln,

Tt is tbho Negve's wounds I went o heal
Bec:wea I know the keeunees oi’ his pain.
Only a thorn-covered ¥ugio and no whita

GCan pcnee'-‘atu into the Negro's fen,

ecl the thiclmess of the chroud of night

Or fecd
Wedeh hides and berlos hin feoe obher B

So et ¥ owrive ig wged ouh ol my blood,
sorda mrite my bool,

There 18 no whiie man wio
Thowgh wmany thionk thaiy svory ahondsd e told

OF wnzt the Negiro prvou'l o onght Lo brooy:,

Cuz "a,-ws'vm: coam She wordd B0 seh Ul 08 1J~'E$o
Yhis logro leughs mod proys bo God Lov Lightids

Jlaude Mellsy was afwadd of wo topiey he lncorporatod many formerly
shunned ones into his work as pootlic thomes, His sub: dects ronged fyron

prajudice and degradetlon 4o a cha Ting sgainst tha

rehbellion againsi

color line, At the other extreme, they ranged frow soft, dresmy lyries

1o poems of tendermese znd longing. Always his language and his thought

were strong, forthright, and full of vibrsnt feeling, His deseriphions

and comparisons, even in his prose works, were lavayiably full, rich,

iz



snd exctic. YFlams-hoerd," one of the finest Hogro lyvies ever written,

in a subtle way cowmbines 21l thees aspechs of MoKyy's life ond worlks,

So mmoh have I forgotlisn in %on yoars,

8o ymeh in ben brief yeawel T have Loxgel
that ime the purple anplas come to julsce,

Angd what moath drings the shy forgedspa~nat,
I havo forgot the speelal, stortling season

0f tha pimento's flewaring end Lrdving,
Waat time of year the grouved doves brova the 2lolds
Apd £11% the woondny with thedr corlovs flwbing,
have forgobien mmech, bub stdll remonmbor

%

%ha poinsetilia’s red, blovd-rad, in warm Decembor,ld

I% conld not be less than sppropriate thab our post of passion heve as
hig most cherisbad Jomsican memory the indenss red of this flower that
blaces freely in tropical lands, It serves as o single-image descrip-
wion of McKzmyis worly Zor his poemec are somstlnes as delicsto in tozw
tuve as 1s the poinsetbia, snd other Lirmes as hardy and %ough in thems

as they, MeKay, the poet, had a3 heart of flowe similar Yo the one

posgessed by the bloodered fLloier.

o)
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HEGRO FORED LAURBASE
The Megro Reraissance bed levelled oif, gnd fhe peried of the

"tegro Vogue" hed papsed by thne tima the decade of tha 1930's arvives,
Momh o the poets representing the "oy Begro" novement had dene shedr
begt work znd published thelr most noteworthy volumes Yefore that
CGime. Bub there gbill remeined on the American scone s spokasaen
for the new Hegro poobry, one who vas destined ©o be lauded by Carl
Ven Yechten o8 the poet laureste of his race. The greeher Part of his
Productive pericd lay before him, end now Ground wes walidng 4o be
brvken, The poet Iengston Hughes was supremely egual 4o the task
that awalted him,
1hly Ghe most direct wey of lewraing sinulisazously sbout
Boughas the moe sud HEaghes Ue poet s by xeoding lxis autobiosTephy,
She Big Sem. It is @ book fer superior Yo most ewboblograyhies, fow
Hughes® carefnl orgenizaition keeps his mmin ldeas from belng lost 1o
the milbitude of detwils thob are go tewpblng o other wrlters in o
ainlleos position. The forewsed to the book and the lagt thrce seatencen
give cvidence of 4s ceveinlly followed theme and also revesl o the
reader Augbes' nhilosoply of life and Miberabure:

"ife 1a o Wig nen

il of meny £ish.

I let down my ngt'i:u
aud puii,"-

MAcureture 15 o big see fuil of many fich, T 1let

doun my nevs and pu)‘..lea.,n
9Tim eudll pulling. "?



flughes tells in this vork of 2ip pavents! divorce and Wia

consequent seperetion from his fsther. When, =% the ege of sevene
teen, he @1d heve the cppertunliy of liviag with his eer, he
found, himpel? nost wbeypy. $he fether-imaze he had crested in hig
wind eonld 206 bsre bean farthor removed from the actual floah-ande

Dlood pexson he csme GO Wacw. After hie final bLrenk Avoa hip Zother

& Jear later, Hughes contimed his fothor-searehl. As we shell isiep
soe; thils ned some smounl of Influence on Lio poetiv themee. G
2lso pevealed o hinm something eboud hie own postic matuve:

"o o Wy bost Pocms vere @il wrltton when I felt the worst, Whem I
wen hoppy, I 04Gu's wedte anyiding.” And egsln: ", . .poews eve

lilke rednbows: Fhoy escepe you guicidy. ol
ek of bis love for Fewlom. Xt

In s sane volume, Hughes spe
holds o strange fascinatlon for hin, prabebly heesuse of e vession
Tow Megro culizre and 2ls lutense Interast in the muslesd. forme
origiveted and propogeted by the Negroes there, Mod yeb, lengston
Bughon' poems were mob at PArsy populer cmong the Fegro race am o
vhole. Houy felu dhet Negroes upd beed Uoo often mollgned inm Micraiure
and consequently, theb coy fuviher pletures ohonldd be cloon and ewls _—)

Bughon wep nos o welter of ¥0a type, and for thab matter, neither wag

Clovde MeRey. Both were criticized oy follow Neproee mo wrilling in

& vulgav, iow-rabs, melelous menver. Thic is swprdedog vies we

hear Hughos deseriblug the peems thet ho read bofore o RHegro audionce

in Nashville oe “pocme in vaieh I bad iriad to caplure gome of A—
. o Xngw, 'O
and hecrtaches what all Negroes Inov.
As wo nenbioned n the preceding naregraph, Bwghes wae recily

Influenced 2n hls writing by populer Negro music forms, Hp amployed



e plritual as & way of poviroying the double standerd by wiich the

Begro must live.
Angel Wings

angeis wings is white 83 snow,
0, uwhrite as saow,
Fhite
P .
Suov,
The angels wings it whillte vs suow,
But I drug me wings
In the dirdy wmire
0, I dvug mo wings
A3l Thwough the fire,
But the sagels winga is white @8 snow,
Whlte
as
BOGW

Although Tughes proves iw olher poeis Ids akill al weiting in stondord

abewt using Megre 1diows wad coLllogliald.

o

-3
)
&

Bnglich, be s gevar hesitant

isms. ¥e connot be seid to write ia

thas tvis 1s o possing ard foxm, Yet he strives aluvays o bresent

diclect, for he shaves the upinion

contienporary American Negro cullure; end here, as in other Ieas
opiritund” pocms, he reproduces the spoccit of Lhe Narlem Fogro, letually
i ,

1
'
Ly

the Negro speech adds Lo the quallty of this poem. %he troditsionnld

Bpivitual form wonld souwnd sbilted ethexwise ewpressed,
More common, however, are the poems showing the prominence of the

blues end Jazz form in Hughes' thovght ond writing. In The Big See, he
iy ey S’

‘egeribes vividly the effect such mucic has on him:  "Iike the waves of

the sea coming one &fbey another, alveys one afier snother, like The
eexth moving avound, the eun, wight, dayenlght, day-night, dey-forever,
80 %5 he undertiow of black mislc with its rhythn that never bobrayg
yer, i%s stropgth like Uhe Deat of the humen heard, its humor, and 1ig
rooied, power, T Thic musicel underdow of which Hv@ﬁes speakn 1s
ravealed both in the subject matter and in the busic ¥hythm end £loy of
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Leny of Wis poems. The following poem is Lobally representative
of isg influence:
Dream Boogle

Good, merning daddy?
£in't you heard

fhe boogic~veogic rumile
0< o dresn dedorred?

Ligten closely:
You’ll hear their et
Beatiog oul snd beatipng out a-.

You Think
I's B BapPY Leas?

Ligten G0 it closely:
Aa's you heaxd
semevhing widernsedh
iike fen

What did I say?
Sswe,
Iha hepoy?
8

Toke 3G away.,
Thie Boew, o Mughes invoims uws, deserlbaes SonGenporary Xerleny ve
meell have vo teke his word thet this 1o true, for we can cectainly nob
tell from the poom itself. Tae foet that the eiyle epd tone 1g derdved
directly from be-hop, however, ls muchk cleover. Evident ave the COn -
fileting chenges, shacp inberjections, weolen ihythns, sag dlstortions
of this nodern music. I could well illustrate, s Hyghon Brobahly
intends, the shifting irvegulority of & communlty constently on the
move. I also polnts up the goleGy and yeb the wicertaloty behing i

continuing Grensition. Io his poem, as well as in the countless otherg
af this kind, the dlues and Jawz poun forags are admirably sulted %o the
cherecter and the problems of the race that are pletured fn then,

But not all of Hughes® poems show thip definite j TEmtone, Top

be is alse the suthor of dlgnified, moving lyrics, ¥e can conbine



deep feeling with cool objechiviby. I con mold from free verse g

posm both gymetrical and effective. Ne is, withous questicn, & poster

of the poetle lanpusge. Thala, one of Ris bosbesnom poens, may be

used a8 an example:
The Negro Saenbks of Rivers
I've bnown rivers:
Tve Incaa vivers ancieat as e wovid and older tlen
the iy of humen ©Iood Lun R Yeins.
¥y soul hes grown deep like the rivers.

I vathed in the Buphraiea vhkan dawne vore JouRg.
I built wy Ing zesr the Congo and 1% Iniled me %o slcown.,
i looked upon the Mile and ralssd the pyramide ghove i,
I beawd the singing of the Mlpsizsigpi vhen Abe Lincola
vens dowm to Now Orleenz, add I've geeon its wwady
bosc tuin all golden Ju the svnset. ’

I've Inown rivers:

Mneient, Cusky rivers.

My sowl brg growa doep like the Tivers.?
Tiis poem wos wiitbon when Hughes was anly elghdeen yoavs of age; he
Jotted 4% down on the back of en eavelope as be rode across the
Bven &8 & young boy, Hwghes wes an opprecintive

ege pasged dovn through the Negro blood

Misgicsippl River.

and the gaiely of the Nogroj aud he

realized thet thege anclent rivers, although locking woon the Negro dn
primitivien eud slawery, furniched 2 song, a nlicdy, o golden hope for
the zece, The soul of the black man becowes in thla poem one with
the river in ite Gueky colory 1ts encient berilege, 1te depth , 1%
averdasting hope.

An inicresting aspect of Hughes' Lyrieal--apd soretimes not-goe..
Ipricolwevork 16 bis obiiity o drav clesr pictures or cheravtorlze

definlte emotiong in a vesy fow lines. One very beautiful word-picture



“eaeribes the wew motn on & cloudless, Trosby nighs,
Winter Hoon

dow whin and ghorp o Glie moon Tonichi!
Houw +bin and gharp ond ghonely wide
Is the slin cnaved exook of the mucn bonighoito

e cool despereiion of o non deiven o suledde, iIs

5.0 KRJ

Anwther, dovpleting th
e razlection of ifughen’ owe power of camplele objechivity.
Sulcide’s Note

The calm,
Coel face of T rive:

na b

Auked wme fov a hias,
dmdh Ghem, the move mmerous, but the complotely bollevables

Bad Moyaing

ewe 1 61t
With xy ghces plemecad.

)

5

sl Lo Yy P N
i'e frustesbed il

The themes around whieh Highes bes Wullt his voems are almogt
oo maerous to meatlon, Hovever, the inevitable gquestions ariges
ot port dees race play in Hughes' poelry? How lmportont ig 1% o him
I Gke seleetion of topic apd tone? Nughes hioseld wonld ProbEbly wey
That 16 16 of only incidentol consideration in the wotal PrOLesn of
bis eveatdvity. Vet we have adveady scen the impect of Fegro whyiag eng
Tegro apeech on much of bis poctay. Rece 0loo in influentlel in wihey
waye, sithough it iz, many times, an wconacions inlluence., dughes, an
axdent devotee of Hegro culbure and o dedlcated stvdent of Hepro
Droidens, con geldom completely oscope thic all-luportont mmbiep and g,
&8 ofien as zob, motiveked by 1.

Pard of this is geen in the fact Ghet Mughes is Provi of Africo
and provd, of the people who have cade from i%. A whole section of hig

Chm, o o % $he 4 - 87 p P ™ ( -
Selected Poems bears the title of "Afro-Ampxdcen Frogments" 3 engd it

6



3 b 7
chcindes sovernl poems Yikening the deptls of the dark conty
S e RS bt v
nent - - s -
to the foces of iis beople being perascutsd arcund. the worlg
Jer < 7y eyt e S o maert aTa 3 . u
» Compensacion ls nobt coamletely withheld, e Serkness in these

2

Poews does not represent h

ot o P *,

2 LN does wenderness, gentleness, becuty, The vediont besuty of th
hesy y "

opelesoness and desolation vesrly so much

Country and of its dark race is merely poimi
- , oLy pornted up by the bl
= ack exteriop

Deem

Phe aight is beauilful,
20 the faces of Wy Poonla,
The siors ere besudliul,
So the eyes of ny pacple.

Besmtiful, aleso, in the sun,
Beautiful, elis, ere the couls of my pecple,ld

Awong the beautiful souls thet the poet heve praises ero some wh
; o

deserre 1ol me o e S
mpeciel mention in poems. Mughcs, through poetie monelognes,

YN " Elyey b ey . R TeT i e Y
Pregents the feelings of Negroes whom he poy Glewinaly admives, Tiase

individuals ave strong, ifronic, oien pessinmietic; at the some Sime
&

The g . e s s T .
ey are completely frank with themsolves, nevey vesorting to camploint

or vhining. Negro mothers, often respongible foo the succonsps op
CRPNRS ¢

their children snd groadenlldren, come in for o lorge share of thig

Praise, $he MWastvel Man that Hughes crooies alno 1 llustroten the

Tegro’s ebility vo cover up laternel sufforing with g8y fortitude ang
e 3 A foda v X i‘m -

deternination.
Hingtrel Men

Becauge my mowth

is wide wlch langireer

And sy throns

Ja deep with song,

You do wos think

I suier afiex

T anve held my paln g0 long. .

<



Becouse wy mout

Iz wide witn leugbicy

Jou do not hear @y inner cry;
Becsuse my fagt

Ave gey witis depeing

You go izai; Rnow

T aie

Of courne, Bughes, aiong with every olther Awericap Megro poet, is

finedly Porced te tvrn from paaise of his roce o somterplation of the
rgelal problen ln Qv cowRtrys Cue of his mowt obvicus yefevences to
Jim Crow is found in the poem "Herwy-Go~Bound."” While it io not one of
creatin an 81l oo ovdisary situatich in an extrae

24t

is Deet hoews, 46
way. The settinge-a coloved child af o cornival; the pwobleg..

e Jim Crov seebion OR HIC WELLY-~go-rcundy Ghw Lrciay-wnon con

oOrainswy

fimding ¢
o beok seet for o “bleck kid" be found In & clrouiar arrangemwsnt of

Voy horsest Hughes doea nol eusver the question: be pregents it and
than leeves it to the discretlion of the reader.

But the mogt vausuol racial theme appearing in Hughes® wopk 1
that of the wregle mulatto. Thls Gouchy suvbject, referred o ondy
ohliguely by most poeis, gets lis lull skare of otloniion in Bughen!
poeng, chovi storles, operas, oad dvamet. Rs 470 best poems on Lhe

thame e "Croos, " & short, sterk, valled.lilie picce, and the longer,

wove dremebic "ivldatto.” In Ghem The wnfoviurate mmlatio 1e pichured.
o8 vielers, lovelys mnladjustod, #£illed with Zeelings of Qivided loyalsy
and frustertion. Fhese poam-iragedies do more tuen poriyey o aterege
Lype; ther accurately represeat onc of the seddest problamm among .11
roces,
Cross
My 04 mon's o wnlite old mon
Apé my old yourer’s black,

17 ever I cursed oy white old men
I take my curses bawk.

8



I ever ¥ cuvased By block @24 mokher

And vigshed she were in hell,

I'm sorxy for thal ovil wlghy
And now I wilsh her vell.

Hy old wen died in & £ine Lig house.,

¥y 2 died 1n a shack,

I wender vhere I°m gonne dic,

Being nelther whilte now bloak?ld

"Crogs,” oo the wltle of this poel, givesd us aun insight lnto the

problen the pdaed-blood NMegro foces. fe is, lterally, a cwoss, or
8 hybrid; ke bos alSo a cross to bear and Yo be crucifiecd vpon Bhoo e
out his lirfe. By sugsestion and imdlicaiion, we see thig norecn’s
bitter resentment egainst his mixed Wwekground, bis foelivg %nat the
foidnyes of his 2ife stem from 4that backgvownd. Now thet his parenis
are pemoved from the scene, he »o longer places on them any guilt for
vhedz ach, Imstead of the hsie upod which he had previously concenw
trated, be feels o senge of nob-Delonging, deseriion, vejection., Rig
is & froitless, hopeless seavch for o father wmd 2 home, Tals poire
&llipls the feelings of the mixed-blood Hughes, who wes deenly hurd
when Africsn netives would not belleve ke vwas o legro. It elso refisets
renred by his grantooblor end rojected by

S

Hughes' glitustion so o boy,
hig father, Maghes Inew vhnd 1% wad 2ot o Lt conpletely into any
oiche of Awericon coclaby, and the mulzéio of hic Imvgination was Pmo

o strapger to him,
The Qrametic dislogue, "Hulatio," 1s a longer poem, bub imporbons

enough for ug %o cxeplne in 1is entiredy,
Mulatio

I am your SO0, walte mond

Ceorgia dusk _
And the turpentive Woods.
Cne of the pillars of the texple fell.
You are my son.:
Like helll

g




The woon over the iuvrpouiinoe woods.
Tio Southeyn night
Pull of stara,
Groat big yreliow stars,
Vaat's 2 body but & foy?

Suioy bodios

©f alggar veachos

Blue hisck

Ageinst black fonces.

0, you 1little bastard boy,

What's a bady but a toy?
ke scent of pine wood stings the gofy night aip,

What's the body of your rotiior?
Sharp pine scend in Cheo—osvoning =nir.
A nigger night,
4 nigger joy,
4 14itile yellow
Bastard boy.,
Naw, you sin’t brothar,
filzgors #3n't &2{ baother.

Not svex.
Riggers adn't my brothov.

The Southesn aight is full of stary,

Great blg yellow atars.
O, swect &8 esria,

Busk-darl bodien
Glvo sweat blxen
To 13i¢tlo yaliow bastaxd boyo.

Bat en hock there in the nigh
Vou sin't whita. —

The bBadghv avers scnltoxr everywvhore,
Fine wood scent in the oviaing odx.
A pigzey nighi,

& nigpar Joy.
I em your som, whilts man!

4 1ittie yolilow
Restare boy .18

Mis poon A8 Persented WALk an hynterical o:mberance, wgth 2ceyingg

Tte opon thumo i rajection. and all othgr

©f pagalon rnd vicko?ee.
i8suas ave subordinated te that., 0o deninl of linship which wes 50

pataful te Bughes in his personal 1i%e 12 hero. To hoop irony on irony
: b4
it is n dwo-gomerction refusel, hy hoth Inther and half-hrother. The

symbolisis and coler Amagery in "Mulstte” i cavefully worked i
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ke felde G0 Llend with a block fenca rall,

The white pllisr of the 4
and Ghe fall copds o chrmige shodow ¢ver the whole Southern comrtry-
sids, The voods are described as "wpentine”; the sky is full of
yellow dashord sters. The iunterwaclal lovemeking, hovever, is noh
the egsential evii. The shics are gblll beentiful; the woods ghill
»ossess a ¢leen pine sceni; blrih fron dark, easrthy bodies is still
secwed. ‘The grestor wrong consisha in the rejectlion of fetherhood,
the irvesponslible comualduess tovad the eex sct, the slurring refer-
ences o the "nigger Joy© partlolyaled in. The fother meles of his
son e mongrel cur ond Dushes hin wack Into the night with which he
coverwd his originel sellfish, coveless setlons. Here, e8 in obher
works, Dughes polmts onb thst the probleom of mixed blood is basicelly
a personed. ¢ae. The “tragie mudsibo” ides becomes a Pather-son
conflict and @ vojectivn that is sbunting in its eflect on the product
of migcegmnabion.

16 wonld he wmfortinsie for us o overemphosisze this sspect of
Iongeton Beghes® worlt, for theve e meny poems of diffevent types
that are slso importent. Alihoush they are not so divechly coucemmed
with speciel problouwn &6 cro oo wweceding ones, they, too, are motivabed
and molded Ly race. Tor lovtoocs, there is & mundver of pooms Hughes
hes writben in penise of Hawlis. This citedel of Negro life and culiure
revenls to Rim all he wnbts or noode to kanow aboulb the Negro. Aad
vhen Hughes deperibos tlie metropelis ss & "nlgger place,” he is not
showing coxtamet. f[othowe, Lo ls stlempbing to demunatrete the surprise
of & Jover of heanby whe dlsceover: In thia euel, but capbiveting, clty

the things e has veinly sought Iv nove Likely pleces.

Lewd



Bagthese In Hoaadem

TrLan ey v

Seumire,

. Ve Wt by gt . e

Thet "n iz olgger piace
&

I gaceid peat life foce o Suaes

Vhen, for yoors, I had been seoking
Life in ploces gentler-goeakiag,

Urell § cane to thic wile shiest
&1 Yourd Iife stepping on ny fostld

Gne of Hughes' most Successind tecmigues in denling witd the
Hegro problom is o conbine a fine Loueh of lrony with nadural &lgnity,
He can begin a poenm with & subject fruw the lovest possidble gonrce

ads using just & few words, L% 18 fer vhove its origined level o
mesnlng. fuch o poem ia one of Hughes' cwn fovorites, "Bross Spitioons,
Io it ho dvews & graphic ploture of the lowly, £11thy werk to waich the
fogro must oftentines stoop. Ib 18 no pioblem for the resder Lo
Vievelize after the Jinst fo 4eConds whe slimy pet thet ig Betng
Gienned, Ib is somewhal of & ehock, then, ror this gemm rODment:
object o become "A beight bowl of Lrass. . Jbeautiful to the Topg"lS
in the poem's lnst ten llnes. IU becames as worthy of belns placed an
the alber as the cups of Golomon, for the work of his hends 1o %he begh
the Megro apittoon-cloeper hes to oifer. Inis eymical, but digelfied,
twist inevitebly leeves the reader with e strange sense of bumility,

MAother 1liugtveblion of Uhis esme tochnigue 3o & shows Bosm erdtie

elrdng Auerics's treatnent of hex "aovkew brother.” This work edmits

Whe Negro's semporary Gofans, bub 1t vejoicos in the opiimistic heno
that tais Gefest will be diepelled by the elrungih and beanly of she
fegro himself.
I, oo
I, oo, slug Americe.

1 am the derker brothor,
They send me to epdh ln the kitchen

12



Tien oon ey SO,
Dot L .L..ugm,

fod et well;
MG o SEen;.

Tomovras,
I'iL g1t as the wbie
Ween corpaay cumes.,

Pohody 13 do

Bay 40 me,

Mph in tae Litchon,
0.

i

Pegides,
Teey® Il vze bow Desutifnl 1 e
And be ashomed ;e
I, %oo, sm fAmevics,
Yeve Hughes nedther follows in the wwobest tredition nor spologizes
fox the problems his race causos. I mewely stales the fach that white
wen and black men ave brovhers, ond bt b the present Ltime the derker
cnes ave gtill consilderved children. There is no bitbterncss, for the
Fegro rece kamows that It 1w growing strong and cmn scon prove thabt its
beouty agd maturlty excends thebt of the race abtempting to domlnate it.
The tone of the poem 1s somevid gordonle; afier oll, vhel ressoning
cavses one who can preilse Amerles and be en Integral part of the coumatry
to be didden from public wiow? AL wvecent, the white brothor is ashomed
of him black relotive; bomorrow he will be ashamed of the way he is uow
treating him. Dgms la contidont ia this hope of his ond strong in
his pregsentation of 1%

In fact, thie word, slwergth, md onothew, versetility, might he
used o deseribe Jangston Mushon'® most posltive cualities ap a writer.
Since bis "discovery” by Vochel TAndsey, he has expressed the shrength
of hig convictlons in prectlcnlly cvary genre oper to him, We heave
elready seen s valve ap o poek: he is nlso competent as a short story

writer, a nowelist, & tronsliator, en historian, a biographer, a musicien,

i~



o dremebist, end a writer for Juvendies. He bes nob sought to sppesl
to vhite tosbe, nor hes he tried Yo e to o coloved public. He hes,
Gherefore, been free HO QIPress nio om genlus aud deal with his
problems as o wriber in Ris oWk WaY.

One comaot now S8y definitely whether or nob Baghes® writings will

lent, M techuigue 1g smooth gnd his pochs wisvel, thue making nlm

an intevessing figurs to study, Yebt this very wlgueness oy atend In

the wey of his pavmenent poetle success, The thovght io many of bis poens

hes been so digtorted by Dlues end Jass forms thet 1es cboanvily some-

Gimet wakes the vender wondey whebher ke is reeding &. E. Cunnlogs ov

lengabon Hughes. These vausual forms have the sems drawback es do

Cumnlage’; e render 18 Uxkely bo Thiak of view as & gimmick ané refuce
to sccept poems uslug vhem 62 b
gt also oe erlticized fov lecking dapth. Alxthougn

g serious.

Bughesn’ Poems
W han echieved vhe freedom oL technigue typleal of other modern poets,
%o has vot combined 1t with es wide & anie of thought es they. e hes
Timited himself scmevint By nig prevalent use of raclel {homes, and his
own attitude Goverd race provents hig using 1t ac o poweriul force in
Poghes belleves thet tuwor is the only scund spprosch $o The

The vhole mabttey sould

Tacial vrovlemy ot 1 wals 10 pot mueconsiil,
best ba lroored. This viowpolat 16 obvions o the way Hoghos hevdles hls
noetry, And elthough 10 BeY gatiefy his own demopds os o legro and an
arbies, it mey be 1nting the pernanet wadue of mch of hio wrliing.
Yob Fughes caonot be bypassed as b *rod. poet? car o 1ight writewx.
T een be paswlongie and lyrical, aof he con reach objectivity snd fvesdon
in hig verse. Without dovbi, nis ig the most proninent and most infivens
tial volce among Megro Poete soday. Be in completely origleal and complotely
Fegro, FPor his striking presentation of conbemporery Fegro life, Iangston
1e of poct laureate of hls race,

Tughes well deserves the 2
W
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SECTION I3Z

THE PROHINGY OF AMBRICAH NEGRO POETRY

A brief summary and considerstion of
the problem faced by 8li Nsgro writers ~-
vhether to write simply ne Awericans ox

vhether to couvinue in ihe role of Ameri~

can Negro writars.



After examining the work of these four poets ~- Paul Laurence
Dunbar, James Weldon Johnson, Claude McKey, and Langston Hugles, one

Bight come to foel that the four differ too much to shov any trends

or directions in Nogro pootry. It cannot be denied that each writar

has his own technigue and his perticular themes; this is as it should
be. Wet, each was chosen to play a definite pert in the development

Of this paper, beceuse each also played a definite part in the devel-

Opment and maturation of Negro poatry.

Paul Laurence Dunber, as we have seen, represented the end of an

ora rather then the beginning of one.
writers to follow in the plantation tradition, although ho wpg the

He was one of the last American

first Nogro writer to deserve and achieve eny degree of success. It

was Jemes Weldon Johnson who holped parsllel Nogro writing with that
in the mainstream of American literature; he was the Negro lgader of
hi® day, and his work carried the mark of @ no¥ fntellectualism.
Johnson's writing foreshadowed the movemant which has bean teymed tho

Nogro Renaissence. Part of this Ronainssnce was typified by a frenk,

but non-apologetie, criticism of demooracy and its treatment of the
Negro. Using treditiomal, but amcothly lyrical, forms to do this was
Claude Mcltay. HRis was » velce typical of the many passiocnute aaea
Spoaking out as pert of the "New Negro' movement. Winally, we moved

into the study of the modern postxy of Langaston Bughes. We found that

his suhjects sometimes lacked dopth, but thet they possessed e perti-

Bency to today's culture. His caments on ond descriptions of Negrg



life are noteble both for their accuratesess and for the upusual

form in vhich they are written,
Thus we have soen, in miniature, the total develonment of Negro

poetry siuce 1890. ¥e have survoyed the field from the carliest dialect

boems to the latest modern ones. And now wo are faced with the guestion

which was raised at the beginning ofthis paper snd which has accampanied
Us through each part of cur study. 13 American Negro poetry Primarily

Amarican poetry or primarily Negro poetry? Is it dif\toront enough from
poutry by white writexrs to deserve -~ or to be allotted -~ gpecial

classification? Wo have alresdy referred to the fact that 1literary

critics themselves disagree as to the answer. Let us now actually sege

wvhat some of the foramoet Negro writers and criticel scholars have had to

83y about this jimportant matter.
Janes Veldon Johnson, in his Freface to The Book of American Negro

lloo_t_;g, reainde the resder that the Renaissance group attempted to do
away with "race probles’ poetry and meke themsalves simply poets, not

Nogro posty. dJohnason foels, however, that they did not fundementally

Succood. Although their approach to race Bay be difterent, less direct,
and ygually more ¢ffectivo, it 1s still & powerful force in ell their

best work. Johnson discuse in the folloving manner the prominence of

Tang in H¢gro poetry and its gbility to draw & line betwoen th® Yrork

of whit, and of Hogro writers:

I have no intention of depreciating the postry not
stisulated by a sense of race that Aframerican poets have
writtea...but not in sll of it do I find a single poes
possessing the power and artistic finality found in the
best of the poams rising cut of raciel conflict and con-
toct...aen artist accamplishes his best when working at
his best vith the materisl he knows best. And up to



thia time, at least, "race” is perforce the thing the
imerican Negro post knovs best...the-tixe should came
whon he will not have to Enow "race” &o well and feel
it so deeply. But oven now he can oscape the senze of

being hampered if, standing on his rsciel Zoundatiou,
he gtrives to fashion semothing that rises above mere
race and reaches out to the univeraal in truth and

beauty.
This is a comservetive position, hovever, when eampared with that

©f most other critice. Countee Cullen, for instance, preferred to

designate his volume, Caroling Dusk, an an authology of verse by Negro
Poets rather than es an anthology of Negro verse. He fesls that Hegro

Poetry must derive from same country other than our own end some language

Other then our own hefore it can bear this separate label. Horeover,

he maintsins that it is not poesible to corsider the poems by Regro writoras
83 having any perticuler fzctor in cameos, and thet it is oertainly not
Proper to use the raco of the poet as tho one qualification for grouping.
In short, his opinion is that Negro writing has followed the poetic
teudencies of the iime, that the poems thumselves should therefore be
Classifiod just ae pooms by any other American writers.2

Cullon’s position porsllels the oue taken by Sterling A. Brown .
Negro creative artist and literary critic. Brown agroos that writings

by Negroes do not fall inte & uniquo cultural pattern; he says that the

term "gogro 1Litersture’ 1s thus a misnomer. It has no meaning as to

structural techuique or a separate school of writing, for the Yogro

writes in forms svolved in English and /mericen literature. Joxr that

Tpagsen, Brown cousiders litersture by /Amarican Negroes to be a ssouent
of Anerican literature, and Negro writers to be Arorican writers.
Bolding to 5 etandard other than this, he maintains, would lead to a
double standerd of Jjudgmeat, a dangersus attitude to take toward ecny

Poets or pooms.



Theae cpinions aro matchod time snd time again by other literary
spckesmen. Saunders Redding hes said in the Xow Loader that Amsrican
Negro litarature is not a separste branch of writing, but part of the
American literary etrean.d Margaret Just Butchexr has ssserted that the

ocbjective of all colorad poets is to become, basically, Amarican poets,

and only occasionally, Hegro poets.4 Alain Locke, in Four Negro Fuets,
states practically identical feolings: "In the chorus of American singing
they {Regro poets] have registered distinctive notes whose characteristic
tisbre we would never losge or willingly let lapse; however, more and more
they became orchestrated into our naticnal art and culture.d

Aftor hearing such & forvent outcry agsinst labelling certsin
American poets as "Negro," it is difficult to summem coursge to disagree
on the matter. But through exemination of the posme themselves, we may
cane to differ with or st loast 0 offer smoudments to the opinicas
expresied by the ebove-quotod critics., Certainly, as we have studied
each individual poet, we have found that & larrge section of his poetic
output, snd often much of hiz boat work, relates directly to racial themes.
This is a definite diatincticn, slthough & natural one, betwsen colored
and vhite poeta. We have secn also that the Negro Renalssance lagged bahind
the geneoral swing to remlim: ik iverican literstuxe by a full decade. In
fact, modern thomes ond tofiwizucs have naver deen so widely used in Negro
postry ao they have in postry by shite writers. There is no Hebext Frost,
no Boily Dlckipezon, ro T. £. Fliot smong Negro poets. Also, the MNegro
writer has too often allowsd tho Negro prodlem to booome to daminan® in
his writing that his boing celled a Wegre poet is inevitable., Although

thiz realm of axperisnce is now vital snd urgent to hiwm, it stands as a



barrier, many times, to txue groatnesd a8 a poot. The FNegro writer must
consocrate himseld te the a2ges raithor than %o an hour of coatroversy; to
humenity, rather than %o & rsce. o himsell must becare more completely
/merican in outlook baofore American literature can do away entirely with
its Negro classificetion.

¥hat lies echead for Negro poeiry? Ro one, not even the most
campstent critic, can answer such 8 question. The Negro writer may
2ind smple racial material in the cintinuing Negro problex in Americe and
in the native uprisings in Afxrica to occupy him for some time. On tde
other hand, he may bscamw less specifically recial in outlook and merge
bis work more indissolubly with genoral American literature, az Alain
Locke and others have predicted. One thing is certain; Negro writors
must increase their output of poctiy before it can have any sort of
Zuturg. It has, in the past fow yoars, dropped off in both gualdity
and quamtity. Iost of tha writere of the Renaissence period are no
longex liping; Langston Hughcea, sthe aclnowlaedged leader of Anericen
legro poets, bhas tuvned primnvily O prose, drams, sad musical work.
The Little poetry that is belng vrilten today 18 the work of unknowns and
iz largely thin and incoaclusive. We have seen in Johnson's work, in
McRey's end in Dughesn', just wvhat helghts poetyxy by Negroes can attain,
It vould de most unfortunate siwuld this decade produce no successor to
carry on the upward process of evolutioa.

In relation o tho entive situation, James Weldon Johnson has mede
the folloving statement:

A people may becons reat thivugh many meens, dut

there is only ome moasure by vhich its greatnass is recogniged
and acknowledgaed. The final measure of the gresntness of all

L)



peonles 15 the mmount and standayd ¢f tho llterature and
art they have produced...lo pecple that has produced graat
iiterature and art has ever bdeen looked upon by the world as
distinctly infexior.6
Yor this reason, if for no other, Negro pootz: have, in the past, nseded
to presarve at least the cutward fora of tkeir separate classification.
They have now spent more than s hali-century proving that their race
is not inferior. In the future, 1st us hope, American Negro poets
will be able to cast this motive asideo completely and concentrate solely
on proving their imdividual poetic genius. This will be the ultimate
step needod to produce the truly great literature for vhich Negro creative

ertists of all gemerations have 1onged.
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Azevican Negro posbry canneot be anolysed in the deepest sense unitil
tho veader considers Lte relationship o the werk of white poeis. Alw
though he might hopa to study It as a sepavate and 4istinet field, he
soon finds his concluslons losing sowe of thelr validisy. 7This happens
becance certalin guestions constantly feree themselves upon the studeni:
is pootry writien by Neproes different enough frem “white® poetry to ba
placed in & special ciass? If seo, whait ave the differemces, and how do
they relate to the arcistic merit of the verious werks? IZs iumerican
Fegzo poetry, then, primorily dmezican or primarily Hegro? These are
questions with which this paper must comcern iteelf, It 16 hoped thax
a shori literery history of the race's poetic developmeni, slong with
a2 pore cxtensive critlical amalysis of four individual poets, will furw
nish revealing evidence. Gnly 2 theory can be offored as 2 conclusion,
for literavy critics of Nagre poetwy, some of them legroes, differ as
o the answer. Yet these ave &he most luportant guestions in the siudy
of fmoriean Megro writerxs., They have been presont simee the first
poem was uritien By a nmember of the race, and thay have become Low
crensingly daportant through the yoavs.

There are sowe uho would say that this problem ~ this welationship
of Wegro cultwvxe to Anerican culture - doce nob exfigt. They claim that
the Wegro's herdtege is distinetly African, aad that the Hegre poet,
thovefore, dravs on & wealth of materials having vo commection with
fmevivan gociety. Vel this otatement can, v lavge part, be refuted.

The Naproes brought 2o Amevica by slave traders in the seventeenth

century may well have brought with them mewories of the unique culiure



of which they had been 2 pari. MNowever, thay vere afforded o moans by
uhieh to preserve this culture. Xk couid bz passed aslong only through
oral commanicatlon, through 1ife itself, to the pounger gemeration. o
doubt the memories soon faded, bluxred by hard work, poverty, ond disease:
we doubt the uniquenoss of whatever was being transmitted diminished ae
the problems of slavery took precedence in the Nagre mind,

Still, some will point to the spiritual and ask if it Jdoes not
praserve & distinctivs form of Negre poetry. It 48 true that the Negre
apizitual is cone of America's oviginal contxibutiens to world eculture,

It is also true that it has a spacial quality that vhice weiters would
find difficwlt to imitate, In the finel aralyeis, howaver, the spivitusls
muet be clezssified soparstely from poetzry. They are folk songs noted

for the strength and sweetness of thelyr melody vather thon for the qualicy
of their verse. They reveal the nature of the Megro - his sensicivencss
and zesponse to emotion, his imagination, hire soxzow ond longing ~ but
they vevesl it move completely through the music than thvough the words
get to it. It ie this elemsut, a foxrm that could hove been trsngmiitted
orally, which has o peculiar “Wegro" gquality. The words, although
sowewhat altered through dislect, ave English, aok African. They ave

the subordinate part of the spiritual end counof be considered oute

Laga,

ond so we £iud outselves still facing che problem. The Negre writes,
oot in & verse form derived from Afirican culiure, buk in one already
establiched by Boglish ond American poatd. Wa should therofore not
expect hic tochnique to differ drastically from that of his white con-

tewpoeraries. Thus we will focus our attemtion on the oubjsci matter, also,



L0 pee 1f the diffexemce cmn be defived there, We ghall begi_ﬁ with an
historleal survey and otGempt through it to see how the poetry of the
Hegeo swiver compares with that of the white wrilexr, fram' kthe very
beginning.

This first bit of aciual poetry secms Lo have been written by lucy
Tenzy im 17456, Her “Bars Pight® is only doggerol varge describiog a
particuiarly impressive Indian meeszacve. It 16, howaver, o begimning,
and a weotaverthy one for a woman from a social grouwp demied the pouee
of the written word., Howaver, her work wes never pui in priat, meking
Jupiter Homwon (4. 1300) the first swevican Begro to publish a poem,
this Yong Iciand slave was, in 1761, the suthor of “im Evening Thought:
Salvation by Chrive with Penitential Cries®” ~ & kind of sheut~byun. Io
hat edghiy-eight iambic lines which are even, whywed, and wepoiitious;
the whole thing 46 a wost tedious affinir. Homuon bacawe a curiosity as
a "literery slave,” writing several other poaws and even seme pleces of

proce. Almost all are religlous exhoriations which possess the sole

virtue of earmestuess,
Romarkably soon after these tue Wegroes wade fhedr weal atteinpis

2t pootey, the race produced the mont ghited of ell che pre~Civil W

Wegre poats - Phillis Wheatley. As sn fmericon womon poet, 'ho wap
seecedad only by Anne Dradetroat; and as an dmarican poet, she was among

the #vat to publish o voluma, Mlss Wheatloy was Dorn dn Senegal, Yest

Afpica, fn 1753, and was brought to Amevica at the oge of coven. Sha

won purchased by a Boston cailow, John Wheatley, as o porsonal sevvant
for hio wvife. Ifrs. Wheatley eaw the gfrl's quickness ead begen tecching
her to read and writs. Ten years later, Phillis published her first

poem: YA Poem, by Phillis, & Hegwo girl in Roston, on the Death of the



Revercnd George Whisefield,” Im 1773 a volmme of lor pooms was brought
i, and Phillis became the soue sort of litarary curiosity that Jupiiew
Hommon had been.  She evenataally was 36 fxee by Mee. Wheatley, whe
temained hew patvoncss; snd bers was the thelll of aselalw when presentod
8o the eourt of Geowge IIT, fn Jondon, Bui Misa Whaatlay's coreer cauws
o a bitter and 4ronte close. DHer motrdage wos unhoppy, her childien
dled fu infency, and in 1784 her own life ended 28 2 seyxvant in a choan
boarding house.
iIn a zemerkably few years thic Magro girl bridped the huge gap

batween primitivisn sed civilizetion aad cveated lines such as these:

imagination) whe ean ging thy foreat

Or vho describe the euiftoeses of thy cowrsal?

Seaxing through iz o flod the bright abode,

Th? empyreal paloce of ho thundering God,

We og thy pinions oo ourpass the wind,

Lnd iegva the rolling wolwerne behiad,

Prom acar Lo star e acsatel. opiles rova,

Measure the okdes, and ruage the realms above;

Theze in one winw we progp he wighty whols 5y
Or wirh new worids amere £h' unbowadad sowd,.”

As can be veadily seem, hex poeluy io that of the eighteenth century,
ereated vnder the iofluence of Alorander Pope. Ohe welteo in heroie
couplets and heeps her subjest matier entirely zemoved from ber personad
experisace., Ia fact, the largesk port of her vwork 49 addressed to
prominent persons of che time, Moo Hheatley's woxlk, therefore, cen
cextainly mot be consldewed graat., fhe oo carvefully followad her modals
to be either rocisi or dmprlcan, Dui could eny fwmezicen writers of her
rariod be cailed graat ox original? dhen we compare Phillis Whaatley
with the rest of the ecightoenth ceontwy fmerican sytists, we vrealize the
gendus this glrl might have besn, cowld she have received tho stimulue

necessary for complete developumat aa a poet.

&



Lt fe ogreed, then, that Miss Wheatley was unable to PZOZrass o

3

the level of greatness, or cvep te Lhe point of HULGUEDeSE.  But whan

ve compare her writing with that of the Hagro poets of the following
Gantury, we canno: help being amased ak her great talent. This i paz-

haga unforeunate, for the hoovledge that the race hnd produced g Philiis
Whastley makes 1t difficule for us Lo spproclate the affoves made by
other lecser poets. Jamss Weldon Jobuson himeelf bas said that he
Temainiug chircy poets preceding Paul Lamreuce Dunbar wuot ba connldared
Wore im the light of what they astempted than vhat chey accemplished,
Hnve glhow evidanca of taleat, but their lack of technigue ia ehe une of
Foatic matexials snd forme puts great limitatlons wpon them.

The work of George Moses Foveom itlustrates the truth of thig
Skatement, Although he wes uet so gifted as Fhillis Vhootliey, he was
evidantiy a troe poes rather thon a wmexe vhymer. Boxn o elave in oreh

Coevolian 4n 1797, he began compeaing ponsry before ke wis able to wwitn

it down, Later he worksd as & jenitor at the Wniveraivy of North Caree

liml, where he vaceived fnstrucéion from some of Cha profecsora. When
the ormdans there discovaved Hovson's etfampta ab versifying, they

e payiug hiw to welte posae chat conldd bo wead o impress thols

beg
L1 love poem wonld

Speciol girl friends. An oxdimary, run-of-thee-n
it forson 2503 o pactienlarly possfonate oue, Lowsver, mighs rage
88 much pg $0p. Ha carefully saved the woney from the sale of mauny sueh
BPoeme angd from the pubiicacien of hig mech move seviows books in a walp
BLkonpt o purchase his freodom. Thus L& L6 epprepricve that Forgon's
dominang ery be that of emameipstion, and that bhis Liret and primavy
Volure, pubiishad ¢n 1029, be titled Ihe Hopa of ILiberty. %he foliowing

lnes ape typileal of the style and sbillity ke demonsirated in ghe Eweatye

tm'"pﬂﬁe hookien:

L%}



Alas! and em Y born for Rhis,
To waar this slavicy chain?
Doprived of all created bligs,
Tarough havdship, teil, sod pain?
Comn, Libexty? thou cheerful sound,
Roll chronph my raviskad emxsy
Comeg, lat my gzlef in joys ge deotvmad,
And drive away ay fears,

Borton'®e seseutment and longing se obvious; they ave ghemes idmplictt

in all his pocms. He L8 at the opposite pole from ¥iss Wheatley, who

celdom expressad personal feeling of any sort, mnch less Qomplaint

agadnast her enslaved stake. We aleo see that Foriem's style 45 slvple,

s speach wcomplicatad. HBis metar shows the heavy iufluence of plan-

tation meloddes and goospel hymms. In fack, 16 Lo clofued Chat comp

meating somgs first inepized him Lo wirite peatwy.
His mame, howswor, is mot the mool promineut during the ninetesnth

century. Frasces Ellen Watking Hovpor was probably the wost popular

Negro poet: of her tima., She was bown in Doltisore, Horyland, in 1825,

of fzae pareats. Gntil hew doath in A811, her 1ifa wae devoted to the
canme of freedom for slaves. f£he Bacane renownad as an eloguoht lectwrer

and teacher end was quong the £ivst of a leng line of Wegro poets to use

poetyy as a means of antialavexy propagonds.
The desire and compleint of Howton turns o a sonse of wrong and

injustice in Mrs. Hovper. Her popularity was gaiwad by ligas such asg

the follouwing:

Make me a grave where'er you u4ll,

in a lowly plain or & lefity Rildl;

Make it awong eaveh's humblest praves,
But not {in a land vhove sen ove slaves,®

Ber postxy shows the strength of har convictions. In addition, she had

& forcsful peseonaiity and yead hex poems well. This led o a large



demsnd Lor her woxk, and 4t is estimated thor at least Len thousend of
ber booklets were sold, In spite of its populavity, bouaver, muchk of
bex verge ic ropetitious and trite. It 1o sluply weitten, often uwith
pote rhyming, Only the vitality of its subject mattar gave Frances
Harper the fame she enjoyed.

There ave othexr poate of this period vho rote comment in antholo-
gles of Negro work, but sone have asg much talont as Hortom and Mrs.
Rarper ot as much techuical akdll as Palllis Wheatley. They wers only
minor writers whose work 15 of passing nobice. Jamas Madigon Bail and
Albery A, Whitmsn ave che only two that need be mentiorad, their claim
for recoguition beling based on the fact that bokh attempted extremely
long pooms. Whitmen even published an eplc in Speusexian stanza, “The
Bape of Floxide," etill the lougest poem ever writisa by a Negro in
thoe ¥United Btates. He reveals im his work fmaegination, okiliful worke
wanship, and a2 capacicy for bylek marration. But too often Whitmon's
ahdlity 19 hiddan by appavent: imitation aad sseming haste. Hod he, too,
besn given the benefit of education and twaining, he would definitoly
hwwre been 2 better, pesheps even an outstanding, poet., Without ié, hie
talent as often as wob lapoes Into mediouveity.

So paseed the firet one bundred filty yeovo of the Negro's vesidonce
in Herth Apecicae. Xt 1s wndendably true that the literary ertiote
emorglag from the comfines of soclal and economie prepuure producad
little of abiding value durdng this time. Mony critlcs would discount
thely early attempte altogether, paying that the poems ave toa fanlty,
too Jacking dn ordginality to be worthy of any eonsideration. Dut

although ghe work of the f£irst Negro pocte 1s often trite end imftative,

7



one aighe ask L white poets of that period did not dicplay nimslap

wecknopses, There were seversl white pucts who hed a command of tech-

Blooe thot ¢ha Mogwo writers doflaliely lecked. Buyank, Luagfelilow,
Whiteior, Holmes, and Lowell were ell popular writers aud good poets;

but thotir settinge and themes were wo wove 4dmorican than that of the

Negro, and their werse pettesns oo nore oxiginal. Bdger Allan Poe and

Hole Whitmen ave practically the enly two that cam be recogaized ag
superior to Negro weiters because of origiaality in fors or subjeet
hhkten .
I% 45 thevefore necesaary for us to recognlza tha fact that only
& small owouvnt of grest poetyy wes wiitten dv the fZirpe half of ninstesnth-

cantary Amexice by weiters of oither race. Whita poote opent much of

thedr time empresning covventional moveiitles in the pollaked Buxopsan
verse patterng, Nagro poots empended thalr emorgy on protest wribing
in borrowed fovms, often displaping a deficloncy of fechodcal okill,
Both groups ave importast more for the foundations they lald and the
doows they opened for later and beewex wiiters, thon for cutstandlug
postic accomplishments with which they wight be credited. Rut the
stega for Wegro poatry hod been soi; and poon Lo step out upon 1t was

Povd Lourence Dunbar, the £iwet “modern” poel of the race.
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SBCTION 1L

REPRESENTATIVES OF GUR CRMTURY

A erdtical analysls of four ocutstanding poste
whoge work £8 reprasentative of the eutlre range

of Hepro poetry in the Cwentlield contuxy.

Panl Leurcence Dunber (1872-1906)
Jones Weldon Johasoa (1871-1936)
Claude Meley (1889~194¢)
Jangoton Mughag (1902~ )



P20 LATARYCE DUNDAR
L8F2-1.200)
PO2T OF VIS PROPLB

The last yesrs of the mineteenth century wewe difficuli ones for

the whole of America. The end of an °ra was approaching, and seience

and invengion were changing the familiar patteins of life. There was

4 wizned mood of vomaniicism and resliem, oot oaly in Literature, but

aigo in the spirit of ¢he imas. On the sensiiive person welghed a

sanse of change and iastability. Uowever, the public, as a uhole,
turaed away from this and looked o the past as a vefuge from the upe

pleasantries of the present. It 4s to be expected, then, that aenti-

went was favored in literature, thot posiwy wag preferred to be simple,
strong, amd tearful. Jemes Whitcowb Riley ememplified the popular tesre;
"An 014 Sweetheart of Mime! and "Little OrphamtAnnie® wora favoritas,

Life in the South beforve the war was idealized, end the idea that free-

dom had bheen disastwous for che Negro was a popular ona. Thomas Neleon

Page and Joel Chandler Harzis began wwiting on this thems, ead thyough

thelr efforts HMegro dialeck writing becams a vogua.

Peul Lauvenco Dunbar was forced to grappla wich these stylas and

conditions of litevature when he began his work. Fowever, strusple was

nothing new co Dunbar; for he had, from the beglnning, Laced many Londie
caps Ju the development of bis litexary intoerveots aad abilfitcies., [ig
Pavents were poor and withous formal edecation; thue, 1t had been ¢f2Ff.
culit fox him to get the euwliuwval background he needad o bacome a guce
ceosiul writer. He had also found it IZmpogaible o attend college,

although this was oue of his greacest desires. Buch to hig chagein,



A% had baen mecessary for him to take the job of elevator uparatey aud

write hs verse as he sods up and down, day after doy. Then, in 1893,

vhan ke hed attempbed to pubilsk bls first volume, gek and Ivy, cwory
publisher he approached refuead him. He flpally had to beve cke ELZty-
8lx pocms privately printed and act as thelr saleaman himself,

Dunbar®s luck changed abruptly for the bettar, howsver, when be
published & larger and wore mature volume in 1895, Yalors snd Misors

ateracted the attention of Wlilam Jean Howells, who wrete a full~page

veview of 4t ie Hepper's Weekly. This review Lotroduced Duabar to tho
reading public, wakivg him famous overnight, Some of the more important

atatements from this article are as follows:

I do oot remember any Euglloh-speaking Wagro,
2% lenes, who bdas i1} now dome in verse work of at
all the sams momcnt s Panl Lousence Danbar...¥ do
roiz chink ona ean rcad his MHagro piecas without
feeilng that they syve of iika luwpuloe ond inspiration
vith the work of Burne when he was vost Buras, wiea
e was mogi scoteh, when bo vias wost peasant. Fhun
Jurng vag least himsolf be weote literary EBnglich, and

M. Dumbar writes litezary Baglish when he 1a least
Put not to urge the nisehiavous paraliel

himaals,
furtbher, ha 18 a real poet whathor ho apesks a dialect
or whather he writes a language...-

Quoting frem “when da Co’n Pona'’s Hok," "When Malindy 8ingo," "Accounte

abilicy,” and "™rhe Party," hae concludes:

T an spocking of blm as a black poai, when ¥ chould
be gpeaking of him &8 a poet; but the soifon of whai: he
is insiats too stvongly for present 1uqmra.w.nz;y, T
hope I havs not praloed lim too muck, becsuos he has
surprisad me go very much; foxr dle anxcellencas eva
positive and not comperative. If his Minors had boen
wricten by a white man, I ghenld have heen gteuck by
thodx very weoommon quality; I ashould have eald that tiay
were wonderZel divimations. But siuce thuy ave the
enpressions of a race-life from within the race, chuy
saem to ne infinitely more valuable and signiflcasne,, .
Fod hath made of one blood 211 natiens of wen: porhaps



s

auis, on

the proof of chis saying s %0 appear iu ihe
our hostilicics and prejudices ave ©o vanish iam fhem.

Howalls intended this veviaw to be a kind one, and cervainly through

it he goined an jumpdiate heawing for Dunmbar's poems. Be esphasizad the

fact that Dunbar was a gifted poek, that his peetzy had merit within

ftgelf. ALl chis was benefieial, aud it fimally gsve Dunbar the chance

to prove himself worthy of notice. Yol Fowell's exiliecimm had its ad-

verae effects, too. It described Dunbar's dialect poems 28 being the
most prafseworihy writings, “expressions of a race~life from within che

race. "t I¢ aiso gave the impression that when Dunbar wwete "licerary®

posms, he was being folse to bls Hegro nmature. Such opiniona 28 thaose

set a exiglcsl preccdent that latar readers of Buwhbar vather closoly
followed. It led 50 a grest dewend for Munbar’s élalect poetry and

duwpensd any enthusiamm thet bad exiletsd for his uviiileg in clasgical
Znglish., Dunbar himsclf was cware of this tread and regrotted L. Yoo
he realized that NHowells bad, im effect, launched him in Ms cavecr; and

he found it necessary ¢o temper his regrat with gratitude,

Duebar 's historicel impovteanca is vevealed hewe, for chrough Howall's
praisa, he beeame the fiwst Negwo poet o be at all accopied intw Amori-
can licerature. Borly in his career Dunbar had set for himself a goal:
"7 did ence want o be & lawyer, bul chab ambitlon has long since dled
out before the all-absorbing desive ¢o be a worihy singer of the songe
of ¢od end peture. To be able to lnterprai my ewn pauple through aoug
asud stoxy, and go prove to Lhe many that after all we are wore lumen

than Africen.”® Thers 4 20 question concerning the validicy of thig
ideal toward which Duubsr reached; and Yowells, in bis eriticianm,
zecognized that it bad been atiaioed. But there can be ralsed a aquexy

of & diffevent sort noeding an answer just ae pesitive ap the ome to



20 esplier guastion. Ues Dumbar’s poguiarisy end cgpeal limited to

the pericd in whieh he lived, or ip bis work lmporiaut saoueh to ko of
Laterast tedap? A eenciusion con b resched caly by exohining his

actusl wittings and evaluating them by the erxiterio of ragent-day

2iterary theory. 7o f£aeilitate eriiicism, wo shall employ the threc
Aivielons cumrculy used in the stady of Dumber's writings: (1) prosa

wori: {22 pocws in clogsic Buglish €33 poows in dialect. Igroring

chronological srpangement, wo shall start with the work of losst value
and proceod uwpward,
Zven the very casual roader can sense the mediocrity of Dunbur’s

His four novels are copecislily pofr, »0lying laigely on
*xdLy

Broca writings.
sentimsatnlity and meloadrame to hold the intovest of the rezderx,

anomgi, Duadar weoto ebout wiite charecters ia three ol his novola., A

realiatic porirayael ox tham was a dig¥icult task for Dunbar; ead this,

combined wiltly loose plet asnd poor form, did not ceniribute to his stand-
iog as a novsliat. Bis populurity es & short-story writer wos mach
groator, however; and a fow aeritics have even folt that hie storlos attein
beiphts equol to his poamn. The presend-doy reador would, mosh Likely,

" foeins

Panzege with this viewpolnt. Bven taough Bunbar construoted his short
atories more cerefully than his novels, they still exhibit woolknens in
orgenization, technique, end theme. Their chicf shortceming 1s in
subject mattey; Dusher mevely feok slready stersotyped storles and erontod
voriations of then. e had "good ol' days” of the South Lefore the Wex

Proised hy many stock cheracters. The only stoxies he wroto that achieved

oy dogres of lesting success vere those that broke with the plentation

sraviition eud leconed toward reslistinc cheractorinatioy. Movl;unag@;’y

Zor Dunbar'a roputaiion as a prosa writar, such stories were von infraquent .

4



Thus it 1s that we twrs Lo poetry, and primarily iyrie poetry, as
tha fovme i which Punear was mosé completely at hemn2. Ee by far pro-
ferrad Lo wriks cuch poems fn classic Englisiyeven toough he reailzed

that bz must employ dilalect ko hicve his poems read. fe eyprossnd his

Tegeet conperning this in his posm, "The Poat™:
The Poet

He cang of life, seramcly swact,
With, now and then, a deeper note,
Frox some high peek, aigh yoi remola,

Yo voicad the world's absorbing beat.

He sang of love wken carth wan youag,
And love, itself, was In his lays.
Bui: a2k, the world, it cnrnmd to praisa

& jingle in a broken tengue.”
Thia is an example of Buwrbar'e beat caxly work. 1 s relatively
free of the hesvy infiucuce of the English zomantic tradieion eha: makes

80 mamy of his “literery" poems eound trite and arcificial. Even in

bigh school, Dunbar leaned heavily teward Byron, Shelloy, Zeats, Tennyson
and their Awerican followexs. It took him many years ¢o get awvay from
the couventiouwality and sentimentality that 2 close following of hia

Hodels ceused.
2nd yat there were poems, even at the beglnning, thuat revoaled mora

of Dunbar than they did of the poets that Influenced him. “The Poet,®

queted above, is an ezample. Another fa the wuch-quoted “Life,®

which appeared in che First volume that Dusbar had priasted.
Life

4 crust of bread and a covmer to slasp i,
A winute go gmile and on howr ©o weep dp,

A pint of joy to a pack of troebla,
Ard nsver & langh but thoe mesns come double:

and that is life!



£ogrusl ad
Wieh a smlis ,
And Joy secng sweeber i
snd g moan 18 the J.mﬁ*t
dad chat is iif

i aiter,

for lawghter
These, ond others of Dunbax's better pooms, hove one foctor 4o comaon:
they, for the most part, vecount the author's ounm cupericmess with 1ife.
Whensver 2 puem fchlevag polpnavey ov datanelly o vibrand cowmunlcas ion,
it is ofcon ove closely linked o Dumbar bimeelf. IU seems thov when he

concenivated on expressing his feelings wather than oo lupressiog the

public, he became the true poet, &Llihough mony of hils poems in clossic

Engilsh never riss above ¢he cormonplace, vow and than ene of these

pergonsl ones stande out from the others dn Llis lyric power or its

ipgallcectual penetration.

tupbar did not often wribte &% race-spolecwan. It iz true that he
wag Lrying Lo raise the nacion's esktimatlion of the Yegro, but he attempred
to do it by domonstratling his power of creativivy inacead of by writing

propsganda poeme. Whan race enkered inco bis work, it was oftenm an

elupas unconsclous iutrusioun. It was & matter vicel to Dunhox ouly as

it ralaced to hie pevsonal experience. Iu such & poom as "We Wear the

Maok," he eupresses the frustration bls race feals at being constanciy

miounderseond by the world with which Li muei deal. Dunbar himself

met many olurs as he travelled throughout the country; be koew from

ewpoxience that “rorn and bleeding beavie" ley bebind the happy-gorlucky

anile that the averasge American svtematically stamped vk cach Negro

Eana .

e



We Hoor the Mogk

He wear the wmapk that grins ond lies,

It bidas pur cheeks and shades our ayas,-=-
This debt we poy to humsn guiled

Hith sern aud bleoding hearis we omile,
And mouth wich myriad aubileiloa.

Why chould the worid be ovexr-wise,
in counting all oux teare ond ocighs?
Bay, lot them only sec ns, while

¥e waar tiae mnck.

We smlle, dut, 0 great Christ, ouy criaa
To tie Ffrom Gortured souls arise.
We sing, but oh khe elay is vile
Doneath our fees, and iomg the mile;
But let the world dresp ctherulse,

We wear tha eack!?

Thio pogm, in 1ts presontation of the very dupthn of Wesro persomalizy,

in far guperior ¢o mwre formal poems by Dumbar that take the race
Problem ay their specific subject. Although the followlng excorpt doug
not ghow the shallownesa of the cliches that Punbar, on oceasion, cmploys,
it will serve to demowstrate the fac? that Dunbar wrots more forcefully,
tore meaningfully, vhen he wrote unconsclously and personally.,

On avery hond in this feir land,

Provd gthdope's awarthy childwen stead

Leelde their falrer neighbor;

The foreats fige before thalr scroke,

Their hicmere ring, thelir fovges aroka,<-
Thoy sigly in honest labour,

This paseage comes from ons of Dunbar's eavlicst poems; thus we

might conclude that his poetie style asd themniic development maturad

throusl, oge and aexparience. On the wkolo, this is ruo; fuxr he  did

exhidit greater mastary of tochnique aud subject mutinr fu hisz sager

writings, Yet Dunbar‘'s poems in standard Bnglish wore a& no time in
his career cutstanding bacause of their ovigimality. 4As erities hawve



£ his Vligerary® pesmé Rod besn wriiiea by a white post, Shey

=

atated,
vould have veceived litile specisd notlce. Moot of thels movelsy iny in
the fact that they weve written by 2 Fegro; ouly lsclated poems demon-

strated within themselves vnusual artiscic guality. For this reasen, and

for others, the public lavished greatest pralse on Dunbax's dislect peeus,

refiectod the colorful pgide

These made uvee of an uauswal art form; tchey

of a segment of America's popuiation; chey wewe, above all, poewms chat

& white poet probably could not have written.
This Sndividuality was dmportant, for the publie was not ready to

accept Bupdbar 3 an American poet. I& would, however, accept him and

praiza him as a Nagre poet. 7Thus, verse in &lalect bezcame Dunkbar's

wigua contvibution o Auerican litevaturc. Xt opased the way for a

Heogro to earer che field of avt, proviag thet the race was uok culieurally
barran. %8 was, moreover, the speclal proviace of Bunber; for although
he hed mapy imitatoxs, wone ever achleved the populavity or fame this
£irac dialectal poet dide. In owr examinatlon of Manbar’s dialect verae,
we must nmot forget the fact that even Dumbay yeallzed tha liwmltailons

of thic art form, but continsed io it in erder to pain a hearlag from a

vead Megro verss written on a higher level.

public wawilling to we

43 2 weiter of dialect poetry, Panl Laurence

mbay faced problems

from the very baginning. The flret of major lwporianca was dealing

vith the Negro steweotype cxeated by Havrls and Page. This wsa che

ploetuwre of the docile, contented, conle Negro slave~-a shallow, false

picture, and one kard ¢o llve dowdr. punbar wndoubiddly realived that

e oper ¢o bim iwe ways of combating this stereotyps: €)

there waz

to domy it entively, ox {2} o broaden this pleture and deepen it with



love ond understanding. Zn his dlalect postry Dunbex accompli
the lacter with wnsurpassed skill. He pictured the Negro In hig happy

moweate~~enjoying a spelling bee, sating cornbread and wolsasces, couriing,
watching his wife prepsre supper at the end of a hard day's work, playing

with his children. He also showed the unheppiness and tragedy that comea

to the Negro as much io 85 o all men-~death of a child, nowledge that

the Yold times™ ave gone, bitter regret after a2 guorrel wikh a friend,

rejection by the world he faces daily. 7To many, this was a new pintura

of the Wegre. For the first time, perhaps, some &mericaus began ¢e

raalize that the Negro wae & mam, sharing in undversal joys and sorvows,
The Megro stereotype remalned, because it had already become a dlstinetive

Paxs of American cultuve; but 1t hed becomz desper and truer through

Dunbar's poetic efforts.
Another obstaele in the writing of didlectal poetry was the faer thote

dialect was to no srtent shandardized whep Dunbar begon ualng it. There

bad hzen only one previous poet who had employed Negro dlolect, o whice

man named Ixwin Russell. Dunbar began writing in Russell's style, bue
goon cxceaded him in poetic techulque, as well as ia use of Jiglect, A

dialactal writer of e differaut type who was alse attaining great heighta

of popularicy during chis time was James Uhitcomd Riley. Dunbar was a
great admiver of Riley; and Riley, in fura, gave Dunbar some of hia
enrliest proise. His influence is evident; for Am Dunbar's firac work,

there ave exemples of Noesier dialect and such poem titles as "The 0ld

12T eyd?
RLALQY

s . Pt ) e -
LpplosPros,” and "Chricmus Is A-~Comin'iY Hie poem Hiemes Whlteomh
- T T T -
shous us just what he chought of this poet, and 2lso plves ue on insight
-

into what he himself tried to accomplish through his use of dialeet:



noar brdm eod skilliful phrasea,
I do uoi keew a jot;

Troasa b the words elona, bui feszlin!
Thet tech the tendsy upol.
An’® what’s jJest why I love him,e-
Why, Be's got sech humen Feelin?,
An' in ev'ry soms ke pivses us,

You kin see it craapin®, stealin?,
Through the core the taavs go trlekiin’,
But rhe edga Lo bright aad smiley; ‘
I never saw 2 poet

idke that peet HYhitcomb Riley.?

)

Luekily, Dunbar did mot long let his admiveation for Riley 1limit hig

oun effectivensas, acr did he aceapi Riley’s use of dialect for wore thon

o brief period. Me swon lefi binm behind, just as he had Iwwin Pussell,

Finding that ouch writers had standardized no paktern for weiiing in
Magro ddalect, Dunhar then craated bis own. He rejectad previons sttampic

wade: almoet wwintelligible by poor speilimg, ond wroga “by car.® Ackunily,

Dunbar im his pooms set the "rulos” for dizxicct spelling that have been
followved by laver writers. He laormed to vepresent on paper the spesch
of the Seuthern Vegre, although he never even kravelled fu the South

unt:l the lacter ysare of bls life.
But by for the greatast problem, and oue Dunbar nover foumd a weay

of eweaping, wes the limited ewotional expresvion available to weiters

in dalect. Jemss Weldon Johuson has described dialect as a great oxgan

oo vhich can be sounded enly two notea--these of humor and pathos. Whes
a reader tekes wp a dlalect poen, he expects to find the oo or tha oiher;
and generally, be doess Any sovt of exaggerated dialect fo thought to

be the trademark of a slmple, wneducated people, wiv, in twrn, ave sown-
how cvppnged to feel only che slmple, clemontal exivemes of ewmotion,

48 gur
W8 Gu

Cnz veading Hegro dialect {ox Hoosier dislect, for that mattes) ! supposad

A
LN

elther to laugh or exrys thma, subjects evellng these xesponsas are tha
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srly ones available to the wrifer. Dunbar was not vnaware of thisgy his
" 2

reslization of the limicetions dialect imposed was part of the reazon he

praferved to write in classic English. But fmerica couid read “"literary™

posms by other poets. She clamored for the follisy pletures of Negro life

thac i 1 .
caly Dunbar could write. So it was that she turned to Dunbar’s work

in dialect, for a lopg time almost completely ignoving ony of his other

work.
It is hard to write a critical analysis of this phase of Bunbar's

wrlting, for Juch a study vequizes criteric so digferent from that oxdi-

Also, the dislectal poems arve long; and becayse they are

naxily used.
ugually marrative, the tesk of selecting excerpts is a difficuls one

However, lev ue look at some of the best to gee if the components of
Dunber's pecuiliar chamm as & dialecial writer com be established,

The poem considered by many to be Dunbar's masterpiece in dlalect
Ls "When Mallndy Singe." Said to be inspired by the singing of his mother,

this deseription of Malindy's musical abilicy speaks tenderiv of the

senaltivity of Negro charscter.

I3tway an' gquil dot weise, Hlsa Iamey -
Pai dat music book awey;

use to keep ow Lyyln'?

21 vou've gray,

What's do
BE you practice
Zou eain'h ses'y as soves a-Elyin’

NV

Lzl de opes dat vants and rings
Flom de kitchew to do oly wooda

When Malindy singo.

o & o

Ain'e wou naval Uyeehd Malindy?
woged soul, tel g de eross!
YU oyon jolin’, honey?
know what you los’®.

Lool: hyeal, ale
¥ell, you don
Y'ought to hyesh dat gal a-wa'blin'
el dewm things,
p
s

..
X
LFS
[

Tobing, La'ks, an'
veish desy moufs an' hiduas dey Faces
Hhen walicdy sings.

. - -
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Ch, Wi'e sweetzh dom de music
Of an edicated hond;
An' hit's desweh dom de battle's
Song o'triuwaph in de lau’.
It seems helier den avenin'
When de gzolemn chu'ch bell rings,
Bz I sit em' ca'mly lisgen
While Halindy sings.™
Such 2 poem as this reveals Dunbar’s sease of fowm and his ianste rhythm.
%o diatinet is the lyric power reveasled here that this and other poems
con be, omd have been, set to music. Certainly Dunbar's verse flows
freely and easily; the emotion Ak expresses ie deep and sincere. ¥While
dialect moy not, from the poet's point of view, be g very dealrshle
inatmment, Dunbar has surely made the best possibic use of this form.
Hig techmigue is varied emough to escape triteness; kis humor and sad-
ness, both, are mellowed enough to he houching. Although some writevs
might have made thelr portxayals ludicwous or maudlin, Dunbar maintains
bhis role as artistic interpreter of the rave.

There ore many other well-known dialect poems thot camnol be gquoted
nare because of their leagth: “When da Co'n Pome's dot,” & Wegro Love
Somg," “Deserced Plahtation,” "Little BDrown Raby™ have all beom Lavoritea.
The latter can be used to polnt out 8 quality typieal of much of Dunbar's
dislectal woxl, Many times the reader will somebow feel that the
characters in the poems or the ones narrating them ave emiling through
tears oy are, as Langston Hughes has expressed it, “lsughing to keep from
erying.” "Lictle Brown Baby¥ presenta a Hegro's enfoyment of Life, his

cenderness and love toward his emall child; bat in the last atanga this

gatety ig replaced by wistfulness md s sense of sovyow.



“Gﬂ & Lo yo© palled now e g0 w0 yot pea'!
risht you could allus BROY 2880 @' cless uﬁﬁﬁs;
Widht you could stay Jes' & oblld om wy preas’-
s

Lictle browva Laby Wla oa'slin® eyesi®

This wndercurrzent is one of the techmigques Dunbar nses in an actempt to
keep his poems from remainimg at ome of the two exivemes that could ke
so sasily adepted. Hoppivess and humor ave heve; but underneath it is
rhe knowledge that this wen has suffered and that, like men everywhero,
he wishees te aspare his child from similar pain. Dialect marks such a
poen as waclal; its theme, however, is univergal and thereisn countalns
itg appeal fov che reader,

rarhape this is the key to Dunbar’s success in reaching the American
public at the particular time he 4id., %While his poems always retained
their racial flavor, never did chey fall co go beyond race and speak of
mattexs that men and women from all ayeas of 1ife eould uvaderstand, One
of his last wpoems, published just a few monthe before his death, stvikes
a rasponsive note in slmost any readew

Compenaation

pecovae L kad loved so Juaply,

gecenuss L hed loved oo leag,
God La hig grest comsasaion

~

Gave we che giit of sung.

Because L have loved sn walnly,

and sung with sueh faltewiay breath,
The Master in nfinite meray

Offers the baon of Daath.io

Such & poem gives evidence of Dumbar's insight fnto hils owa life and his

owh experlences, st the same time vovealing bis abillty to communicate

2

x,-n

with all men who try to live a life of harwony and love.
fertain critlies, notably RBenjanin Brawley, have held up Paul Lau-

rence Dunhar to youth as an example of vhat genius and hard work can

i3



sceomplish for even the most downtrodden of persons. Dunbayr is thie, but
cortainly much more than this. He was the first spokesman for a race
whose poetlic expression had previously been limited by lack of education
and opportunity. He was a poet who used the toole at hamd, even though
they were not the ones he would have chosen, to veach the public with
his mesaesge. e wos not a great poet; he himself probebly realized
that. But mized in with the mediocre work, and the good, were flashes
of brillismey, lives of pure lyricism. Dunbar was che representative
of a people; he had the consciousness of stending on 2 threshold., And
nlthough he faeced an aavly desth, he spoke for his race iu hwlding on
to a pewsistenc optimiem concerning the future, That is why he is
zoday, sfter wore tham a half-century, loved by hiles owm people and
admived by many who discover his work.

“When all 1o done, say not my day 4is o'er,

And that thro® night 1 esek a dinmer shove;

Joy rather thot my morn haa just bDegun-~-

I greet ¢hs dawn and noct & setting aun,
When all is doma.”

14
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JANES WELDOW JOHMSHH
(1871-1928)
BRIVGE T0 THE RERLTISSAKUR

Bdueator, lewyer, musician, diplonmat, linguist, executive, novelist,
eritie, editor, poet -- all these describe the vavied career of Janes
Weldon Johmson., From the time of his youth in Jacksouville, Florida,
vntll his sudden death in 2 car goeident in 1935, he busied himself with
those getivitles vhich were to gaoin him the title of fmexica’s fovemost
Hegro citizen. In searching for the factors leading to these accomplish-
ments, Jomson clained that much of Bls success was due o the influence
of his parents. lis mother, a cultured ¥ew Yorker, was the first colored
woman public school teacher in Florida. 3She was avtistic, musical, very
intevested Lo books; and both hey gons soon followed her in her tastes.
Johnson's father mever attended cchool, but be teught himself Spanish
snd become an avid theater-goer. When he wes paet £ifty, heclanged the
entive course of his Life and entered the ministry. Johuson describad
hie mother as strong, detammined, proud, a boxn wrefommist; his fatherx,
as quielb, unpretentious, but strong and honest, He ptates in his auto~

bilography, flong the Wey, thst as whe days passed, he found himself move

and wore llke them.

Whataver the reasgong, however, we must recognize the fact that
Johnson claims Amexica's notice completely aside £xom his literary endea-
wors. Ye earned hie A.B. snd M.A. fvom Atlanta University and studied
for three yesrs at Colunbila Univereliy, He was swavded the honovauy

Doctor of Letters degves from two collieges; he roeceived the Spingarn

Qo



Wicaragua, aad for his work as author and publicist., He became concerned
with the socisl apd economic condition of his pecpla, and this led him
to sexve for several years as mational secretavy of the Wational Associa-
tion ¥or the Advancement of Coloved People. Jobnson was the intellsc-
tusl leader smomg the Hegroes of his day; his service to his vace and to
hig country lend added weight to his work as writer and ervitic,

It is difficult to find a starting point foxr the discussion of
Johnson's work, hecause his efforts in the field of literature were as
varied as his services im public life. We shall, of course, concentyate
on his poetry, but certalnly we must mention and evaluate his other
writinga, &lso.

As has already been stated, their wother's interxest in wmusic had 2
great inflvence on both James Jeldowm Johmsoon and kis brother, Rosgmond.
Bosaaond Johusen eventually beceme a professional musiclan, and the
hrothers spent several profitable years in collaboration as songwriters.
James Veldon wrote the books of eight 1ight operas for which Rosemond
compogsed the music, Many musical comedies and popular songs were also
produced by the company these bvothers headed, hefore James Weldon became
boved with the whole idea and sought out other waye of making » Living.
Leter in his life, though, Johmson returned for a short while to the
nusical field. Combining his talents as musician snd linguist, he trans-
inted the ilibretto of the Spanish opera “(oyescas” inte Bougllsh for the
Mecrepolitan Opera Company, certainly a fommidable task.

Bt although these works were good ones and achieved a reasonable
degree of populavity, Johnson will never be vemembeved solely for them.

4 much move widely-lmown accomplisihment than these in the fields of nusic



and poetry is the somg “Lift BEv xy Voice and Sing," now designated as
the Negro National Anthem. Again, the brothers worked together, the one
writing the words and the other, the smsgic. The song was originally
written for school childrem who were giving a program to celebrate Lin-
coln's birthday. However, even after the brothers had fovgotten the
incident, the hymn coutinued to be sung im Negwo schools and chuwches
throughout the country. Ite popularity 1s pvobably greatexr today than
evar before, and desexvedly so; for it is a fine piece of music, I3
expresses an acceptance of the past and 8 confidence in the futwre; it
helws to culiivate a sense of history smong the Hegroes., Johrson says
the only comgent he can make concerning the wrltiay of Chis song is
5

chat ¥.,.ue wrete petier thas we bLnew.n"

Ged of our weary yeavs,

God of ouw silent tears,

Thou who has: brought nus thus far on our way,

Thon who hast by Thy might

Led us into the ligarn,

Reep us fovewver in the path, we pray;

Lest our fect skray drom the placas, our God, vhere we met thez, i

- ~3 - o) H “
Lest, our hearte drunk with the wine of ¢he workd, we forget Thee...
After such stivrving lyrics as these, it ls gomowhat of a dis-

appointment to exanine Johnzon's prose work. His essays and novels,

although £far above mediocrity, do not compsre with his work as a post

and a critie. What is probably his best~kunown novel, The dutoblogzaphy

of an Ex-Coloured Man, proves to be an intevesting and wmmsual boolk,

buit not g2 outstanding one. The prose form la obvicualy new to Johnson,
and a lack of sureness in technique i evident., Johnson himself rzegrettad,
after a period of time, the fact that ke first published the hook
anonymously; it gave the Impreasion that the novel was a kind of pub-

liciry gimmick and added a little more to its geneval appearance of imma-

turity. 8till, wa caa cull fxom the book an idea that became increasingly

3



importent to Johmgsor., He has his wain chavacter regret the crossiug of
the coler lime and cowme to the conclusion chat he has been pelfish aad
self-peeking. The thought cirikes him thot had be remained with his
peopla, he might have dedlcated himself no the waking of 2 roce. Cerx-
tainly Jobnson, who was also vexy light inm color, smet have come to a
decision about this at some time; and itz ias evident that he himself
zladly chose the task of lifting his race to a bhigher level.

As & critic and edigor, however, .Johnson reachas a much higher
level. He has to his credit three bools in this field: The Roeok of
Amezican Begro Pootry, The Book of smerican Nepro Spivituels, snd
Ihe Second Book of Amexicen Hesre Spivituais. The antholegy of postry
by coloved authors was probably the first In the VYrited States, and
prefocing 4t is a critlcal easay by Joimson. His commente about it
2xe as followus:

Before I had gone vaery L&r with the work, I realized
that cuch a book, being ¢he flirse of fos kind, would De
antirely devedd of o backgrownd. davica ag & whole

kaew of Dunhar, bul 1t uwes praciically undwspe thab thewe
ware awch chings as Hegro poets aud Hepro poetyxy. do

I dselded o urlite an introdwctlon; and the intveduccion
daveinped into a foriy~twn page czsay on *Tha Creative
Gewiws of the FBezros™ In that aceay ¥ called cttention
zo the Merican degro as a Folk arvlase, and pointed out
hie vital cowivibulionz, as swch, o owr nrational culbwra.
in it I alao mede a prief survey of iegro poetry. L
bepen wich Phillis Wheatley, ... ond Couched on the moal
significant worlk fiom apwag the thiriy-odd Hegro poets
betuzen er axd Dunbev.

In this sssay Jobhneea reveals the linkilag of follk consciounsmess and
intellectualiom that is typical of his hest work. Ye is determinmed to
prove that ths foilk songs and the folk poatry of tha Regro ave axe,

as much as ave the poems written in established forms, using conventienal

rzechnigues. He algo forniched im this esgay the best history of early



Hegvo poetey thet can yvot be found. It iz, all in all, & valuable
book im itself; and It was imporiant ot the time as an entryway for later
anthoiogies of Negro poetyy.

The twe collections of gpirituals edited by James Welden Johnson
and his brother eve also luportemt werks. The f£irst book contains
gixty~one spirituals, end the second, a slmilar number. Rosamond John-
son, 0f couras, made the piand arrangements; and Jamos Weldon wrote 2
forty~page preface giving the history of the spiritnals, theories as
o their covigln, and an estiwate of them as music and poetxy. Theae
books can be credited with savieg for America & number of sulQue come
ponents of her folk culture she could i1l afford to lose.

¥inally, let us turn to Johnson's postry, vhich we must, in all
honeaty, label as the best part of his witing. This phase of his work

is conteined within three bovks, Fifty Years and fther Poems, God's

Zroubonss, end Saint Feter Belates on Incident of the Reswrrectien Day.
The latter kook, or long poem, 1z an ivonle commont on American pre-
judice. It combinss oly wmockery with o deeply moviag guality, and it
centers around the thewe ofF the unkeown soldier. Since thls book was
printed for private distribution only, it is now practically impossible
e gek hoeld of a copy. Thus it will be neccasary to relate the vemulnder
of our comments to the othar volumes.
in his corly writing, Jolwuson made sooe use of dialect. In his

Zirst book, he juecluded a section eatitled "Jjingles sud Croons." These
vorks, following im the Dunbar tradition, vere well-iiked. The fav~
orite, and ona still worthy of notice todey, ie "Seane Vou Went Away.™

Secens 1al to me de aharvs down't shive so Lmight,

Jeems iak to me de sun done loss his light,

3camc lak to m=e der’s nothin® gofn' wight,

sence you wanl. away.

-] > -]



Seews 2k to me I jes can't he'p buv aigh,

Seems lak to me ma thiloat Leeps gitvdn® doy.

beems lak o we 2 tear stays in ma eye.

Sence you vent away.®

Thio Little poem was Johnson's first publiched work; it was later set
to mmsic by bis brothor and bgcame instantly pepular. It ds an excellent
dinlect poem. Johanson mules the tone sufficilently to give it the dig-
nity dialectal work so often lackas. Denjonin Brawley felt its dignity
to be so strong, ia fect, that he called this poem a threvedy, or dirge.
o doubt Johason could have found a wide audience fov this type of work,
Yok, he knew alwost instinetively the limitations and pitfells of
dlaiect, and he desired for MNegro poeixy & more wnhampersd future. So
it was that he soon gave up the use of dialect altogether and openad
the door for the Wegro Renalssance.

e comnot here discuss in full this new literary movement, for it
ie net as yet completely wpon us. BDut Johnson's peoetry from this point
on coes closer and closer to it. He departs fxom Lhe protest tradition;
and instead of apologizing for the race lssue, leads his people to
bacone proud of it. #ils poetzy, &5 will be cypical of the writers
fellowing, no longer pleads; it expresces. IL¢ xevolts against seniimental-
Lty, optimism, womantic escapa. The Negro and his ortistic works are
sndowed with a aew digalcy, and Chey begin to take thelr rightful place
in fmerican cuilture. This viewpoint will not bacomz fuli~blown until
the days of Clavde McEay, Countee Cullen, and Langston Hughea; but
Jomes Weldeon Johnsow, symbol of wising intellectwalism among the Nagroea,
introduces it and propagales it.

A poar that can be identifiad with this rising spirit 1o tche
famous 0 Black and Unknown Barda.” In 4t Johnson pays homage to the

maknown ervgators of the Negro spirxituais. By his very selection of words



and by the tone he creates within the poem, he invests this form of follk
prt with vnew dignity ol importance.

@ hlzeiz and unlnmown bards of loug ogo

Bow come your Lips o toush +the sacred firo?

How, in youy darinoas, did gou coma O Know

Tag powor &nd beauty of the ninstrel'sn lyre?

Who first fram oldst bis bonds lifted his eyes?

o fzat from the still wateh, lone cad loug,

Yozlling the anclont faith of propaots wise

¥ithin his dork-kapt soul, bBurst istoe song?d
Sowe have even taken fthig as a litsral explanation of the origin of the
ppiritual., ¥e can herdly go &80 far as fo say that; and yet we reailze
that Joehmzen has hore ecrested the noed In vhich the spixitusl weo
o, He gives the act of creation almest the seciwdiness of Holy Jdowip-
ture, o thought undoubtediy new to moat Anericens of hoth rocaes.

Avother quite thought-provoling poon frow the volume Filty Voars

apd Other Peoms 15 "ihe White Witeh." In the form of a scni-iogewd,

it londe itsell to varied interpretation.

O Brethors Rine, teke cave! Toke oare’?

Tae gyeat whaite witeh yides owd Ltoaight.

O younger hrethers mine, bowars!

ook not upon hey hoauty buigont,

For in ker ginceo there is a suore,

And in her smile thore is o bligh:r.©
The valteoness, blondensss, and youih of this witch ave consiautly enpho~-
slzed, bot we are also told thet she iz centupios old and twin sistor
0 the earth. A% 2iwst thought, one might wonder 1¥ the "gront white
witch” of the poom is the temptation to cross the 2olor lime. On the
other hand, tho traddtionzl sotiing and foom of the posk mokes us soareh
Zor o more univeorsal syabol. Possidbly ve might maintoalin that she io the

moon, casting her spell on wenkind, as she has done through tho egos.

vhoatever the interpretation tho individual roader might deocide to give,



we mot agree that Johnson hes eweated o full, 12 somovhaet smbiguous,
symbol. Ne also balanees perfectly the ovident agelessness -~ autlauity
on one side, modernity on the othewr -- of this problem.

The iast poem drom this book that we might notice is the social-
Justioe poem, "Brothers.” This very realistic poem deals with the howvrer
and brutality of lynching. The main chavactey ie & symbol rather thon
2 porpon; he ropresents all the ressutmont, distarust, bitterpess, and
hate that bullt up in the Hegrse throughout the Liltecn generaticns of
slavery., VWhon he hurds forth kls defience, e iz teaben by the mob and
2lowly, eruelly burnaced at the stake. AL the ond, he becowes slnost a
Chrizt-symbol, for iz dDones and the chain thet bound hin are divided
among those whe muedered him, And in hle last words, Johngon hes him con-
demm 21l those wvho could, or would, treat a2 fellow hwsan being in such a
nanner; "Brothers in spirit, brothewa in deed ave we."7 @e vhose hate
drivag him to ilyaching iz as besst-like as he whom discrimination and
crusity has driven %o avil deeds. This picce of Hlank verse probobly
aceomplished as much in the outlawing of lyaching as did all the astive
1obbwing which Johoson later led.

Hod the poows we have discussod so far composad the whele of Johin-
ason’s writing, he would have our acclaim as a grest American Hogro wrltex.
But thers yet romains fox our sxaminstion vhat meny consider hie mactorplpon --

Cod's Tropbenes: SHSeven Negre Soxmors in Vorse. Jolwmson had previousiy

v

snent nuck of his time sud onergy coavincing the public that Negro folk
micie ond donee was weal art, Thers remained still the task of pyosenting
to Anerica the Hegyoe folk sovmon. Jobnson discoverad that at one time in

Megre life,; there woere sermons that »pasced with oaly slight modification

3



Lrom preachsr O prescher snd leocality e incalliy. Exomples of Ghese
were the "Walley of bhe Dry Bonest germon, haling Faeldal 37 as the texty the
"Pealn Sermoaty the "Hegvenly Mercn® sermon; and finelly, & sermcn covering
the whole Bibls from the Creation o the Judgment Day. It was such as
these Whalk Jolmson wanted Ho preserve and Lo ralse to the stmaderd of ari.

Joimscn &lso realized that the old-time Negro preacney wns iooked
upon Wy mosih psople a8 a gemi-conic figure, cnd he wanted to change this
mizeonception. Ia scbealily, the préachex« was 8 vital influence awong
e pesple of his races he wes the malnspring of hope and ingpiraiion.
Generally superior in intelllgsnce, he often committsd large portions of
thae Bibls to memory., He wonld balk no texb: "Brothars and sisters, this
morning «- I intend 4o axzplain ths uncxplainsble —w £ind out the wadelineble w-
ponder over the imponderabls «w and wnaerer She 5mcm‘.‘,able."8 Phe Negro
praachar was @ orator ond on actor. Ho depanded on & pregrosailoa of
rrythais words Lo move sudiences o aciasy; he cowld medulaete hils voics
from a whisper o » thundorelap. When he reached bhe point that he had
swopt away both hin hearsrs and hiugelf, hiz loanmvege becere rmuch more
poavly poatyry then proge. This was the langeage end eraborical qualily
that Jomson wanbed 0 vepresent.

Then Johnaon facod the problam of Negro dislect. This would scam
to be the proper nedium for the sermena, bab Johuson states ia his Intro-
dnction Hwo reaccns why he did not wse it. (1) Disleet lends itsels
only to limited emobionel expression, Jfaly bwmor and pathos can bs fully
represented throvgh 1v. Johnsow wished these aermons to glva the effect
of a trosdone -- an insirweent howiag the pover to arxpress all emotlons

racorpassed by the human voice, but with groater amplitude (tlms the



witley Cod's Trombones)s (2) The old-bime preachers, even though bthey

nermaily used dialect, usually stepped out from ite narvey confipes vhen
shey preacheds, Thay coubined Wegre idioms eand King James English to

creabe the sonorous phrases that sabisfied their sense of sound and

In tho writing of the sermons themselwns, Johnson tried to indlicate
the Sempo of the prescher by the line axvangement and a certaiv sort of
pruse. He included, slso, a8 preliminavy prayer, uwhich was almost as
irportant as the sarmon itself, for it set the stage, so to apesk, for
the sermon. Johngson regretted that the atmosphers ibself, the personsiity
of ‘the preacher, the sermon intonatlon, and the syncopation of speech
et necessarily ramasin absent {rom the sermon-poems. TYet the readeor
with eny degroe of sensitivity must sense that hore Johnson has cresbed,
or get down, something of bresth-Laking beoauly. There ars phreges aud
iunges that sterike with clear nobes upon the consclouvsness of bhe
porgon who puts himgslf iunto the mood of thess works, Jolmson has not
Falien far short of his ideal of proving dhat the folk sermon in truly
arbe

The seven aoymons Johugon records in his dbook range from "The Creatlon®
bo "The Crucifixion.® from *Let My People CGo® to "Go Dowm, Ieath.® ALL
are in blank verse and ghow a heavy influence of “he gpirituals., Frobebly
tha best known ds "The Creation," which presemts vividiy & child-dilke trash
in the goodnsss and closensss of Ood., Yeb the sermon ®Co Down, Death" is

eqaally as abirving in its simple, bub beaubiful lnterpretadion of deabh.

10
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ad Gog saidy  So down, Dootl, go dova,
i down to Savannalk, Soorsglda,
Dove Za Tawacraw,
And 2ing 2ster Carcliao,
She's berao the bBurden azd heat of the day,
he’s lobored long in By vincreowd,
Ard ghe's tired --
Sie’s wenny -
G down! Boatd; and briny her to me.O

Ho one but Jauss Welden Johuson could have hilended pootic fmapery, folk
superstition, and seeming truth in such o way. Dooth bocame to the
Topre conpgregabion an potual porson subserciont to the denends of a
mereiful and lovisg fGod.

The ipportance vhich vepotitlon nlayod in ostablishing the rhythn
needed to sway the cwowds 1s represenied most cleerly in "The Crucdfisow.”
Jehmson folt that this posm was the avsat dLLicult to write, for 1t
roguired both vivideess of detall eond shaolute dignizy of presentation.

On Colvary, on Celvnby,

Taey crucliicd ny Jesun.

Thoy natled him o thic cruael tiee,
and tho hansor!

The hemmerd

The harmer!

Dong thvousi Jorvusokem®s stepotn.
The haommor!

The hammer!

“he Barmow:

Rang shoough Soruesalen’s sireeta.

v = @8

Ch, ¥ trouile, yes ¥ iqembleo,

It couseos we o Lasnie, Sronble,
Thew § thdnk hovw Joexmus died:
wied on the stoops of Colvavy,
Hew Jdosus gled fov sinuars,
simners Like vou s ne A0

ot only cen we ses the oratoviceal repetition of pavases, but we nelice
in the last exeerpt the ever~presont infinonce of the spirituals. Un
aueh an dceasion the comgragation pight have intervuped the minister

with saatches of song or with thelir o vopetlition of key thoughts,

1L



The shortest posm in the collection, and one well reprsesonting =il
tho tochnigues Jolingon used in his povgeniaticn oFf the foilk-gormen Lo the

inteoduciory prayer. Johoson feolls us that often o womse vas sslled om

%o iend this prayor vhien theo minleier Zaew could stir the congregation

ond prepare 1% fox the soxnonr whick was to follow. The striking, but

alwvays opproprinte, combliaaticn of overyday colloguialism and Biblical

phrases in this sclostion pake it well worth guoting in itz ontirety.
LEISTEN, LOED -~ A PRATER

O Lowd, we coze this woriing
Knoce-bowed and body-bent

BoXare thy throne of grace.

@ iord -- this zorring ~-

Bow our hearts beaeath cur kuses,

And our mecs in sore lohosome valley.
Ve como this mRraing -

Like enpty pltabers to a full fomtain,
With no wavits ol our owa,

0 Jord -~ apsl up 2 windaw of heaven,
Aud icnna out far over (he babttliouenis of gloxy,
Aund linton this porning.

Lond, Lave nareyon praund oad dFing slinnery -
glionexys oaging OVer the monel of hell,

Viro seom ¢o iove tholr distnnee woll.

Loed ~- ride by tahis momnins «-

Nouat rousr milb-wlite horse,

sad PAde--a this noining -

Zne in yonr ride, ide By 034 hell,

Ride by che ddazny getes of hoell,

A 2%0p poor sLuners In Wasir keadlorng Rlunpse.

And noy, O hord, this man of o4,

Tha hreaks tho breed of lile thils moraing -~
hodow Bim ip the hellew of thy nand,

Snad kHeen 2im ont of the pucochol of the dsvil,
Teke him, Lord -« this mowmlag -

Wagn him with ayssop inside end oug,

Hang him up cod deadn i 4y of sin.,

2l hic ear to the wisdoa~-post,

Ang wnle Ris worls sledge Ronmess of fruth e
Beating on the lron asart of agin.



Lord God, this dorming -

Fut Miz ayo to the teloucope f olerxudiny,

Mme et in look uspon the papor wellis of vise.
Yozd, turpenailipn his imaglostion,

2ut perxpetual wotlon in hils awan,
FA23 adm Suii of the dwamiie of thy o '

sAnednd iz 21 over with tho oii @f thy selivotion,

2nd set his toagus on flve.

fad now, O LOopd ~m

Yhen Ifve done dyunk ny last cup of soreow ~-

Waen X've bDzon emiled eworything WMot a cLiid of 500 we

When I'm done travelllisg up the rough side of tho wawiain o~
G - Tery's Dehy -

thew I stert downa the ateoad ond slipuory ofuds ol deagly ~-
Waon thiz old world begiss to rook kumoath my feel -

Towmor w3 te my dusty goava in poses.

e weit Jor that groe: glttiam® up mownlag - Ameon.ll

Suech writing sz this couses ue to ¥onlize that hers is o Negro poof
for whom oxruses no longer need to be made, 4n vhose hsnds words hove
token on new forms and fyxesh meanings, Janes Weldon Jobason was & Bighig
sducated man; he was a poet capuile of greot subtlaty and depth. Ne
Hegro yoot heofore him had had the wide range of wpression, the strength
of language, the croastiveness he dispiayed. Ho was an dntellectual ertist
in his owa 2ight, a post at ouep racial and dmevieon. Johnsen wvas born
into an atmosphere of traditionsl disdoect and protest poptyy. AL bis
death, 2e left bohind ap ever-broodoning field of Megre writing that was
baginning to ineclnds the new notes of pride end zeclism. The "New Negro'
wan roady to spoak to America; vho can estimete the part Jame: Velidon

Jobnoon pieysd An gotting Rz wodon b..c?
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CLAUDE MOKAY
(2£89-2.91.8)
VOICE CF PASSICN

Wars seem always to have had an unsettling effect on & countyry's
literature, and the Amerdcen writings of the last cenbury can cerbainly
clalm ro exenption, Before the Civil War. and for some yeavs afier Lb,
Awerican writers were deeply entrenched in romanticlem. Morelism and
optimism were the keymnotes of bobh psetey and prose; beauty and good-
nesg were congidersd 4o bs the values inherent in good literature,
The Civil War, however, brought some inkling of change, The rige of
industrialization and uwrbanization led the way toward sgeisl raaliswg
and such writers as Mark Twain began creabing works bthat wers wore
vigorous, more "true to life.® By the 1890's, an open stimggle had
developed between the romantic and the reaiistic camps. The ensuing
onflict was bitter, but not unduly long:. Soclal and economic problems
witlin America's national life, pessiwism and decadence within her
personal 1life, led inexcrebly to an unrest which seon penctrzied her
Jiteraturs.

This feeling of unrest graduelly altered litersry ontlook, making
it constently wore realistiec in characler. By the 2nd of the nine-

™ A}

teenth century, writers such as Frank Norris and Theodore Drelaser hal

&

holped uwsher in a new movement, cheracterized by itz inslstence on
reelisn, and even on naturalism, This revelution in theme and philo-
sophy was appropiristely aceompanied oy experdimentatlon in Sechnigue;

s the Twenties saw the creabion of such technically :iprecedented



works oz Faullmer's The Sound and the fuvy avd Eilloh's The Waste Land.

This whole literary pericd of change finally assvmsd the proporticns of
s Reonalssance, The sbove-menbioned bhematic and technical changes pere
plzted throughoud the years of the Firsht World War, and wers never veally
serpietely lost., Without édoubt, this peried of Asakening in Amevicon
1iterature aifected the course of futwre lilerary work ian this comtry,
Meanwhile, American Negro literatwre ves expariencing o similaw
apirituel and literary emancipation. Ibs renslssencs did not coms
wtil laker, concenitrating itself in the yeers 191}-1928: but when it
cams, it carvied the earmavks of the Ameyican literary rvsvolution as &
whole. The major factors that brought it zbout were three in numbers
the Pirst World War, the sdvance of the Negwro iz lshor and sducablon,
and the Negro's exbensive migration to the Novith, James Weldon Johnson

had earller copened the door to a change in literaturs by his sbandonment

-~

sf Hegro dialect as a poatic vehldole; Alalnm loncke leter enterad 1t as

editor of the book, The New Negro. In this book Locke stabed that the

younger gensrabtion of Negro wrliers hed achieved an objective abhliude
howsrd life, Race Lo them wes bocoming an sdded, enciching experience,
malring exisbence wore iInbteresting, more hesubiful, more poignant. From
thiz viewpoint was sfforded & deepening rather than a narvowlng of

gocial vislon, The Nagro Renalssance, then, was more than a now ewphasis
on resilem or naburalism. Ib was & deliberate atbenpt by the Negro writer
wo sbifle propagandistic and apologiatic wotives in his work. It wes a
detvermination to pub more effort inte inner mastery of mood and spivit
than inbo owber mastery of fora and technigue., The voung poabts shoolk

oif? bhe last shreds of the minisbrel tradition snd dselared themselves



free in regavds to the tone and fechnique of their salf-expressions

Leangston Huges phrased the indepeondent stand of the Renalssance proup thue:

Wa younger Negro artists who c¢reate now intend o
express ouvr individval derk-sldnied selvos wlithowh fear
or shame. If vhite people are pleased we are glad. If
thay ara nov, it dossn't matier. Weo know wo are beautiful,
a0 uvgly, ton. If colorad peopls ara pleased wo are glad,
If thay are not, thelr diapieasure doosn't matier sither.
We build ouvr temples for tomorrow, stiong a3 wa koow how,
ard we Etand on the top of the mountaln, free wlihin oSwe-
selves.

The strongest volce among the “New Negroes" of this perdod 1s
found to b2 Clande McKay's., McKay was nob borm in the States aad pyro-
bably never btecame a eitizen; yat, in him we hava our most vigorouns
critic of demociracy and our most contemptuons viewexr of fmerica's
treatuent of the Negro. Can wo truthfully classify MeKey as an smerican

Negro poet? Technically, we camnot. However, by wirtue of such prose

works az Homs do Harlom and such volumes of poastry as Spring in Now

Hampahirs, it is obvious thal he hes something to ssy to Awerdca. And
hecanse of his studies and dravel hers and his love for Bariem, 10 i
likely that Awerica has had somsthing to sy 4o him. We cannod afiomd
o pass by this Wegro poety, one of the wmest oubstanding the Nagro
Renaisaance producsd,

Clavde MeKay wae born in Jameice, Britich Weuh Indies, in a wiliage
oo swall that it Ald not posssss a nams, The youngest of elsven children,
he was senbd t0 his brother's home to receive an edueation., This brother
was @ schoolmaster and a freethinker, snd he greatly influenced Claude
during the formative years of his life. By the time the boy was foure
teen, he hod complobtely absorbed his brother’s fine library, adding the

ideas of such writers as Hascker, Huxley, Matthew Arnold, and Shakespeare

(V3



to his own pidlosophy of life, dis fizat books, Songs of Jamnica ond

T aRex SN SR Gk

Genshad Ballads were publisiwd whils he wos working with the Jamasico

conshabulary, Meny of the poems in these collections were wribben in
Jamalean dialect, and it is interesting to note that already MeKaeyls
paculiar combinabion of rovgh passicn snd tender lyricism wag aopesaring.
These early poems became exceedlngly pooulser in Jamalece, and MeKay became
mown to the people as the Robert Purne of the island,

The yeor 1312 found McKzy in Anerica to siudy scianbific farming,
with plans for an zarly vebtuyn to Jamaica. Bub after a few aonths ab
Toskegee Institute and two years et Kansas Stave University, he paid
a vigilt to Wew York. He arrived in Harlem just as it was beginning to
Lalks on the form of a world metropolis, snd he was completely caphiveted
by it. Shortly thersafier, he abandoned all thought of rebwrning o
Jemnaica, and be begaa %o look upon himgelf primarily as = poct. He
puslighed several poens in megezines in this counbtry and, wihile in

ingland, brought out Spring in New Hampshire, This wag his first volume

in Jiterery English, and its preface was wrilten by the well-known eritic,
T. Lo Richards.

The rest of MeKsy's life could best be deseribed in a travelogue.
Yz spent bime in Holland, Belglmm, Russia, Cemany, Morocce, fagland,
and Frence, as well as in the United States., Fe published two other
solumes of poebry, Lol daring the last part of his life, turmed almosh

souplebely to prose wrliting. He worked for a while in Hew York as an

asgociate editor of The Liberator, a sccialist magazine of art and lite

erobure, After bis trips abroad, however, he turned ageinst sociallsm,

tocanse he could not contend with its rubhless tyranny over man's mind



and body. HMeKay is remembered today primseily for his pard in briaging
shout the Negro Renalssance, and for his mogt powerivl woluwne, Herlem
Shadows.

Wa have designaebed Mefay as 2 peagsionate poet; bhis he is, throughout

st of hle work, Bat we might also ¢ell him a melodic post, for he is

5]

ze conssantly conseciovs of sound as are bBdger Allaw Poe and Vachel Lindsay,
sb thely beat. MeKay, besldes, has the tolent of sceming uwnaware that
iz combination of wordws ig produecing such an offect. His poems sound mash
nore natural and unaffected than do the musical experimentz for which
Poe iz 80 famous., Lines from the poem "Harlem Shadows® will seyve to
ilivetrate his congtant repstition of vowel souwnds.

Ah, heart of me, the weary, weary feet

" bt T 2
In Harlem wandering from street to sbreat.”

Mooy also furnishes vs with many examples of slliteration: hearte
Horiem, weary-weary-uandering, feet-from, sirset-street. However,
zven this does not contribute to the molodic nature of his poems as
doss his almogt unconscions use of assunance. HMost of Modeyls cariy
poeng, the onesg published in Jamaica, are written in & syllabic mmsic even
mora delicate than this. Tt was not untdl he came o the United States
what he resllzed that the expression of his deepest Leelings required
gsomething more, Tz, McKey added to his posmn the colored imagery,
the deep passion that are his trazdemarks; but ab the same timo he
retained his tendency to emphasize the musgic and the smoobiness bhatb
can be cultivated in the ;Ezzglish langnage.

There iz anobher quellby characlteristic of HoKayts poems aboub

Jemaica end sbout nabture that cannot escape even the ordinary veader.

T



Adymys they seem to picture the wonder of living, the wibtality of the
zxnges that belongs to childhood., Joon Dewey conments on this by
gueobving a line from McKay's own poem, "North and Sowbth®: ®ind wonder
e 1ife's commonplaces clingsu"3 Constantly McKay shows ways & sensitive
201t mey recreate the gpontaneity amd liveliness of a child; fregvently
e rediscovers for the reader the thrill of life itself and the Lreedox
Feom artificiallby posseszsed by the vwery young. #ecKay's emphasis ca
nz3sion end inbensity in theme and trestment nmover causes his ideas o
seem inmabture; bubt it prevents them from being clouded by any commonness
or dullness. His title~poem, "Spring in New Hampshire," shows the denth
and fvllness of the life his poems describe.
Spring in New Hampshire
Too green the springing April grass,
Too blue the silver-speckled sky,
For me to linger here, alas,
While happy winds gc laughing by,
Wasting the golden hours indooiws,
Washing windows and scrubbing floors.
Too wonderful the April night,
Too faintly sweet the first May flouers,
The stars too gloriously bright,
Yor ma %o spend the evening hours,
When fields are fresh and streams fm lesping,
Wsaried, exhausted,dwlly sleepiag.t
McKay is not ashamed of emotion, and display of it never makes his
voems less manly or abrong, His are nol weak feelings, and it dees roi
gasm uabacoming foi him te express them freely. In "The Tropics in ¥

e

Torik,® he dezeribes the frullts native Yo his country, Ghe memoriecs they

N

> wo him, and then his emotional resctioun:

Fr syes grew dim, and T conldd wo muve gages
A wove of lopping Shrcugh wy body aweol,
And, hungry for Whe old, Ianiliar wiys, ’

I twemad ceide and Goved ny hsed and mp"t;,.b



ickay's poems are, generally, univerasal In topic and Wnej; they ave a
syepathetie iaberpretavion of the mecods and experiznces of humanity
as often ag they are a description of the hopes and sorrows of a race.
Znotion being as cld as human life and as deep as the heart of men,
Hoday could no more deny lis omnipresence thon he could life itself,
Po nim, life was passion and fzeling, and his poems are expressive of
the naked, bub beantiful, force of it.

Mox Bastman, a past editor of The Liberator, claims Claude McKay

te be the Lixst lyric genius of his race. Without a doubt, MeKsy has
g way with words sugerior to many of the Negro poets before or after
im, £:ad likewlse, MeRay®s feelings are more passiconate and more
powerfully expressed than practically any other poet of either race.

Never is this truer than when one is spsaking of MeKay's love poebry.

in entire section of the book, Selected Poems of Claude MeKay, 1s given

the title "Amoroso,® end in it are recorded McRay's reactions to passion
in the dsepest sense. His love ia highly ssensual, btut it never sinks

%¢ the level of a cheap, shoddy affelir. Always there is the element

[«
)

mwa, wonder, worship; the experience is slmost a religious one.

The perfune of jour body dulls Ky sensee.
I went mor wine nor waod; your breabh glone
Suffices. Ia this moment ware and tense
L worsiip at your brezst..
Oh, with our love ohe night is varm and deepd
The ax: is sxEseb, ny Zlewsr, snd swoebd the {lnbe
Whose rusic Inlis our buealing brein o zlesp
While we lie loving, possionate, and mite.

",

Snrnly no obher lyrie poel over expressed his most intimebe Peelings in
e form that iz, sismltaneonsly, natural and poebically perfect.

o

Pinelly, we ave confronted with McKoyfs most extensive and most

1



intluentisl body of poems. These, Lis poems of rebellion and protest,
ave aghrong notes in the postic music of the Negro Renaisgence. Rugged
and stern, this writing never avoids the subject of rase and prejvdice

in Smerican life, It pordrays the sensation of being a black men in a

ite man's world. Yet MeKay is not ashamos of his color; he no longer

azonsces 16, bub extols it. There i3 legs belligerence and mors pride
of roce, and never is thore a compromise with the white world for the
wey 4% has trested the Negro. This new-fornd racial pride and fresh
wictering of the Negro prcblem is both part of the Hensiseance and
axpressive of MeoKey's personal feelings and convinctionse
¥ecKay has an utter conbhempt {ox weakness; he insists that Negro

men and women wust grasp the responsibility of behaving as responsille
nexbers of socleby instead of as servanits end inferiors. 1In *White
Hovnes,” this defiance of social imjusbtice tomes 4o the forsground:

Touny dosy is ghwt against my tightered face,

And T zm sharp as steel wibh disconbont.

Bub I posaess the courage and the grace

To bear my sager prondly avd unbent,!
MoRey, in fact, looks upon the hate snd anger in his own heart as desir-
sbie Peclings, for he fzeles they exedviss a kind of discipline wpoen him,
the perseoubed one, Lalsr ip this same posm, be spsaks of the wlsdom and
seperbumen power he must flnd withln hiwself te sbay free of the poison
thot is produced in the llves of the white sup:"cmacists..a This gort of
testing transforms and stvengbhens the soul of the 'Negro, making him bebtber
ahie Lo withscand discrimina.tibn and conbtinue the katvle for egual rvighta.
His poem, "Baptism,” deseribss thiz hate he must enter into snd the effeet
1t hex vpon hime Yeb we notice, as we read it, that it is not a ween

bed s clesn, purifying, vichoricus one.



Baptiam

Into the furpace leb me go aloneg
Stey you withoutr in terrer of the heat.
T will go neked in-~for thns 'tis ousetew
Into the waird deptha of the hottest zone.
I will not quiver in the fvailest bone,
You will not note a flicker of defeab;
¥y beart shall bremble nob ita fabe bo meel,
My movith give ubtersncs %o any moan,
The youming oven spite foxth Tiory speards
Red aspish tongues shout wordlessly my neme.
Desire desiroyec, consumas py mortal fasos,
Tranaforming me into a shape of [lama,
T will come oul, dbask to yowr world of teavs,
A stronger soul. within a finer frauwe.?

There are mamy facets to Mckay's vebellion and hate, Tho ons we
wight moat expect to £ind would be his defiance of the "white fiends®
and their cruelty to the members of his race, Thus it is no swprise
to us thal several of his best poems deal with this problem. Fey
sxemple, "The Lynching® end "If We Must Die® exenplify McKay's reale
ishle daseripbien of the situatioca and his violent resistznce ageinst
i%e DPoth are, somevhal Ilncongrously, writien in the sommet Loem.

Tot Velay has firm comond of his technlique, and these aomot-tragedies
ore spong the most offective of his work., In the first-named poen,
VeZay desoribes vividly the burning and hanging of 2 Negro and giveds
tha reader the impression that this mavbtyr is favorad of (od, but that
the wnite mob remains unforgiven. The religiouws comnobation a8 obviouss
and just as a cwowd gebhored arvound Chyist o wabch his death, so the
vicotethirety, callous throrg gavhers heve, also:

Day dstmed, and soon the mixsd orowds cams O vies

The ghastly body suaylug in the sung

The women througed to loolk, bub nover a one

Showed soxzow in ner eyes of stesly blues

And Wittie lads, lynchers thab wera 4o be, .
Danced rovnd the dreadftl thing in fiendich glee.-d



"1 We Most Die," oo the other hand, glves us MeKay's resclution
soncerning such cruel and polntless deaths, We hear the voise of the
social rebel spealding with defisnce and pride; we see the rsaction of
the militant and self-reliant "New Negro"s:

I We Mast Dio

If wa mush die-=lat it nol be like hoge

Auated snd pannred in an ingloriouns sSpod,

While round us barit the mad and hungey dogs,
Haking thedr mock =t ounr aconrsed Loba

If we mst diow-oh, let ws vonly disg

So that onr preclous tlood mzy nob by shed

In vaing then even the monsisrs ws daly

Shall be conotrained to honor ws Hhongh deadd

Oh, Kinguen?! Wo muet rmzet the common o
Though fary outnumbered, 1ot us shou we brame,
And foy thoiy thoussnd hlows doal ens doath-blow)
HWhat though tefove 18 liec the open grave?

Like men we'llil face bthe murdsrous, cowardly agk,
Pressed o the wall, dylng, but {ighting backi-

MeTzy often used animal imagery to reffer o Amorica and ite white men.
Hore they swe dogss in other poems they are tigers, drinking the Nogro's
tlood and stealing his breath., Always death is imminend, but never a
nopeless death; for the Negroy in dying, lilswise deals America a
dasth-blow,

Bub thers is wors than rebellion sgainst prejudice tnilt into

.2
il

YicKay's poems., In spibe of MeKay's love fox Harlem, ho could not forget
the sorvow he felt ab sseing the clly degrade and destroy his innccant
peoplee. The irst poon he published in Uhe United Stales hed as its
theme the embiness of the lives of those who are canght up in the
sordid existence of the city. The Harlem dencer wes boautiful, aad

her song and dance were emquisitely perforned, "But," McFay says,
soolColking ab her falsely-smiling face,

]

I knew her self was not in that strange pl&ceol’-’
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Her soul wos not of the city, although her body, of necessity, was,
Tha praise of the applevding boys and the young presivitutes was nothing
50 her; the place was foreign v¢ her very nature, Yel the ciiy hed
taken her and forced her inbo its mold,

The girls pictured in "Harlem Shadowe" are victims of the sams
monster - the physical natuve's insistent demands for food. The nighte
in Harlem are full of the footsteps of those ssaking to barctar bodiss
Tor brewd. In each stenzse the choes become more and more worn, and
the footsteps becoma slowsr and wearlev. The sternacss of poverty
apd the escape of lust heve brought disgrace to the "dusky, half-clad
zirls," and to the poet who cawes v dooply ebout tha needs of his

<3

T heaxr the hzlting fecistups of a lass
In Nogre Harlem when the ndght lots f2ll
Ttz vell. I see the shapes of girvls who pass
o bend and barter at desire’s call.
Ah, Utble derk girls, who in Slippered fend
Go prowling throuvgh the nighi fvom streel to strsaetd

Ah, stern harch world, thet in ths wetched way
02 poverty, dishonor and disgraece,
Hes prshed the tinmdd 1ittle Peot of clay,.
The sasrad browm feat of wy fallen recel
Ah, heart of me, the weary, weary feat .
In Horiem wendering from sirest 0 shrech.id
There 2ve other pooms, t00, deseribing the effect of The oliy on
the man or woman who shiempts 4o becoms lost in it. Descripblons of
tha tived lzhorsr who dreads the coming of the dasm and another day
in the harsh, ugly cily are reslistically done. Often MeKay conbrasts
the lyrle beaubty of daybweak with the nolse and dirt rovealed in the
clvy throvgh its goproach. The dawn also poinks oul the grotesquensss
of the people whom the sins of the night heve weekensd and ruined.

ez,

% illumines the fachories to which the alveady exhsvsted worker must

1



returng and MeKsy, pubbting himself in the plece of the lsbover, ssys:
"and I go derkly-rebel to wy wor Co"lh‘ The young boy who had lived a
free 1life in the lush tropics of Jamaica could never guite fovgive the
¢ity he loved for the uins it comulited egainst an alrvesdy burdened
veoples
How can we tie together the puvrposes toward which Claunde HeKay was
asiming in his postic endeavor? Whabt was the ulbtinmate end of this pas-
sionm and energy thet carried him through the literary Renaiecsance?
734 he accomplish anything for himself or Pfor his people? ILst us hear
whe answer from MeKay himself:
The Wegro's Tragedy

It iw the Negrols tragedy I feel

Which binds me like a heavy irox chain,

It is tho Negwo?s wouads I wanbd to heal

Beczmse I kunow the kusconsess of his poine

Only a thorn~covored Negro and no whibte

Can pangtrate into the Neprole ken,

Or fe2l the thisimmess of the ehroud of night

Woich hides and buries him from other mon.

S vhet I write is wreed ondb of my blood.

Tasres ls no whive man Wio conld write wy books
Though asoy vhink thedy atory should boe told

°

Gf whand the Negro paopls ounght w0 Lrovis.

Our svavesmar roam the worldd to seol twinge righi.

This Hegro leughs oud preys to God for lightl~’
Clavde McFay was afwaid of no topici he incorporsted many formerly
shamned ones into his work as poetic themes. His subjects renged Srom
rabellion against prejvdice and degeradation to o chafing againgt the
color 1ine, AL the other extrewe, thay ranged frowm soft, dreamy Lyries
o poons of tendernese a2nd longing. Always his languags and hle thought
wesre strong, Lovihrichh, and full of vibrant fesling, His deseripiions

and comparisons, oven in his progs works, wore invariably full, rich,

32



T —

and sxoblc, "Filame~hsart,” cne of the finest Wegwro Iyrics ever writben,
in a subtle way ocombines 21l these aspects of MeKay's life snd works.
So much have I forgotlon in ton yeavs,
So mueh in ten briel yearsl I have Lorgod
What tWre btha purple applss coms o Julics,
And vhat month brings tho shy forzeb~ze-noet,
I bave forgo: tha special, stardling season
Of the pinmsato's flowvering and Lruliting,
Whet tims of year the groand doves brown the fielde
And £31% the noonday with theiy curlows Flubting.
I have forgotien mch, but 85431 romenber
The poinsetbiala red, tlood-pred; in wazm Denowbar 16
It could not he lems then sppropriate that our poet of pession have as
hig woat cherished Jamalican manory the intense ved of tide flower thal
blooms freely in {ropleal lands. It serves as & single-imege descvip-
tlon of VieKgy's work; for his poems are somobines as delicale in tox.
‘ove as 18 the poinsebilia, snd cther times as hevdy and Hough in thems
28 they. MeKay, the post, had a beart of {flame similer to the one

peagessad by the bloodwred flower.
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LANGSTON HUGHE3
1902- )
FEGRO POET TAUBBATE

The Negro Renaissance had levellad off, and ‘the pericd of the
"Regro Vogue” hed passed by the time the deceds of the 1930's arvived.
Most of the poets represending the "New Hegro™ movement had done thely
best work and published thelr most notaworthy volunes before that
Gime. But there stlll remained on the Americen scene & spokaswen
Tor the new NHegro poeLry, ove who was destined to We leuded by Carl
Yon Vechiten as the poet laureate of hilg race. The greaber part of his
productive period loy before him, and new ground was wailblog o be
broken. The poet langston Hughes was supremely equal to the task
that awnlted him,

Posalbly the most direct way of learning slmultancously sbowt
Bughes the wan and Hughes the poet is by wreading his autoblograpiy,
The Bip Sen. It ic & book far superior Yo most evtoblographies, for
Hoghes'® carafunl. orgenization kKeeps bis maln ldeas from being lost in
the muliitude of debeils That ave ao tompbing o other wrivers in o
simlloy position. The forswerd to the bock and the last Ghree seatences
pive evidence of its cerefuilly followed theme snd also reveal to the
reefer Fughes® philosophy of life and literatuve:

"iife is e Big sen
full of memy .Lidn

I let down @y ngi‘z:s
2ad. puld.”

"Sterature is & big sce full of meny Pisn. I ek
doun my vets and pudled.
"% 85ill pulling."?



Teghes Gellde in this work of bis puveabs' divoree qad s
connedment scparation from Mle fedther, WHhen, o6 e oge of meven-
teen, he did hewe the oppovtunliy of livieg with his fether, he
found, imsell most whoypy. The father-immge be hod created In hls
wind aounld a0t have been farbher removed from the actunl fiepheond.
Bicocd poTech he came o inow. Aftor his {inol bresk from dis father
e yenyr later, Sugheo contimued nls father-searci. As we epall lateyr
sze, Ghis hod sose cmovnt of influcnce on Wis poetic tlemes. I¢
alse revealed 0 hilm sonething about his cun posvie nabure:

", . Wy best poems were a1l wxdtien when I feli the worshk. Waem I
o boppYs I Atdn't write enyining."d And sgein: M. . .pooms are
ke roinkova: Shey cscepe you quickly,™

In Giis sane volame, Hoghes sposks of bis love for Beviem., I
wolde o gtrange foscinalon for kim, prubably beesmes of his pession
fox Hegro culiiwre and ale intonse laterest in the musical. Porms
criginated sad propegated by the Negrocs there, And yet, Iongsten
Fughes' poons were not @t first popaler omong the Mogre veee as o
vhole. Mony felt that Negroes hed been too often moligaed in Mteroiurs
end congeguenbly, Thet any further plobudes shovld be olean and eulbured.

nob o writer of this type, and for thot metler, molther was

-

tlande MeBoy. Both weve exiticized by fellow Meproes as writing in
o valger, low-rate, msligious menner. This is swrprising wien we
hear Fughes deseribiag vhe poons thet he rend bofore o fegro audlence
in Jeshrille as "poems in which I hed twried to copture some of the dvesms
ond heorbaches that sll Wegroes haow, '™
As wos wenbioned in the precading poregraph, Hughes wes gresitly

Infivenced in his writliog by populsy Wegro music forms. FHe omployed

(]



the spiritual ss & woay of poriraying the double stondard by which Ghe
Wegra must live.
Augel Wiags

The angelds vwingo is white as snow,
Q, whlte &s snow,
Yolte
es
suew,
e cogels winga ic vhite as suow,
But I drug me wings
dn the Ariy sire
0, I drug me vings
A1l ¥lmeough the five.
Bubt the cngels Tings is vhlte &8 6now,
White
a8
fevale o

Although Dughes proves in other posws hkis skill at writing in standsxd

6

English, He is unaver hesitant dhoud nsiag Megro idloms end colloguiclw
igmg. Ye cannot be gald vo wrlite ia dislect, for he sheves the opinica
that (ie is e pesaing art fuwm, Yebt he strives alveys to prosend
corseyporary Americen flegro culture; and hers, at in other less
"spiritual” nocms, he reproduces the spoech of the Haviem Hegro. JSActually,
the Hogro mpeech adds to the gmlity of this poem. The traditionnl
gpiritual fovm would gownd ctilied gtherwise espressed.

More common, Rowever, exc the poems sowing the vrominence of the
bluers ond Jeze fowm in Hughes' thonglht and welting. In Fho Big Bes, he
caseribes wividly the effect such music has oh him: “Like Tthe waves of
the sea coming one after saotier, always ona after enother, 1ike the
eorth moviag avouwnd the sun, night, deyenight, dayealght, doy-forevewr,
20 iz ke uuderbor of bLlack musie with its rhytlm that never heitrays
yoin, A%n surength ke the hzot of the humen heard, its humor, and ite
roobed pover.'T This musicel undertow of which Rughes speoks e

revealed both in the sublect maliter anfd in the begic rhythm and flow of



meny of his poems. The following posm 1s totally representetive
of us influence:
Drean Boogle

Good. morning deddy!

Ein®'t you heard

The boogie~woogie runble

Of e dyeem dederved?

Llgten clogely:

You'll hear thelr feet

Beating out and beating out G-

You think
I3's & happy vest?

Listor S0 1% closely:

Afa'™ you hesrd

somethlng undernenth

1ike Qe

What &id I soy?

Suve,

I'm heppy!l 8

Teke it ewayl
This Doem, $0 Mughes laforms us, describes conbtemporary Enilem; we
gholdl bhove Yo teke his word thet whis Lo true, Lor we can cexbaiuly aol
well from the poem iteslf. The foct Thet the elyic and tone 15 dexrived
¢iroctly ivom be«bop, howsver, is mueh clsarer, Evident ave the cone
Plicting changes, shaxp laterjections, tueolen rhythng, sud Glstorilons
of this modern music. IL could well ifllustrate, as Hughea probahly
intends, the shifting irregulerity of o commndly constontly on vhe
move. Lo also points up the gelely sud yob the uncerteinty behind this
continuing trensition, In this poem, as well as in the couutless othexs
of this Kind, the bines anl Jaxz poem Torms are admirably sulbted to the
chargeter and the problens of the roce that arve plctured in then,

But not all of Bughes® poeme show this definiie Jazz-tone, fov

he is elso the ouihor of diguificd, moviag lyrics. He can corplue



desp fecling with cool objeclivity. Mo cen mold from free verse &
pogm both aymelricel and effective. He 1s, withoub question, & mosber
of the poetic language. This, one of his besbeknown pomus, mey bhe
used 8 an exmmple:
The Jegro Speaks of Rivers
I've knowm rivers:
L've konovn wivers enclent as the world end older then
the fl3r of humen Dleod In bumea velns.

My sovl has groun deep like the rivers,
bathed In the Zuphrates vhen davas were FouUzg.
Tl Xt my hut aear the Congo and it Iniled me to sleayp.
looked vpon the Mlle snd raised The pyramics ehove 1t.
azexd the singing of the Misslesippi wiaen Abe Lincoln

wend down to oy Geleans, and I've secw ito muddy
besoa cura 231 golden in Tiie sunset.

IR R

I*ve Imown riverg:
Anelent, Gusky rivers.

v aoul kes growa desp like the rivers.?
This poen wos vwritlen when Hughes wes only elghteen yesws of eges he
Jotbed 1% dowm on the beck of en oovelope as e rofe across the
Msoiosippi River. Bven &s a young boy, Haghes wap en apprecisslve
racivient of the recial horitage passed down throngh the Hegro blood
tige, e admived the bLravery and the galely of the Negros and he
reniized <het theoe snclent rivers, slthough locking upon the Nagro in
peimitivien end slovery, furniched o song, & lullsby, a golden hope for
the reee. The soul of the bleck mon bhecomes lu this posm one with
the river In Itg dushy color, its oncient hewitese, its depth, ibta
everlasting hope.

M inberestiag aspect of Bughes' lyrical--and somebimes nob-sow
Iyeical--work in his ability to drav clear pletures or chevecterize

Gefinite emotlong in a vexry few lines. Qae very beauwbiful word.pichure



describes the nev moon on & cloudless, frosby night

Winvter Hoon
is bhe woon Howight!

Jow vhin ond shery
Hou thin end sharp end ghosily waiie
L the moon ton:igh'mlo

ig the slin curyved Ccvook of
inother, depleting the cool desperation of a men driven bo suielde, 1o

o reviection of Hughes' own power of camplete objectivity.
sSuicide's Mote
The caln,

Conl fece of tha rive
Auked me for & Rigs,

nd then, the more humorous, bt the campiotely believeblae:
Bad Moraing

fore I it
Hlth sy shoes wlsmeted,
Lomdyr-mereyl
i'e frusteatedi’?

ale poems axe almoot

The themes arovnd which Hugbes bes build i
ton pumerous o mentlon., However, the inevitable guestions arvise:
Whst pert dees yace play in Hughes' poebtry? fow lmportant is 1t to him
co of topic and tone? Hughes hiwsell would probebly soy

Y

)

in the seleebi
it is of only incidentol consideration in the total process of

Tet we have already seen the impect of FNegro rhprthus on
Tegro spesch o smeh of his peetry. Dace slgo is influenticl in obther
. although 1% is, wepy times, an wnconsclews lofiuence. fughes, an

LV
devotee of Fegro culiure sud & dedlooted student of Hepec

—

GRCTNG
wpcilens, cen geldon commletely eoscepe thisc all-importent matter aud is,

os often as nob, motiveted by it.
Paprt of this ls seen in the fact that Mughee is proud of Africe
A whole sectlon of hig

; and it

23, of the neople who heve come from 16,
>

it

ang P
Selected Poems btecrs the title of "Afro-Amevican Fragments”
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ineindeg seversld poems likenlng the depths of the dark contie
nent to the faces of 1te people belng perseecuted avound the world.
Yet, compensatlon le not completely withheld. Tha derkuess in these
poems does not represent hopelessvess and desolation vearly so much
as it does tenderness, gentleness, beauty. The vedient besuty of the
country and of ites dark race is uerely pointed up by the biack exterior.
Joen

The night ie beouvitul,
S0 the faces of @y veonle.

fhe ators are veentlinld,
So he eyes of my people.

Beautiful, also, is the sum.
Beautlful, also, are the gouls of my people.l-l‘ §

Auwong the besutiful souls that the poet here praises ave sume who
decerve speclel mention in peens. lughes, through poetic monclogues,
presents the feelings of Hegroes vhom e particularly edmires. Thece

individuels are strong, ironic, often pessimigtic; at the sume tiue,
they wre completely frank with themselves, pever rugorting to compleint
or whlnin Yegro mothers, often weeponsible for the suectaoes of
their children and grandchildren, come in for e large shave of Ghls
praiee, The Miastrel Mon that Hughes creates also illustrates the
Hegro's ability to cover uwp ianternal suffering with gay fortitude and
Teterminatlion.
Minstrel Man
Pecoige my mowh
Ig wide with lavgaie
And sy throas
Is deop with song,
You du not thigk

I suPier after
I acwe hald my paln so loug.

&



Becausge &y woubth

Is wvide witn laughler

Yo Ao not hear my ianer cry;
Because my feet

Are goy with daneing

You do _not now

I dle.”™

Of course, Hughes, along with every other Americsn Hegro poet, is
finelly foveed o turn rom predse of his race o coutempledion of the
raciol problem luo cur countyy. One of Lds mogt cbvious references to
Jim Cwow 29 found in the poem "Verry-Go-Round.” ¥hile it Is nolb one of
his best poews, it treats sn all too crdinaxy situntion in on exivae
ordinary way. The setiing=ea coloved child st a cornivels the probleme-
finding the dim Crow section con the Sersy-go-round; whe lrcuy--aow con
o back seet for a “black kid™ be found I u clrevies ssrongewsnt of
oy horses? Haghes does nob answer the questiun; ke presents 14 snd
then leavss 16 to The discretlion of The readex.

But the moet vnusual raciel theome sppesrdng in Hughen' work is
thet of the tragle mudatio. This touchy subject, weferred to only
obliqualy by moshk poets, gets 1ts full share of ettention in Dughes'
poens, ehortd stovles, operas, wd dreman. s Uwo best poens on the
theme are "Croos,” a ghord, stark, balled-like picce, sud the louger,
nore draxebic "nlatio.” In them the wnfortumate mulatio is plotoved
ng viclent, lonely, maladjusted, filled with feelings of &lvided loynliy
apd. frustraticn. Yhese poem-Lrespedias 6o pove than portyray & Atoracs
type; they sccurately represent cne of the saddest problems smong all
TECES.

Cross
Ny old mon's a whlte old mon
And gy ol& mother’s dleck,

iI¥ over T curged uy walte 01d mpn
I toke my curses back.

8



I? ever I curacd my hleock old mother

And vighed she were in helil,

I'n soryy for thet evil wish

And now T wish her well.

My 0ld man Aled in & £ine blig Louse.

¥y ma dled in a sheck,

I wonder where I'm gonne dis,

Peing neliher white ner blookd?

"Cross,” 28 the titde of this poem, gives us an insighé into the
problem the mized-bleod legro faces. He is, literally, a cvoss, or
& hybrid; be has olso & cross o bear end to be crucified upon throughe
out: kis 1life. Dy suggestion snd impllceiion, we see this person's
bitter resentment egainst his nixed bockground, his feeling theb the
felluves OFf his life stem from thet backgrownd. Uow thet Lis perenis
are removed from the pcene, he no longer places on them euy gulls fov
their act. Iosbead ol the hate upon which he hed previously cotcens
trated, he feols a sense of aot-belonging, degertion, xojection. Mo
is a Dyxuitless, hopeless gearch for & father and 2 home, This poree
allels the fealings of the mized-blood Hughes, who was deeply hurt
wien African netives wonld not bellove he wes o legro. It alse reflects
iaghen' sltustlion a8 & hoy, reared by his granduotber end rejected by
hig fether, Haghes konew what 1t wan not to it cowpletely into any
nlche of Amerlecan sociely, and the mulelio of his impgination was thus
no shrenger Yo him,
The dramssic dimlogue, "Mulabiso,” is o longer poem, but luporbont
enough Tor ug o exemine in lte entirely,
Muletio

. ad [}
I am your gon, wWRite men

Georgia dusk
Aud thae turpentipe woala.
One of the pillara of the temple fell.

You sre gy aon.l
Lile helll

L L Y
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The m30a over the turpountineg woeods.
The Southern night
Fuil of sters,
Great Lig yollow stars.
Waast's a body but a toy?
suioy bodics
Of algpoxr wenchos
Blue dlack
Agsinst black fences.
O, you little bastard boy,
T2at's a body but a toy?
The scent o2 piae weod stings the soft night alr.
What's the body of your mother?
Shavp pime gcent ik Lo ovening alr.
A nigger night,
A atgger joy,
4 litzle yeilow
Bastard boy.
Haw, you ain't ay brether.
Flggors sin't my brother.
Hot gver.
Riggers ain't my brothoer.

The Southera night is Zuil of stavs,
Greet big yellow siars.

O, sweet as earth,

Dusk-dark bodiocs

QRive swest birih
o little yollow bgatard boys.

Got on heck thers in the ndght,
You sin't white.

The brighi stors scatter cwaryvhore.
Fins woosd scent in ths avenlng alr.
A niggoy aight,
A nigger joy.
3 a3 your som, whlte men!

& Ulttle yolicw
Ragtard boy .16

This poon s peromwated with an hysterical exberance, with feolings
of pasaion and violonee, Its open thewme leo rejecticn, and 2ll other
iesuesr arve subordinated te that, The deniel of kinship which was so
noinful to Hoghes in his poraonal life is here. To heap irony on izony,
it is a twoe-gomerstion »efusal, by both fathor and half-brother. The

asymbolise snd coler imsgery in "Mulatto” is cavefully worked out.
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“he white pllisr of the temple fells G bLlend with a bleck feuce ralil,
end the fall casts o ecirange shadow cover the whole Southern cowmtry-
side. The voods ave described as "burpentine”: the sky is full of
sallow basterd sters. The Interraclel lovemeklnog, however, is not
vue essential evil, The ekles are s61ll beoubifnl; the woods shlll
vossess a cletn pine scent; birth from derk, esrthy bodies is mbill
soored. ‘The greater wrong consiste 1n the rejection of fetherhood,
the lrregponsible casualness Gowsrd the sex act, the slurring refer-
snces to the "nlgger Jjoy" participated in., The father makes of bis
pon 2 mongrel cur end pushes kim back into the night with vwhich be
covered his orlginal soifish, careless actioms. Uere, &8 in other
worns, Hghes poluts oub that the problam of mixved dlood is basically
o nerponal. ong.  The "dragie mmlatlo” iden becomes & father-son
conflict sad a rojectlion that ls shwniting lu its affect on the producth
cf wiscegenation,

Tt wouldd be uoforituaste for uwe to overcapbosize this espect of
fangston Dughes' york, for there ore mony posms of different types
what are elso imporbtant. Although thoy ere ot so dlrectiy concerned
with speciel problens as are the preceding ones, they, too, are mobiveied
end molded by roce. For lastence, thers is & mumber of poems Mughes
hes writhen in prodige of Herdem, This clitadel of Hegro Adfe and culbure
reveals o hMm eld he vants or nepds o kuow choud the Fegro. And
when Hghes describes the metropolis as a "nigger place,” he is nob
showing conbempt. Rebther, he is abbtempiing to demonstrate the suwprlse

of o lovey of heauty whe discovers In this crvel, bubt capbiveling, elty

Y
-

re things ke hes vainly sought in more likely plates,

11



Bethete in Bsriem

Slrange,

Thet 'n tbis nigger ploce

I sbowdd mect life face t0 Lece;

When, for years, I hed beeo seeking

Life in plates sontler-speekiag,

Wl I coune o whls wile sbrect

iné found Iife sbtepping on Wy okl 7

tne of Hoghes' wost successful technigues in dealing with the
Hepro problem is to comblne a fine toueh of irony with natural dignity.
Ie con begin & poewm with » subject fraw the lowest possible source
end, using Just & few words, 1LLL it fer sbove lhkas origilnel level or
neoning. Such o poem is oue of Fugkes® cun favorites, "Hress Spitboons.”
In 1% he drvews a geaphilic plcture of the louly, {ilthy work to which the
Popro must ofbtenbimes stoop. It is no problen for the veadex 1o
risuelize after the fivst few geconds the slimy pot thet i belng
ciesped, I0 1o somewhat of & dhoclk, then, for this same repugatnt
chisch ©o Deeome A Dright bowl of braso. . .bemubiful to the IoxatlS
o the poen’s lost tem lines. It becomes as worthy of belng placed on
the alter s the cupes of Solomon, for the work of his hends is the best
the Yegro spittoonselooner has to offer, Thls ¢ymical, wi digaliled,
Twlok inevitebly leeves the reodey with & stronge sense of humility.
Avother 31Izgtratlion of this eswe techalque ig 2 shord poem critie
cizing Amnsrica'’s trestment of her "darker brother.” This work edwlts
the Iegro's temporery defent, hub it rejoices in the opuimlsbic hope
thol this defest will be dispelled by the strvenpth snd besvdly of the
Tepro himseld,
I, Too
I, Too, sing America,

3 om the dexker brovhor,
Yhey pead me to eat Ja the kitchen

12



When cormany CONSS,

But I lzugh,

And eab vell,

And Erow StxXong.

Tomorrow,

I3l sit ot the teble

Wher company comes.

Mohady*'il dave

Say to ne,

"Bat in the kitehen,®

Then,

Begides,

They 1l cee how heautiful I ea

Anl}- ?3@ aShafﬂed"“‘

I, oo, am Anericn .
Here Fughes neither follows in the protest tradition nor spologizes
foxr the nproblems his race causes. He merely states the Ffaeh that white
men end bloack nen ave brothors, and Fhat ab the present tiwe the derkey
eneg are stlll considered children, 'Thers is no bitterness, for The
Tegro rece Xnows thebt 16 is growisg sbrong end cen scon prove that its
Leouty ood meturity exceeds Yhat of tha race attonpbing to dominede 1L,
vhe tone of the poea is somewhabt ssrdonic) after all, uwhaet reasonlog
conses ong who cen prolse Awevieca and he en integral pext of the cowmtbiy
to be hidden from public view? AL nresent, the white Twother is asshomed
cf Bis black relobtive; tomorrow e will be ashawed of the way he is novw
treotding him. Hughes is coulident in thie hope of his end stvong in
nis preégentation of 1%.

o feet, this word, clrengil, and anoiher, versetility, wight e
nged to deseribe foongston Hushes' most positive qualities op a writer.
vinee his "discovery” by Vachel Lindsay, he has expressed the strougth
of his convictlong in proctically every geuve open to him. We heve
already seen his value og & poek: ke ie also competentd as a ghow

wirlter, & novellist, & transletor, an historisn, a biogrepher, a mslclean,

3



5 Cromatist, end a writer for juveniliss. He has nob sought to appeal
w0 whilte taste, nor has he Wwied o cober to a coloved public. He hes,
yrerafore, been free ©O oxpress his owa goealus and deel wilth his

roblems as 2 wrlber in his own way.

e

Une coonot pow say delinitely whebther or wot Hngbes® wurdtings will
1es%. Hig technigue is smoolh and bis pooms vousual, thus maldog bim
an intevestlag flguve to study. Tel this very uniqueness nay ebend in
+re uwhy of his permencnt poeble suceess. The thovght In mony of bls poous
nos heen so distorted by bives and jazw fomms thet lbs dboeuridy some-
wives wokes the vesdey wonder whelther he is reading B. E. Cunuings or

jenpehon Mughes. These vougwal Zomms have the sawe drevback eg do

conpdlangs’; the redder is 1ikely bo think of them es o glmmick and reluse

B

to oecept pooms using them as bedng serious.

Tarfes’ poens might also be eriticized fov lacking depth., Adshough
ne hos echieved the freedom of technigue typieal of other modern poets,
ne bas not coabined 1t with es wide & ronge of thought as they. e has
imited himsel? samevhel by 4ls prevalent use of yociel thomes, ond hls
win abtibtude tovard race prevents his usling 1t as 2 powerinl foree in
poziny. Hoghes belloves thet humor is the only acond opproach to the
racial problem, vhet 1L this is sob successful, the vhole mobier would
pegh be ilrnoved. This vicupoint is cbvicus 1o the way Hughes hepdles hils
poebry. And although 1t mey satisly his own demands as o HNegro snd an
ertiab, 1% mey be lLinmiting the permonent walue of mach of hls wrliing.

Yot Pughes cannct be bypassed ag o "“fad poet® or & light writer.
Fe con be possiongte and lyrical, =ad he cen reach objectivity and Lresdom
in his verse, Without doubt, his is the most praninent and most infliuen.
tial volce among legro peets Todsy. FPe is complebely originel and complately
Fegre. For his siriking presentsbion of contemporery Hegro life, lengston

Huszhes vell deserves the title of poet laureste of hls race,
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SECITION XXX
TER PROBLEM OF ANERICAN NEGRO POE7TRY

A brief summary and considerstion of
the problem faced by all Negro writers ~-
vhother to write simply zs Anericens or
vhethexr to coatinuo in the role of Ameri-

can Negro writers.



After exsmining the work of these four poota -- Paul Laurence
Dunbar, James Weldon Jahnson, Ciaude McEay, and Langston Bughes, one
wight come to feel that the four differ taoo much 4o show any trends
or directions in MNsgro pootry. It cannot be denied that each writer
has his own technigue and his particular themes; this is as it should
be. Yet, each was chosen to play a definite part in the development
of this paper, because each also played a definite part in the devel-~
opment and maturation of Negro pooetry.

Paul Lsurence Dunbar, as we have seen, xopresented the end of an
era rather than the beginning of oue. He was one of the last American
writers to follow in the plantation traditiom, although be was the
first Negro writer to deserve and achieve eny degree of succoss. It
was Jemos Weldon Johnson who helped parsllel legro writing with that
in the mainstream of American literature; he was the Negro leader of
his day, and his work carried the mark of a new intellectualism.
Joansoa's writing foreshadowod the =ovanent which has been termed the
Rogro Renaisasnce. Part of this Renatasasnco was typified by a frank,
but noa-apologetic, criticism of democracy and its treatment of the
Negro. Using traditional, but smoothly lyrical, foras to do this was
Claude Belay. Kis was & voice typical of the many passionate ones
speaking out as part of th? "New Negro' movement. Finally, we moved
into th2 study of the modern poetry of Lengston Bughes. We found that
his subjocts sowetimes lacked depth, but thet they possessed a perti-

nency to today's culturc. His comnents ok and descriptions of Negro



life ars notabla both f£oxr their accurateawss and Zor the unusual
fornt in vhich thay ers writton.

Thus we have seen, in miniature, the total dovelopment ¢f Negro
poetry since 1890. VWe have surveyed the field from the earliest dialect
poems to the latest modern ones. And row ¥e¢ are faced with the gquestion
which was raised at the beginuing cfthis paper and vhich has accoupanied
us through each part of cur study. Is American Ragyo poetry primarily
American poetry or primarily Negzo poetxry? IXs it different enough from
poetry hy vhite writers to deserve -~ or tc be allotted -~ spacial

classification? Ye bave already referred to the fact that literary

eritica themselves disagreo as to the answer. Let us now actually see

what scme of the foremost Hegro wyiters and critical scholars have had to

say about this imporiant mgtter.

Jamwes ¥eldon Johasoa, in his Prefsce to The Book of Americen Negro

Postry, reminds the reader that the Renaizsanos group attempted to do
away with "rece problem”’ poetry and make themselves simply poets, not
Neogro poets. Johnson feels, hovever, that they did not fundementally
succeed. Although thelr approach to racs may be different, less direct,
and usually pore affective, it 1is still & powerful force in sll their
best work. Johnson discuss in the following mannss the praminence of
race in Negro poetry and its ability to draw a2 line betwoon the work

of white and of Negro writers:

I have no intention of deprociating the pootry not
stimulated by a sense of race that Aframerican poets have
written...but not in all of it do X find a single poem
posasessing the power end ariilstic finality found in the
best of the poema rising out of racisl conflict and con-
tact...an artist accamplishes his best when working at
his best with the material he knows best. And up to



this time, at least, ""race’” is perforce tho thing the
Averican Regro poet knows best...the-time should came
vhen he will not have to know "race” s0 well and feel
it s0 deeply. But even now he can escape the sense of
being hampered if, standing on his racizl foundation,
he strives to fashion something that rises above mere
race and reaches out to the univeraal in truth and
bem.uty.1

This is a conservative position, however, when campeved with that
of most other critics. Countee Cullen, for instsace, preferred to

designatc his volume, Caroling Dusk, an an anthology of verse by Negro

poets rather than as an enthology of xesm verse. Be feocls that Regro
poetry must derive from some country other than our own and some langusge
other than our own hefore it can bear this separate label. IMNoreover,

he maintaine that it 18 not possible to comsider the poems by Negro writers
as having any particular factor in camon, and that it is certainly not
propexr to use the race of the poet as the ono qualification for grouping.
In short, his opinica i that Negro writing has followed the poestic
tendsncies of the time, that the poems themselves should therofore be

classified just as poams By any other American writors.?

Cullen's position parallels the one taken by Sterxling A. Brown,
Hegro creative artist and litereary critic. Brown egrees that writings
by Kegroes do not fall into a unique cultural pattern; he says that the
term "Negro literature” is thus a misuamer. Xt has no meaning a= to
structural technique or a seperate school of writing, for the Negro
writes in forms svolved in English and American literature. Jor that
reeson, Brown cansiders literature by American Negroes to be a segment
of American literature, and Negro writers to be American writers.
Holding to & standard other than this, he maintains, would lead to a
double standaxrd of judgmant, a dangerous attitude to take toward cay

poets oY poeains.



These cpinions zio matched time and tine sgein by other literary
spokesmon. Saundexs Redding has said in the .;.;“9;'; ‘!‘gggg_x_'_ that Americoen
Kegro literature is not a cepsrate branch of writing, but part of the
Americen literary stress.® mMargaret Just Butcher has asserted that the
objective of all colored poets 18 to becomo, basically, American poets,

and only occasionally, Negro poets.4 Alain Locke, 1n Four Negro Poets,

states practically idemtical foelings: '"In the chorus of Amorican singing
they !_i.gro poots:? have registexred distinctive notes whose characteristic
timbre we would never 1086 or willingly let lapse; however, more and more
they became orchestrated into our nationsl art and culture.5

After hearing such a forvent outcry against ladelling certain
American poets as "Negro,' it is difZicult to sutmen courage to disagree
on the matter. But through examination of the poemz themselves, we may
came te differ with or at least to offer smondmonts to the opinicas
expressed by the above-quoted critics. Cartainly, as we have studied
each individuszl pomt, we have found that a large saection of his poetic
ocutput, and often mich of his beat work, relates directly to racilal themosn,
fhis 18 a definite distinction, althcugh a natural cae, between colored
and white poets. We have seen also that the Negro Ranaissance lagged behind
the geaeral swing to realism in American literatuxe by a full decade. 1In
Z2act, modexn thomes and techniquos have never boen so widely used in Negro
poetry as they have in poetry by white sxiters. There is no obert Frost,
no Pmily Dickinszon, no T. 3. Eliet anong Negro poets. Also, the Negro
writer has toc often allowed the Negro problem to decome so dominsnt in
his writing that his boing called & Nogro poet is inavitable. Although

this realm of experience is now vital and urgent to him, it stands as a



barrier, nany times, to true greatuess sz a post. The Negye writer musth
consacrate hlieself to the ages rathor than to an hour of coatrovercy; to
humanity, rather thas to a race. BEe himself nust bacame more compietely
Americen in outlook hefore American iiterature can do away eatirely with
its Negro classificstion.

Vhat lies ahead for Negro poetry? No one, not even the most
campetent critic, can answer such & questicn. Tae ifegro writer may
find ample racial material in the continuing ¥egro problem in Americe and
in the native uprisings in Africa to occupy him for come tims. Om the
other hand, he may beoane leoss specifically racial in outlook end merge
his work more indissolubly with general American litserature, as Alain
locke end others have predicted. Ono thing is certaln; Negro writers
Bust increase their output of poetry before it can have any sort of
future. It has, in the pasi few years, dropped off in both quality
and quentity. Most of the writers of the Repaissance period are no
longex iiving; Langston Bughes, the acknowlaedged loader of Ameérican
Regro poets, has turned primarily to prose, drame, and musical work.
The 1little poetry that is being written today i# the work of unknowns snd
is iavgely thin and inconclusive. ¥p have seen in Jchnson's work, in
EcBay‘'s end in Bughea', just vhat heights poetxy by logroes cesn attain.
It would be most unfortunats should this decade produce no successor to
carry on the upwaxd process of evolution.

In relation to the entire situation, Jumes Woldon Johnson has mede
the foliowing statement:

A people may becamo great through many means, but

there is only oao Doasure by which itz greatness is recognized
and acknowledged. The final noasure of the grestness of all

9



peoplaes 15 the amcunt and standard ef the literature and
art they kave produced...No peCpie that has produced grest
literature and art has ever been lockod upoa Ly the worid es
2istinctly inferior.6
Por this reasan, if Zox no other, Eegro poets have, in the past, aseded
to preserve at least the cutwvaxd fora af thelr separste classification.
Tecy iave now spent more than 2 half-ceatury praving that their race
is nct inferior. 1In the future, let us hope, American Negro poets
will bo able to cast this motive eside completely and concentrate solely
on proving their individual poetic genius. This will be the ultimate
step needed to produce the truly great litersture for vhich Negro creative

ertists of 21l generations have 1longed.
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SUGEESTED CRITERIA FPOR EXAMINATION OF HONORS CANDIDAYES

1. Mastery of Subject

4. To vhat extent did the student waster {ihe implicatioms of the topin
aoniguod?

#, Frow the point of wiow of Yhe subject, did the efudemt do ws thorww:
a picce of work ms was possible within the cursieular limitetices of
the Honora Coarse?

C. Froz the point of viaw of the gludent, did tbe student dewelop onfficiend
vaderstending end dorive snfficient enlightexment from the work doao?

11, Hestery of Peseorch ¥:chaiqueas: To whet sxtent 4id v student waster the
technicmes of rescerch neceseary tc deveiop the topic?

Gominders- Only "Pasa® or “Foil" gredes are givon fox Honeors Conrges. A atudent
who perses the ememinstion sholl be entitled to gradustion with honors in ihe
departzent in vhich the course wes taken. A ptudent whe foils to win the
approve!l of ihe exomining commitiee or of the sponser way he given 6 someator
kours of oredit for the work done if tho aspemzor considers the work done
werthy of aunch crediti,
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