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Many years later a few of these plastic €T eations
were destined to be carried to Paris, and there
and elsewhere profoundly influence what we
call modern art. In Africa, too, there were given
birth songs which are the ancestors, in a different
genre, of our present day Negro spirituals. of
folklore there was an abundance—expressed
in language which was of the very essence of
poetry.
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and Charles Boni. ¥ Alain Locke. Albert

of Negro life; Dr. W. E. B. Du Bois as scholar
and master of an extraordinarily beautiful and
powerful prose style; Paul Lawrence Dunbar as
poet; and Booker T. Washington as educator,
are a few of the more familiar names of those
who attained eminence.

But with the new economic security which
the Negro has attained, with the greater willing-
ness of America to receive the gifts the Negro
could make and with post-war eagerness for
new forms and new sensations came the wave

which has hurtled the Negro into a position as

artist where, at least in and near New York,

he comes dangerously near becoming a fad.
In music there is the extraordinary success of
Roland Hayes, Paul Robeson, Lawrence Brown,
Rosamond Johnson, Taylor Gordon, Julius
Bledsoe, and Marian Anderson. In the field of
the short story, there are Rudolph Fisher, Jean
Toomer, and a number of lesser lights. In the
field of novel writing there are not so many, but
there are a dozen or so to my knowledge who
are attempting the longer flight. On the stage
are Paul Robeson again, Charles Gilpin, Evelyn
; Zirr,elvlﬁller, and Lyles and many of lesser
emergi;l n ec‘i,?y ﬁeld. of the arts Negroes are
which Argr;e:‘ ing a richness and colorfulness

ica so sorely needs. Book after book
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on Negro spirituals tumh_lus fro'm thls P:‘)“’; t::,L
t of them, The Book of American Negro op
: . best-seller. Soon, too, there will doubt-
" fll,s',d,car books on the less well-known but
ijn‘:a‘l!l;y}viml blues, work songs, and other secu-
lar music of the Aframerican.

In no one field, however, has so much been
done as in poetry. Perhaps this is the most nat-
ural mode of expression next to song that the
Negro possesses. To prove this, one needs but to
run over the titles of many of the spirituals—
for example—“Deep River,” “Go Down, Death,”
“Singing with a Sword in My Han,” “Ride On,
King Jesus,” “Swing Low, Sweet Chariot.”

Nor is this form of expression a new thing.
Beginning in 1761 when a Negro girl, eight years
old, Phillis Wheatley, was landed at Boston, sold
as a slave, and later wrote creditable verse, on
down through Countée Cullen and Langston
Hughes, the stream has been unbroken though
it has changed its course many times. I have
been asked in this brief introduction to discuss
trends in Negro poetry—always a difficult and
dangerous thing to attempt.

There was little distinctive form to poetry
written by American Negroes until Paul Lau-
rence Dunbar came upon the scene. Well over
one hundred American Negroes have published
volumes of verse but until Dunbar, most of
them followed the conventional schools which
were then current. As has been said many
times, Dunbar was the first Negro to view his
people objectively. He did his best work in his
dialect poems. Through them he was perhaps
the first Negro to draw widespread attention to
the Negro and to his possibilities as a subject for
artistic treatment.

But Dunbar, on the other hand, did a certain
amount of harm. Following the attention he
received and the fame he gained prior and sub-
sequent to his premature death in 1906, most
Negroes who attempted to write verse, and most
editors, wanted nothing from Negroes except
dialect poems. So far as it goes, dialect has its
advantages but, as has been pointed out by James
Weldon Johnson, there are only two stops pos-

sible with this form—pathos and humor. The
mould into which Negro poetry was set by Dun-
bar was broken only within the last twenty years.
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their white brothers who are writing verse,

The flower of the bush which has been
so long sinking its roots into this rich and
abundant soil of Negro life is just beginning to
unfold. Mr. Cullen, Mr. Hughes, Anne Spencer,
Georgia Douglas Johnson, and others will
doubtless produce even more beautiful poetry
than they have in the past. And back of them
surges up a vast number of others whose voices
as yet are faint but who with experience and
training will yet be heard from to the enrich-
ment of American poetry.
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