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PAUL LAURENCE DUNBAR

It was in the reading room of a library many miles from here,
gome flve or slx years ago, that I flrst learned the name of
Paul Laurence Dunbar. There was a page about his life and early
training in an English 1llustrated magazine. ¥n the course of the
next few days I asked the three black men who were my closest
friends, each of whom had an unguenchable falth in the abllity of
men of %he full Wegro blood to do work of the best kind, whether
they m d heard of the rlsing Amerlcan Negro poet. And when, some
three years later, in the lonely London boarding house the middle-
aged American lady from Topeka, Kansas, seeking for some common

ground whereon to meet her black fellow lodger, told of tLhe

pleasure the poems of Paul Laurence Dunbar had glven her, I hoped
thﬁt some day 1t would be my good fortune to look ‘at that face,

to gaze into the depths of those pyes, from which had flashed the
Afrlcan Bpirit that gave volee in dlaleet to the Joys and sorrows,,
to the hopes and fears of the Children of Africa in the United '
States, and even held a messape for them, and indeed for the world,
in the ordinary English language. Since then I have asked, time
after time, those who have seen him, those who have called him
friend, those who have loved him, what manner of man he was, what
spirlit was that which lay hidden behind the black veill of flesh;
and some sald one thing, and some another; but none brought word
of what I longed to hear, none had the artlist's eye and hand to
paint in a few bold strokes the soul of that black man; and now

the eplrlt has returned to the depths of the Infinlte from which
it came as silently as 1t had journeyed into this Time World. 4

A column or so 1n the papers and magazines is thought suffi-

clent to sum up the career of the greatest po et of the full Negro
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blood thal this eountry will ever see-- flrst and lasi, the great-
est, for the race 1s changing, and the age of whleh he wrote ls
passing, while the coming race wlll need new Interpraters in the
changeful years to come. From the scanty notlces I glean that in
the days of slavery hls father and mother llved 1n Kentucky. The
former was able to escape to Canada and win hls freedom. L ibera-
ted by the proclamatlon of Lincoln, the mother travelled to Dayton,
Ohio, where she seems to have been re)olned by her husband. Here
1t was that Paul Laurence Dunbar was born thirty-three years ago.
His father dging early, the mother had to flght agalnst powerty
to support herself and her boy. All the edusatlon he had was
obtained in the publiec schools of Dayton. After hls graduatlon
he became an elevator boy in that clty and even eontlnued at thls

work whnen his fame had gpredad far and wide,-vecause-like-many

other famous poets hls 1lncome from his books was not enough to
maintaln him andhls mother. Subsequently he obtalned a place In
the Congressional Library lmn Washington; but consumption, the
scourge of the young manhood of the Negro race iln temperate
elimates, fastened on him andhe was compelled to glve up his wprk.
Arrangements had Just been made to recelive him iInto the Plekford
Sanatorium at Southern Pines when death came to his releasse.
Dunbar's life work was that of a poet, a calling which has
borne an honoured name 1in every age and among all peoples. The
nmultltude look to the poet to glve utterance to the secret emo=-
tlons of thelr souls, to make real what they only waguely feel
bul scarcely know what 1t 1s they feel., Ile sees a thousand beau-
ties 1in a scene of nature and preserves each one for hls less
gifted brethren ln words that charm the ear wlth their musle
and st11ll the restless longings of the heart. Dunbar was essential-
1y a lyrle poet. Now, poetry of thls kind 1ls dlstlinctly emotion-

al; 1t 1s the revelatlon of the poet's inward feelings. IHence,

an Intense, impassioned i1des runs through each stanza and through
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the whole poem. Dunbar's lyries in dialect are the only classics;
while thoss in the conventlional English often reach a high water
nark. He 1s never at loss in the selectlon of a theme, whether
it 18 of the life of the cabln, In its bare simplicity, that he
sings, or of the tragedy of the black man bearing up on nhis
shuulders, llke the African Atlas, a mlghty civilizatlon, or of
the pathos of the bondslave's 1ife sustained and strengthened sole-
1y by that native joyousness and buoyaney of splrit of the children
of Africas--
"Oh poor were the worth of the world
If never a song were heard,--
If the sting of grief had no relief,
And never a heart weres stirred.
"So, long as the streams run down,
And as long as the robins trill,

Let us taunt old Care with a merry air,
And slng in the face of 111."

And-again,--

"Just whistle a bit, 1f your heart ba & R —
It's a wonderful balm for paln.

Just plpe some old melody o'er and o'er
T11l 1t soothes like summer rain."

Neture, too, had its message for him; and m sea mnd woods

he found rare treasures whieh he shared wilith the multitude. The

L

sea 1s full of mystery, and iis strange charm holds him captlve.-

"The smell of the sea in m;” nostrils,
The sound of the sca in mine ears;
The touech of the spray on my burning face,
Like the mist of reluctant tears.

"And eéver the breaking billows,
And ever the rocks dilsdain;
And ever a thrill in mine inmost heart
That my reason cannot explain.
"So I say to my heart, 'Be silent,
The mystery of time is here;
Death's way will be plain when we fathom the main
And the secret of 1ife be e¢lear."-
In many ways nhis life regsembled that of Burns, the natlional
poet of Scotland. Burns knew what poverty meant, sc did Dunbar.
The humble ploughman's task may be set slde by side with the lowly

calling of an elevator boy. Like Burns he allowed no difficultles

to erush his poetie genlus; like Burns, too, he won fame, was
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courted and f8ted by socisty. Both

3
<3
ih

g expresslion to thelr own
feelings and to those of their racs in a speclal dlaleect; and
death came to both at an early age, as thelr best work was Just
teking shape.

Though the dlalect poems of Dunbar may be unintelllgibvle six
hundred years from now to the average indlvidbial, yet such a lyric
a8 this will always live which glves assurance to the defeated
that no eause, worthy of the name of a cause, 1s ever loat.-=

"It is true enough that thelaurel erown
Twines but for the vietor's brow;
For many a herc has lain him down
With naught but ths cypress bough.
There' ere pgallant men in lesing fight,
And-as gallent-deadaanscdons . : —
As ever graced the captured helght
Or the battles grandly won."-
The"Werdict after Death" is alone sufficlent to establish his
fame as a poet. The lines swing along with deflant strides ang
almost seem his mwn bola challsnge to ths Judgment of the world.-
"Ashes to ashes, dust to dust,
What of his loving, what of his lust?
What of his passlon, what of his pain?
What of his poverty, what of nls pride?
warth, the great moiher, has called him again.
Deeply he sleeps, the world's verdict defied,"
Sut he is not often thus: he is 80 tender when he touches on
the theme of death; so hopeful, because in the 1ife beyond no
elods of earth shall hamper the free flight of spirit; so trust-
ful, that the Eternal will @4ccept hils work end retouch its im-

perfections.--

"When all ig done, say not my day 1s o'er,
And that through nipght T gsek a dimmer shore;
Say rather that Iy morn has Just begun,
I greet the dawn ana not the setting sun,
When all is dons."
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Allusinn-hﬂs been made in all the obltuary notlices of the

fact that Dunbar was a full bloocded Negro. We are stlll walting
for the golden age, when a manls work and 1ts influence on human-
ity will alone be judged without a thought of his race coming in.
Meantime one race lg ever ready to grapple with another for dls-
tinctions in war, in science, ln literature and in art. Each is
ready to clalm as 1lts own. the great genluses that spring up, with
startling suddenness, no one knows whencé. Limited by these con-
ditions, 1t is imposslble for any one to find Dunbar's real place
among the poets of the world, cor to estimate the true quality of
hls genlus. BSome, wlith a stirange lnconslstency at whlch angels
would smlle, refuse to judge of his literary work along with that

of' Dumas, of DU Bols, of Booker T. Washlngton. Be 1t so; that 1s

a semall matter; he occuples a seat npari;
The curlous may ask, Whence came his genlus, from father or

from mother? One writer seems to trace 1t to his mother, telling
of her love for poetry and of kindred tastes shared by mother and
son. Perhaps there may be some truth in thls. The riddle of

the Sphlinx of Egypt ls stlll unread in that passionless, stone
face of a Negro, guarding the secret of the ages; nor can the
stranger of an allen race, notwlthstanding a boasted insight into

the Afrlcan character, enter into the lnnermost reecesses of the

heart of the hlghert type of black women. If intellectual power

1s transmisslible, these can hand 1t on. In patience they labour
for thelr chlldren. They stand aslde and follow their onward narch
with a strange and awful paze of love. Racked by anxious fears,
sustalned by a rdent prayers, theywateh in utter self=effacement

to see them reach the helghts to which they climb,-- thoge helghts

to which they had pointed thelr chlldish hands at the dawn of life.

Ofttimes death comes upon them, and they see not the fulfllment of
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the promise, or they are left behind to lay the last garland on |
the grave; then, meekly bearlng the welght of a broken heart and
weeplng In sllent anguish to see the bright hopes of & race, which
they had planted. and tenderly reared, fade suddenly away, they
walt patlently to meet them once more beyond the tohb.

Genlus, however, has never yet followed the ordinary laws of
heredlty, nor does a slngle race possees a monopoly. It is ab-
nermal. It muffers under terrible dlsadvantages, sinece the body
1t must needs use is 1like that of ordlnary mortals and cannot last
when controlled by the excess of nervous force whleh accompanies
it. The greatest German genlus has declared that " a genius is
formed 1n solitude". Few know how much the man of genius is to
be pltied; still fewer realise the rending asunder of soul and
body which he 18 destined to endume whenever the warring personal-
itles of hls belng contend for the mastery. Is it strange then
that death comes to him early,-- to Vergil, to Marlowe, to Shake~s
speare, to Keats, to Dunbar?®

Peace came to all these men of genius, to him also. No man
knew more then he of how much he W as capable, and how little he
accomplished; so, wlth ablding falth in the Infilnite, he made him-
self ready to go on his journey and welecomed the eall to enter
hls eternal home.,--

"Because I had loved so deeply,
Because I had loved so long,
God 1in hls great dompassion
Gave me the gift of song.
"Because I had loved so vainly,
And sung with such falterlng breath,
The Master in infinlte mercy
Offers the boon of Beath."
S. B. Jones.

St. Augustine's Schocl,

Ralelpgh, N.C,,

February 22, 1906.
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