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INTRODUCTION

4

¥ "“The Negro has had some part in American drama

: practically from its inception."l Whatever else the
Negro may contribute as a gift to this composite civil-
ization, there is 2lready the general recognition that
his folk-music born of the pangs end sorrows of slavery,
hes made America snd the world his eternal debtor.
The same raclal characteristics that are responsible for
this music are destined to oxprcni themselves with sime-
ilar excellences in the kindred art of drama,

' The drema of Negro life is developing primarily
because a native drame 1s in process of evolution,
Tris, although it heralds the awakening of the dormant
dramatic gifts of the Negro and has meant the phenom=
ml rise within a decade's span of a Negro drama and
a possible Negro Theatre. For pioneering genil in the
development or' the netive American drama such as Fue-
gene 0'Nelll, Ridgely Torrence, and Paul Green, now
see and recognize the dramstically undeveloped poten-
tislities of Negro life and folk ways as a promising
province of native idioms and source material in which

lL0cke - Plays of Negro Life.
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a developing nstionsl drama can find distinetive new
themes, charscteristics, and typical situatlons, euthen=-
tlc stmosphere. "The growing number of successful and
representative plays of this type form a valuable and
significant contribution to the theatre of today, and
open intriguing end fascinating possibilities for the
theatre of tomorrow,"2

Locke in his book "Plays of Negro Life"™ has sald:
"The Negro experience has been inherently drematic;
surely the substance of great drama 1s there. The ra-
cisl experience of the Negro in America has plumbed the
great emotionsl depths, and passed drsmatically through
many levels of life and has cesught iInto 1tself many
of these elements of soclal conflict and complication
in which the modern drometist must find the only tragedy
that our realistic, sclentific philosophy of life al-
lows us.® Indeed,the essentlal elementel forces of
great drama in all time - eple turns of experience,
traglc intensity of 1life, dlsclpline end refinement of :
the emotions, have been accurmleting like underground
" wellsprings, for generations in Negro life, and now
are beginning to seek artistic vent and find free~flow-
ing eXpression"%

2i1pid
3 Ibid
4 Ivia
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Ve nas further sald, "Certainly the vitalise
ing spirit of drems 1s there. Generations of enforced
buffoonery snd caricature have not completely stifled
the dramstic endowment of the Negroj his temperament
still moves netively end spontaneously in the world
of meke belleve with the primitive power of imeginative
sbanden snd emotionel convietionl™ It 1s sgreed that
as an sctor and as on sudience, the Negro temperament
promises to bring back to the stage some of the powers
of the early drema, If to these unpurchasable things are
added a worthwhile medium of serious drematic expression
and @ sessoned intelligent contect with the srts of the
theatre, the future appeers most promising both for the
Fegro dreme and the Negro sctor. With such & sporadic back-
ground, + Negro genulses like Ira Aldridge, in the past,
and Peul kobeson, Charles Gilpin, Frsnk Wilson in the
present, will talke ihnpo in the company of talents they
focus ax-ound them as fixed constellestions of the Amere
ican stage, anaoécntullymn is destined to use a
Netlensl Negre Thestre where the hlack play wright end
the blseck actor will interpret the soul of their people
in @ way to win the attentlon and sdmiretion of the world.
' VIf the expectations of Negro drems ss & frultful
phese of Ami-m-an- ere to be fully realized, the

Soae



field even when it finds its pecullar ingredients in

the problems and issues of raclsl conflicts end partisan-
ships or takes its cues from particulsr folkways must

be & freemen's estate with that reciprocity and univer-
sality of spirit whieh truly grest art requires snd it
self helps to establish,

The purpose of this thesis is to determine whether
or not the Negro hes made s contribution to the drams,
snd 1f so what has been his contribution.

In attempting to solve the problem of, "The. Con=
tributlion of The Negroe To The Drams", the writer will
discuss it from three points: (1) The Negro &s Subject
Matter for Drama, (2) The Negro as Crestor of Drams,
and (3) The Vegro ss Interpreter of Drams,



THE CONTRIBUTION OF THE NEGRO
TO THE DRAMA.

Chepter I

The Negro as Subject Matter for Drama

The Hegro's grestest contribution to drame has
been in subject matter, Negro life has been an oute
gstanding source of subject matter for drama es far back
as the time of Shskespeares

Williem Shekespeare was the first dramatist to -
appreciate the Intriguing oppurtunities in the Negro
race, end in his master tregedy "Othello" he has glven
us the stellsr role of the moor in & study of the ef-
fect of jeslousy upon & nature of simple and over-
powering emotion.

Shakespeare has called "Othello" a moor, but
1t 1s quite reascnable to suppose from this that he
thought of him as & Negro. There are sufficient ine
dlications in the play to show that Shakespeare had
the Negro in mind; the "thick lips," end the repeated
references to "bllckntgc," which ean not be understood
.or anything but the real African tint,

}é - 8%111 more conclusive is Shakespeare's conception
of hll character. le is not the tougnh,heughty, fan-
tastic Arsb, as Coleridge would heve us belleve. Sure-
1y he never nade & greater mistake than in saying

N



Shelespesre learned the spirit of the cherscter from
the Spmﬁh poetry, which wes prevelent in Fngland in
his time. The Caballercs Granadinos sunque moros,
hijes I'elgo prided themselves on the very guslities
which are consplclous by their sbsence in Othello, Dut
snyone who hes lived in Africa and been fortunate enough
to come in contack with the better kind of Zulus or
‘asuto or a dogzen other tribes might st once recognisze
the "moor" ss thelr .6

| Certainly Shakespesre intended that Othello on the
stage should be black, or some shede of dark brown., It
ought to be clesr by this dey that his color does not
meke him into a christy minstrels.”?

Ire Aldridge 1s thus the first Negro to surmount
the blas race pre judice and %o fooolvo recognition on
the legitimste English-speaking stege.

|/ The Negro's characterisation on the stage hss of
course reflected his contemporsry condition in soclety
‘and hes been subject to dremstic ereftsmenship of the
time. As esrly es 1807, we £ind him in the low comedy
part of Zeke in L. Desch's "PosteFree," and sgein in
"1845 in the crudely sentimental "Caesar" in lNrs. Anna
Cora Mowatt's "Fashion." As esrly ss the fortles, the

6The Crisis - Allce Werner = June 1926 p. 68
7mvia |



distinctive form of American amusement, the minstrel
show, made its sppearsnce, Thils was the gross carlca-
ture éf Negro life snd the minstrel formula has done much
to thwart the proper development of Negro drama. The
minstrel condition continued untlil the mlddle ninetles
when John W, Isham organized a musical show, 'hioh formed
the inspiration for the long line of musical comedles,
The later Negro musical cmdlu, "Shuffle Along", smd "
"Runnin Wild", "From Dixie to Broadway" and "Black-Birds"
have gained notable auoeola; These musicel comedies

have added little to the sum total of Negro drama, Yet
they have opened the doors of opportunity to the talented
Negro actors, dancers, and musicisns, Thelr work may

yet furnish the meterisl for the evolution of new drae-
matiec forms,

Upr untlil the Civil War, there was but meager ine-
terest in the drama of the African or Negro in Fnglend,
and practically none in the United States.

That great sectional conflict aroused a tremendous
unt‘iu'ntul interest in the black population of the
South snd gave us Harriet Beecher Stowe's "Uncle Tom's
Cabin," which énjoyod a wide populsrity as a drams,

"There is no doubt concerning the nationality of
the characters in "Uncle Tom's Cebin."™ It is obvious
that Uncle Tom and Topsy, two of the most popular
characters in the drama were \Rogx-ou. Thls drama alone
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was an important contribution to the emancipation move-
ment to American 11toratu;-o".°

vJoslah Henson was tlﬁ original of the character,
Uncle Tom. Henson had nelther intellect, nor what might
be termed natural gifts, but he served as an example of
the capability of the Negro., His experiences in slavery
were so -tringo and peculiarly romsntic that on hearing
“his story, Mrs. Stowe reconstructed it so as to produce
the famous drama, Uncle Tom's Cabin. The experiences
which Uncle ré- encounters in the play are the exper-
iences of the Negro. ahn,'Joshh Henson.?

{Altho.gh'Uncle Tom's Cebin'"passed into obscurity,
"Topsy" survived. She was blissfully ignorant of any
ancestors, but she has given us a fesrful progeny. With
her, popular drematic interest in the Negro changed from
serious moralistic drama to the comic phase., The ear-
liest expression of Topsy's braveful influence is to be
found in the minstrels made famous by the Callenders,
Lew Dockstader, and Primrose and liest. These comedians
made up. into grotesque caric:ture’of the Negro race,
fixed in the public taste a dramatic stereotype of the
race that has been almost fatal to a sincere and au-
thont1§ Negro drams,

_J/
/ The "Octoroon,"™ written on the same pattern as
"Uncle Tom's Cabin" soon followed on the American stage.

These works mark the first instance where an attempt is

8The Americana, Vol. 27 pp. 269 = 270
%oodson - The Negro in Our History,



made to present to the American public the life of
the Negro in & realistic manner. They accustomed the
theatre=-goer to the appearance of & number of Negro
characters on the stage, snd this fact was in itself
a distinct gsin for Negro drams,

"Phe fifth of April, 1917, the day of Amerlca's
official entrence into the world war, marks the begin-
ning of the development of sn suthentic drama of Negro
1ife. It was then that Mrs, Norman Hapgood, in as8sS0-
clation with Robert Fdmond Jones and m, presented
the Hapgood Players « All Negroes = in a program of
three one sct plays written by & well-known American
poet, Eidgely Torrence. It was most unfortunate that
such @ significent project s:ould have been launched
at such a tregic hour. Yet in spite of its un-timelle
ness the production crested a tremendous impression
and marked the beginning of s large public interest in
the legitimate drama of Negro life interpreted by lNe=
- groes. irs. Hipgood'l venture in presenting these
plays acted by Negroes is really the first noteworthy
achievement of this kiné on an elevated plsne and worth
consideringil® After the presentation of the plays
by the Hapgood Players, lir. Torrence stated, "I have
sometimes imagined that the Negro, other things being
equal, might produce the greatest, the most direct,

ml.ocko-'l'hl!ulegro.



the most powerful drams in the world."

For the first time Broadway bohtu Negro actors
in serious drama, The superb scting of Opel Cooper,
Blanchie Dess, and others revealed the wonderful na=
tural histrionic powers of the race.ll

Serious drams is e matter of recent growth, and
is st1ll in its infancy. It is in this fleld of legit-
imate drama that the Negro must achileve success if he
is to win real recognition in the onward sweep of
Americen drama, The yesr 1910 mey be said to mske the
first significant step in this direction, for it wit-
nessed the production with s distinguished cast, Ine-
eluding Guy Bates Post and Annie Russell, at the new
Thestre in New York City of Edward Sheldon's, "The
Nigger" (later called "The Governor") a somewhat melo-
dramatic treatment of the tragedy of recial admlxt’nu
in the South. It merks the first sincere sttempt to
sound the depth of our raclial experience for modern
dramsa,

In 1923 Reymond N'Neill assembled & noteworthy
_group of Negro actors iIn Chicago and founded the Ethi-
‘opilan Art ‘!'hn/m. His chief success was the produce
tion of "The -éhlp Voman's Fortune," a one-act race play
by the young Wegro dramatist, Willls Richardson. This
untimely collapse of a most promising ontorpéiu should
hold a veluable lesson for other promoters of Negro drams.

11 1p14



Contemporay dramatists have mede use of Negro
1ife as subject matter also for thelr drsmss. Green
Pastures is a drams by lMare Comnelly in which he trans=
lates Negro folk religlon to the stege. In "Green
Pastures,” the Bible story of God and his cresture,
men, comes to beautiful life through the falth in the
heart of the Southern rural Negro, It was a miracle
thet in New York 1930, people high and low were moved,
as they heve not been moved in generations, by thls play
that tells in simple, gay, and reverend drame how God
made the Earth and Adsm and Eve, and how God suffers
and labors to save his blind and wsnton children from
their folly. The Negro poets who made the splritusls
on which the play is founded, created a loving and
patient God.

The fable is sirple: the Negro chlldren at Sunday
school ere questioning the preacher sbout the 0ld Tes=
tement. The snswer iz the play in terms of Negro mythe
The angels are discovered at a heavenly flsh-fry,
pruning their wings, while & heavenly choir sings spirite
uals. For each scene, we hear & new spirlitusl by this
unseen chorous. The Lord enters to the thunderous line.
He is eslm and benevelent, in the black tall-coat, soft
hat, and string tle of the old time minister. The Lord
creates the earth and forgets all about the place.

Then descends on a visit and makes Adam and Eve; Cain



—~ and Abel bring tragedy; snd the Lord walks the esrth
agein and discovers its wickedness, end he meets Noah
and sends the floods _

So the encient tales unroll (with God sometlmes
puzzled in his office on highy clesned by malds with
wings in dustecovers) end reaches its supreme emotlons
when the children of Israel merch scross the stage in
sight of Can-yan, loses first seen as & bold youth be~
fore Pharoah, fn‘lton to a rock, weary, denled entrance
to the Promised Lend. The Lord finds him, comforts him
and leeds him up the mountein saying, "I'11l show you a
Promised Land on earth,"12

Since the play was depleting Negro folk rellglous
belliefs, Negro actors snd singers were used to lend
their owmn images, life, and beauty.

The "Green-Pastures" is the Negro's conception of
God snd the Bible, and this 1s what gives it its appeal.l®

"It 18 quite possidble that some Hegroes visualized
the Almighty as He 1s portrayed in the play without
irreverence.l4 £ .

"There is no ground to bring the charge of Llage
phemy or irreverence, as some clelim, becsuse the things -

: —
12.Leon Whipple = Letters end Life p 166
13 fitersry Digest Dec. 1920 « Desn of NManchester

14 1pid - Romen Catholic Bishop of Salford.



the Negroes say in the play sre daily expressions of
the averesge Hcgra.u

"Paul Green has been impelled to write of the
Negro, not for nn'tinqntal reasons nor to start a move-
ment to free the race from economle snd social injus-
tices, but because he is an srtist looking for material
and seeing beauty and tragedy in any deep and moving
struggle of human beings."1® The Negro as Green
has known him, swesting in the flelds, shouting in
religious ecstasy, brutal in his poverty and sin, or
graping in his struggle after an ides - this Negro
peasant exists as & humen figure, subject for comedy
or tragedy to one who can interpret him in terms of
his life. 4And this is what Pau? reen attempts in
his one-act and longer plays.

"The No Count Loy" is probably the best of his onee
act Negro plays. The plot grows out of the character-
izetion, and the comedy is dependant on the chearacters
and the sction. The preparation for the Boy's effect
on Pheelle, and her romsntiec and rebellious mood are
very lmpressive. The changes of Pheellie's heart are
very convineing. The characters are true representa-
tives of Negro life among the low class, One reason
for the appeal of this playis that 1t reveals two sides
of a universal problem of living « the practical and the

romantiec. The language and poetry of the play are in
slmple images and homely dialect.

Iglbid : e A Layman, lNr, Arden Foster
16Green - The Negro in Contemporary Literature



'Inlm'-wuunmmbutor
Green's longer plsys of Negro life, It is based upon
two one sct plays from "Lonesome Roed,” "In Abrahem's
rosom™ 1s @ blogrephy of a Negro in seven scenes. The
dreme possesses the Universal quality of tregedy which
srises both from A reahem's own self sbsessions end from
those obstacles which his reee bequesthed him. The su=
thor ettempts to show how the lower class of Negroes
heve objections of certein Negro lesders and believe
that they will be & fallure, OUreen sees Abrsham &s @
universally tregic figure when, et the climax of the
drema he ecries out to the ghost of his perents that they
should never heve conceived him. So sny humen uttere
1y defested might ery ocut after having a super-humsn
struggle. There 1s 2 swift characterization of the
mngumhthcdnn.' The lasnguage of the play
is very simple. 7he baptism prayer and the soliloguy
in the closing scenes are very impressive,

In these two plays we have squslor end sin, ecstasy
of religion or sex, liere are the sting of swest, the
misie of simple emotion, lsughter, homely speech and
olements of a 1life growing out of the sail and ree-
turning to it in desth. It 1s not simply @ faithful
plicture of lowly folk which the suthor attempts. le
sees the Negro struggling and the lnman significance
of that strugple, the tregedy of its frequent defeat.
"lie interprets drameticelly what appeesls to him es
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mmtm 1ife end character with which he is fam-
ilisr. The result is drama not bound to & narrow lo-
celity but messureable by the test of humenity."17

’ Beceuse Eugene 0'Neill finds dramatlic the liﬁ.of
simple, unsophisticated folk, he has seen a wealth of
drtm'in the llcgro race, It is & tribute to the varlety
and richness of Negro life as well as to the suthor's-
originelity that his two pleys of the black men ere
so dissimiler.”

"The Emperor Jones" 1s .8 drama in which fear bee
comes a protagonist, working on the mind of the Chere
hmmuﬁnwﬁrmmim of terror and
also those of his race embodied in him, The Emperor
Jmicnmmmom-mmtotjauhthe
United States and escaped to what is termed "A Vest
Indisn Island not yet selfedetermined by white marines".
Here he 1s sufficlently bold and ingenious to make hime-
self ruler within two yeerss He moves unharmed among
his sullen subjeets by virtue of a legend of his ine-
vention thet only @ silver bullet cen harm him; but at
length, when he hu reaped all the riches in sight, he
deems 1t sdvisable to flee. As the play begins, the
measured sound of a beating tom=tom in the hills gives
werning that the netives sre in concsve, using sll
kinds of incentetlons to work themselves up to the point
of rebellion, Night-fall finds the Emperor at the edge
of the forest where he has food hidden snd through

171p1a



whose trackless waste he knows & way to safety end free-
dom. His revolver carries five bullets for his pure
suers, and a silver one for himself in cese of need.
Bold and adventurous, he plunges into the jungle at
sunset; but he stumbles back to the sterting plasce, only
to find the natives quietly waiting for him. Now fol=-
lows u» vivid succession of strange sounds and shadows,
with terrible visions from the pest. As the Fmperor's
fear qulckens, the forest seems filled with threaten=-
ing people who stare at and bid for him, Finelly
shrieking et the worst vision of all, he is driven back
to the clearing and to his death,the tometom besting
ever faster as the fatal moment nears,

"The Emperor Jones" is a play in eight scemes,
and is an effective stage plece. It is one among the
fentastic dramas, and is a distinguishing example of
how 0'Niell has expressed the high imsgination and super-
stition among Negroes.

"All God's Chillun Got Wings" is a drame more
tragle in intent, In this drams 0'Niell has depicted
the lower life of Negroes. The central action of the
play is around the union of a white woman and a Negro.
0'Nelll selected a wealkling Negro snd a coarse and
spiritually undeveloped white girl., He has hsndled this
difficult situation with delicacy, and builds up the
situation with a pureness that the characters sre lead
to inevitable ruin. The tragedy is the result not only



of externsl forces, but of flaws in the character of
each, |

O'Neill in this play held no thesis concerning.
the intermarrisge of whites and blacks. He saw and
depicted two humen beings caught by a passion stronger
then thelr inherited snd instinetive inhibitions, and
defeasted because these very racial traits in thelr
natures would permit no happiness in a union. The
individusls ere the one concern of this drama. The
foreces which erush them are the hatred snd pre judice
of both races ahd the shrinking and torture of the
characters themselves in facing the problem,

The use of soliloguy, the number. of coono-; the
use of crowds of both races in the first act, and the
narrowing teo intimate scenes in the second are appeal-
ing and interesting.

By the foregoing facts, 1t can be clearly seen that
the HNegro has contributed the various phases of his
life a3z subject matter for drama as far back as the time
of Shakespeare, and continuéd to do so in contemporary .

drama,



Chapter II
mugrou@umctnr—ﬂ(

There has been & notsble collsborstion between
the Negro playwright ettempting, on one slde, to ad-
vence Tegro dreme =8 such,and to provide the talent of
the Tegro sctor with a fit vehicle end e netive medium
and, on the other cide, to find in modern Americen resl-
1sm m-tm.w-m.nr-rgupm
the sectuslities of Americen 1ife. ”Negro playwrights
have glven us seversl of the most notewerthy end repre=
sentative Americen pleys that have ever been writtem,
end they have raised the genersl level of plays of this
subject metter from vaudeville @nd fepee to signifie
cant folk cemedy end tregedy. Fugene 0'Neill sald,
"The poesibilitles ere limitless end to e dramstist open
up new end intrigulng opportunities; the gifte the lew
mmm-mmnmmmu—mmvm
usble onews” Ridgely Terrence has seld, "I have some=
tmmtmemum. other things belng equal,
mwmmmm.m most direct, the most
pourml dreme in the world."™’ \

-m«mmwmmumwu-
ten in dislect, end ere very simple., They desl with
‘such themes &8 sex, sscrifice, religion, herolem snd
romences They heve written m'mcuu -nd comedies.
imong the outstending legro pleywrigits sre: Villis

18"
Locke = The New Negro




Richsrdson, Thelma Duncan, Maud Cuney-Hare, John lsthews,
May Miller, Inez M. Burke, Dorothy C. Guinn, Frances
Gunner, and Fdward J. MeCoo.

Willis Richardson is perhaps one among the greate
est Negro playwrights. His first play to be staged was
"The Deacon's Awakening" at St. Paul Minnesota in 1921,
This was followed by "The Chip Womsn's Fortune," which
wez produced by the Reymond 0'Neill's Ethiopian Art
Players in Chicago, Washington, and on Broadway, New
York in 1922,

~ The play “liortgaged” was staged by the Howard Play-
ers under the direction of Montgomery Gregory and Alain
Locke at Howard University, in 1923, This play was
produced by the Dunbay Plsyers at Plainfleld, New Jere
sey in 1924.

Richardson was awerded the Amy Spingarin Prisze imn
the contest conducted by the Crisis Iin 1985 for his
play, "The Broken Banjo" which was staged under the
ausplices of the Crisis, He was awarded the Amy Spin-
garin Prize in 1926 for his drama in three acts, "Boot-
black Lover."

Thelma Duncan is the author of the following Negreo
dramas: "Sacrifice,” "The Scarlet Shawl," and "The
Death Dance."” The latter play was Written while shé was
a otu&nt in lutgonry Gregory's class in dramatics at
Howard University, snd was among the first of the Negre



dramas produced by the Howard University Players.

ligude Cuney Hare, author of "Antar of Arab"
is well known in the Negro Little Theatre lovement of
. Boston, She is one of the leading spirits iIn the
Allied Arts Theatre group which mothers the Negro drama
in the New England caplital,

- John Mathews who is a very excellent short story
writer, has turned to the writing of plays. In his
writing of plays, he very nearly matches the excellence
of his short stories., Among his best plays are:

"1 Yette," "Crulter" snd "Black Damp".

One of the most promising of the Negro playwrights
is lisy Miller, whose two plays, "Graven Images" and
"Riding The Goat™ have helped to make Negro drama worthy
of attontlon. liiss Miller?'s name first came to the pube
liec notice when her play, "The Bog Guide" was one of the
prm_i winners in Opportunity's first literary contest,
and she continued to retain publiec notice by competing
‘ot yossembile intervals such plays as "Scratches,"”
"Stragglers of The Dusk,"” and "The Cussed Thing."

' The Reverend Fdward J. McCoo, s minister of the
A. l. E. Church, has given mch sttentlon to the strive
ings and achlevements of the Negroj and to visuslize
these things he wrote "Ethiopa at The Bar of Juttleoo"I
This play was presented as one of the features of the
quadrennisl Conference of the A. M. E, Church In Louis=

ville, Kentucky in 1924. Since then, the play has been
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used extensively in connection with Negro History week.
" Inez M. Burke whose outstanding drama is "Two
Races” is slso the author of several other plays which
have been presented by her own pupils in Washington
Public Schools, Her plays are suggestive of what may
be done in the lower grades to make history teaching
realistic by frequent dramatizations.

borethv Ce Guinn, in collaboration with her assis-
tants wrote "Out of The Dark" to direct nationwide at-
tention to the romsantic story of the Negro. The drama
was presented with great success im Bridgeport, Con=
npticut, and made an equally favorable Impression in
Atlanta where it was staged soon after.

As secretary of the Y. We C. A. in Brooklyn,
Frances Cunner experienced the difficulty encountered
by others in acquainting the Negro with himself. She
considered it especiaslly unfortunste thst Negro women
knew nothing of those of thelir sex who have achieved
so much as herolnes of the critiecal period through which
the race had to pass. This was what prompted her to
write the drama entitled "The Light of Vomen,"19

, The Negro playwright has had to abandon his

puppets of protest and propagands and take to flesh and
blood characters and situastions. Without doubt, the

”n!.ch-m =« Play and Pageants of Negre Life.
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Negro playwright will claim his natural advantage of
greater intimacy of knowledge and feeling. 5Sut if the
mestery which is within sight, but not yet achieved, is
to come at all, it must arise from the deep spiritual
penetration into the hesrt and spirit of Negro 1ife,20
The Negro's Contribution to the drama as creator
‘is gredually increasing. He has created dramas that
may compete with dramas written by playwrights of
other reaces. The dramas of meny of our Negro play=-
wrights have entered contests staged by the "Crisis"
and "Opportunity®™ and have won the prigze. Thus we see
he has ereated noteworthy dramas,
The Negro playwright or creator is able to take
the life of his own race and create plays just as other
dramatist. He knows the life of his own race better than
others, and he is thereby better able to use it as sube
Ject matter. His greatest contribution as ecreator then
has been the ereation of dramas using Negro life &s subject
matter, and attempting to raise ‘tho general level of plays
from vaudeville and farce to significant folk comedy end
tragedy.

201.00kke = Plays of Negro Life.



Chepter III, 19
The Negro es Interpreter of The Drama

 The Negro's Contribution to drama as interpreter
hes been grest. Because of the vivid interpretations
of some outstanding dremes by NHegroes, many dramatists
have achleved grest fame,

Ire Aldridge is the most famous of llogro actors,
He has hed few equals in the part of Othello, the loor.
Decause of his origin, he was sble to forego the use
of the ususl ertificisl make-up paint; nor did he need
to cover his erms with the sleeves of s dark colored
knitted vest. ie¢ had the natural complexion for the
role, snd did not need to exert sny effort to sdapt hime
self to it, Therefore his appearsnce on the stage was
one of supreme megnificence. "It was Othello himself,
just as Shakespeare crested him, with his eyes half
closed es 1f daszled by the Africem sun, his nonchlant
oricontsl bearing, end that essy negrold gracefulness,” °1

The repertory of a Negro actor seems to have to
be limited to eolored plsys; but when one thinks sbout
it, if a white m besmears himself with blster
in order to plsy a Negro role, why shouldn't a Negro
comedian sprinkle himeelf with ceruse in order to play
e white role? m-umtwmromm
efter Aldridge played the rdn of Othelleo, the loor, he
interpreted the role of King Lear in a fashion to proe-

2l N. W. Rivers =~ The Crisis January 1932



@uce every 1llusion desiredle., "The tremnformation vas
perfect, Cordelle herself wonld never heve been shble
to suspeet her fother of belng @ Negroe Yaver wos the
art of dremetic 111uston extended o Pare"

varert Auetin Filliems is known %o the pubdblie es
Bortuuh.,an;thMby-vumm
eomedizn on the A-erican stage, lis first experlences
were with a Mountebenl: linstrel Compeny thet pleyed im
the mining end lurbor cemps. In 1895, he joined George
Walker in & partnership which lasted until the latter's
doath in 1909, They mede the neme of Willisme and Wale
ey famous throuchout the ¥nglishespeaking werld,

Among the productions interpreted end mede femous
by this team were: "The Policy Pleyers”, "Bandc:. s Land”
end "shyssinie,”

. "Sert" Willlame pleyed for & time in the vemdeville,
m'mmmzmcu "Follies”, remaining s
the festure attraction for seversl yeers,

"Willlems i= en exsmple of dramstic genius who
hes el vated his work in these productioms to the
Msbstm'l'

Cherles S. Gllpin also received notable distinetion
in the dvama, end wes the most talked of = ctor on the
stage in Americe In 1021, His own statement is that he
drifted into ecting because he earmed so little money in
the printing trade. In time he hed a desire to do
serious dremetic work, end wes one of the orgenisers

22 1a
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in 19068 of the Pekin Players in Chicsgo. Uhen Drinke
weter's "Abrsham Lincoln" was being staged, difflculty
was experienced in securing an sctor to play Williem
Curtis, the Negro charactar in the plays This unimportant
pole was siven to Gilpin, and attracted attention to his
ability. When Provincetown Players staged "Emperlor
Jones," Gilpin was secured to tske the lesding role.
Concerning Mr, Gllpin*s ability es an interpreter, the
epitiec of the New Yorlk Times sald, "Of course, Chsrles
S. 311rin contimes tc give his amezing unforgettable
performence. It is superb secting, and the success of
O'ilonl'c play 1s dependent upon 1t, Gilpin was se-
lected by the Drame League of New York City es ome of
the persons who had contributed the most during the

. year, 1921, to the art of the drama.

Another great actor and interpreter of modern
drams is Peul Robeson. Robeson in 1924, aechleved fame
in the le-guns roles of ml of Fugene 0'Nelll's plays.
"He was acelaimed as superd actor, extra-ordinarily
sinecere and lloqnsnt""

The Provincetown Playhouse that 0'Nelll made femous
had slready produced one -\‘r his Negro plays, "The Emper-
ior Jones," with Cherles Gilpin in the title role. Now
0'Weill had written snother with e bdolder theme, "A1l
God's Children Got Wings." It deslt with inter-marriage
between the r!o.l,'ind it needed a colored man, not only

2%40yington - "Portraits in Color"



with dremetic power, but with sensitiveness and with

the intelligence to interpret & difficult theme. Robe
eson had been called on the New York boerds a few
metinees in a play called "Teboo" which hed s short run
on Brosdway. Some oné suggested his neme et the Province-
town, he was given 0'llelll's text, and learned the part
of Jim Nerris. To his friends there was semething
emsing in his deploting s Negre who slweys faliled when
he came into competition with whitesy but Robesen showed
himself sn actor from the stert.

"Robeson vevesled his drsmstic talent in "All God's
ch!llm(btj!.np."htitmhinﬂnlof"ﬂi
Fmperor Jones," a less subtle but more spectecular dreme,
thet he tool the thestrical world by storme Onme could
quote peges of exuberent prsise.” Even so d1fficult
& critic to please ss George Jean Natham described Paul
Robeson as one of the most eloguent, impressive, snd
convincing actors he hed scen for twenty years.2o"The
Emperor Jones" was teken to London, end while it hed @
Mm,-mnmsa&;unmtmu-gw
¥ play, the English critice were es enthusisstic over
Robeson's ert es the Auorican ones. "An smasing ine
dividual schievement, a breathless oxhxbiticnkor powey
end pathos,”  So the Vest Mineter Gesette ssid, end




one feels the breasthlessness of the English audliences,
s thils blackmen of masgnificient physique stands up be=
fore them and interprets O'Neill's powerful iines in

__his deep resomsnt voice, a volce that mekes Thelr ceree
fal speest: Ineignificante"=o

'Sot only hes the Uegrs Interpreted dremss Ly acte
mg,bucmow_tmuuhwmmt. The
‘most successful Negro Little Theeter lovement in the
unz'msumuemwmmmucuau-
Rt amm.nmu'MM'bym
B. Stepbens in New York with Churles Glipin ss prescher
in 1923, snd s second time with Chrystal Herne In the
title role. The yeer 1950 the Clipin Players produced
it so successfully that the Ohlo Thester, ome of the
leading commerclsl thosters of the eoity, put the play
on for s week's run lMarch 17,

"This was the most suecesaful sccomplishument of
mmt&mm&nmo&ty.'ﬂ Who are the Gllpin
Playera? Rowens Voodhtm JelifTe, the young white womsm
who loads them says, "The Gllpin Pls yers sre s group of
fine young men snd women organised into s soclal drae
metic clud and & drame study group.”

m.a:uuv}m:'xm~nqdn@m
sbout the potentlal contridutions of the legre teo drams

28 10a | T
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back in 1016 snd 1917 frem pleying and watching Negro -
mxmmutnmumunn. I saw a definite
m'mﬂnphymcfﬂnMnm. it is
nerd nowto say just what it was I saw, but 1t wes some=
thing In the way in which they geve themselves to s
.1mtm-nm§oth'modtbgmuuodm.
And I ceme slowly to realize that this was the cssence
of drama, snd that the Negro had raclally the where-
withel from which to give sbundently to the art. |
Finelly we selccted three ome-act plays for pere
formence, Owr work wes begun. And from thet time to
this the group hes had comtinmuous performsnces They
have plasyed to date sixty four plays, are an incorporsted
group, and still heve active in the group all charter
Mm“.‘_
_ The players are proud and heppy to do Negro plays,
but the bulk of thelr pleying is through the mediwm of so-
salled white plays,



CONCLUSION

As & result of this study, I conclude that the
Negro has made three distinet contributions to the drama,
From the facts presented in this discourse, it 1s re-
veeled that the Negro has been subject matter for the
drema from the time of Shakespeare to the present,
Opportunities for dramatists In this fleld sre great.
It hes been discovered that much of the achievement of
many outstanding drematists 1s the result of thelr de-
velopment of Negro folk traditions of the pest, eand in
the portrayal of the authentic life of the Negro masses
of today.

The Negro's contribution as Creator is just be-
ginning. Negro dramatists are using Negro ut\o as ;
sub ject matter, but so far the plays produced are only
limited to one or two phases of Negro life. He has not
‘made as great a contribution as the white dramatist
because of this fact, Negro life as subject matter
offers great opportunities for drahntht-. Because the
Negro knows more of his own life than any other drame=-
tist, he should be able to make his contribution gro,ai:br.
White dramatists have achleved great success from this
field, and by imitation of his drama the Negro play-
wright will be able to make his contribution greater.

I believe if the Negro dramsetist uses the



dramas of the white dramatist as his gulde, and the pro-
duction of plays for art s his aim, his contribution
in the future will be great,

The Negro's third contribution has been in the role
of interpreter. 7This contribution of the Negro has ‘
added greatly to the success of the dramss of many out-
standing dramatists. For an example, the superb act-
ing of Ira Aldridge in Shakespesre's "Othello," and of
Gilpin snd Robeson in Fugene O'Neill's "Emperor Jones"
has added greatly to the success of the two plays. Ve
can not forget the interpretations of Bert Willlams, the
great Negro commedisn. He mounted the stage as jJester
and clown and thereby paved the way for the more serl-
ous interpreters who followed him,

The Negrofs contributions are graduslly increas-
ing., With this increase comes a more charitable and
friendly spirit toward him from other races. With this
spirit I belleve we may confidently swait the great
actor, notable creator, and moving interpreter.

% Therefore I conclude that with all due allowance
for a possible mirsge of speciel hope end interest omn
our part it 1s to be hoped that the Negro's contribu-
tion to the drama as subject matter, as Creator, and as
interpreter will be great in the future.
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