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

The most important element to be considered is the psychological complexion of the 
Negro as he inherited it from his primitive ancestors and which he maintains to this day. 
The outstanding characteristics are his tremendous emotional endowment, his luxuriant 
and free imagination and a truly great power of individual expression. He has in 
superlative measure that fire and light which, coming from within, bathes his whole 
world, colors his images and impels him to expression. The Negro is a poet by birth. In 
the masses, that poetry expresses itself in religion, which acquires a distinction by 
extraordinary fervor, by simple and picturesque rituals and by a surrender to emotion so 
complete that ecstasy, amounting to automatism, is the rule when he worships in groups. 
The outburst may be started be any unlettered person provided with the average Negroes 
normal endowment of eloquence and vivid imagery. It begins with a song or a wail which 
spreads like fire and soon becomes a spectacle of a harmony of rhythmic movement and 
rhythmic sound unequalled in the ceremonies of any other race. Poetry is religion brought 
down to earth and it is of the essence of the Negro soul. He carries it with him always and 
everywhere; he lives it in the field, the shop, the factory. His daily habits of thought, 
speech and movement are flavored with the picturesque, the rhythmic, the euphonious.  

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



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

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

The renaissance of Negro art is one of the events of our age which no seeker for beauty 
can afford to overlook. It is as characteristically Negro as are the primitive African 
sculptures. As art forms, each bears comparison with the great art expressions of any race 
or civilization. In both ancient and modern Negro art we find a faithful expression of a 
people and of an epoch in the world's evolution.  

The Negro renaissance dates from about 1895 when two men, Paul Laurence Dunbar and 
Booker T. Washington, began to attract the world's attention. Dunbar was a poet, 
Washington an educator in the practical business of life. They lived in widely-distant 
parts of America, each working independently of the other. The leavening power of each 
upon the Negro spirit was tremendous; each fitted into and reinforced the other; their 
combined influences brought to birth a new epoch for the American Negro. Washington 
showed that by a new kind of education the Negro could attain to an economic condition 



that enables him to preserve his identity, free his soul and make himself an important 
factor in American life. Dunbar revealed the virgin field which the Negro's own talents 
and conditions of life offered for creating new forms of beauty. The race became self-
conscious and pride of race supplanted the bitter wail of unjust persecution. The Negro 
saw and followed the path that was to lead him out of the wilderness and back to his own 
heritage through the means of his own endowments. Many new poets were discovered, 
while education had a tremendous quickening. The yield to art was a new expression of 
Negro genius in a form of poetry which connoisseurs place in the class reserved for the 
disciplined art of all races. Intellect and culture of a high order became the goals for 
which they fought, and with a marked degree of success.  

Only through bitter and long travail has Negro poetry attained to its present high level as 
an art form and the struggle has produced much writing which, while less perfect in form, 
is no less important as poetry. We find nursery rhymes, dances, love-songs, paeans of 
joy, lamentations, all revealing unerringly the spirit of the race in its varied contacts with 
life. There has grown a fine tradition which is fundamentally Negro in character. Every 
phase of that growth in alien surroundings is marked with reflections of the multitudinous 
vicissitudes that cumbered the path from slavery to culture. Each record is loaded with 
feeling, powerfully expressed in uniquely Negro forms. The old chants, known as 
spirituals, were pure soul, their sadness untouched by vindictiveness. After the release 
from slavery, bitterness crept into their songs. Later, as times changed, we find self-
assertion, lofty aspirations and only a scattered cry for vengeance. As he grew in culture, 
there came expressions of the deep consolation of resignation which is born of the 
wisdom that the Negro race is its own, all sufficient justification. Naturally, sadness is the 
note most often struck; but the frequently-expressed joy, blithesome, carefree, 
overflowing joy, reveals what an enviable creature the Negro is in his happy moods. No 
less evident is that native understanding and wisdom which from the homely and crude 
expressions of their slaves, to the scholarly and cultured contributions of today we know 
go with the Negro's endowment. The black scholar, seer, sage prophet sings his message; 
that explains why the Negro tradition is so rich and is so firmly implanted in the soul of 
the race.  

The Negro tradition has been slow in forming but it rests upon the firmest of foundations. 
Their great men and women of the past Wheatley, Sojourner Truth, Douglass, Dunbar, 
Washington have each laid a personal and imperishable stone in that foundation. A host 
of living Negroes, better educated and unalterably faithful to their race, are still building, 
and each with some human value which strengthened and made serviceable for the new 
era that is sure to come when more of the principles of humanity and rationality become 
the w trite man's guides. Many living Negroes Du Bois, Cotter, Grimke, Braithwaite, 
Burleigh, the Johnsons, Aickay, Dett, Locke, Hayes and many others know the Negro 
soul and are leading it to richer fields by their own ideals of culture, art and citizenship. It 
is a healthy development, free from that pseudo- culture which stifles the soul and misses 
rational happiness as the goal of human life. Through the compelling powers of his 
poetry and music the American Negro is revealing to the rest of the world the essential 
oneness of all human beings.  



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

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