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By LUCIUS C HARTER

A GREAT STORY
OF THE NEGRO
IN THE THEATRE
HAS BEEN left 10 Edith J. R.
Isaacs, former editor of Theatre
Arts magazine, to give us the best
arranged and very interesting his-
tory of th- Negro on the American |
stage: Heretofore, such a chronicle
has been at- e
icmpted, and to
some desree
there can be
~found. much
worthy infor-
mation regard-
inz- our contri-
butions 1o the
world of enter-
tainment. In
modern times
Dr. Alain Locke.
of Howard uni-
versity and the
Iate James Wel-
dnn Johnson e
_preserved much  Lucius Harper
ef this data’in book form: Johnson
in his “Black Manhatian,” but it
was rather sketchy and unfinished. -
Prior 1o their efforis the only
work of reeognized calibre — now
long out of print — came {rom the
pen of the late James M. Trofter
of Bmtdn who published in 1880
a work under the title: ~Music and
Some Hizhly Musical People,” con-
taining the history up te that time
of pemarkable and talented mu-
sicians, stawe folk, and minstrels
of the colored race.. 1t required 503
pases to tell his story with por-:
traits of the famous \c"m pcrform-
rs of -that day. '
While 1 struck no reference in
Miss Isancs’ book. "The Negro . In.
the Américan’ Theatre” just re-!
contly issued. of the rare historical
data contained  .in - Mr. Trotter's
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{Continued from Page 1)
early ‘there howeéver,
sohe chapters which indicate that
the Trotier book was not entirely
overlovked in the compiiation of
this latest literary outputl. Mr. Trot-
ter'was the futier of ihe late Mon-
rpe 'lm;t'-'ﬂ who as cditor of the
Bostorr . Guardian, - differed -and
fought bitterly with  Booker 'T.
Washington over what trpe of ed-
ucation -was best suited 10 the
needs of the Negro. Trotler, the
author. was also once Recorder. of
Deeds in Washington.

- - -
)

1SS 1SAACS . does a splendid
job in recounting the Negro's
itinerary on the American stage
from the orizinof the Affican Com-
pany of Negro Actors [rom the
vear 1821 when the black. James
Hewletl was the leeding player in
an improvised playhouse in New
York at the corner-of Bleeker and
Mercer  streets, where such per-
formances as Othello and Richard
The -Third ~were  presented. . She
threads her story rather complete-
I¥ from this cvent down to the
present appearances of Negro stage
stars on Broadway. Her chapter on
the XNezro in minsirelsy- is- most
interesting and entertaining, even
though she .didn’t dwell on some
l|:!=r day versions, owned and op-
rated by Nezroes, such as travel
lhrou:h the  South. ioday: “The
Rubbit Foo: Comedy Co” owned
by the late Pat Chappell, of Jack-
sonville, Fla. “Silas Green - from-
New Orleans.” owned by the late
Eph Williamf:' “The Florida Blos-
soms.” .owned by the late Charlie |
Douglas and Pete- Worthy. But that'!
history, yet unwritten, will prob-\
ably come  from another source,
preferably from a Southern \\'riter‘.‘
Referring to the minstrel.. Miss.
Isaacs gives the Negro credit for
developing some new angles in en-:
tertainment, though he was not tﬁe‘
first 1o bring the idea North. White'
men who watched the capers of the
slaves on-Virginia plantations cop-
ied their witticisms  and under ! -
burnt cork introduced the ~min-
strel to New York. For almost fifty
vears thercafter it became the most
popular form .of American enter-|
tainment. Then came George -B..
Hicks, a Negro. (Miss Isaacs is mis- |
taken. in. -calling- him  Charles’
Hicks). to orzanize a complete com-
pany of his own pcoplc as the.
“Georzia Minstrels.” He zarried on
until financial troubles forced him
to seli the outfit to George  B.
Callender, a white man, who not
only reaped a harvest in Anerica,
but took it 1o England where it
ran over a year and played before
Crowned heads.  We are indebted
1o - this outfiv for many worthy
contributions' to the American
staze. They introduced the.mona-
lonue. “bhallad  sinzing and the
“olin,” less traditional in form and
more like a buriesque or vaude-
ville show with witty sketches,
v e

WOors, are,”

UT OF THIS group cime some

of the greatest Nezre gifts to
minstrelsy. 1t produced.. Billy
Kersands,  the - famous end-man,
who as late as 1909 headed his own
azgregation. of . minstrels. - It ~was
my delight as a boy to carry the
banner (working for a pass) in his
street parade when he ¢ame {o our
town. Kersands could stretch his
mouth wide enough to encircle a
billiard ball. He was. however,
funnier behind the stage than on
it. "Also._out of. this bunch-came
1he greatest Negro writers of pop-
ular songs of that day, James

Bland, {0 rival ihe white S‘cpucn
Foster. Bland wrote for the “Gueor- |
gia Minstrel,” the ballad Carry Me
Back to Otle Virginny,” and.~In the
Evening Oy the Moonlizht”
Foster wrote, “Cld Black Joe.” and
"My Old Kentucky Home.” for the
white Crisiy’s Minstrels. The works
of both cumposcrs are \\.1.h us to-
day. - -
In b()l'l the book by
in 1880 and recent work by Miss
Isaacs+in ~ October, 1947; wriiten
some sixty-seven years apari, there

Mr. Trotter

is registration. of protest against

the type of minstrel entertainment.
Trotier said: ~. . ., these perform-
ances -consist, fo. ‘the most part, in
a, disgusting caricaturing cstensi-
bly of the speech and acii
more unfortinate’ membders of the
colored races . . these public
performances do much 1o - belitle
their” race generally. arouse and
keep alive in the breasts of other
races_a feeling of contempt for it;
and that these effects are greatly
enhanced when colored men them-
selves-engaze in “such perform-
ances, as they thus give ‘aid and
comfort to the ecnemy.”” s
“Miss 'Isaacs  ends her chapler
with almost a similar warning, She
says:  “Alinstrelsy, - as  a theaird
form, is zone loday, perhaps never

There s littie doubt that it helped
10 create and 1o fix the Nezro

|

while

ion of the.

1o return, and it may just as well,

RILIL‘OL\DC% — passive or.se¢ heming, |

over-dull er over-shrewd. but ul-
ways irresponsible and carieatured
—wiich have burdened "our the:
atre ever gince. Yet il was our rirst
authentic "American theatre form.
It left us-the vaudeville monelogue,
many dance routines, and gdouble
forms of music . . . and it trained
many of the next gencration of
Negro singers, dancers, cnmposcrs
and comcdlans " .
-
HAS THE NEGRO minstrel Ieft
us the present-day lezacy at
Hollywood; the part of the buf-
foon? Is he to be only lauzhed at?
From- both conclusions, written 67
years apart, it appears that they
are in perfeet conformity. As Trot-
ter’ said such performances “aive
aid and comfort to the enemy,”
and  Miss -Iskacs  remarks that it
crealed the . Negro siereotypes
*“which ha\e hurdcned our theatre
ever- since.” "And which we could
add, have also burdened aur race
on and off the stage,
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