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Since November 1999, the book and exhibitéithout Sanctuary: Lynching
Photography in Americhas made nearly 100 pictures of mutilated victieedily
available. These images convince Americans thatameplainly se¢he destruction
that mobs caused and encourage us to overlookshév@ntages of equating
lynching with the hanging body—what Billie Holidawlled “strange fruit.” My
work argues that we not blindly accept the corpstha ultimate symbol of racial
terrorism by taking seriously the antilynching @ditat African Americans wrote in
the midst of mob violence (that is, before 1935).

The dramatists insisted upon the body’s inabilitydpresent the horror of
lynching. Rather than describe the crimes perfetran America’s trees, telephone
poles, and bridges, the genre takes us inside blacies where widows and orphans
survive only to suffer. Thus, it is clear that thelence continues long after the

corpse has disintegrated and that the home isaltynched body. When a father is



torn from the family, the household is “castratedd its head removed. (None of the
plays mentions women lynch victims.)

Yet, the scripts do not merely protest racial emale; they also affirm racial
pride. African Americans understood that blackiitg was vulnerable to the power
of representation, especially when technology waking the distribution of negative
images more efficient. At the turn of the centurgcks proclaimed themselves
sophisticated, modern citizens...and they knew treahstream messages to the
contrary frequently caused—but more often did nudammage than—physical
assaults. So, even as recorded lynchings dedlinge 1920s, black-authored
lynching plays proliferated, in order to address diehumanizing violenaaherentin
how the race was represented in America.

In five chapters, this project examines why lymghidrama emerged, develops
a theoretical framework for understanding the pla§fers close readings of ten plays
by black women and three by black men, grapplels thi¢ fact that most black-
authored lynching dramas were not professionaliglpced, and argues that

appreciating the genre requires complicating oulewstanding of theatrical value.
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INTRODUCTION : STRANGELY INVISIBLE FRUIT

Southern trees bear a strange fruit. Blood atl#ares, blood at the root. Black bodies swinging
in the Southern breeze. Strange fruit hanging ftioenpoplar trees.

ballad sung by Billie Holiday
A VOICE is heard outside: — Come out, you damnegyei, or we’ll burn the house down!
MARION—(clings to [her brother], sobbingPon’t go, Roy! We'll all die together!
LeROY—(puts her from him gentlyNo. (Loud and Clear)’m coming, gentlemen!
(With a last, long, loving look at [his grandmothsister, and white fiancée] he walks out to
his death victorious and unafraid.

CURTAIN from For Unborn Children(1926)

LIZA: For God’s sake Tildy, whut's happened?
MATILDA: They—they done lynched him.
SUE: (screams) Jesugyasps and falls limp in her chair. Singing frohuecch begins.
Bossie runs to her, crying afresh. Liza puts #eghor bottle to her nose again as Matilda
feels her heart; they work over her a few minusbake their heads and with drooping
shoulders, wring their handd...] (... curtain falls.)

-from A Sunday Morning in the Souih925)

Will there come a time when we hear the word “lyingh and think of a
devastated family? Or, will we continue to equateith a hanging body, as if the
violence ended with the victim's death? Becausegpme images and graphic
descriptions of mutilation seldom fail to shock atvdw sympathy, artists, activists, and
scholars often highlight the physical aspects nEhyng when trying to convey its horror.
But in allowing the brutalized body to remain theshprominent symbol of racial
violence, we ignore the truths that it cannot speHkat is, in focusing on “strange fruit,”
we are choosing a specific representation of tokerce—one that is more limited than

we acknowledge.



With multiple renditions of Billie Holiday's 1939atlad! generations of
Americans have come to identify the hanging bodghasnost damning evidence of mob
brutality; but since November 1999 many have goomfimagining “strange fruit” to
facing it. The book and exhibitioWithout Sanctuary: Lynching Photography in
Americahas made nearly 100 photographs of lynch victiraglitg available. The bodies
depicted are often bullet-ridden, burned, or bbthrifying modern viewers and making
even greater the tendency to associate lynchirfyawhutilated corpse. In contrast, this
study insists that the body can never fully repnetiee damage caused by mobs.
Following the lead of African Americans who liveddawrote antilynching plays during
the period when mobs remained a palpable threague that black homes were as
devastated by the violence as bodies were. Whbilstniving to eclipse the images in
Without Sanctuaryl insist—as black playwrights of the 1920s an8d®¥9made clear—
that we must allow other representations of lynghiran that of “strange fruit” to speak
their truths.

Certainly,Without Sanctuarpas made an undeniable impact by making available
evidence of crimes that citizens committed agaitistr citizens on American soil. The
photograph collection has drawn thousands to Ara&riciuseums and thousands more
to the exhibition on the World Wide Wéhwhere many posted impassioned responses to
the electronic message board. In chorus withvssieors who attest to the collection’s

perspective-changing power, many of my studente lsaid that the photographs made

! The song was written by Lewis Allan (Abel Meeropol), made famous when Billie Holiday lent her
voice to it in 1939. For more, see David MargoliSkiange Fruit: The Biography of a Sofidew York:
Ecco Press, 2001). Holiday’s influence has inspired nuregemditions, including Nina Simone’s in
1965, Cassandra Wilson’s in 1995, and Dwayne Wiggassion “What's Really Going On? (Strange
Fruit)” in 1999. See Margolick’s appendix for a more ptete list of re-makes.

2 Pictures were available for more than three years, as a fayond the museum exhibitions and books.



them realize how often—and how brutally—America bastradicted its claim to being
a color-blind democracy. They say, for examplat they now appreciate why African
Americans seem to be more suspicious of the lggads than whites. Knowing that the
police “let such atrocities happen” opened theessyMore recently, on June 13, 2005,
the U.S. Senate offered a formal apology for itisifa to pass antilynching legislation,
and its historic Resolution 39 cit®dithout Sanctuargs the inspiration. Despite these
responses from my students and from the Senatender how fully the photographs
represent the devastation that mobs caused. Inbeetiing was much more than a
physical crime; it was a crime against families #melhuman spirit, and a mutilated body
can never fully represent its horror. Thus, we hmigrrogate such representations of
mob violence, which was just one component of #teudhanizing system of
representation that permeated and bolstered Anmesiociety at the turn of the twentieth
century®

Today, adWVithout Sanctuaris generating interest in mob violence, | offenald
at black-authored antilynching plays written betw&814 and 1935 because they
interact with the history thaWithout Sanctuarpreserves, but offer a vastly different
perspective. Instead of coming from whites for whihe mutilated black body meant
profit and a reaffirmation of white superiority gthhirteen antilynching plays investigated
here derived from black women and men who livedwarate with the threat of mob

violence. The photographs focus on the mutilatadkobody, but the plays avert our

3 As Trudier Harris has argued, lynching was just thstrextreme expression of the daily violence and
indignities that blacks endure/d. | would argue too tiatviolence of dehumanizing representation
continues today to the extent that black-face minstrel$ynédbrms our experiences of black images.
Filmmaker Marlon Riggs’ work ifcthnic Notionsas well as Eric Lott's suggestionsliove and Theft
certainly speak persuasively to the existence of thosg. lihkvant to suggest that if minstrelsy continues,
violence also does, because minstrelsy/black-face are inheredithysdorically linked to racial violence.



gaze from it. The difference between what whitetpgraphers represent and what black
playwrights depict is significant and indeed drivieis study’s inquiry. Rather than
merely asking why the playwrights do not spotlighysical violence, | also ask whether
focusing on the victimized body is the most effeetivay to represent lynching in the

first place.

As | suspend assumptions that twenty-first cené&xyectations are the most
appropriate ones, | investigate not just the plaghis’ representations of lynching, but
also the cultural context that inspired them. Tatgst lynching—especially in dramatic
form—uwas to interrupt aultural conversationpredicated on black inhumanity. African
American dramatists quite consciously counteredsamgss that permeated American
society, and the strategies they used to do s@rewech about the historical moment in
which they lived. In particular, the fact that $kewriters chose to enter the nation’s
conversation on lynchings playwrightandicates their understanding that lynching was
based on certain kinds of representations andoirgttions of the black body.

Historically, lynching was not always racially maited, but its most culturally
significant form was inspired by a distinctly whgapremacist impulse. Lynching began
in the United States as frontier justice in arehen the legal system was nonexistent or
too inefficient for citizens to feel protected; nsotleemed themselves judge and jury, and
meted out punishments. As James Cutler establishtbeé first scholarly study of
lynching, anyone who went against public opiniotwaen the late 1700s and early
1800s could be lynched, although they were seldointgpdeath. Rather, they were
usually whipped and ordered to leave town (Cut)é&¥, 32, 40). Cutler remarks that

physical punishments became more and more sevensggtih 1830, but that the word



“lynching” did not become synonymous with deathiluadter 1830 when abolitionists
more often became the mob’s target. Though Cuothaks this shift and notes that it
coincided with the rise of organized abolitionidme,does not acknowledge racial
subordination as the primary aim of this changeittiér whipping nor the humiliating
process of tarring and feathering seemed harshgéniou abolitionists, so mobs turned
to killing them, often burning their victims to dagCutler 91). These new methods
were clearly linked to the abolitionists’ willingse to acknowledge the civil rights of
African Americans. Thus, although these victimgsewshite, their lynching was spurred
by the desire to keep blacks oppressed—to ensatathiack body signified property.
By far, lynching’s most widespread cultural worksasccomplished when it was
used primarily against African Americans themselv@®sce blacks were no longer legal
chattel after the Civil War, there was no financedson not to kill them. This is when
lynching took on the characteristics that we nosoagte with the term; that is, when
lynching became ritualized murder. In the lated8@ntilynching activist Ida B. Wells
extended arguments made by Frederick DouglassheitipamphletSouthern Horrors
(1892)andA Red Recorl895), as she traced the excuses postbellum naolesfgr
targeting African Americans: “The excuse giverhe civilized world for the murder of
unoffending Negroes was the necessity of the whia to repress and stamp out alleged
‘race riots.” Wells continued, “...from 1865 to 18/hundreds of colored men and
women were mercilessly murdered and the almostiivig reason assigned was that
they met their death by being alleged participantm insurrection or riot. But this story
at last wore itself out’Record76). The second excuse, Wells asserted, arose tirede

banner of “No Negro Domination,” as southernerssiesl that lynching was the result of



the “natural resentment of intelligence againstagomnent by ignorance’Sputhern
Horrors 60). This excuse was offered for killing citizémgose only crime was the
attempt to exercise their right to vot&dcord77). Once disfranchisement and mob
violence had become effective tools of repressiine, murderers invented a third
excuse—that Negroes had to be killed to avenge #issaults upon womenRécord78).
The claim that black men rape white women provegetthe most enduring, despite the
fact that rape was not even alleged in the majorfitynchings.

Given that race-based lynching was most prevatent the 1890s through the
1930s! the significance of the black rapist myth canrebberstated, and Wells's
characterization of its power provides significaontext for this study. Like many
antilynching activists, Wells saw the fight againgib violence as one that must engage
how blacks were represented. For as she put ittHis.charge [of rape] upon the Negro
at once placed him beyond the pale of human sympatfith such unanimity,
earnestness and apparent candor was this chargeanddeiterated that the world has
accepted the story that the Negrehis monster which the Southern white man has
painted himi (Record78, my italics). Wells clearly believed that it svénis image
created by whites that had to be met head-on. é&/ltstified mutilating and destroying
black bodies by first destroying black reputatioddove all, then, “the Negro” must
“defend his name.” Wells closed her prefac&omthern Horrorghusly: “The Afro-
American is not a bestial race. If this work cantcibute in any way toward proving
this...l shall feel | have done my race a servicéheDconsiderations are of minor

importance” (50).

* Historians of lynching generally agree on this time sgaee, for example, the extraordinarily
comprehensive study from Phillip Dra§t the Hands of Persons Unknown: The Lynching of Black
America. New York: The Modern Library, 2002. iii.



Lynching’s height from the 1890s through the 198(st be seen as a triumph of
representations of African Americans as immorastiag and subhuman. During this
time, lynching took on its most culturally prominiéarm as ritualized murder. The
violence began to follow a predictable script, antite participants would often bring
food and drink to the place of execution ...” (Hag)s Furthermore, “to insure that an
audience was available for really special lynchjraggiouncements of time and place
were sometimes advertised in newspapers” (Harri$ice in attendance, “white men,
women, and children would hang or burn (frequehtsh), shoot, and castrate the
offender, then divide the body into trophies” (Heu6). These predictable steps, and
their standardization across the country, relieevbite agreement about what blackness
represented. The slow, excruciating torture olblaodies took on symbolic
significance and gratified lynchers, who believedlrudier Harris’s words, that they
were exorcising evil from the community. Thesaais were possible because the black
body was consistently represented and interpretesdiBhuman and evil.

Antilynching playwrights countered the theatricaliif mob violence by
portraying the black body in honorable ways. Té&&mls a culturally conscious approach
derived from an understanding of the extent to Win@instream representations
justified lynching. In unison with Wells and othaestivists, the dramatists worked to
create a more complex, human portrait of blackath& than grinning and shuffling as
black characters did in black-face minstrelsy osital comedy, the characters in
lynching plays live ordinary lives in domestic intes. Thus, the dramatists correctly
saw lynching as a form of mob violence that rebeddistorted representations of African

Americans, and they confronted it as a theatricadipction in itself. Just as importantly,



the dramatists exposed mobs as not only mutilatoliesh but also destroyers of homes
and families. Their work therefore reveals thedeguacy of the body-centered

representations of mob violence to which moderneagegs seem most responsive.

Tracing a Cultural Conversation

This study examines thirteen antilynching playsten by African Americans
before the incidence of lynching began to decim&935. In identifying and analyzing
antilynching plays as a distinct genre, | build on pi@neering work of Judith Stephens
and Kathy Perkins, who established that “a lyncldregma isa play in which the threat
or occurrence of a lynching, past or present, hagomimpact on the dramatic actidon
(3). Though American writers had always addresaeil violence, the mode developed
“...when playwrights moved beyond brief referenced fotused on a specific lynching
incident” (Stephens/Perkins 4). African Americaméered the genre that Stephens and
Perkins identified, but they did not simply addrasspecific incident; they also advanced
an antilynching agenda. They were the most peddifitilynching dramatists, and black
women were the unmistakable leaders of this lifenaovement. Therefore, this study
argues that black women's texts constitute thedoidsf the genre and establish its most

pronounced conventions.

® In focusing on black-authored plays, | am examiningyarthing drama, not the broader category of
lynching drama that Stephens and Perkins identified. Howkewadt still use “anti-lynching drama” and
“lynching drama” interchangeably. As Stephens’ introductosggexplains, some scholars believe that
the “anti-" is redundant for black-authored plays because nbthem advocate lynching. Nevertheless, |
find both terms useful. (I should also mention thatdissertation limits its inquiry to plays currently
published. See Stephens for more on antilynching playgetdn print.)



Four remarkable women laid the foundation for gnthing drama: Angelina
Weld Grimké, who penneldachelin 1914; Alice Dunbar-Nelson, who wrotine Eyes
Have Seem 1918; Mary Burrill, who publishedftermathin 1919; and Georgia
Douglas Johnson, who was the most prolific, witBunday Morning in the South
(1925),Blue Blood(1926),Safe(1929), andBlue-Eyed Black Bofc. 1930). In this
study, | examine these plays, as well as threaotheblack women and three by black
men: Myrtle Smith Livingston’sor Unborn Children(1926) Regina Andrews’

Climbing Jacobs’ Laddef1931) May Miller's Nails and Thorng1933) G.D.
Lipscomb’sFrances(1925) Joseph Mitchell'sSon-Boy(1928) and S. Randolph
Edmonds’Bad Man(1934)

In bringing these texts to the fore, this studypements the history preserved by
lynching photographers and mainstream newspapertsgp but, because it addresses a
unique literary genre, it also adds to the recefddy antilynching activists who wrote
speeches, pamphlets, poems, short stories, antsfiolespite modern expectations,
African Americans who wrote antilynching dramaghe midst of mob rule refused to
portray physical violence. At a time when newspapetailed the crimes perpetrated on
trees, the playwrights depicted mothers and childvko survived and suffered. As a
result, antilynching drama showcases the “strang# that has become invisible to
modern readers: the devastated black home. Digeotir gaze away from the
victimized body, these texts argue that mob viodemccurrednsideblack households

and continued long after the corpse had disappeakedording to these plays, the home

® For a classroom-friendly anthology of lynching literatsee Ann Rice’8Vitnessing Lynching: American
Writers Respond\ew Brunswick, N.J.: Rutgers UP, 2003.



is the lynched body. When a father or brother iekillthe household is “castrated” and
its head removed.

Perhaps one reason that we forget that the blaglelveas a victim of the mob is
that antilynching drama itself has become strangeligible. In neglecting these plays,
scholars have overlooked truths that are not cagtur artifacts like photographs. In
making visible for modern readers the black home,the genre so committed to
representing it, this project reconstructs pivetaiversations that took place at the turn
of the twentieth century. | propose the tropeaafriversation” as the best way to
understand the dramatists’ perspective becaudath&890s through the 1930s were
such turbulent decades. In debates about lynchlagks engaged in cultural
conversations about racial representation—aboutdrvcould depict and talk about
African Americans. In keeping with this focus amhthe race was represented,
antilynching dramatists focused on the theater dmse# was an increasingly important
mechanism of representation in the early 1900s.

Studying lynching plays written while the mob rermed a palpable threat has
revealed an unmistakable historical coherenceughcholars have long referred to
them as distinct entities, American theater and molence actually relied on each other
for meaningat the turn of the twentieth century. Recognizimg profound cooperation
between theater and lynching, African American argbbecame dramatists to create a
unique genre that addressed the fluid and dynaatiore of mob violence and its
(inherently theatrical and representational) fumtin American society.

To comprehend African Americans’ commitment to &s$ding lynching and

theater simultaneously, | rely on cultural theasyifs insistence upon the primacy of

10



language within culture. As theorists like Studall explain, culture provides the shared
frame of reference that allows us to understand whjgcts are and what words mean.
We cannot communicate without, or outside of, eeltuVithin a shared culture, we
“read” objects or bodies just as we read lettes word. For example, lynching could
not have been explained as a legitimate responsgsttegenation unless Americans
knew to identify black men as beasts and white woagevirgins. Once black and white
were “properly” understood, any intimacy betwedrslack man and white woman
became rape. If objects and bodies have no mganitside of culture, neither do
events. No reliable boundary exists between laggaad “actual’ events. The mob’s
actions thus told a story, one which made sensausedt worked in conjunction with
other stories like those in newspapers. In othemdg; the nation’s cultural conversation
about lynching was made up of bodies, events, laadiscourses about them. If
newspapers had not represented blacks as out-ttbrutes, then lynching would not
have seemed a rational response to black enframbkist. Likewise, if the lynching
ritual had not lent itself to exciting narrativéisen newspaper reporters and readers
would not have found it so interestihglo study lynching is to analyze a “cultural
conversation” made up of objects, actions, and siord

Working within this framework, it is clear thattdynching playwrights
interrupted a cultural conversation predicated laslinhumanity. This conversation
was dominated by the language of white supremtaists and novels, objects like

lynching photographs, and by institutionalized picgs such as southern sharecropping

" As Jacqueline Dowd Hall reports, newspapers did rginkie carry lengthy stories on lynching until
they became spectacular. Before that shift, they were pithtemaditfact notices.

11



and northern segregati8nThus, antilynching dramatists complicated anaalye
complex web of communication.

As | analyze that web of communication, many ofeownclusions are based on
inference. That is, | argue that tangible effectsieh as the existence and literary
characteristics of the plays—bear within them prafaheir causes. My logic moves
from effectsto causes because the dominant discourses that fyalddng also worked
to erase black subjectivity and humanity. | therefdeem the black-authored text as a
legitimate starting point for developing a fullectore of the historical period. By
reading from effects to causes, | privilege exatttht which was negated as lynching
flourished in our nation’s history: African Amerrc@erspectives. As cultural theorist
Hazel Carby, following Stuart Hall, might put itn order to speak/write at all, African
Americans engaged the dominant discursive practicgshaped their realities; their
texts therefore reveal the material conditions Hiatks had to resist if they were to
survive? Thus, the dramas themselves help explain whyltnevrights were driven to
pen them.

Inference is also key to this project becausectigeidence is often unavailable. |
cannot point to letters or diary entries that expl@hat motivated the writers of this

study to become antilynching playwrights, for exéampyet it is not clear that such

8 | am influenced here by Lisa Duggan’s discussion efithys in which narratives are imbedded in all
things cultural. Se8apphic Slashers: Sex, Violence, and American Moderityham: Duke UP 2000.

® Carby adapts Hall's argument in “Race, Articulation andi&ies structured in Dominance” to explain
why certain patterns developed in black women’s writitigs not that black women share a common
language; it is that language is “a terrain of power,” sogl@age is accented differently by competing
groups” (17). As a result, looking at a group’s cutyoroduction will bring into relief the “social relations
that inscribed them” (17). [See CarbReconstruction Womanhoagspecially 17-19, 95.] | take this idea
a step further to assert that we can better understand edunter-discourse emerges if we are willing to
beginnotwith the dominant discourse but with the discursive aetsrtsist it. It is a way of taking on its
own terms the language of the generally marginalized groafiieirthan further subordinating that
language to the more dominant discourses.
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testimonials would significantly alter my concluss Clearly, a number of black women
living in the midst of racial violence respondedftat violence by writing plays. It
makes sense then to assert that they sought to so@etal change through the power of
the word. Black women have long recognized theoiigmce of using the word to
challenge their life circumstances, and black woseholars have long identified the
resulting traditions.

For example, Carla PetersonDoers of the Worddentifies black women activists’
belief in the “performative power of the word” aB8dirley Logan, ifWe Are Coming,”
reminds us that they were encouraged by the idadtthe spoken word was [...] an
integral part in creation” (24). That is, many weonvinced that sowing a seed was not
enough; one also needed to speak over it (LoganR4Djifferent Kind of “Strange
Fruit” takes particular inspiration from Carla Petersohgwemonstrates that
nineteenth-century black women saw writing and kipggas vitally important
components of their political activism. Like thie@teenth-century black women
preachers, poets, and novelists that Petersorestuattilynching dramatists placed their
faith in the “performative power of the word—botho&en and written” (Peterson 3). In
becoming antilynching playwrights in the early twieth century, black women activists
further advanced a political agenda to which theyenalready committed. They
recognized that the performance of the word coeldged explicitly to answer the
denigrating images that emanated from the postiediage and from the nation’s
bloodied trees. Thus, as Peterson’s study enti880, my work picks up in the 1890s

and extends her concept into the "postBellum/prigarera®

19 Charles Chesnutt used this term to refer to those blatdrswho labored before the New Negro
Renaissance emerged to support their efforts. His wordsheped inspire the forthcoming essay

13



Black women in the early twentieth century trustesl power of language to fight
lynching because they knew that mobs relied oressptation. They realized that they
must oppose not just physical violence but alsostbkenceinherentin how the race was
represented. Thus, Grimké, Dunbar-Nelson, and slieicessors became “doers of the
word” who sought to effect social change by couatng representational violence—a
powerful byproduct of American modernism. As inhadization, urbanization, and
technology permeated society, creating and digtnigunedia became easier and less
expensive. Magazines, newspapers, and films beozone appealing, and transportation
allowed for their wider distribution. Improved aimtreasingly centralized railroad
systems also gave Americans greater access thehtet, as acting troupes could visit
previously inaccessible towns. Finally, photogsaploved to be an ever more popular
technology that allowed people to form impressioh&ar-away places, make judgments
about events, and feel confident in their assesentdipeople they had never met.

Antilynching dramatists responded to damaging irsagfehe race by addressing
primarily blackaudiences. They wanted to ensure that blackedatithternalize the
mob’s justifications. Those writing at the centarfurn recognized that black identity
was being formed during this transitional periaahirpost-Emancipation to modernity
and that African Americans’ self-conceptions womlevitably be shaped by the images
that they encountered.

In the early 1900s, African Americans had only relyegone from being

property to being able to own property. They néedeadjust to this new social position,

collection that examines this period as not just the “nddac® relations” as Rayford Logan termed it, but
as a period of active black cultural production. Edite@agbara McCaskill and Caroline Gebhakbst-
Bellum/Pre-Harlem: African American Literature and Culiufl877 -191%s forthcoming from New York
University Press.
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and also to contend with those whites who founohgettling. Surrounded in the South
by whites who expressed their anxiety through tssoil violence, African Americans
migrated north in large numbers. Many associategglation with opportunity, but it was
also accompanied by additional challenges, inclyiditraracial class conflict. Northern
black elites believed in the necessity of adhetingtrict standards of propriety as a
means of countering white representations of Afridéaericans as criminals, beasts, and
buffoons.

As blacks sought to preserve healthy conceptiotlseshselves, they found it
necessary to draw on spiritual resources. Manye@dnto the African American
tradition of adopting Christianity in dynamic ardifl ways. Blacks often saw
themselves as unjustly persecuted, much as Jesis$ dd been, but they did not
necessarily assume that enduring abuse in thisvienecessary for a better afterlife. As
theology scholar JoAnne Terrell argues, since sjalkacks have held love and justice in
close relationship, believing that those who cleonove God should fight for justice.
Accordingly, generations of African Americans han only recognized white Christian
hypocrisy, but they have also answered the trawitisong “Are Ye Soldiers of the
Cross?” with hymns of their own, including “I am tre Battlefield for My Lord” and
“I'm a Soldier in the Army of the Lord” (Terrell 534). African Americans have
identified with Christ the Warrior (Old Testamenf much as Christ the sacrificial lamb
(New Testament). Therefore, Terrell insists, themdency to ally themselves with the
story of the cross arose precisely because the stmtains a prophesy of retribution for

those who persecuted Jesus (54). Influenced byrimlition, antilynching plays often
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cast mob victims as Christ figures, but do not éeeaders and viewers with the
impression that the death is justified.

Thus, Christianity was engaged in a complex fasbipantilynching
dramatists—as was every other issue raised inwWwrks. The playwrights refused to
offer simple conclusions to their texts, and thegided any suggestion that there might
be a clear solution to the problems that the chhara¢ace. By extension, the plays
themselves testify that there is no easy way otheftlilemmas that Black Americans
encounter. In every instance, the plays depictathers discussing pressing issues and
testifying to individual truths; the genre is dowried by intense conversations and
numerous valid testimonies. In this way, the wsiteoved beyond reactionary protest to
proactive racial affirmation, and they did so imsps where they and their audiences
could escape not only white assumptions about htsktity but also white expectations
of theatricality.

In fact, these plays were significant preciselyshese they did not reach
Broadway. As a result, the scripts require modetolars to remember that theatrical
power can exist outside of commercial venues. Hwehe absence of professional
productions, drama can (and did) perform importatural work in community theaters,

churches, schools, and even in black familieshiiiooms.

Dramatic Interventions
As both literary text and cultural artifact, antibhing plays, much like newspaper
clippings or photographs, are remnants of a speliftorical moment. They bear the

imprint of contemporaneous dominant racist idea@sgeven as they resist them. Thus,
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as | examine the emergence of this genre, | adoppproach similar to Hazel Carby’s
account of the rise of black women’s novels: “Maslz premise is that the [early
lynching plays] of black women should be read rsopassive representations of history
but as active influence within history. In otheords, | am considering [the plays] not
only as determined by the social conditions witlilrich they were produced but also as
cultural artifacts which shape the social condgitimey enter” (95). By writing these
plays, Grimké, Dunbar-Nelson, and their succedsecame “doers of the word” who
used language to make a material difference.

One way that antilynching plays shaped culturabitbons was to influence their
audience’s perceptions of the black body. The dtests wrote amidst mob violence and
black-face minstrelsy, and they understood thaetfextiveness of both of these
theatrical productions hinged on how the audiereel the black body. In the lynching
ritual, the brutalized body represented white powarthe stage, black-face masks
humorously but unmistakably communicated who wasamathy of citizenship.
Admirable black families dominated domestic nowdlghe 1890s, such dsla Leroy
andContending Forcest was now time to create domestically succedsiatk
characters in dramatic texts. To this end, antiymg playwrights worked to alter
representations of black corporeality, creatingatizrs in domestic interiors who sat
quietly, read, or sewed, activities that previotrgogs never allowed of black bodies.

To the extent that they were successful in chantfiadlack body’s signifying
power, the dramatists created a space for changiag lynching itself meant. For if the
black body was not inherently immoral—if it coukbresent something other than

immorality and degradation—then lynching was netified. If dignified representation
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was possible, then lynching was not a responstatk bbarbarity and not just a physical
act committed upon nameless bodies. Rather, itangagn of white barbarity and a
spiritual violation visited upon honorable blacknmrend their families. By rejecting the
image of a limp and isolated body hanging from@etrdhe playwrights affirmed that
lynched black men were connected to institutiords@mmunities. It is not a
coincidence, then, that lynching drama worked it Bmmough those very communities
and institutions—especially the black home, chuasid school.

If black writers worked to change what lynching mieahey also hoped to alter
what the theater could accomplish. They understbatithe mainstream stage generated
a discourse that defined African Americans as norenis who must be contained if not
destroyed. In this climate, they could not userdras it existed. They needed to alter
its basic conventions and aesthetic tendencieprelsenting more complex black images,
African American dramatists worked to create atifyrethat could affirm their humanity
in ways that conventional theater, as a rule, did They worked to transform
theatricality itself from a mode that solidifiedalbks’ position as non-citizens to one that
further established their right to full citizenship

Certainly, in the essays and speeches of FredBockylass, Anna Julia Cooper,
and lda B. Wells, the playwrights found modelsdabverting the systems of
representation that were designed to oppress thamdrawing attention to the ways in
which antilynching plays adopted and modified earAfrican American discourse, |
guestion the assumption—inherent in much scholamshiblack theater—that black

authors simply accepted the agenda and convendfadhe white-led folk theater

" The likenesses between the plays and earlier black discoursead@esult from some inherent
similarity among blacks that transcends time and spaceucdeo The similarities simply indicate the
degree to which the ideologies surrounding black Americamsined consistent.
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movement made prominent by playwrights Ridgely &oce and Eugene O’Neill.
Scholars consistently represent the link betweemihite folk movement and black
playwrights like Willis Richardson as a straightvf@rd trajectory—assuming that black
playwrights happily adopted the tools of this large@vement and became a sub-set of it.
As a result, black drama histories routinely lailack-authored texts “folk drama,” even
when these resist that movement’s assumptions @meeations. My work questions this
tendency and indeed locates inspiration for eddgkdrama within earlier black-

authored texts.

Antilynching Drama as Invisible Fruit

Because antilynching drama marks a rich locussafas and ideas, one wonders
why black theater scholars, historians, and litecaitics have all overlooked it. Why
has each field underestimated the genre’s impogtand remained unaware of the
relationship between theater and lynching thaigihlights? In order to answer these
guestions, | examine the formative texts of bldwater history, prominent histories of
the antilynching crusade, and full-length studiekyioching in literature. In each case,
disciplinary biases have prevented scholars frarogeizing the significance of
antilynching drama.

Black theater scholars have been best poised teeipfe antilynching drama.
Their neglect of the genre is especially puzzlimge turn-of-the-century activists called
for black writers to become dramatists at the same that the stage began explicitly

endorsing mob violence. In 1906, Thomas Dixonestablished production companies
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to bring his historical romanckhe Clansmaito life. The actors traveled throughout the
United States performing a play version of the howkich featured proud Ku Klux
Klansmen and burning crosses (Gunning 28-29). ésg®d with Dixon’s dramatic
renditions of white supremacist ideology, D. W.f€&h recruited him to write the
screenplay fofrhe Birth of a Natiomnwhich debuted in 1915. The movie portrays black
men as brutes who must be controlled through vegdeand its message was well
received. It ran for eleven months and was ttgt film screened at the White House.
After seeing it, President Woodrow Wilson remarK&ds like writing history with
lightning. And my only regret is that it is all serribly true” (Cripps 52). As literary
historian Sandra Gunning explains, the film wag#aential that “its opening in Atlanta
marked the reorganization of the Ku Klux Klan i thventieth century” (29).

Dixon’s stage success heightened African Americangreness in the early
1900s that drama and lynching were intertwinedy #treew that they could not afford to
ignore either phenomenon. Many demonstrated Vvi8th was scheduled to arrive in
their towns? Blacks did not simply protest Dixon’s script, hewer; they also wrote
their own. Angelina Weld Grimké drafted her amithing playRachelas early as 1914
turning to drama to address racial violence evdorb@irth’s triumphant debut (Hull
117-23). After the filmwas widely endorsed, black intellectuals sougtituplicate
Grimké’s efforts. In 1915, the same year as Digaiccess, W.E.B. Du Bois called for

black-authored plays and created a drama comnuiitben the NAACP. The committee

12 African American leaders worked to limit the film’s impactAmerican minds. NAACP headquarters
supplied branch offices with model protest letters and ngvespippings documenting the violence that
the movie inspired in peaceful cities. Such information gave @fice a head start when trying to
persuade local officials to censor all or part of the fi@rigps 63). However, there were also more
physical protests. In April 1915, black Bostonians gaithén the streets and in the lobby of the
(segregated) theater that was showing the film. William fderrotter cut short his speaking tour to join
the demonstration and was assaulted by police while speaijangsathe film in the theater lobby. For
more information, see Thomas Cripféow Fade to Blaclespecially 59-60.
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sponsored a production of Grimkd&achelin March of 191§Perkins4). With this
production, Grimké'RRachelbegan an important tradition: African Americansub
now consistently write serious, non-musical scripts

Rachelinspired many, but its impact has been underestiunas scholars locate
the origin of black drama in the mid-1920s, nearlyecade after Grimké’s playas
produced?* Willis Richardson and Langston Hughes are dulibhedathers of African
American drama largely because they enjoyed Brogdweacess. Richardson’s one-act

The Chip Woman’s Forturtecame the first black-authored play to reach Bragdn

13 Grimké’s debut is significant not because she was thedimsrite serious drama, but because hers was
the first black-authored drama to be executed by black dotoasbroad audience on a semi-professional
stage. Befor®achelblack-authored dramas were either not produced or were brioulifietby amateurs

in churches in schools. Of course, such productionsrgrertant. In fact, antilynching drama would not
have existed without these small shows. Neverthelessngiaet of Grimké’s work stemmed from the fact
that it drew a relatively large interracial audience.

“Non-musical” is important here. Certainly, impottarogress had already been made by performers.
For example, the Hyers Sisters performed musicalJikeof BondagandPeculiar Samn the nineteenth
century. These women were quite famous and performed musitiaigolitical messages. Nevertheless,
these shows add to a musical tradition that diverges froffethiimate” drama that African Americans
felt was necessary at the turn of the century.

“Legitimate” (non-musical) theater efforts began in(82th the African Grove acting troupe in
Harlem. They were active at least two seasons, usually penfp@hiakespeare or Broadway hits. Samuel
Hay gives a thorough history of their activities in mgaduction toAfrican American Theatre: An
Historical and Critical Analysisand George Thompson, Jr. critiques Hajpotumentary History of the
African Theatre.Thompson even asserts that we have mis-named this histeaiet group.

1 The term “drama” refers to written plays, whereas “theater” isi@ meneral term and includes both
written text and performance. Though many acknowledge black#&vement on stage before the 1920s,
scholars often begin in the 1920s when referring tosphaytten by blacks.

Also note: As | retrace the history of black-authoreh-musical plays, | focus on plays that were
published. Archival research is important, but my tagie is to provide historical and theoretical context
for texts that are available to us but widely misunderst®eforeRache] serious black-authored scripts
were executed on the amateur stage. Between 1901 and 191dYjiabavis Chapman Tillman
published four dramas through the AME Book ConcernTdrel AME Church Reviewlhese plays were
specifically written for production in elementary and Sunsighyools. Se&he Works oKatherine Davis
Chapman TillmarfNew York: Oxford UP, 1991) and Claudia Tate’s thorougloduction for more
information.

Two plays for a more general audience were written b&firé: William Wells Brown'sThe Escape,
or a Leap for Freedon(l858)andCaleb, the Degenera{@901) by Joseph Cotter, SThe Escap&as not
staged, but Brown toured the country giving dramatic readifidnere is no evidence thaalebwas
staged, and Sterling Brown virtually dubs it “unactablgSee his introduction to Drama Negro
Caravan. Ira Aldridge and Victor Sejour also wrote significadnamas during the 1800s. However, they
both left the United States in their late teens and remaineddbficherefore, to the extent that they are not
written for African American actors or for American audiencesry tilays do not help shape the American
theater tradition.
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1923, and HughesBhe Mulatto,albeit revised in ways that he did not authorioegan
an unprecedented two-year run on Broadway in 1935.

A study of antilynching plays yields a history d&tk drama that diverges
radically from accepted narratives. The playsleingle the assumptions upon which
many black theater histories are built, most ngtéid assumption that a play is most
significant when it reaches white theatergoersnitrally, even though black theater
historians decry Broadway’s exclusion of black mlaghts, their anthologies and
histories nonetheless privilege “The Great WhiteyWay most passionately praising
those whose work was brought to life on mainstretages? They often elevate Willis
Richardson for reaching Broadway, and discount &gimall the while forgetting that
Richardson’s decision to become a playwright oadiafter he saw GrimkéRachel
(Gray 12, 14).

Still, the primary reason that women antilynchimgrdatists remain undervalued
is that modern scholars leave unexamined the bthaeshe earliest black theater
historians held. In 1927, Howard University prei@s Alain Locke and Montgomery
Gregory released the first anthology devoted tggptiepicting African American life.
Because it was compiled and edited during the 1,921@gs of Negro Life: A Sourcebook

of Native American Dramhas taken a place of honor within black theatbokaship.

For example, in 1972, theater greats Woodie King and RbreMntroduced theiBlack Drama
Anthologythusly: “Until quite recently, so-called Negro plays welays about Negroes written by whites
to be viewed by a white audienclo attempto change this pattern occurred until the mid-fiftigerathe
demise of the ‘Negro theaters’ in Harlem when the fashiertaiyht out’ in Harlem became
unfashionable” (vii, my emphasis). This statement canngtaven remotely true unless one takes
commercial houses to be the most significant venues. SeeaKthililiner,Black Drama AnthologiNew
York: Columbia UP, 1972].

The term “Great White Way” is often used in theater schiolate refer to Broadway. See, for
example, theater historian Susan Curfidige First Black Actors on the Great White Wa&olumbia:
University of Missouri Press, 1998. (Her study is dlamiors on Broadway, so it is not an example of the
Broadway bias that | say has unjustifiably pushed writleesGrimké to the periphery.)
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Unfortunately, we have allowed our respect for ¢htwgo pioneers to soften our critical
gaze. Thatis, we have not questioned their biasehave we analyzed the social forces
that shaped their monumental collection. In thicat essays supplementing the
selected primary texts, Locke and Gregory decl#ratiblacks entered the legitimate
American stage in 1917, the year in which AfricameXican actors portrayed black
characters in white playwright Ridgely Torrenc&laee Plays of Negro Life.ocke
specifically credits Torrence, Eugene O’Neill, &alil Green with having the
“pioneering genius” that made the years 1917 to/182“experimental and
groundbreaking decade” (iSimilarly, Gregory asserts that the productio ofrence’s
plays “mark[ed] thdirst importantmovement in the development of an authentic drama
of Negro life andhe establishmerdf Negro Theatre” (“Chronology” 410, my italics).

As editors, Locke and Gregory deem April 5, 19X7nf@re important than the day
Rachelwas staged in March 1916. For them, it was Toeemco stimulated the
development of “the legitimate drama of Negro life(411). Why Torrence and not
Grimké? Gregory erases all doubt when he excldifts, the first time Broadway

beheld Negro actors in serious drama” (411, my exrsish.

Locke and Gregory’s biases are understandable bedhay sought to establish
Howard as the nation’s training ground for blackater professionals. They could not
afford to alienate white playwrights, theater cstior academics who could bring
national attention to their program. If Broadwagsanthe nation’s standard, blacks must
aspire to it in order to gain respect. Rather #ugue for new standards, they essentially
said to their prospective colleagues in the theatdrthe academy, “Yes, you're right;

Broadway marks theatrical greatness!”
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Concerned with the viability of their new departrnas much as aesthetics,
Locke and Gregory did not rigorously support a blpaywright until Willis Richardson.
As Richardson recalls in his memoir, “Locke andd@emy had a difficult time getting the
consent of the [white] president of the universibd the head of the English department.
It was quite all right for them to stage a playttemn by a white writer at a black
university, but a play by a Black writer was tooeréo be considered” (qtd. on Gray 17).
Meanwhile, Richardson caught the attention of threatanager Raymond O’Neill, a
move that very quickly made him acceptable to HalWaniversity administration. In
January 1923, RichardsorChip Woman’s Fortungas produced by O’Neil’'s Chicago-
based Ethiopia Players. Three short months lateegan a two-week run at Howard
University (Gray 17).

Black theater scholars have been aware of the pdwemics that affected
pioneers like Locke and Gregory. Nevertheless,anodcholars have accepted the
narrative they put forth without accounting for skedorces. Locke and Gregory credited
Torrence with inaugurating black theater insteaGouiké, and so have we. They
labeled April 5, 1917 as the beginning of blacknadgaand so have we. They maintained
that Ridgely Torrence and Eugene O’Neill were thtlysts for black writers’ dramatic
efforts, and we have taken their word at face valM#thout hesitation, we have traced a
line of influence from Torrence and O’Neill to blaplaywrights, rarely wondering at the
context of Locke and Gregory’s remarks.

If Locke and Gregory were determined to promotelblaaywrights rather than
continue to rely solely on Torrence and O’Neilllays, then Richardson was a safe

choice. Unlike Grimké, he was not unapologeticdihgct in his treatment of white
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racism. Rather than focusing on how whites viamilacks, Richardson decided to
concentrate on African Americans’ interactions vadtch other. Just as importantly,
Richardson conscientiously networked with whiteyplauses and managers. Because
black theater scholarship has inherited so muain ftocke and Gregory, Richardson has
easily eclipsed Grimké—even though he creditedaitr motivating his own
playwriting *°

The initial approval that Richardson received froocke, Gregory, and white
theater professionals allowed him to become a éneaitic in his own right. In 1930, he
edited a black drama anthology that has furthepeth@ur understanding of black
theater’s development. Published in partnershtp Woward University history
professor Carter G. Woodson, Richardsdtays and Pageants from the Life of the
Negroimmediately distinguished itself from Locke ande@ory’s volume by focusing on
black-authored material. While Locke had publistwith a white firm and included
many white-authored plays to garner mainstreamilgititg, Richardson aimed to serve a
black audience that could use his anthology in slsh@@Gray xxiv). From elementary
school to college, African Americans were conspihp missing from the curriculum;
Richardson and Woodson offered a remedy. Stalcivllection omits Grimké and her
immediate successors because their plays caltiatteio inequities and injustices. This
literature fell outside of the anthology’s missirbuild self-esteem by focusing on
African Americans and their history rather thaniatidg whites. In addition, many
antilynching one-acts incorporate dialect; teaclkersd better use a book that helped

sharpen students’ ability to read “standard” ErmgliRichardson’s volume was much

18 Richardson often said in interviews that he returned eeingRacheldetermined to write drama of his
own. He felt certain that he could do better. See Christifigr&y's biographyillis Richardson,
Forgotten Pioneer of African-American Dram#/est Port, CT: Greenwood Press, 1999.
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needed; yet, to the extent that scholars lookitodarly collection for insights on black
theater historyPlays and Pageantioes not disrupt the tendency to discount
antilynching drama.

As a foundational scholarly study, Edith Isaddseé Negro in the American
Theatre(1947) rigidified and legitimized the early anthgists’ practice of placing
Broadway at the center of black theater histogaats structured her monograph around
April 5, 1917 when African Americans received “feapportunities. According to
Isaacs, events prior to that date are to be urmtetsts preparation for the opportunity
later offered by Torrence. Though the “Great WNitay” accepted comedians like
Williams and Walker from 1898 to 1909, black acteexye completely exiled from it
between 1910 and 1917. During this time, theyteckapportunities for themselves in
Harlem theaters like the Lincoln and Lafayette.e3dhouses flourished commercially
and allowed black actors to perfect their craft, Isaacs names the chapter devoted to
this period “An Interlude.” It is not surprisingdt Isaac, who was so inspired by Locke
that she dedicated her book to him also margindzeilynching dramatists.

The power of accepted trajectories to shape sidiofais clear even in the more
recent work of Elizabeth Brown-Guillory and KathgrRins who seek specifically to
recuperate black women’s dramatic contributionsov-Guillory’s Their Place on the
Stage(1988) is a book-length study of Alice Childrelssrraine Hansberry, and Ntozake
Shange rather than a comprehensive treatment ci tllamen in the theater. Because it
is such a monumental text, however, it has shapegearceptions of black theater history

and women'’s place within it. The title of the openessay “Black Theatre Tradition and

" |saac’s book dedication reads: “To Alain Locke [b]ecause &restihe faith that the arts provide a firm
and rewarding two-way passage for men of good will ofeaés, creeds and cultures, everywhere.”
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Women Playwrights of the Harlem Renaissance” sugdbat the chapter will spotlight
pioneers like Grimké; ultimately, however, it folle patterns that diminish black
women’s achievements. After referencing WilliamIl&/&rown’s 1858 playlhe
EscapeBrown-Guillory asserts that there was no majonagtagain until “two
occurrences marked a revolution in black theatrad. wshered in the Harlem
Renaissance” (2). Those two events? First, thmadton of the NAACP an@risis
magazine, and Du Bois’s use of them to promotekiditarature. Second, April 5, 1917
(Brown-Guillory 2). Because Brown-Guillory accepitese moments as the catalysts for
black drama, the women of her study can serve aslgupplements to a larger
movement. She explains: “[Harlem Renaissance wan@matists] are crucial to any
discussion of the development of black playwritingAmerica because they provide the
feminine perspective, and their voices give creddgndhe notion that there was a ‘New
Negro’ in America (Brown-Guillory 4).

Yet Grimké wrote her play before Du Bois founded NMAACP drama committee
in 1915 and long befor@risis began offering drama contests in 1924; hence nitaoge
likely that she was an inspiration for Du Bois.v&i this reality, Grimké and her women
colleagues did not just "give credence to" thearotf a New Negro; they inspired much
of the activity that created this figure. Thushaugh Brown-Guillory provides one of
the most thorough analyses of black women playwsigiontributions, her conclusions
are limited by the inherited notion that black wanteegan writing only after
encouragement from great men like Du Bois, and imtsisupplement images offered

by white playwrights beginning in April 1917.
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In her 1989 anthologBlack Female Playwright¥athy Perkins’s introduction
puts forth much the same picture. Perkins crédlit8ois with inspiring black
playwriting and maintains that such writing “...wasegponse to the works of white
dramatists who in the 1920s attempted to capt@wdldck experience through dramatic
works” (Perkins 4). Ultimately, neither Brown-Goily nor Perkins represents women as
influential shapers of black drama history, busftisilargely because their studies
emerged when black women were not included in driaistary at all. These scholars
were therefore more interested in writing womerypiaghts into accepted histories than
in challenging those histories. Without questioran now work toward revising the
accepted historical narrative precisely becausegars like Brown-Guillory and Perkins
placed black women dramatists firmly within it.

Theater historians Randolph Edmonds, James Ha&thShine, and Bernard
Peterson also established the foundation upon wibakid. While their work does not
present Grimké, Alice Dunbar-Nelson, Mary Burrdhd Georgia Douglas Johnson as
major influences, their inclusion of these womea halped to make my work possible.
In 1971, Randolph Edmonds wrote on essay for Sakmeeich’'sAmerican Theatre: A
Sum of its Parts This ambitious essay covers the period 170®@%®1 Early on,
Edmonds refers to April 1917, but he does so ontlimthe larger context of the many
performances, writers, and actors who helped tddk dramatic traditions. Rather
than elevating Torrence as someone who gave btdoksahe opportunity of a lifetime,
Edmonds summarizes his plays along with severarsttinat were written by whites and
performed by black actors. Edmonds does not sipedétail of antilynching plays but—

because he does not unequivocally praise Broadwa/seholarship makes room for
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appreciating their importance. Broadway figuresnpinently in the essay, but he asserts
what most critics had not: “Perhaps the most pawerfluence upon the development
of the Negro in the legitimate drama of Americ#ghis Little Theatre Movement among
black colleges, universities, and communities” (41Bdmonds ends by discussing these
community theaters, arguing that they providedsthengest foundation for African
Americans’ dramatic endeavors.

In 1974, James Hatch and Ted Shine ed#iagk Theatre U.S.A: Forty-five Plays
by Black Americans, 1847-197As the first attempt at a comprehensive antholdgy,
narrates black theater history in ways that dodmxtount antilynching drama. Of the
forty-five works in the collection, five are antilghing plays although they are not
categorized as such. When Hatch co-editest Plays of the Harlem Renaissamte
1996, howeveris introduction included an overview of antilynegidrama. Finally,
because of the sheer breadth of his book projBetsiard Peterson’s accounts of black
theater history acknowledge antilynching dramas fdference texts—includirigarly
Black American Playwrights and Dramatic Writers gTAfrican American Theatre
Directory, 1860-1960andProfiles of African American Stage Performers ahedtre
People, 1816-1966-do not analytically reshape our conception of bldeater history
or aggressively expand the narrow narrative thatidates it, but they have laid the
foundation for me to do so.

If black theater scholars overlook antilynchingrdeawhen they use Broadway as
the standard for cultural significance, historihase overlooked it because drama does
not seem to them an important tool for politicahbe. United States histories focus on

organizations like the NAACP and activities likéhying to tell the story of civic
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empowerment, but antilynching drama demands a leretidefinition of political
activism. Robert Zangrandot$ie NAACP Crusade Against Lynchimgs shaped all
scholarly discussions of antilynching activism siiis publication in 198 His text is
crucial because it documents the many ways in wiieiUnited States government
resisted legislating measures that would protestkbtitizens from mob violence. As he
tells the story of those who worked to influence gfovernment, Zangrando focuses on
traditional activities like lobbying, implying thatt is generally outside of the realm of
politics and that “good” art avoids political ovenes. Yet, because it consistently
marginalizes them, Zangrando’s work calls attentamather facets of the struggle to end
lynching such as antilynching drama. Thus, broadgthe definition of political

activism to include drama deepens our understarwfitige antilynching campaign.

In fact, antilynching drama arose from a complexasption of political
involvement because turn-of-the-century activistdarstood the links between mob
violence and early American theater. Mainstreasnaii representations justified
violence against blacks by depicting them as subdmny and early American theater was
aggressively taking its place as one of the mostepiul venues for promoting this
project. Consequently, NAACP leaders prote&eth of a Nationbut they also called
for black-authored plays with more realistic imag®ghile negative portrayals warranted
boycotts, picketing, and national letter-writingrgaaigns, leaders also placed a premium
on scripts that favorably depicted African AmerisaThey did not see antilynching

drama as separate from political activism. Thédagspwere not creative accessories to

18 please note the distinction between histories of lynchidghistories of antilynching activism. | do not
presume to re-write the history of lynching. | am intev@sn how the fight against it has been
characterized and how the dramatists suggest importastoresi If interested in more general histories of
lynching, see for example James Cutléysch Law(1905), Arthur Raper'§he Tragedy of Lynching
(1933) or Phillip Dray’s 2002At the Hands of Persons Unknown.
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the movement; they were very much a part of it.itMg, reading, staging, and viewing
these plays worked in conjunction with efforts &sg antilynching legislation. Black
drama was therefore much more than a polemicsa alirtured African Americans
psychologically and spiritually so that they coldter stand strong as a political
constituency. Indeed, these plays helped fornspimual bedrock that inspired blacks
to oppose the race’s slaughter.

Besides discounting the spiritual, emotional, asgcpological dimensions of
antilynching activism, Zangrando’s focus on trazhal politics yielded a male-
dominated portrait of the antilynching campaigrt fleaninist historians have revised.
The most influential histories of women’s antilymudy activities have come in the form
of biographies: Jacquelyn Dowd Hall's accountedsk Daniel Ames and studies of Ida
B. Wells-Barnett from Linda McMurry and Patriciatfg&chter. These biographies are
indispensable; they thoroughly contextualize tkalvjects by analyzing the social and
political forces informing their efforts. They alprovide insights regarding the ways in
which class, race, gender, and sexuality influenbed effectiveness. Still, because
these biographies focus on an individual and gaéntas exceptional, they must be
supplemented if we are to appreciate the tremendongeration and community-
building that antilynching efforts required. Lik&all, McMurry, and Schechter, | see
biography as an important way of recovering histarevents, but | spotlight groups of
women. | create a collective biography of antilyimg playwrights and discuss the work
of the Anti-Lynching Crusaders, whom Zangrando atgred to be a “women’s

auxiliary” of the NAACP*®

19 Actually, because Hall writes about Jesse Daniel Ames, heotaiges on the efforts of white women
who organized in 1930, years after most of the antilyncpiags were written. Still, | have been
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Because women played a larger role in political ements than many histories
have suggested, feminist historians have workewteect the oversights that have long
kept women on the periphery. Though we can neveumhent all that women endured at
the turn of the twentieth century, revisionist argts (including this one) illuminate at
least one truth extraordinarily well: when womethasts faced obstacles, they
continued their work by developing new tools. Blammen empowered themselves by
not relying solely on large organizations and tiadal methods. Ida B. Wells valued
speaking tours as much as NAACP conventions; thelAmching Crusaders valued
prayer as much as lobbying; and playwrights vaheaahing small all-black audiences as
much as others sought Broadway acclaim. In eash, ddack women disregarded the
false boundaries between politics and religionrar a

While adding to a tradition of woman-centered higtthis study nevertheless
complicates conversations among feminist schollsfgst early antilynching plays were
written by women but none mentions women lynchirist so many twenty-first century
readers assume that the authors subordinated Wiamlen’s struggles in order to place
black male victimization at the center. My workkaa no such assumption and thus
problematizes this modern tendency...while not dismgthe concerns underpinning it.
Ever since woman-centered scholarship began gaingtigutional authority, black
feminist critics have called attention to mainstnef@minism’s tendency to cast “men”
and “patriarchy” as women’s enemies. Some blaokrests have argued that such

characterizations do not work for black women bseawacism links their destinies to

influenced by Hall's methodology in that she is interestathcovering history through biography.
(Ames’s Association of Southern Women for the Prevertdfdrynching was founded in 1930.)

32



black men’s® Antilynching playwrights support this asserticechuse they consistently
portray women characters who defend their fatleenss, and brothers. The characters
and their creators clearly believe that black mamd women'’s plights were intertwined.

Just as surely, however, the plays demand thahakeage certain trends in
black feminist criticism, most especially thosetttnaat racial solidarity as a ruse that
worked on naive women of a bygone gravly work insists that, though none of the
plays references women lynch victims, the playwisghere not necessarily
subordinating gender oppression to racial opprassinstead, they grappled with the
dominant ideologies of their time. The dramatistew that the myth of the black rapist
depended on perceptions of the black woman as whidrerefore, in defending black
male character, they simultaneously defended tveir. By not assuming that twenty-
first century perspectives should take precedereethe playwrights’, my work engages
ongoing debates among feminist and womanist scholbile keeping the playwrights’
concerns primary. After all, their texts (not dugsapple with the specific forces that
characterized the turn of the twentieth century.

In addition to expanding discussions in women'dissiand suggesting revisions
of black theater history and U.S. history, thisjpcb supplements existing literary

analyses of lynching literature by considering argdeft unaddressed. The two major

% This argument has taken many forms. For example, arky tvar exposes what Alice Walker called
“white female chauvinism” can be said to explore the ways intwiiltite women'’s attitudes toward black
women can prevent “sisterhood.” Certainly, a striking exangpHazel Carby’s “White Woman, Listen!
Black Feminism and the Boundaries of Sisterhood.”

% Here, | want to call attention to what | see as a ptetk Machgposture. Because Michele Wallace so
forcefully exposed the role that misogyny played in Blackawalism and the fight for civil rights, many
who did not live through that period can come dangerousbedto viewing earlier generations of women
as naive. For those who came of age after not only CighitRi but also after Wallace publishgldck
Macho and the Myth of the SuperwoniBiew York: Dial Press, 1979), it is sometimes diffidol identify
with women of an earlier era. Of course, one problem reitirsing to think in pr&lack Machaerms is
that one’s refusal often derives from an inability to et éven that option comes out of a particular
historical moment—a moment shaped by the existence of Walkes¢'and the price she paid in
publishing it.
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studies of lynching in United States literature—dian Harris’sExorcising Blackness
and Sandra GunningRace, Rape, and Lynchingeeus on novels, short stories, poems,
and essays. When drama enters their purviewmesan the form of pro-lynching
drama like Thomas Dixon Jr.’s or post-1960s plégd teflect an overtly militant Black
Arts Movement orientation. Early antilynching drais simply never mentioned. My
study enriches literary explorations of the subgctinalyzing the texts that countered
Dixon’s and that laid the (constantly unacknowlet)jgeundation for the black
dramatists of the 1960s and 1970s.

It is also important to note that antilynching deadoes not figure in the work of
Harris and Gunning because their work examinesviyes in which brutality against the
black body has shaped the American literary imdgina Harris’s 1986 study focuses on
African American authors’ tendency to reproduceltbgors visited on black bodies; in
particular, castration has proved “repulsively adipg” to black writers (5). In 1996,
Sandra Gunning expanded such inquiry to accouriidtr black and white authors. She
asserts, for example, that lynching discourse ldrageconceptions of masculinity and
power that both black and white writers acceptad.a result, there is sometimes more
similarity than difference in texts written by wéisupremacists and writers now
identified as progressive (8, 12). Together, Haand Gunning trace the ways in which
the American literary imagination has been haubtethe physical violence that the
country permitted against its darker citizens,thig approach discounts more subtle
articulations. Because the earliest lynching ptiysiot portray or describe physical
violence, Harris in fact asserts that their writerscould almost be accused of disguising

the horrors that serve as the impetus to their W@Before the Strength” 32). In my
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study, | insist that antilynching playwrights wouldve us appreciate less graphic, but
equally haunting, representations of the destrad¢tiat mobs caused.

Studying antilynching drama has exposed the fatsmtlaries that have shaped
the inquiries of those working in three major feeldOur earliest and most foundational
black drama anthologies and histories privilegeamay, and many histories of
antilynching activism focus on large organizatiansl traditional political activities.
Meanwhile, literary studies have typically overledkearly black drama to examine
scripts written during the overtly militant Blackt& Movement of the 1960s and 1970s.
To similar effect, literary scholars have been materested in authors who use the
mutilated black body as shorthand for lynching degion. This study offers significant
revisions of such tendencies—hoping that scholdtcantemplate why and how the
devastated black home, and the genre that souttmépresented it, became invisible.
A Different Kind of “Strange Fruit’attends to how turn-of-the-century African
Americans grappled with representation. Treativagrttexts in conjunction with modern
criticism, | hope to produce a productive tensiuat suggests the validity of recognizing

the theory embedded in imaginative texts.

Antilynching Drama as a Fruit of Black Labor

Chapters 1 and 2 @f Different Kind of “Strange Fruitrevise accepted histories
in order to account for the emergence of antilyngldrama at the turn of the twentieth
century. | identify the forces that sparked thedh#or such texts as well as the conditions
that allowed black writers to produce them. ChaptéMinstrel Fathers, Literary

Daughters,” argues that much of the inspiratiorarfy twentieth-century African
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American dramatists resided in nineteenth-centlagkotheater. Though we often think
of early black performers as anything but politicalavvy, black minstrelsy and musical
comedy forged a path for the playwrights by engadgine politics of representation.
Black men and women on and behind the stage labonetious ways to gain control of
theater as a mechanism of representation, anduthmately attracted a black audience
that demanded black-authored scripts. As | uncthetegacy of the black stage, |
eliminate the false boundaries between theatesriyistind drama history that sometimes
lead scholars to assume that minstrels and musica¢dians only provided New Negro
playwrights with examples of whabtto do. Instead, | argue that these performers
actually created theater that was variously abdmytfor, and near African Americans
long before Du Bois identified these as the critéor black theater in the 1920s.
Protest drama grew from much more than a staggitnachowever, so Chapter
2, “Why Drama, Why Now?,” provides a cultural histof the 1890s and early 1900s
that focuses on off-stage catalysts. | contentlitbeause African Americans of the
period saw themselves as modern citizens, but stareunded by depictions that
negated that self-conception, they constantly lddke new ways to represent
themselves That is, African Americans searched fdoeumthat was not hostile to black
self-representation andi@mthat could accurately represent black identityisTmapter
follows early twentieth-century blacks who engagethis quest. | account for the ways
in which migration and the NAACP, for example, offd various forms and forums that
eventually disappointed many black women and iespihem to create the form of
antilynching drama, which was compatible with tbeum of the non-commercial stage.

As the genre proliferated in the 1920s and 193@sNew Negro Renaissance both
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enabled and hindered the playwrights’ endeafbidltimately, then, this chapter offers
insights into the ways in which black women of tp&siod were both empowered and
limited, and how their resilience enabled them skendrama work for them. Together,
Chapters 1 and 2 explore the dynamics that led iray&/eld Grimké to initiate what
we now recognize as a distinct genre: the antilyngplay.

Chapter 3, “Antilynching Drama: A Theoretical Frawork,” suggests that the
scripts themselves offer interpretive guidancekidgthe plays written by black women
before 1930 to be the genre’s foundation, | idgraritilynching drama’s distinguishing
features. | find that, as the playwriting pione@tsrrupted the cultural conversation on
lynching, patterns developed among their scrigfsaction is set in the black home; 2)
definitions of manhood are interrogated; and 3)fémeily’s productive generation is
consistently removed or neutralized through a pedkat | call “de-generation”
(generation removal and prevention). The playwsglsed these conventions to testify
to the existence of solid black homes built byuods women and honorable men. Also,
because de-generation documents the destructibndhtinued long after the bloody
events had ended, the genre acknowledges the legsdecumented by the mutilated,
hanging body. | conclude the chapter by suggestiagtraditional theatrical spaces did
not accommodate the memorialization of blacks’ismf and familial losses. As a
result, the scripts best fulfilled their purposeentbrought to life in private, community-
centered venues. Blacks therefore tapped intthéregtrical potential of intimate spaces,

including their own homes.

22 Also known as the “Harlem Renaissance.” | am aware of tlasthdebates surrounding these terms
and explain in Chapter 2 the extent to which this profeconcerned with engaging those debates.
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This study foregrounds black women writers becalisg inaugurated the genre,
established its conventions, and became its moéfiprcontributors. Chapter 4, “Black
Female Texts” features readings of the ten puldigitays written before 1935, after
accounting for the genre’s unique formal contourexamine the ways that an
investment in testimony led them to turn from ttaalial dramatic action to an emphasis
on dialogue. I then analyze the plays in thembyicamplementary pairs: Angelina
Weld Grimké’sRachel(1916) and Georgia Douglas Johnsdbéde(c.1929) engage in a
conversation about whether blacks should have remlth a racist society; Alice Dunbar-
Nelson’sMine Eyes Have Se€h918) and Mary Burrill'sAftermath(1919) consider
whether blacks owe their country patriotism; Jom'sé Sunday Morning in the South
(1925) and Myrtle Livingston’sor Unborn Children(1926) discuss whether lynching is
really a response to the rape of white women; Juhia8lue Blood(1926) andBlue-

Eyed Black Boyc.1930) suggest that the black woman’s domestiitlfieent may be
predicated on her being silent about rape; fin&lggina AndrewsClimbing Jacob’s
Ladder(1931)and May Miller'sNails and Thorng1933) question whether antilynching
plays should remain focused on the black homesar iavestigate the impact of lynching
on larger institutions and on white homes.

Since black men began writing antilynching plays@dt ten years after women,
their work is taken up in Chapter 5, “Gendered Riewis.” This chapter focuses on the
male-authored plays set in the black home andemritefore 1935: G. D. Lipscomb’s
Frances(1925),Joseph Mitchell'sSon-Boy(1926), and Randolph Edmond8ad-Man
(1934). In tracing the generic shifts that metiate, the chapter alters common

perceptions of how literary traditions developcsirscholars so often assume that men

38



establish conventions and women revise them byngdah unrepresented “feminine”
perspective. Here, the revisiomarked by gender differenceme from men. While
women dramatists depicted households that failégllmecause men were taken from
them, men present homes that seem castrated ewsnfathers, brothers, and uncles
survive. By allowing black men to live, male drarsi suggest that they are often
“castrated” in life, not just in death.

The Conclusion, “Of What Use is Drama?,” takes ira&@n from Pauline
Hopkins’s 1900 statement regarding the importari¢dbeoblack domestic novel.
Hopkins reasoned that, even in the midst of lynghiiction was crucial because it
preserves the race’s history and traditions. Myctgsion considers drama’s value in
similar terms while confronting the fact that Etlocumentation exists to prove that
antilynching dramas were staged. That is, | ask:possible for a script to be significant
without having received professional productiondoefa large, integrated audience?
Could a play performed in a small church do impatrtaultural work? Could a black
family’s living room become a valid space for drémbwork toward answers and argue
that appreciating black-authored antilynching pleguires re-thinking theatrical value.
Still, not unlike the playwrights themselves, | bdbat what | offer will not be the final
word but will spark further discussion.

As it engages American culture from 1890 to 198k, project offers an account
of the period that emphasizes forgotten elemenise a layered approach that enriches
our understanding by placing creative works onwattr scholarly ones, and turn-of-the-
century writing on par with today’s. In doing $@im to suggest in the following

chapters that imaginative texts can do the wortkebry and that literary criticism is
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always a narrative process. In this case, thdtreSthat process is a scholarly narrative
committed to looking past the brutalized corpssde the other “strange fruit” that the

mob left behind.
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CHAPTER 1. MINSTREL FATHERS, LITERARY DAUGHTERS

Because negative depictions of African Americarslbag precipitated and
justified mob violence, an unprecedented numbdiadtk writers became dramatists in
the 1910s and 1920s, understanding the importdngacdk self-representation to the
race’s survival and quality of life. As they tudchi® drama, they drew on many
nineteenth-century models for how to engage reptaenal politics—not the least of
which came from early black theater practitionddsifortunately, many scholars have
assumed that black performers, especially minsareismusical comedians, were not
concerned with how the race was portrayed. YeticAh Americans working on and
behind the nineteenth-century stage consistentldtdo transform theater so that it did
not automatically dehumanize blacks but insteadlexacomplex black self-
representation.

One reason for the underestimation of the poliwttdrts of the nineteenth-
century black theater community is that this comityyoroduced virtually no
playwrights, and scholars have accepted the idsabthck self-representation in theater
was not achieved before the emergence of the sedi@matist. The tendency to
privilege the writing of drama can largely be &iiried to the impact made by W.E.B. Du
Bois’s famous declaration that true black theatast be “about us,” “by us,” “for us,”
and “near us.” Scholars still use Du Bois’s crédgetreating them as timeless and
universally applicable, but doing so is problematcause they arose out of a particular
historical moment.

Du Bois published his statement on the creatioa lofack community-based

theater in 1926, at the time of the Krigwa Playeedbut performance in Harlem. He
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identified the elements that made this performanceltural triumph because he wanted
this effort duplicated throughout the country; sdciplication would produce the “Little
Negro Theatre Movement” that he felt African Amars needed. When Du Bois
declared that black theater must be “about us,”d®y “for us,” and “near us,” theater
about, for, and near African Americans alreadytexis The new form of theater would
be significant because it would rest on work bycklplaywrights; only this would make
it “by us” in Du Bois’s estimation. His statememiplied that, although scores of black
performers, directors, and composers enjoyed ceraddtke success, it was the emergence
of the black playwright that would finally allowdstk self-representation in the theater.
Du Bois’s bias toward playwriting was appropriate fiis historical moment, but without
accounting for his statement’s historical spedificscholars have too often used itlas
standard against which all black theater effortsutdhbe judged. Blithely applying Du
Bois’s standards across space and time, they fesily everlooked the extent to which
black minstrels, musical comedians, and Harlemradike the Lafayette Players who
performed Shakespeare, created “black theater'iteds@ving no serious playwrights
among them.

To appreciate the extent to which nineteenth-cgritlack theater practitioners
created “black theater,” | will examine their et®and identify the many ways in which
theater could be about, by, for, and near Africameficans. What results is a greater
appreciation of the difficulties involved in attaig even one of Du Bois’s goals in a
racist society. Furthermore, by considering earhmonent of Du Bois’s definition in
the context of the historical moment in which blale&ater practitioners operated, | will

demonstrate that fulfilling all of Du Bois’s crifarwas not always their aim.
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In elevating playwriting, scholars have divorceddid drama history from its
roots in the theatér.They have treated nineteenth-century theateppesdts as if their
legacy did not enable the advances that playwrilgltés made, intimating that these
performers illustrate only what early twentieth-wey dramatists should avoid. By
severing the ties between African American playisgand the stage history that
preceded them, scholars have been forced to giase playwrights within white
dramatic traditions that do not fully account foeir work? This chapter offers a
revision of prevailing black drama history by ren@ing that early twentieth-century
protest playwrights continued the work begun bykéavho worked on and behind the
nineteenth-century stage.

Rather than assume that blacks became more plhjitaoed socially conscious in
the 1910s when antilynching drama emerged, | calafmore nuanced approach to black
theater and black self-representation. In exargitine work of theater performers,
especially in the 1890s and early 1900s, | sughestthey actually provided the
foundation for early protest dramatists and everio Bois’'s famous declaration. Both

Du Bois’s manifesto and the antilynching plays laistorically contingent documents

! Here | am emphasizing the distinction between “drama,” meamwiittgn plays and “theater,” which is a
more general term that includes performance. | hope to elininistdistinction in my characterization of
black drama history, but | must first identify its impacatthose histories that elevate playwriting.
2 For example, scholars insist that early African American plajts wrote in the folk drama tradition,
but they consistently qualify their readings by saying ttmafplaywrights do not accept the major tenets of
that tradition. Specifically, folk drama saw itself givingiee to “simple” rural people who struggled
against the forces of Nature. But black playwrights, indgdVillis Richardson, who praised folk drama,
consistently portragheir folk as dealing with the complex and not-so-natural fooéesmerican racism.
Though the folk movement went in a very particular directieat black playwrights resisted, scholars use
the category instead of considering the possibility oftearo | will not argue that early playwrights were
not aware of, and influenced by, folk drama, but | wiist that it cannot fully account for black
playwrights’ work. By placing them in conversation wather writers (and ignoring performers, directors,
etc.), scholars have discounted much of their heritage.

Many scholars use the “folk drama” label without hesitatiFor a sophisticated attempt to justify the
label while acknowledging the limits, please see Leslie Sand#rafder on Richardson and Randolph
Edmonds inThe Development of Black Theater in Amerigaton Rouge: Louisiana State UP, 1988.
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that responded to their material environment. [Egacy left by minstrels, musical
comedians, and actors like the Lafayette Playexated the conditions that allowed Du
Bois and the playwrights to envision a theater #es simultaneously about, by, for, and
near African Americans. Yet, early performers oad merely create an audience that
supported Du Bois’s vision and the dramatists’ wahks audience was the very same
onefrom whichDu Bois and the playwrights emerged as theatacsri Early performers
drew blacks to the theater and convinced thensakievance to the community. As a
result, activists like Du Bois and the soon-to-keyprights began to trust the theater’s
capacity to enable and offer more consistent béatkrepresentation.

This chapter examines the many ways in which Afridanerican theater
practitioners engaged the politics of representadmthat they could take significant
steps toward black identity formation. African Amngans created theatrical
performances that were variously about, by, fod, a@ar blacks beginning in the 1850s
but especially in the 1890s through the 1910s.yThade theater that way African
Americans by gaining control of the mechanismsepfesentation. They created
representations of black life, rather than simpéeentypes, so that theater could be truly
aboutAfrican Americans. They managed to make thefateAfrican Americans by
offering representations that uplifted, entertajradtherwise benefited blacks. Finally,
they made representations accessible to blacksler to cultivate theaterear African
Americans. My exploration results in a more compladerstanding of how “black
theater” is defined and achieved, and how it rel&tethe group it serves and the group

identity it strives to represent.
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In sharp contrast to other scholars, | demonsthatenineteenth-century black
theater history is not characterized by confusiah iadirection. To the contrary, this
period—with its blackface comedians and its Broaghmaitating actors—jprovided the
foundation upon which Du Bois and the antilynchidngmatists necessarily built. My
survey of the period begins in the 1850s, whenKsldicst gained access to the
professional stage as minstrels, and | explorevines in which they subverted these
roles even while fulfilling them. Next, | consideow minstrels created new outlets for
their talent by becoming musical comedians at e of the century. By the late 1890s,
these comedians hired all-black creative teamscanttolled the content of their shows
to a degree that minstrelsy never allowed. Thesdyztion teams quickly became
models for what future generations of black theptefessionals could achieve. By the
1910s, investors built theaters in Harlem to séffreean American audiences, and
blacks used these venues to hone their skills, mottage and behind the scenes. As
these houses prospered, the theatergoing popukationg African Americans swelled,
and it produced drama critics whose demands cauldmger be met by Harlem’s
existing commercial theaters. From this body dfas, antilynching playwrights
eventually arose, creating voices that changedlaater forever. In examining this
history, we find that the playwrights’ contribut®and Du Bois’ manifesto emerged
becausef earlier black performers, not in spite of them.

Du Bois’s call for performances that were simultamy about, by, for, and near
African Americans was born of a fundamental desirmake theater a permanent vehicle
for blacks to portray themselves with accuracy digaity. He believed that black

performers alone could not create this kind of tikied@erformances were too fleeting;
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black-authored texts were more enduring. Yet, chefamination of the nineteenth-
century black theater community reveals that, eviéimout producing dramatists, it
succeeded in making theater a space for blackegiésentation.

Despite not writing serious, non-musical scriptg)yeperformers made theater
benefit the race in ways that even Du Bois coulgregiate. This idea may seem
counter-intuitive because minstrels and musicalextians so often embodied
representations that were widely considered uefliaiy and that certainly were not in
keeping with Du Bois’s Victorian sensibilities. tyé&ansforming theater so that it
became a space for accurate portrayals of AfricaserAicans was a complex struggle—
further complicated by the dynamic relationshipnzstn representation and identity.
The power of representation to shape identity rcisely described by cultural theorist
Stuart Hall in his assertion that “...identities areonstructed within, not outside
representation,” and that therefore “...identities alpout questions of using the resources
of history, language and culture in the proagfdsecoming rather than being: not ‘who
we are’ [...] so much as what we might become, hovhase been represented and how
that bears on how we might represent ourselvesll @& Individuals come to
understand who they are based on how they haverbpegsented by members of their
own group as well as by others; for, representatiofluence our conception of who we
are and who we are not. ldentity does not exiirbaepresentation; it is created
through it. As theorist Richard Schechner expldiappearances are actualities” because
performances “make belief” (35, 19). To believattbomeone is trustworthy or

deceitful, knowledgeable or ignorant, we genermaégd to see that person perform those

3 As the vibrant field of Whiteness Studies has articulatiite identities are as determined by these
processes as black identities; here, | emphasize black idenmtiip¥ious reasons.
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characteristics. For this reason, even the presgelentity is performed; he does not
assume that his title and office alone “make bgli€for example, when he signs
important bills, he does so in a television broatitiaat emphasizes the gravity of the
event and his personal importance. The flag isnprently displayed, and he is flanked
by cabinet members. The more he performs his atththe more the public sees him
as a powerful and capable leader, and the morelre/bs that that is the essence of his
identity (Schechner 35).

Given the interplay between representation andtigean examination of “black
theater” is complicated by the simultaneous ackedgment that “black theater” strove
to enable a socially disempowered group to reptetssif, but alsothat black identity
was fluid and ever-changing. Black identity hasareexisted prior to and outside of
representation. Though Du Bois sometimes seemsiiscribe to that notion, his
concern with controlling how blacks were depictederscores his understanding that
identity is fluid, dynamic, and pliable. Becauderitity is vulnerable to the power of
representation, blacks must be represented witlracg and care, which is why Du Bois
was so concerned with counteriBgth of a Nationand usingCrisis magazine to
establish a very different picture of the race.cdrding to cultural historian Daylanne
English,Crisis became a racial family album that suggested it ‘“hegro family’
cohere[ed] enough... to permit exhaustive (and whadtlgitive) representation” (300).
Du Bois used photography and an ever-expandindocptd black elites’
accomplishments to present “the ‘college-bred, dieeclass, urban intellectual man as

the authentic representative of an ideal raciailféirtEnglish 306). Thus, the man who
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insisted that black theater accurately portrayksaecognized that African Americans’
self-conceptions were dependent on how the raceepmesented.

Given the fluidity of black identity, defining armlilding black theater was
necessarily a dynamic process that shifted accogtdithe material conditions of the
historical moment that enabled that theater’s erist. Accordingly, black theater could
and did exist before black-authored dramas prealiézt. To recognize its various
incarnations throughout the nineteenth centurg isnderstand that black performers
engaged the politics of representation as consgi@ssDu Bois did and that they were

just as committed to black self-representationeaws.

Nineteenth-Century Black Theater Practitioners & the Politics of Representation

From the moment that blacks stepped onto the stageinstrels, they reshaped
the previously all-white arena so that it wouldteeaccommodate black talent—
essentially making theater black, making it thewno African American performers built
“black theater” by gaining access to—and then iasirey control of—the mainstream
stage, a forum that was becoming more powerfulrasans of influencing public
opinion. In claiming this platform, black theapgactitioners demonstrated their
understanding of the “politics of representatiatefined by cultural theorist Stuart Hall
as “the way meaning can be struggled over, andhehet particular regime of
representation can be challenged, contested amsfdraned” (Representation 8). With
each change that they made to their shows and staéteenth-century performers

developed a theater of their own. In the earlynive¢h century, Du Bois may have
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stressed the need for black-authored dramas, birtdhauch scripts was not initially the

goal.

Black Minstrelsy

In the 1850s, there were no blacks on the profeabgtage, so making theater
“black” simply involved ensuring that African Amedns could participate in that arena.
When blacks became minstrels, they adopted an ithag@o one thought was flattering.
Nevertheless, making theater their own first menticipating in it. As Robert Toll
explains, black minstrels initially “had to act authite caricatures of Negroes. But since
whites had already created and spread these images really less a questionwhat
[depictions] than oWvhowould portray them” (227). At this time, black femers did
not focus on making content reflect black cultureas not about making theater truly
“about us.” During this time, representation atelntity were linked more by blacks’
insistence upon manipulating theater as a mechasifisapresentation by controlling
their bodies and voices within that space. Theas mo pretense that the images they
embodied were true representations of black identtet, black minstrels insisted upon
becoming agents, not just objects, of theatricadipction.

Black minstrels knew that they could not transfahmater overnight, but they
believed that change must come from within. Ad €ohcludes, “participation at least
gave blacks a chance to modify these caricatu3)( Though white men made
blackface minstrelsy a national craze in the 188@&k men slowly began winning
audiences in 1855 (Toll 198). Minstrel shows weighly stylized and depended on

“oddities” and “peculiarities.” Made more pecullz@cause performers wore burnt cork
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masks, the show consisted of three parts, eael flith numerous unrelated acts.
Historian Nathan Huggins offers an exceptionalBacldescription of the format:

The curtain rose on blackfaced performers playinguaging opening. They sat in
a row, facing the audience, costumed in the extsemethe one hand, the
careless abandon of Jim Crow, while on the otheryaffled, ultra-stylishness of
Dandy Jim.... After the opening, the interlocutor \wbplay the “straight man” to
the humor of the “end men”.... He would engage tlhemseries of short
conversations where the end men’s twists of mearngrudeness would force
the joke back upon the pompous and pretentioudactgor. Jokes and
conundrums would give way to “serious” sermonsgspes, or lectures on the
most weighty moral, political, or scientific topibyg the blackfaced comedians.
And this would be broken by the “specialty” songsn@mbers of the group.
After the “first part,” there would follow the “@i,” in which a mixed bag of
individual and ensemble song and dance would beepted. Wild banjo music
and abandoned dance would give way to sentimeati@ds and dances of slow,
rhythmic, insinuating shuffle. The “olio” over,dlithird part” would be a grand
finale: rousing music—perhaps a medley—in whichgéhsemble performed,

culminating in a “walk-around” (Huggins 249-50).

Working within these conventions, black troupesigdimomentum by promoting
themselves as “delineators” of black culture. Theye constantly billed as “genuine,”
“real,” and “bona-fide,” and they asserted themtteenticity” in two important ways.
First, many of them did away with burnt cork maéksll 200). Black actors may have
considered the make-up demeaning and some mayésigeed wearing it for those
reasons, but a naturally black face also brougimngercial benefits. Not needing make-
up distinguished them from white actors who hatbtack up” to get into character (Toll
200). Second, blacks marketed their supposedhast knowledge of plantation life.

Because they were believable as ex-slaves, anth&odrs were unabashedly curious
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about slavery, black troupes soon proved to bedoapetitive for their white
counterparts.

By becoming minstrels, these performers carvedaesfor themselves and
developed a form of black theater. As Eric Loplexns inLove and Theftblackface
minstrelsy was “the first formal public acknowledgent by whites of black culture” (4).
It did not take long for black performers to traorsh disparaging acknowledgement into
bill-paying opportunity. Not only was minstrelsyeble livelihood, it also allowed a
measure of physical, social, and economic molaitgilable to few African Americans
at this time (Toll 196). In this way, black mires made theater “for” African
Americans by reaping some of its benefits. Ratinan allow whites to profit from
representations of the race, they insisted upofitipgpthemselves. Again, the images
may not have reflected black identity, but theynaigd blacks’ determination to assert
themselves as resourceful manipulators of the poferpresentation.

Nevertheless, black minstrels’ commercial advantagee at a high price. They
may have carved out a space for themselves asasoibre American stage presented an
opportunity, but they were confined by their ownrkeding strategy. They could only
insist that they were “true coons” and that whiteoes were imposters, so they soon
seemed like anything but actors. The nation betiehat they were simply “being
genuine Negroes” who were not ashamed to “induigeality” (Toll 201).

There were moments, however, when black minsteeisd ways to subvert their
prescribed roles. Once they gained popularityy ttoaild sometimes deviate from the
material that had made the original white troupesigccessful. Black minstrels often

created skits that defied white assumptions. Hiqudar, when presenting plantation
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scenes that required nostalgia for the “good oles’tlaf slavery, black performers
presented a special kind of longing (Toll 245). eiéas white minstrels crooned about
how kind master had been, songs by blacks seldomioned master. They may have
sung about plantation dances, possums, and watarmlit nothing was more missed
than the “loving presence” of “mudder, father,esisor brudder” (Toll 245).

Such deviations from the minstrel tradition arengigant when we consider
whether minstrelsy could be considered “black theatCertainly, songs about missing
one’s parents and siblings demonstrated black neisstnvestment in using this creative
outlet not just to make a living but also to offieore complex representations—to make
what happened on stage more “about” African Ameisdhan it had previously been.
Black minstrels deviated from convenient, profieabtereotype in order to link black
identity to familial love. In so doing, they anpated themes that would later shape
antilynching drama. Thus, in individual songsytBeized an opportunity to make
minstrelsy more “by us” and increased the instamdssn the show was actually “about
us,” demonstrating that even minstrel songs coivd goice to African American
identity. Long before blacks were writing serionen-musical scripts, minstrels
showcased familial love and made the stage artealialeast some truth about African
Americans. As Eric Lott has suggested, when thések performers disrupted the
tendency of American theater to dehumanize the theg demonstrated black ability to
seize power in these otherwise problematic sHows.

Black audiences understood that simply gaining sst® theater as a mechanism

of representation was important, and they apparagtieed that minstrelsy was a valid

* See Eric Lott'dove and Theft: Blackface Minstrelsy and the American WofRiags. New York:
Oxford UP, 1993
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way of creating a theater that accommodated blasknBespite the problematic images
that minstrels embodied, many African Americanscagled them enthusiastically. In
Washington D.C., Pittsburgh, New Orleans, and @imaii, blacks attended these shows
en masse. In fact, Toll asserts that “black metstwere so popular with [African
Americans] that some theater owners even deviated their usual practice of
restricting blacks to the ‘Nigger Heaven'’ sectidriree gallery.” This was true all over
the South, including cities like Galveston, Texad &t. Louis, Missouri (Toll 227).
Undoubtedly, many supported minstrels simply beedhsy had altered a racist practice
of exclusion. In making a place for themselvedinithis profitable profession and
giving black audiences a reason to come out anpastiphem, black minstrels put theater
“near” African Americans as well.

Of course, many formally educated blacks condenmiegtrelsy in print. With
so few professional entertainments available, h@nawany likely attended from time to
time. Some even confessed to enjoying these shbwdusic and Some Highly Musical
People James Monroe Trotter separated himself somewbiatt those who opposed
minstrelsy. Having attended shows, he said tlea@borgia Minstrels’ music was so
charming that he almost felt compensated “...for wieatvas ready to confess he
suffered while witnessing that part of the perfoncedevoted to caricature” (274-82).
As musical theater scholar Thomas Riis explairsgh sometimes uncomfortable,
many valued seeing African Americans on the prodess stage (7). It meant that, in
some small way, theater belonged to them, notuatites.

Even if minstrels found moments of power duringrtsbows, they also

consistently worked to break from the form altogethAs Allen Woll argues, “...black
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actors began to profess discomfort with the rdtey twvere expected to portray. By
1890, promoters and performers began to envisimewatype of black entertainment, one
that might loosen the rigid bonds of minstrelsyha@ge would be cautious, to be sure,
since no producer wished to deviate abruptly froenéxpectations of the audience” (4).
Simple changes to the predictable format of thestngéh show came with the production
of The Creole ShowndOriental American 1890 and 1896, respectivelWhereas
minstrel troupes had been all-malée Creole Shomtroduced a chorus of women. It
also featured a woman interlocutor (Woll Hriental Americavent further by de-
emphasizing traditional songs and dances. Théefinas not a cakewalk but a medley of
classic opera pieces. Once this formal experinientdegan, it was only a few short
years to the emergence of the form that replacedtnelsy: black musical comedy.
These formal changes did not address the notidrbtaeks had been happy
slaves, however. Perhaps the best motivationdbteoating those assumptions came
with Black Americg1895). This production employed 500 performers larought the
plantation to Brooklyn, New York (Riis 22-24). Asidiences strolled among the slave
guarters, they were told that the actors had dgtliaéd in them. Accordingly, thblew
York Timegeviewed the performance to be just as “instructisét is entertaining” (qtd.
in Riis 23). Whites saw the show as an exhibitaomg the performers as anything but
actors> Thus, Northern audiences felt uniquely privilegedee how blacks “naturally”
behaved among themselves. Advertising for the streated these expectations, and the
cast delivered. As theater historian Robert Txfilains, “when a watermelon cart

entered the performance arena, the entire caséleoiks and descended on the melons,

®> Some might be more comfortable calling this show an ethnbigrapgeant, given that it was staged
outdoors and treated like an exhibition. Its ties tostnelsy, though, are undeniable.
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‘uninhibitedly’ breaking them open and gorging tlsstves on the sweet contents” (Toll
263). This show left no room for improvement oa filantation motif, and American
minstrelsy began to fade after this 1895 production

Black theater scholar David Krasner has systenibtiaeknowledged the agency
of turn-of-the-century black actors and demonstr#tat their performances were
“scarcely as barren of self-assertion and resistasamany contemporaries imply” (7).
Nevertheless, when speakingBlack Americahe says very little about the black actors
who brought the show to life; instead, he focusethe managerial skills and market
savvy of white producer Nat Salsbury (23-24). |Sa$ Krasner so effectively argues
when discussing performers of other shows, thecAfriAmericans involved iBlack
Americawere not mere puppets. Despite the problematigamséhey embodied, these
500 singers and dancers maximized the opportumigyain professional experience,
monetary compensation, and New York contacts #thtd other work. Black actors of
this stereotype-driven show took from it the mdiiima and tools needed to free

themselves from minstrelsy.

Black Musical Comedy

With the form of the minstrel show alteredTihe Creole ShoandOriental
Americaand the plantation tradition virtually exhauste®lack AmericaAfrican
American performers positioned themselves to emtegw era in entertainment. As they
moved away from minstrelsy both structurally anentiatically, they developed black

musical comedy, a form whose content they couldrobbecause they shaped it more

® Of course, minstrelsy did not disappear from American stagst was less common after this show. At
least two factors contributed: 1) black performers fouhérobutlets and 2) white minstrels had already
begun abandoning blackface when they proved no competitidaifthentic” blacks minstrels.
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around plot than around “peculiarities.” In becogimusical comedians, black
performers laid greater claim to the mechanisnrepifesentation and turned simple
participation into more effective manipulation.n& black musical comedy was even
more “by” African Americans, they used the form to deterntioe black character
would be depicted, so that their shows were mobeu# blacks than about stereotypes.
Just as importantly, musical comedians made th&atér African Americans even while
playing Broadway venues that routinely excludedkleatergoers, because they
employed all-black creative teams. They ensuratttieater would give African
Americans valuable professional experience ansh@reasing share of American theater
profits.

To demonstrate how black performers used this memdt to change American
theater, | will spotlight a few of the most sucdabmen of the era: Will Marion Cook
and the teams of Bert Williams & George Walker &uth Cole & J. Rosamond Johnson.
Between these two teams, Broadway reveled in armbé&ok musical every year from
1898 to 1909, and Cook was a part of every magekoshow through 1915 (Riis 42-43).
Exploring the black musical tradition through tteeers of these men demonstrates that,
whatever stereotypes they have been accused @rpires, they shaped American
theater so that it would accommodate black takemd, they helped ensure that black
theater would gain strength throughout the twelntieintury. Indeed, their success
helped create the atmosphere needed for seriommdmacluding antilynching plays, to
emerge.

Before composer Will Marion Cook met Williams andalker, he knew that the

team had made the cakewalk an all-out craze andetbto compose a musical to tell its

56



story: Clorindy, the Origin of the Cakewa(t898). His structure was novel because, at
this time, musicals were designed simply to eniterteot necessarily to present a
coherent tale. Songs were not expected to movadten forward, so they were added
wherever the lead actors or director wanted theimdividual songs were the most
important units within these productions; they dad always bear a structural
relationship to each other or to the scenes o$tiosv (Riis 9, 49). Quite simply, a hit
musical contained hit songs; it did not need a oaftestoryline. Though Cook’s acclaim
as a composer would have come only from arrangingphgs, he wanted his musical to
tell a story. He recruited poet Paul Laurence Ruirib write the libretto, and they
worked together tirelessly (Woll 7). Unfortunateunbar’s script was never used
because the venue that Cook finally secured wasftop theater, not conducive to
dialogue. In production, then, the show was mdée musical sketch than the full-length
musical comedy that he had envisioned.

Still, Cook’s desire to tell his audience the stofyhe cakewalk—rather than
simply let them enjoy the spectacle of it—is sigraht. It shows that when blacks seized
creative control, their first goal was to give tnalience more substance than they
expected from black material. Because the cakewalkalready associated with African
American culture, Cook wanted to give audiencadlarfpicture of it and the people
who created it. His intention to present a momagiete picture of African American life
is also manifest in his next production. His sssoeithClorindy made the managers of
the Casino Theatre’s Roof Garden (Woll Dictiona®@@)Lmore eager to preselds Lak
White Fo’ks(1899). Despite extremely poor acoustics, thesttbrwas not dropped, so

the story Cook wanted to tell was preserved—a dtwmayanticipates later antilynching

" This was true of most white shows as well; continwiais quite exceptional (Riis 9).
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dramas with its emphasis on black family life. Téad character is Pompous Johnson, a
black man who wins a large sum of money and declishe will do “as whites do.”
Intent upon entering high society, he hires a nratdter who arranges for his daughter to
marry an African prince. The prince later prove®¢ a “seedy character,” and Pompous
finally admits that an honest, hard-working AfricAmerican man would give his
daughter a better life. He then encourages heratoy the man of her heart’s desire
(Woll 10). This show was less successful than Qofilst, but the narrative and its

moral were presented as he intended.

With this musical, Cook reached a white Broadwagi@uoce but refused to
abandon the black-centered issues that he wantadtitess. Indeed, this is likely why
the show did not do particularly well. As Daviddsner notes, the musical forcefully
interrogated issues of importance to modern blackraunities increasingly stratified by
the class distinctions that accompanied freedohe show criticized middle-class blacks
who tended to distance themselves from their ledbastablished brethren. Cook’s
message was unmistakable; the moment that Pomjeaided to stop trying to be “jes
lak white f'lks” is marked in the text by the abserof dialect and a clear moral tone
(Krasner 61). Pompous’s daughter overcomes hiim ét song “Love Look Not at
Estate.” Pompous then decides that he is moreecnad with his daughter being with “a
man who will look after [her] and make a living foer” (qtd. Krasner 62). Thudes Lak
White F’lksultimately places true love and honorable manhddbeacenter, as lynching
plays would do later. This musical was therefdrg’“and “about” African Americans,

and Cook focused on how the race could advances\eking true to itself.
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Though his music alone made him a celebrated coenpasom many Broadway
managers sought, Cook clearly had a penchant fiog iés music not just to entertain
but to illuminate black culture. Therefore, it didt take long for him to partner with
Bert Williams and George Walker to transform BroagviWoll 11). The duo came to
New York in 1896 at the request of top manager@monducer George Lederer. They had
been successful on the West Coast, but made arbayger name for themselves on
Broadway when they became the only critically acotal part of Lederer’s otherwise
mediocre production (Riis 35). Since they savedsimow by forcing the orchestra to
learn their music, the former minstrels began ®@gportunities widen around them.
Their stage personas as “two real coons” did ni favernight, but they realized that
they could take greater control over their careas carve a black theater space on the
“Great White Way.”

Williams and Walker changed Broadway by starringhigir own productions and
by joining forces with Will Marion Cook to assemiae all-black creative team. Their
first full-length showsThe Policy Player$1899) andrhe Sons of Harf1900), signaled
that they would no longer be exotic additions tmeone else’s production. Though still
in blackface, they added more humanity to theirati@rs. For example, in the latter
show, Williams began by describing himself as “JoN&an,” a fellow with unbelievably
bad luck. This designation spanned the rest ofidifis’s career, consistently providing
an opportunity for him to share the details ofdharacter’s life with the audience (Woll
35-36). As theater historian Allen Woll explaitise song “I'm a Jonah Man”
“humanized Williams’ shuffling minstrel image” bacse he could be seen as tragic, not

just pathetic (35). Rather than remain a black @diillwhose stupidity created every
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laugh, he became a man who told the audience &lutterminable misfortunes, and
they laughed with him, not just at him (Woll 38)illiams made space for highlighting
black manhood even while accommodating the whitkesuzce enough to remain popular.
Although not a serious, non-musical scriffhe Sons of Hawas as concerned with
deeper depictions of black manhood as later amtiiytg plays would be.

Such humanizing alterations increased when Cooérhedhe duo’s composer
and built an all-black staffThough their early shows were full-length productipthey
were mostly improvised; when there was a scrigxisted only because assistants
transcribed the team’s adlibbing on opening nig¥ol{ 36). Soon, Williams and Walker
wanted more structure, and with Cook’s help, th@ated it while remaining popular on
Broadway for the next six yeartn Dahomey(1903) ran for three seasordyyssinia
(1906) for two, andBandanna Land1908) ended only when Walker was too sick to
continue in 1909.

Though the content of these shows is problematitwday’s standards, we must
acknowledge the importance of their substantialfitees and black creative control.
Because these musicals were written solely “by’icain Americans, they forged a path
for the more politically progressive dramas thahedater. Writing content that overtly
indicted American racism was not the only way tkena path for protest playwrights;
sometimes it was more important to seize creativerol so that blacks could hone their
skills. Working within the confines of what Broadyaudiences expected of them
allowed these men to provide younger artists withild-the-scenes opportunities that

were not available in any other United States venue
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In Dahomeywas Williams and Walker’s first production with @ds team.
Though less action takes place in Africa than ittee suggest§ the team believed that
the shift would allow them to shed what lingereahifrtheir ties to American minstrelsy
(Woll 36). The show presents two characters whotwacollect the reward for
recovering a valuable box that had been stolen fvbniightfoot, a white official in the
American Colonization Society. Though the pairre&rfind the box, they decide to
travel to Florida and con the distressed ownertatilously, at the end of Act Il, the
ruse is no longer necessary because Lightfoot fanpist of gold, which allows him to
take the entire cast to Dahomey in Act lll. Ligidf immediately wants to return home
but Williams and Walker want to stay, because laitk men are royalty in Dahomey
(Woll 36-38).

The show reached many peoglbut it did not enlighten its audience about
African or African American culture (it was not “aist us”), and some criticized the team
for this shortcoming. Williams and Walker respomde an open letter iWariety
magazine, reminding their critics that they weredtway performers who relied on
white audiences for their livelihood. While adnnitf that they catered to white
expectations, they insisted that the number ofkotatists and performers they employed
should not be overlooked (Woll 41-42). With thefehse, the team reminds us that
black performers would not always present whatevesyen their contemporaries) would
call progressive material, but they certainly cheththe American stage as they made

space for an unprecedented number of black thpedégssionals. Their scripts’ content

8 Despite my wording here, | recognize that Africa is a continen

° After a successful New York run, the show enjoyed geecdption in Europe, including a command
performance at Buckingham Palace (Woll 40) Dahomeyreturned to New York and then toured
throughout the United States, ultimately enjoying a 40@8fitp
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was not necessarily “about us,” but they made thatthe shows were “by us” as they
were authored by black writers and “for us” in teraf providing money and opportunity
so that black professionals could develop theitsskiThe expertise that blacks gained
prompted later generations to see themselves $esstartainers and more as artists with
creative control. Thus, it was not long beforeiédn Americans could imagine
themselves as serious playwrights.

Despite admitting that they often catered to whipectations, Williams and
Walker put limits on how much accommodating theylddave to do in coming years.
The seeds for less compromising techniques werea so@n in musicals that some found
problematic. In a song about establishing Broadwdyahomey, they declared, “We’d
sell big Georgia possums—some watermelons too—geldhe coin for the other things
we’d like to do—" (Woll 38). Their success ultinesit helped them (and their
successors) to make fewer compromises, as thede@mrt showAbyssinia,
demonstrates. Here, Rastus (Walker) and Jaspdiaivid) win the lottery and take
family and friends on a tour of Europe. They haveisunderstanding with Paris police
and flee to Abyssinia. Because “ras” means “pfimeé\byssinian, Rastus is assumed to
be royalty. He takes advantage of the misundeigignand courts the princess. Later,
Ras and Jasper go to a feast, and Ras is assurneaidef of an enemy tribe. He runs
but is cornered in a market, where he instinctiy@bks up a vase to defend himself. He
is quickly accused of stealing and told that thegtty is to lose the offending hand. The
young princess intercedes and the Americans aed flrut quickly report that they are

leaving Abyssinia (Woll 42-44).
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Abyssinia(1906) altered American theater to accommodateklikdent by
moving even further away from the minstrel traditicCompletely conceived and written
by African Americans, it contains one of the figsings in which the label “coon” was
rejected (Woll 42). Also, it uses a foreign sejtas an opportunity to critique American
society. Ras talks about America when wooing tirecpss, and she finds the culture
strange. For example, she wonders how Americamdeao unhappy and accumulate
debt when people in other countries feed largelfesnon a fraction of an American
income (Woll 43-44). Thus, by critiquing Americaaciety, a musical which modern
readers assume lends nothing to the later praotalition proves to be its forerunner. In
addition, it helped foster race pride because Afieeans of Abyssinia were depicted as
representatives of an ancient and praiseworthyi@jland Americans were the targets of
humor” (Woll 42). Thus, it is African Americans’merican-ness that is lampooned, not
their African heritage.

In 1908, Williams and Walker further demonstrateelit awareness of race
politics in America, using it to their creative atage irBandanna Land.Though there
is no surviving libretto, we know that the plot otved a real estate scheme (Riis 118).
Williams’ character inherits $25,000 and agreelsetip Walker’s character sell land to a
railroad company. Their intention, however, ibtold an amusement park that employs
black entertainers adjacent to the railroad. Tdmeyconfident that the railroad company
will later pay any amount to be rid of their blaaéighbors (Riis 117). The show used
minstrel elements like an interlocutor and a calkkaale to the second act, but these
simply tempered the social critique. The plot @iety reflected the artists’ awareness of

the reality that surrounded African Americans, irithg entertainers like themselves.
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In the final analysis, Williams and Walker knewttldites were not thrilled with
the idea of having blacks—even stars—too closeusTthe structure ddandanna Land
revisited minstrel days but their message was pliynélear, demonstrating David
Krasner’s point that “theatrical resistance to sati..was a phenomenon of advances and
retreats” (5). | would add that this is why measgiprogress can never be simple or
linear. Resistance must often be masked becairset‘donfrontation [was] often
rejected as being too risky” (Krasner andanna Land’garodic critique of American
racism was cut short when Walker became ill (W8).4As long as they reigned,
however, Williams and Walker pushed the limits lafdk entertainment and created
professional opportunities for others. In doingteey worked toward creating a new
type of black theater, even if it was on Broadway.

Though often less celebrated than Williams and WalRob Cole and J.
Rosamond Johnson were also Broadway sensationspaahel changes that even more
pointedly prepared the way for protest drama. Mkdiams and Walker, they
collaborated between 1899 and 1909 (Riis 27, B8ther than hire large creative teams,
this duo ensured black self-representation by tingjsipon writing their own material.

Even before he teamed with Johnson, Cole resotvethintain creative control.
In 1896, he joined Black Patti’'s Troubadours, tresemost successful non-minstrel
traveling troupe. Cole was extraordinarily velgsattan excellent director, writer,
choreographer, and performer—and he developedhatigiaterial during his first few
months with the group (Woll 11). At the end of filst season, Cole demanded a raise
for his exceptional contributions. The managefssed and had him barred from every

theater possible (Riis 28). When he took the sdwglsad written with him, they had him
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arrested. At trial, the judge ruled against Cald ardered him to surrender his
compositions (Woll 12).

These experiences convinced Bob Cole to strivenftgpendence from whites.
Though the managers’ sphere of influence was widabadours who agreed with Cole
left with him and helped him establish his own groé Trip to Coontowr{1898) was
their first show, and it was a huge success. As @od Billy Johnson provided a full
night’s entertainment with a coherent storyliAelrip to Coontowrbecame the first
musical written, performed, and managed by bladkse music and action were made
for each other, and unlikélorindy later that yeait was presented with libretto intact
(Riis 28, Woll 12). From the beginning of the tHanusical comedy tradition, then,
blacks opted to tell a plotted story.

After he inaugurated the black musical in 1898,eGehmed with J. Rosamond
Johnson and James Weldon Johnson and concentraternposing songs; together,
they soon became the decade’s most successful stergwRiis 34-35). Many
Broadway hit shows relied on their music, and tiveye recruited by top theater
producer Abe Erlanger (Riis 35). They signed aprecedented three-year contract with
Klaw and Erlanger productions, obligating them aonpose exclusively for their shows.
In return, they received a monthly salary, a flangor each ensemble number, and
royalties for each song (Woll 21 &long This Way With such a contract in hand, the
press crowded them for interviews, and they begatére their artistic vision: “What
we aim to do...is evolve a type of music that willeall that is distinct in the old Negro
music and yet which shall be sophisticated enoagippeal to the cultured musician.

We want the Negro spirit—its warmth and originalt{o color our music; we want to
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retain its marked rhythms, but we are trying toaeay from that minor strain that used
to dominate it” (qtd. on Woll 21).

The contract with Klaw and Erlanger indicated tGate and Johnson had already
established their distance from the “minor strahiminstrelsy which had dominated
black music, but they wanted to do more. Once tmitract expired, Cole and Johnson
decided to star in their own shows. (At this poll@mes Weldon Johnson withdrew from
the team to become consul to Venezuela.) Aftemgawritten so much material for
other people’s productions, they felt confident ti@y could write their own full-length
musicals. Their first show wa8%he Shoo-Fly Regimemt 1907, a musical that
foregrounds black manhood and intense love in waysecedented on the mainstream
stage, making even Broadway a space for blackreptesentation. The story centers on
Hunter Wilson, a recent Tuskegee Institute gradwéie becomes a teacher. When the
Spanish-American War erupts, he decides to sessecuintry. His friends support his
decision but his fiancée does not, and at the éAdtdl, she returns the engagement ring.
Act Il is set in the Philippines where Hunter lehisregiment to victory. He returns
home a hero in Act I, but his fiancée takes hiackonly after much hesitation (Woll
23).

Cole and Johnson used their popularity and thenamtg it brought to portray
blacks as more complete human beings so that @ggegated Broadway venues gave
voice to material that was truly “about us.” Asnés Weldon Johnson, speaking in 1930,
and modern theater historian Allen Woll explaihe Shoo-Fly Regimergpresented a
step forward, because it was the first time blgmkgormed serious, tender love scenes

before a white audience (Woll 23). At that time,ane expected whites to believe that
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blacks experienced true love, so romantic scenes ae/ays heavily burlesqueBléck
Manhattanl171). Itis significant, then, that Cole and Jadmrefused to mask black
love. Just as importantly, the team moved blaektr forward by considering war’s
impact on black marriage and family life, anticipgtantilynching plays like Alice
Dunbar-Nelson’sviine Eyes Have Seamd Mary Burril’'sAftermath Finally, Shoo-Fly
Regimentade history because it spotlights a black man wimot only educated but
also brave and patriotic (Woll 23). Hunter inspieveryone, including his fiancée who
did not want him to serve in the military. Once welerstand Cole and Johnson’s
accomplishments, it is clear that white folk draistaRidgely Torrence’s production of
“three plays of Negro life” in 1917 was not thesfipresentation of less stereotypical
images® Ten years before Torrence, Cole and Johnson @ritxa more humane
depictions of blacks could be lucrative on the rafizam stag&:

Without question, musical comedy—dominated by \&itis, Walker, Cole, and
Johnson and shaped by Will Marion Cook—createdtiamosphere conducive to the

subsequent rise of serious drama in the black camityatf Musicals not only

10 Sterling Brown and James Hatch explain that Torrence’s shoparized some of the racial
stereotypes that continue to limit black actors’ opportesitiAt the turn of the century, however, many
blacks considered these to be much more humane images thaelsyretowed. Certainly, the positive
reviews from the black community document this sentimént. example, Willis Richardson, Alain
Locke, and Montgomery Gregory all named Torrendéisee Plays for a Negro Theatas the beginning

of legitimate “Negro drama.” By linking black playwriting lidack stage history, however, it is clear that
Cole and Johnson gave black playwrights an earlier (and therafire daring) model.

1t is also worth noting that Cole and Johnson used ¢hganomy to break more boundaries in their next
endeavor. They brought Native American culture to Broadmittysome semblance of dignity The Red
Moon(1909), which was proclaimed “brilliant” and ran for almastear (Woll 27). It has comedic twists
and turns but centers on familial ties and is based on wdtataBd Johnson learned while touring the
western United States. They had performed on an Apache reseraati spoke at length with their hosts
about music and folklore (Woll 24). None of this ist@mgest that the show was not problematic even if
well intentioned. Still, it is important to note the fétat they veered from expectations.

2| will emphasize here that | am not suggesting that tHemgssconstituted serious drama; they made a
path for it. Even if they countered white assumptiores degree, they were still comic productions. As
William Branch explains in his introduction Black Thunderthese musicals “often appeared to some
Black observers as little advanced beyond actual minstretdf'it Branch concedes, however, that these
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complicated common conceptions of African Americharacter, but they also gave
blacks important professional experience that festereative confidence. Because
these stars employed black writers, producersdaedtors, the next generation had
more models for what it could achieve. Young sstould imagine themselves writing
and directing, not just singing and dancing. Ihstielsy had relied on blacks being
“natural” on stage as “real coons,” in contrasgsth musicals foregrounded African
American artistic talent because they were comlyletanceived, developed, and
executed by blacks.

At this moment in history, black performers fa@eslociety that welcomed them
as entertainers but did not respect their talemtetligence. Thus, shaping a black
theater space meant manipulating America’s rassti@ptions to create more
opportunity for black professionals. These comeslimay have kept white audiences
laughing, but they also kept blacks employed. Tmo#&frican American viewers
sometimes criticized these shows, they more oftpnessed pride that these teams
reigned on Broadway. Race men like Du Bois andnalist Lester Walton often
proclaimed the comedians’ brilliance in navigatihg theater world. In fact, Du Bois
said that “Cole and Johnson and Williams and Wadliked minstrelsy by sheer force of
genius into the beginning of a new dram@tisis Aug. 1916). What he says generally
should be appreciated more specifically. The gwtation of honorable black
manhood, deep romantic love, and familial respalitsibhat we see increasingly
spotlighted in musical comedies became the mostfgignt themes in protest plays,

especially the earliest antilynching dramas.

shows were “an attempt, at least, to break the stranglehaithefrel expectations...” (xiv) Black
Thunder: An Anthology of Contemporary African-AmeriBaama. New York: Mentor, 1992.]
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Harlem’s Heyday

It is fortunate that musical comedians cultivatetlibd-the-scenes talent by
employing all-black creative teams because, witlloat expertise, 1910 may have been
the end of black theater. Quite abruptly, mairstraudiences lost interest in black
musical comedy, and downtown theaters denied Afrisaerican artists employment in
practically every other kind of show. As James §fdal Johnson explains Black
Manhattan this was “the term of exile of the Negro from th@nshtown theatres of New
York, which began in 1910 and lasted seven learsyéh70). Theater historians have
explained the exile in many ways, attributing ieteerything from industrialization to
simple racism?® What is most important here, however, is thaaties blossomed in the
black community during this time. As performane&drian Allen Woll puts it, Harlem
theaters “became the new Broadway for black thesdtperformers” (54). Ultimately,
then, musical comedies fostered creative confidanoeng aspiring theater practitioners,
and their abrupt exclusion from downtown opportesiforced them to seek other
venues. When this quest led them to Harlem, mamne african Americans could enjoy
theater entertainment than ever before; theatemvame unapologetically “for us” and
“near us.”

Beginning in 1909, African Americans who had bemuched by the success of
black musical comedies energized Harlem theatedslie Hunter, Lester Walton, and
Anita Bush all worked to bring black audiences iegsive entertainment. Operating
both on stage and behind the scenes, each offigases relentlessly engaged the
politics of representation by building black theatad insisting upon black self-

representation.

13 See especially Woll, Riis, Mitchell, and JohnsdBlack Manhattan.
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As a young man, Eddie Hunter saw a Williams-Watkessical and knew that he
wanted a theater career (Mitchell 65). Hunter wdrks a hotel elevator operator but
always watched for theater opportunities. Oneida&©09, he overheard liquor dealers
Martinson and Nibur making plans to lease the ndwijt Crescent Theatre. Hunter told
them that he had full shows written, and the pastalowed him to stage one of them
when he offered to work without a salary. Creseemtiences were delighted wiBoin’
to the Racesand Hunter was named the theater’s primary pradude gave his
audiences mostly comedy acts and musicals and mech#the Crescent’s “driving force”
from 1909 to 1912, when it could no longer surweepetition from the nearby Lincoln
Theatre (Mitchell 66-68)! Hunter’s career was not over, however, becausgingan
and Nibur leased the newly built Lafayette in 19412 he remained their primary
producer. He again offered musicals and comedsy skth significant success, but the
business partners gave up the lease to the Ladayettyears later, in 1914. The new
owner and manager allowed Hunter to produce fanthmit he had substantially less
influence over the house’s artistic direction. @Wethough, Hunter’s years of
involvement ensured that those in the black comtgwmbuld enjoy the kind of
professional entertainment that whites enjoyedsdisee. Just as importantly, Hunter
kept black theater professionals employed duringyntd the “lean years” of exile.

Hunter was not an influential producer at the Laftgy after 1914, but this house
was nonetheless the first Harlem theater to hasack manager, when the new owner
made Lester Walton, drama critic for tRew York Agehis co-manager (Mitchell 68).

Walton’s passion for theater grew during the musioaedy heyday, and according to

14 Unlike the Crescent, the Lincoln could offer movingtpies, the excitingly new and substantially
cheaper form of entertainment (Mitchell 67-69).
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theater historian Bernard Peterson, he devotedfisgmt time to the black musical genre.
Before coming to the Lafayette, Walton co-wrBigfus Rastugl906) and

conceptualized and producé&dd Man’s Boy(1913) (PetersoRrofiles252). In 1915, he
co-wrote and producddarkydom,a musical that proved to be his first smash hitraur
his stint as Lafayette manager from 1914 to 191eus, though he later worked to
expose black audiences to serious drama, musiefdedimold Walton’s consciousness
and his theatrical mission.

Walton did not use his authority as manager ol tifayette to offer content that
was substantially different from what Hunter hadvided as producer, but behind the
scenes, he was shaping a much different theatiéyrede was proud that, during his
short term as manager, his performers receivedémumney than paid in a similar length
of time by any other colored theater in AmericAgéFeb. 10, 1916). He also spoke
with pride about the fact that all of the theatéheuse help” was black and well paid.
Artistically speaking, Walton usddarkydonis success to underwrite what he felt was
most important: serious drama. Only months aftemhusical’s premiere, he recruited a
newly formed drama troupe led by Anita Bush (RB2,1166). He wanted it to become a
permanent fixture, but he knew that it was the joublat would ultimately make that
decision. He understood the business well, sdyWtany a play fails, not because it is
bad from an artistic standpoint, but due to thiifaiof the theatregoers to appreciate it”
(AgeMar. 25, 1909). Ultimately, “The public has in itands the fate of all productions.

It makes a playwright, a play, an actor, a mana@&geMar. 25, 1909). As a manager
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who recognized the audience’s power, Walton inftgehpublic opinion by promoting
the acting troupe in the pages of tew York Age>

In promoting Bush’s troupe, Walton invested in grbther person whose
involvement with musical comedy would lead to mseeeious dramatic endeavors.
WhenBandanna Lan@&nded in 1909, Bush appearedn Lode of Koal1909-10) and
then convinced fellow Williams-Walker chorus mens#yr join her dance troupe, which
performed until Bush suffered a back injury andatlwith pneumonia (Hatch 202,
Thompson 14-15). While bedridden, Bush decidetigzha would pursue her real
aspiration upon recovery: serious acting (Thompsbi5)*° In November 1915, the
Anita Bush Stock Company performed at Harlem’s bincTheatre, then moved a few
weeks later to the nearby Lafayette where theyyejgears of success as the Lafayette
Players. Their stellar reputation spread quickly1916, Lafayette Players helped
establish troupes in Chicago, Washington D.C.,Baltimore and organized an
ensemble known as the Dunbar Players in Philadel@fiompson 22, Hatch & Hill
204).

Since Bush formed troupes primarily to give blactoes professional stage
experience, she did not seek “race drama.” Witlrély artistic” goals in mind, the
actors valued the opportunity to hone their skillsch more than the scripts’ subject
matter. The teams thus generally performed whitbaed plays that were already
popular on Broadway, and they often utilized didearBroadway sets and costumes.

This strategy kept the main company active from6l®11932, even when Bush was no

15 Even when he left the Lafayette because of disagreementhwitiwners, he featured the Players’
efforts. Thompson says that he wrote one or two artidlesit the Players from the time they arrived until
1923 (Thompson 21).

16 Another excellent source for information on Anita Bush’®eais Jo A. TannerBusky Maidens: The
Odyssey of the Early Black Dramatic Actre3anner consulted extensively with M.F. Thompson.
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longer directly associated with it (Thompson 23-24Bush’s troupe would eventually
perform more than 250 plays, the most famous otlwinereThe Octoroon, Madame X,
The Count of Monte CristandDr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyd€Hatch & Hill 204). InDr.
Jekyll and Mr. Hydgthe lead actor performed in white-face, sugggstmat black actors
should not be limited to portraying black charaster

Above all, these actors craved dramatic range aicttiey could perfect their
craft. Though many African Americans had developelind-the-scenes skills, actors
were still expected to master only comedy. Theeefto Bush’s troupe, a real black
theater would be one that encouraged a range afritel expression from its actors. As
former Lafayette Player Clarence Muse rememberar ‘@m was to give vent to our
talent and to prove to everybody who was willindaok, to watch, to listen, that we
were as good at drama as anybody else had beeuldrle” (gtd. in Thompson 18).
Much more than “copy cats,” as theater historiath lalack playwright Loften Mitchell
dubs them, these actors expressed black identibelmg innovative, resourceful, and
undaunted by their exclusion from Broadway. Ndtkénminstrels, they gained access
to the professional stage by performing material thas not always “about us.”

As it showcased Bush’s acting troupe, the LafayElteatre which flourished in
Harlem in the 1910s created a “black theater” theitno limit on black talent and
welcomed black audiences. According to James Wieldbnson, such houses

constituted'...a real Negro theatre, something New York had nénael before; that is, a

" The troupe formed in 1915 but its career as “Lafayette Plapegsin in 1916 and faded by 1932, unable
to withstand the Depression. Given the material thahBmnsl her supporters encouraged, we must think of
antilynching drama as not just a response to lynching bataal attempt to transform existing black

theater, like Bush's offerings. The black playwright egasrpartly because she wanted to see black actors
performing material written by and for African Americandadk writers turned to drama long before Du
Bois wrote in 1926 that black drama needed to be “by fig;"Us,” “about us,” and “near us"—but they
apparently agreed. (Also worth mentioning: Will Marf@ook initiated a less successful and more
musically oriented stock company in Harlem in 1913. Semmias Riis,Just Before JazA64.)
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theatre in which Negro performers played to audemoade up almost wholly of people
of their own race” (170). It is significant thathhson felt the need to define “a real
Negro theatre” rather than assume that its meamawgclear. His definition of black
theater in the 1910s emphasized the black audidhaealthough black performers had
long been successful, black audiences could noye¢hgm without the shame associated
with segregated seating. So, black communities plaaed importance on having spaces
that catered to black audiences. Thus, even iHdmem troupes brought white-authored
plays to life, they were building black theater déngge they were black professionals
providing quality performances for black theatergoeAlthough detractors always
existed, blacks were generally proud to see thetegsareach another level of success.
When Bush first founded her non-musical drama tegapheadline in the African
American newspapédew York Amsterdam Newead, “New York at Last to Come Into
Its Own Legitimate Drama” (qtd. on Riis 166).

African American audiences understood that thesw®were claiming for
themselves and the community a wider range of espwa. By associating black
identity with serious acting, they insisted thatit@hess was not a prerequisite for serious
dramatic talent. Troupes like the Lafayette Playesed the stage to, as Stuart Hall might
say, show that the dominant “regime of represestatiould indeed be “challenged,
contested and transformed” (Hall 8). Not simplntoen assimilating, troupes like
Bush'’s engaged the politics of representation igsathat turned the racist ideas that they
could not escape into “resources” in their “proagfssecoming.” That is, they knew that
blacks were assumed merely to be comedians witlkaldalent or range, so they insisted

on representing themselves otherwise. Accordirgsiorian Allen Woll, when blacks
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established theaters away from Broadway, “they silecestiges of caricature and
engaged material that white audiences would no¢ laaeepted from them” (54). Thus,
they developed their criteria for black theatewmys that addressed the material
conditions of the 1910s. Defining black identityrdahe theatre that best represented
it—meant shedding the limitations that skin col@smsupposed to represent.

Hunter’s productions, Walton’s management, and Buatting troupe all
illustrated African Americans’ commitment to makitiggater’s popularity work for the
black community. Harlem theatres were owned byteghout Hunter, Walton, and Bush
helped ensure that blacks would benefit in at leastways. These theaters provided
professional entertainment in an environment trelc@emed African Americans, and
these houses gave a large number of black actofsssional experiencé.

In many ways, however, Harlem success marked thmivag of the end of an
era. These professionals cultivated a taste formosical dramatic scripts within the
black community, but the audience that groupslikeh’s initially attracted to the
theater soon became dissatisfied with what blatikraoffered them. This growing
theatergoing audience soon objected to seeing dacktions of Shakespeare and
Broadway hits. Though many factors contributethtbeventual decline of the Lafayette
Players’ popularity, historian M.F. Thompson ackienges the role that black criticism
played: “Progressive critics who wished Black theaentures to succeed complained
that, although theatres... operated by Blacks andl&cks existed in New York,
Chicago, New Orleans, Jackson, Memphis... [and] Adlan all of these theatres

seemed devoted to imitating the White man’s stagktiae White man’s acting, instead

18 Most blacks who became big stars on the mainstream stage as setiars received their first
opportunities in these theaters. Gilpin is a much-citethplea Sedlack Manhattarand Thompson.
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of developing a drama uniquely and distinctly Blag30). In short, “... the time came
when the imitation could no longer satisfy Blacksodegan more insistently to clamor

for a drama of their own” (Thompson 30).

A Call for Black-Authored Dramas

Black critics’ abrupt call for @dramaof their own was exactly that—a call for
written texts. Blacks had successfully creatéldeaterof their own, so black critics
demanded exactly what existing theaters lackedic#@h American playwrights.
Because the Shakespeare- and Broadway-performiagsd@ad perfected their craft and
demonstrated their talent for serious materidheater based on black dramatists’ efforts
suddenly seemed feasible.

African American theatergoers, like the vocal W.HXI Bois, became invested
enough in theater to begin demanding changes. é&bbhythese early critics wanted to
see black-authored plays staged. As one earlg prit it in 1917:

The theatre-going public desires to see at leastsionally, the work of some
Negro playwrights...Daily this desire is becoming mortense. And as advice to
every Negro in Harlem, | say—demand, kick, agitatél we get the work of our
playwrights produced in the Lafayette Theatre; dbaease, for we must see our
society reflected upon the American stage evereihawve to call a mass meeting
of Harlem’s theatre-goers and effect a boycotthenltafayette Theatre.
(Messengedrama critic Lovett Fort-Whiteman, qtd. Hatch & HID5).

Though aware of criticism that their performanagsored black culture, Bush’s goal had
always been “to perform legitimate drama solelytfe sake of performing and to prove

the capabilities of black performers in a new medi¢Thompson 30). Seeking black-
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authored scripts was therefore not a priority fasB'° leading her biographer M. F.
Thompson to conclude: “if there occurred a suoyeard Black consciousness during
this period, the Lafayette Players, as a groupewet a part of it” (30). | would suggest,
however, that their refusal to pursue black malteinot mean that the Lafayette
Players were not part a movement toward black ¢ousness; it is just that this
particular surge of energy revolved around blaciking andtook black performance for
granted Performers had created a theater “for” and “ha&ican Americans and
sometimes offered plays “about” them, but audiemmee felt that a theater of their own
must be built on scripts written “by” blacks.

These new critics were discounting black actorsrealizing that they would not
have been able to envision a black theater buitherwork of black dramatists without
the accomplishments of their singing and dancirglpcessors. Performers set the stage
for playwrights in at least two ways. First, invé@ping their own creative confidence,
they made Harlem theaters appealing and built gkbiteeatergoing community. Theater
was no longer the province of a privileged few veoald afford Broadway seats. As a
result, it became a viable forum for addressingptbidical and social problems that
African Americans faced in the twentieth centungluding lynching. Second, early
innovators elevated the theater to a point wheaekblvriters considered drama a
legitimate art form to pursue. Ultimately there thaterial conditions that inspired black

writers to become dramatists included this eaHistory of blacks on stage. Black

19 At one point, the team reportedly offered a prize for ts¢ play about black life, but there is no
evidence that this call was fruitful (Thompson 19). It seémugh that the call came from Walton’s
column, not the Lafayette Players themselves. It is likelttie call was issued in order to squelch
criticism from the public that the troupe was not interestdilack material. Because he was interested in
the development of black theater in general, Walton did aat anything to interfere with the troupe’s
success. Above all, the announcement placed the onus on thes readeomplained, instead of the
Players. If the critics themselves needed to write the flay,dould not complain if they did not submit
an entry. Walton’s advertisement is in the Januar@6 lissue of thélew York Age.
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writers could envision a place for themselves gatlr, and critics could call on them to
fill it, because they had already witnessed mifsgrenusical comedy, and black actors
who performed serious, white-authored scripts.

By 1914, black dramatic criticism appeared as tea@views, magazine articles,
literary essays...and as black-authored plays froitekgrsuch as Grimké—who became
the change that they themselves wanted to seetewdraheir differences, each of these
critics acted on the same impulse that motivatedBbig’s influential 1926 black theater
manifesto. Each critic considered black theateée\selopment up to his/her time, and
envisioned even more radical change. As cultutdhats, the critics’ plays, newspaper
columns, and essays bear the mark of the histarioatent that produced them. That is,
Grimké’sRachelnot only negotiated a reality that included lynchand the white
supremacist texts that condoned it, but it alsoeskid the existence of black actors
whose success did not seem overtly to challengeattegs subordinate social position.
Willis Richardson similarly noted these conditioasgjuing that new playwrights must be
recruited from other genres. Black theater cogldbuilt, he insisted, “if some of our
numerous poets will consent to rest from their ukaksors for a while and lend a hand
towards the writing of Negro plays” (Richardson ‘b3 437). Alain Locke’s
assessment of the situation led him to insist thatigh the accomplishments of actors
fade, training playwrights will create “a granarfyant, stocked and stored for season after
season” (Locke “Steps” 440). Without questionhdbti Bois’s 1926 call for plays
about, by, for, and near African Americans angiescursors from critics such as
Grimké, Richardson, and Locke owed a tremendoustddilack performers whose

talent called attention to the lack of black-audthrserious dramas.
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Yet, this new vision of black theater—of which &riching drama was an early
manifestation—did not fully accommodate the perfersrwho had made it possible.
The drama that early critics demanded was not cowduo commercial theater and
would therefore not allow theater professionalmtke a living from their craft.
Philosophers had to all but ignore commercial Vigbas they promoted serious black-
authored scripts that contained no rousing musantatiudes.

In fact, Du Bois and Locke emphasized the writenle precisely because they
wanted black theater to be less vulnerable to itiesitudes of the market. They did not
want it to fade whenever large audiences lostasterThe “exile” from Broadway had
already proven that public tastes would not alwaysr black productions. Thus, Locke
believed that a permanent black theater must sfamg amateurs’ efforts. In “Steps
Toward the Negro Theatre,” he described Howard ehsity’s accomplishments and
posited an academic model as the most viable.alde ‘& university foundation will
assure a greater continuity of effort and insumedingly a greater permanence of
result” (Locke “Steps” 441). Du Bois also focusedamateur productions as he worked
to build a black theater movement that could flslurivithout ties to the academy.

Thus, the actor was of secondary importance tonig black theater and, within
it, he would not earn enough to survive. Not sisipgly, then, when Broadway ended
the exile in 1917 with Torrence®hree Plays for a Negro Theaffeperformers were
easily wooed away from black stages. Consequdritigk theater’s fate fell into
writers’ hands and, as new dramatists developedgkidls, many of them chose to write

antilynching plays.

2 The exile ended in 1917 when Torrence used black actstedd of black-faced whites) in Aikree
Plays for a Negro Theatre.
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CHAPTER 2: WHY DRAMA , WHY Now?

Black performers created the material conditioas émabled the emergence of
protest drama by cultivating the audience that ldéenanded black playwrights, but the
ideology that invigorated these performers waseadimd well throughout African
American communities. That is, whether involvedheater or not, blacks living at the
turn of the century engaged the politics of repnéeest@on; they were all concerned with
how best to represent the race because the natiolttsal conversation portrayed them
in inaccurate and humiliating ways. Blacks wonddrew they could give voice to the
truth about themselves when false depictions ofdle proliferated with dizzying speed.

How could they become all that they wanted to bexamder these circumstances?

Many off-stage forces collaborated with the prognesde by black performers to
convince black poets, essayists, and fiction wsiterbecome serious protest dramatists
in the mid-1910s. Blacks living at the turn of tentury understood that the race’s self-
conception was vulnerable to how it was portraysueeially as technology increasingly
enabled whites to produce and distribute deniggatimages with greater efficiency.
Because black self-representation was resistedeay ¢éurn, seizing the freedom to
explore who they were, who they were becoming,\ainad they could be, became a full-
fledged quest on the part of black Americans ftoram and a form that bolstered
dignified racial identity. That is, African Amedas needed to find a forum that enabled
black self-expression, and they needed a formdiwaid accurately represent black
identity. This journey eventually motivated blagkmen to initiate a new literary genre,

antilynching drama, and to privilege the forumtod hon-commercial stage.
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This chapter traces the various ways in which nignathe NAACP, and the
“Harlem Renaissance” all offered forms and foruheg African Americans hoped would
allow them to be and express who they were. Exagithe strengths and weakness of
each illuminates why writing and staging antilynmadhdramas seemed the logical next
step, even to blacks who were not entrenched et¢ie The North promised greater
freedom, but migrants encountered intraracial atasdlict in their new surroundings.
Black elites’ investment in propriety found expriessand legitimization in African
American newspapers, and it became a building biocklack women’s domestic
novels. Yet, while these novels preached propbgtgffering their black Victorian
protagonists as role models, middle class womese vezrching homebuilding skills to
uneducated blacks through the club movement. @is dhub work put them in direct
contact with poorer members of the race, many b&ggnestion whether it was blacks
or whites who needed lessons in morality and prbplavior. Increasingly, the black
middle class put as much energy into educatingcaitidizing whites as blacks, and they
cooperated with white allies to form the NationalsAciation for the Advancement of
Colored People (NAACP). The male leaders of tihigypessive organization
spearheaded formal political activism, includinghging campaigns, while women
working behind the scenes helped significantlyaise funds and increase membership
nation-wide. Despite these contributions, womeroentered obstacles. Pursuing forms
and forums not available through the NAACP, thegamee postbellum/preHarlem doers
of the word who used language to create new wagsdomplish their political and
cultural goals. This tradition of flexibility anidnovation enabled black women in the

1920s and 1930s to benefit from the New Negro Rsaaice even as it too presented
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unexpected challenges. Because the forms and $opunileged by migration, the
NAACP, and the New Negro Renaissance did not erthbléevel of self-representation
and societal change that African American womeparticular desired, they eventually
turned to lynching drama and amateur theater.

| focus on social movements of the 1890s and d®00s because this period
shaped the poets and prose writers who commitezdgalves to antilynching drama.
Houston Baker and Henry Louis Gates, Jr. both pmgbe 1890s as a period of intense
concern about racial self-representation. Seltlarmed “New Negroes” were anxious
about what Gates calls the race’s “public face’dose, as Baker explains, “the signal
white Americarformfor representing blacks [was] the minstrel masky (talics,
Modernism93). Because the minstrel mask loomed so larger@sg its inaccuracy
required blacks to construct another “face.” Orag wf doing this, Gates insists, was to
foreground the refined “New Negro” man and womapeniodicals such aghe Voice of
the Negro' | would add that by the 1890s racial violencelddae justified and
encouraged precisely because the brute was asr@ota representation of blacks as the
buffoon; both these images dominated the stagesfisw/political cartoons in such
respected magazinestdarper’'s New MonthlyndScribner's?> With not just mob
violence but also the negative images that exciisearounding them, many African
Americans believed that these depictions of the vaere as violent as physical assaults.
Their vulnerability to denigrating depictions unchéned their assertion of full citizenship

as much as their susceptibility to physical viokenéience, antilynching dramatists

! See Henry Louis Gates, Jr. “The Trope of a New Negrdt@&econstruction of the Image of the
Black.” Representation®4 (Fall 1998): 129-51. Quotations from Houston Bdiare follow the
pagination of “Modernism and the Harlem Renaissance” as éaap@ inAmerican Quarterh89.1 (Spring
1987): 84-97.

2 See Rayford LoganBetrayal of the Negréor more on these literary magazines’ practices.
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attended to theiolenceinherentin how the race was represented. To control black

images was also to shape black identity.

African Americans prioritized self-representatiast simply because they worried
that whites held to misconceptions of the race begtiuse they knew that it was possible
for blacks themselves to accept harmful depictiddsowing that black identity was
vulnerable to the power of representation, Afriéamericans were, in Houston Baker’s
words, “primarily interested in a form of discoursef public address and delivery—that
would effectively articulate the needs, virtues] atrengths of a mass of Afro-
Americans” (92). Baker’s argument about black mggy in addressing whites was
equally true of their messages to each other; Afri@merican activists sought to
persuade as many blacks as possible to think amal/ben particular ways. Since
industrialization and migration put blacks of eveogial background into closer
proximity to each other, black elites were forceétknowledge that their destiny was
linked to that of “Southern Negroes.” The peribdg saw the publication of numerous
articles and studies of the habits and beliefseof migrants’ If blacks were to embrace
rather than shun racial group identification, tinuld need to view even those from
radically different backgrounds as representatofdbe race. Thus, whether we label
their behavior paternalistic or not, many activisls that it was in the race’s best interest
to influence the thinking and behavior of the stigianeducated; persuading them was

as important as persuading whife&ssentially, race men and women sought to build

3 At the turn of the century, blacks took seriously thi tdsnstructing “southern Negroes,” and their
efforts have been well documented. See, for example, the sitiplaf Jacqueline Stewart and Kevin
Gaines.

* One way to understand the need to persuade blacks issileoDu Bois’s essay “On Being Ashamed of
Oneself” (reprinted in David Levering Lewis§.E.B. Du Bois Readgpages 76-80). Du Bois admits that
his grandfather’s diary revealed his “indignation at recgin invitation to a ‘Negro’ picnic” because it
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racial identitythroughrepresentationthey therefore designated themselves “New
Negroes.” In Gates’s words, this was “a bold amda&ious act of language...to dare to
recreate the race by renaming it” (132-33). Wagtantilynching plays also proved an
audacious act of language. Such writing did nofp$y protest lynching; it also

constructed an image of black identity that conttadl mainstream depictions.

Black activists’ quest for self-representation andietal change led them to
antilynching drama because the other forms andvsraf the nadir did not fulfill their
needs. Yet arriving at this new form requiredraggle for black self-representation that
was dynamic and in which “progress” could nevemmasured in a simple or linear way.
Only a multifaceted approach would yield any “pregg” at all, so even lynching drama
did not end the quest. Indeed, the plays proeetget another manifestation of what
Houston Baker calls “renaissancism”—the “ever-pnésedrive that moves always up,
beyond, and away from whatever forms of oppresaisarrounding culture next
devises” (96). As will become clear, black womemparticular encountered limitations
from their surrounding culture even when their quusced them in the North, in the

NAACP, and in the New Negro Renaissance.

Modernization, Migration, Class Conflict, and the Investment in Propriety

Modernization, in historian Grace Hale's words,mppted all Americans to

“narrate new foundations” of identity. Local netks lost influence—for example,

signaled to him a “close association with poverty, ignoramcesuppressed and disadvantaged people,
dirty and with bad manners” (76). Moving blacks from thisidset to one focused on “building a racial
ethos,” Du Bois asserts, requires overcoming this $@ti@me among African Americans—a shame
whose existence Du Bois felt could not be denied.

84



federal currency replaced local money—so Americansganized their sense of self
around broader connections. Hale argues that@came the tool of choice as
Americans negotiated modernity’s fragmenting efedBy positing color as the marker
of group identity, whites could unite across myreiflerences to see themselves as part
of a coherent group of moral, sophisticated citizetho belonged to a great nation. Hale
demonstrates how segregation became the “centtapim&” of Southern culture so that,
if nothing else, whites could cling to the belieét they were part of a solid group whose
stability they could rely on. And this “Southemlttire” proved tremendously influential

in both the North and the South as the two regionted to form one nation (7, 22).

African Americans were also involved in the taskoiflding individual and
national identity. They strove to create a seristadility at a time when everything
around them was changing. They were no longeeslavansportation increased
mobility so that they no longer saw themselvesamected to a specific town; they had
more options for making a living, so their self-ceptions were not necessarily tied to
the land and farming but perhaps to the factoryiendiverse population. In short, like
white Americans, blacks negotiated the rapid charigat accompanied industrialization,
urbanization, and technological advancement. HeweAfrican Americans also needed
to contend with the manner in which new technolsgvere put in the service of a very
old racism. In the racial violence of the nadiffiéan Americans were hanged not just
from trees but also from telephone poles and baddakewise, photography studios

used lynchings as occasions for practicing theiftcadvertising their services, and
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turning a quick profit. Thus, like all modern Americans, African Amerisaried to
construct a unified identity, but found doing soredifficult because they also had to

find the freedom to develop and express that identwvithout getting killed.

Because migration shaped so much of what turn-@fetntury blacks
experienced, we can see their pursuit of freeesgdfession as a search for what Farah
Jasmine Griffin calls iWwho Set You Flowin%safe spaces.” Griffin argues that
migrants seek “safe spaces” and that these spare®6th material and discursive”(9).
In my conception, material safe spaces arddhensblacks claimed and discursive safe
spaces are tHermsthey employed.

At the turn of the century, the North seemed teent itself as the ideal forum for
the expression of black identity, and newspaperestphistories, and essays seemed the
most appropriate forms for articulating African Ancans’ expanded sense of
themselves. Specifically, they used newspaperiestio promote migration and advance
a doctrine of propriety, especially for recent maiggs. As the “voice of the ‘Old

Settlers,” newspaper features betrayed many Afrismericans’ belief that if the North
was not as liberating a space as it had promised,td was because the race’s image
was being damaged by newcomers who did not knowthdvehave. As a remedy,
“black newspapers repeatedly instructed black migra,” teaching “the Southern

Negro” to act in ways that represented the racé wethopes that “appropriate” behavior

would demonstrate readiness for full citizenshife{&rt 663).

® Photographers often set up mobile printing facilities mttyngs so that they could quickly make and sell
souvenirs. See the historical essays that contextualiphtitegraphs iWithout Sanctuaryesp. page 11

® It is important to note that Griffin complicates “safe.heSacknowledges that safe spaces can sometimes
encourage parochialism and keep migrants from adjustingitonaw surroundings. She also maintains
that safe spaces can also be hegemonic and oppressive. In tlepisiialo not suggest that any sense

of safety is permanent or simple; this is part of the retismireven lynching drama is not the end of the
journey.
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Of course, the concern about the behavior of tloititern Negro” had much to
do with how easily he was linked to “Negro Crimibal Mainstream periodicals such
asHarper's Weeklyften ran editorials warning readers that blackeeweverting to a
bestial state now that they were free of the “@ing” hand of slavery, and whites
claimed to see these criminal tendencies amondrehilas well as adulfsw.E.B. Du
Bois admitted that Southern blacks were overwhedtgiassociated with crime, but he
insisted that they haabt created the situation. To the contrary, “the moBgstem of the
South was originally designed to keep track ofNagroes, not simply of criminals.” As
a result, “when the Negroes were freed..., the éingt almost universal device was to use
the courts as a means of reenslaving the blacksdtnot then a question of crime, but
rather one of color, that settled a man’s convicba almost any chargeS¢uls113-14).
Indeed, as corresponding secretary of the Negrbl&rs conference, Du Bois reported
that black crime could be explained by a close labthe “faults of the whites.” After
all, whites supported “peonage and debt-slaveryi@as “the punishment of crime as
a means of public and private revenue rather tsanraeans of preventing the making of
criminals” (56, 57). Furthermore, whites consisifeenforced a caste system “to
humiliate Negroes and kill their self-respect” ahdy encouraged “ignorance and
subserviencydic] among Negroes instead of intelligence, ambitiod smdependence”
(57). Still, Du Bois felt that “it is possible, dsometimes best, that a partially
undeveloped people should be ruled by the bestenf $tronger and better neighbors for
their own good” ouls112). Du Bois therefore supported the effortsheftTalented

Tenth” to spread a doctrine of propriety among &dri Americans.

" Examples oHarper's Weekharticles include: Unsigned, “The Negro Problem and the Newd\eg
Crime” (June 20, 1903): 1050-51; George Winton’s “Theggid Criminal” (August 29, 1903): 1414; and
Unsigned, “Some Fresh Suggestions about the New NegreCfdsnuary 23, 1904): 120-21.
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What is interesting about much of the instructioarfd in newspapers is the
extent to which theatricality informed blacks’ ralcuplift agenda. As cultural and
literary critic Jacqueline Stewart so persuasiwiyonstrates regarding the reaction to
migrants as late as 1918, newspaper stories traltedblic spaces as theatrical sites for
engaging the politics of representation. For imst¢a many pieces outlined the standards
for “streetcar deportment,” suggesting that “theeticar function[ed] as the exemplary
stagefor black urbarperformancean important corollary to thtbeatet (Stewart 663,
my emphasis). Black behavior in these spacesakastto be an indication of who one
was as an individual and what the race as a wil&ldecome.

Surely, it was the prominence of the minstrel mas#t the image of the black
brute in American culture that transformed all peispaces into stages for African
Americans; theatrical images had shaped everyomgiessions of them. In addition, all
the world became a stage for blacks because pafarenhad played such an important
role in African American survival. Scholar Trudidarris has argued that, given patterns
established in slavery, “in many ways, the histfrplack people in the United States is a
history of deception that has performance as &&sb#&3). After all, “certain
performances, such as fooling ole master aboubttaion of a recently cooked pig, or
swearing that a plow really did break of its owea@d, became so commonplace during
slavery that they can be said to have become idedhl..”(Harris 3). Saidiya Hartman’s
analysis of the slave coffle also makes apparentdentral performance has been to
black life in America. Slaves were often madeitg @nd “step lively” as they marched

to be auctioned; if they lagged behind or did ratwey happiness and youth, they could
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expect a beatinf.For better or worse, then, black life has beepsH by performativity,
and the popularity of the minstrel mask and theestereotype in the 1890s helped
ensure that blacks appeared as if on stage—whiiedonned burnt-cork masks or not.

Aware of the role that performance played in Amamiceadings of black bodies,
a piece in th&€€hicago Broad Axliscouraging improper behavior presented its
observations “as if describing a (cinematic or theal) show with ‘scenes’ in order to
position black readers as spectators to their awlnagrassing daily performance”
(Stewart 664). In such instances, the black pregised for “progress through

perfectability,”

assuming that the race would rise if it followetks regarding
cleanliness and appropriate behavior in publicgdadignified dress, “proper” speech,

and overall respectability.

Domestic Fiction and the Club Movement

If the mostly male-authored newspaper article becarsignificant form for
articulating the need for black propriety, its ¢neacorollary was the mostly female-
authored domestic novel of the 1890s. These featsred black “Victorian”
protagonists who were avatars of morality and eirtés Claudia Tate argues in
Domestic Allegories of Political Desiréhese sentimental novels reflect what many
middle-class blacks believed: “that acquisitiorttddir full citizenship would resuls

much or mordrom demonstrating their adoption of the ‘genttahdard of Victorian

8 Saidiya HartmarScenes of Subjection: Terror, Slavery, and Self-Making iatdémth-Century America.
New York: Oxford UP, 1997. The use of “scenes” in hex 8#ems to suggest this same point about the
perpetual (and involuntary) theatricality of black existenc&nrerica.

? | take this phrase from Gates and his description of BobKké/ashington’s philosophies regarding
obtaining social rights through cleanliness and propenti@haSee page 137 of “The Trope of a New
Negro and the Reconstruction of the Image of the Black.”
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sexual conduct’ as from protesting racial injusti@k italics mine). As Tate
demonstrates, these works equated domestic suceegsed marriage and home life—
with achieving social equality. They exemplifigebtbelief that individual goodness
would eventually be rewarded with social justi@y showing that blacks held Victorian
values and lived accordingly, these works essdéntatjued that blacks should be
socially equal to whites because they were alre@aokally equal.

As they preserved the belief that living virtuoiv@$ would soon be rewarded,
authors of domestic novels, Tate argues, “enalbhesdr] readers temporarily to escape
oppression and gain access [to a world of] enlasgetal opportunity. . .” (7). In this
sense, they created a discursive “safe space” ichwthe horrors of everyday life
receded so that a more just reality couldrbagined Thus, many of these texts seem
more concerned with depicting a successful blacksébold than with exposing ugly
realities, including lynching.

It is important to note however that providing thlternative world was “not
simply gratuitous escapism” (Tate 7). As literarific Elizabeth Ammons argues, these
novelists’ portrayal of the black woman as virtubiasnemaker “did not represent some
misguided bow to outmoded Victorian morality [bastead] represented an essential part
of their life-and-death struggkes womeragainst lynching in the United States” (25).
After all, lynching depended on whites’ claims th&ck women were immoral; the
black male was supposedly irresistibly drawn tote/fémininity because black women
were so carnal. Thus, it was important to prow the black woman was virtuous
because the myth of the black male rapist depeaddgkr being a whore (Ammons 25,

30).
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In this climate, depictions of virtuous black worhand constituted an implicit
denunciation of lynching. Still, the indirect negwof the domestic novel’s antilynching
message must be noted in order to understand\istores that antilynching dramatists
made. Both domestic novelists and antilynchingridasts protested mob violence
without foregrounding the literal lynching of bleeckHowever, antilynching dramas
drew attention to the devastation that mobs brotgbtack homes while domestic
novels foregrounded domestic success and nevet dwel black home devastated by
the mob. The novelists’ strategy certainly givege to the virtuous black woman
homebuilder and suggests the absurdity of the biagist myth, but it also betrays the
belief that Tate identified—that black domesticsess would bring social justice. An
investment in propriety motivated this strategyederencing lynching but never
detailing its power to destroy the homebuildingas of black women. The novelists
suggested that blacks would secure the safe spageéeded to be their best selves if
only they would follow the protagonists’ examples.

lola Leroyis one of the best-known novels of this traditidrhough published in
1892, the year in which the number of recordedhymgs reached its peak, the text
features lynchingnly as a subject of intellectual discussion. Haiptroduces the
subject when a main character, Robert Johnsoneartat blacks are no less moral than
whites. If blacks were in power, he says, theyowt “ . . .do any more lynching,
burning, and murdering than [whites] do” (HarpefLl7He goes on to note that lynching
had increased since the Civil War and that youbtgaks will not tolerate it much longer
(Harper 171). Literate and militant, Robert représ the “New Negro” who resists

wearing the mask of minstrelsy and accommodatldis. attitude toward such violence
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distinguishes the outspoken New Negro from his suffering forerunnert’ Lynching
resurfaces as lola speaks with Dr. Gresham, a wiaie whose marriage proposal she
had rejected years before. Still on friendly terthey discuss how the nation can
recuperate its greatness, and Dr. Gresham argaeArierica should be more concerned
with taming reckless lynchers than with sorting the “Negro question” (Harper 217).
Later in the novel, lola’s fiancé Dr. Latimer teller that she frets too much about racial
politics. She replies, “. . .they never burn a nmathe South that they do not kindle a fire
around my soul” (Harper 269). During still anotlpdilosophical conversation, Robert
guestions whether America is civilized given itRisal to protect its black citizens
(Harper 224).

Showcasing a black household’s devastation atdhddof a mob is clearly not a
priority in this novel; lynching seldom disruptsily intimate moments or invades
domestic interiors. lola’s mother Marie cannotetdder son Harry’s safety for granted;
she worries herself sick because he is an outspeleher in the South (240). Yet, her
anxiety does not disturb the overall tranquilityhefr immaculately exemplary household.
In this way, the dangers of a hostile world areictep as remaining outside of well-kept
homes. We never see lynching directly transfommeén character’'s household.

Black women’s 1890s novels de-emphasize the imgfdghching on the home in
order to highlight domestic success. Authors adiduheir readers to do as lola does:
“look... beyond the present pain to a brighter futiarethe race...” (Harper 219-20).

Accordingly, lola’s fiancé says that “it is chiefigen of disreputable characters who are

19| would argue that this text uses Uncle Daniel to reprekerdld Negro; he refused to run away with
the other slaves partly because he had given his word todster that he would look after his family. Of
course, the idea that only New Negroes were resistant wad fiagtnoythconstructed at the turn of the
century, as Gates argues.
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made the subjects of violence and lynch-law” (Hag#9). Because the text never
challenges this idea, it maintains the delusioo@lehthat living according to Victorian
standards will ensure domestic and social sucdg@g®xtension, it preserves the hope
that an investment in propriety will widen posgii®k for black identity. The
sentimental novel thus nursed the assumption thak® can succeed by relying on
proper behavior to create social opportunities.

In 1900, eight years aftévla Leroywas published, Pauline Hopkins’s novel
Contending Forcesxplored the issue of lynching to a greater dedraethe text
nevertheless limited the representation of itsrdesve power. Though the story
includes two vivid accounts of mob violeritehese are both narrated so that they do not
directly devastate the tranquil black homes thatrdader encounters. First, Hopkins
offers a graphic description of the lynching of Jones but creates distance by
disrupting novelistic discourse to insert a lenglimgct quotation from a newspaper
(223-24). After the excerpt, we re-enter the rtareaas John Langley, a black politician,
meets with one of his white allies. Though Langdegms faithful to his people when he
tells his visitor that blacks will not tolerate thngustices much longer, he ends the
exchange by essentially betraying the race asdmaipes to placate the residents of his
district (229-39). Here, lynching is used to dssparty politics and its effect on the

victim’s home is not highlighted.

1 Another graphic scene that could be interpreted as a lynchiing &count of the day that Jesse and
Charles Montfort, major characters in the novel's present, leoapmans as children. Their white father
Charles Montfort and octoroon mother Grace are framed byemnyewho spreads a rumor that Montfort's
slaves had begun organizing an insurrection. A band of mvexié the estate. They shoot Montfort,
mercilessly whip Grace, set the house on fire, and throwtfelt's body into the flames (67-70). Even if
taken as a rape/lynch scene, these events are narrated astmapast and do not utterly devastate the
tranquil black homes (like Ma Smith’s) that the reader eneosiih the novel’s present.
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Finally, when the black community gathers in a chuo discuss the reported
lynching, Hopkins comes closer to spotlighting mtheb’s ability to destroy black homes.
The American Colored League organizes a meetiagchurch and, as promised,
Langley works to pacify the group. He encouragest not to react hastily, and to avoid
upsetting the whites upon whom they depend for eympént. In response, a stranger
named Luke Sawyer describes his father’s lynchingeitail. He tells the assembly that
white men “broke open the doors, seized my fatied, hung him to the nearest tree”
because white shopkeepers could not compete vdtbtbire (Hopkins 256-57).
Nevertheless, the novel does not dwell on the ldaththe attack; propriety and the
conventions of sentimental fiction ensured that kilog would make her points without
graphic descriptions.

By speaking against lynching and impressing uperréader its horrors without
gruesome details, the sentimental novel provideexample for antilynching
playwrights, who also refused to focusphysicalbrutality. Still, antilynching
playwrights revised novelistic conventions by fdogson how the mob “lynches” black
homes. Playwrights present successful househaldsnly to make more striking the
degree to which those homes are devastated bydbe @ertainly, Hopkins understood
what the playwrights would later dramatize; fore stsserts through Dr. Lewis that the
black rapist myth which supported lynching “strikbehometies, and as such is the
most deadly weapon that has yet been used agaih@ar-98). Hopkins would have
agreed with the playwrights that destroying Afridamericans’ homes was as lethal as

the noose itself. Nevertheless, she did not limggde a mob-shattered domestic space,
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but instead foregrounded black homes that remairtadt*? In her first novel, then,
Hopkins joined other black women novelists whoT ate’s words, “nurtured, exalted,
and disseminated by means of ideal heroines thilr in the inevitability of their
freedom” (11). These “ideal heroines” were offeasdhe best examples of black
identity, assuring blacks living in America at tioen of the century that they would soon
enjoy the freedom to express that identity withfear.

Women such as Frances Harper and Pauline Hopkiesited to quiet spaces to
write novels, but they complemented these indiviidad efforts with collective action
through club work. The 1890s novels’ insistenceruthe rewards of propriety found a
real-world corollary in the black women’s club mawent. Middle-class club women
literally taught their uneducated sisters how todiat themselves in order to broaden
their individual opportunities and the race’s horiz They influenced blacks’ quest for a
new identity through the particular forms and foeuof a national movement. Black
women had engaged in uplift activities for decathes,in the 1890s they placed
increasing importance on nationalizing their eBortn 1895, thirty-six clubs in twelve
states merged to form the National Federation obAfmerican Women. That same
year, leaders of the Washington Women'’s Club forthed\ational League of Colored
Women. In 1896, the Federation and the Nationabue united to become the National
Association of Colored Women (NACW) with Mary Chhr€errell as president,
supported by seven regional vice presidents. Tiiesschemselves were an important

forum for black women to define and express idgrtiid, because they aimed to

12 still, it is worth mentioning that the main householel see is that of Ma Smith, whose dead husband
was named Henry. Historically, a Henry Smith was the vicfim highly publicized spectacle lynching in
Paris, Texas in 1893. Ten thousand people attended, griaktie largest event of its kind to that date. See
Dray 77-78.
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standardize their efforts across geographical batesl, certain forms rose in
importance. In particular, women widened theituahce by utilizing the speech and
essay; in the process, they brought to life thelaltum philosophy of being “doers of
the word and not hearers alone.” They spoke ofa&iilinal progress, womanly

deportment, and community service, and they livambedingly.

In considering the directions that the turn-of-testury quest for a form and
forum took, the transformations within the blackmen’s club movement are key. As
race women’s perspectives changed, they becamedasBed with traditional tools. For
instance, while many black domestic novelists oftieth women, involvement in club
work made the limits of black Victorianism apparemthem. Club women may have
spread the gospel of black propriety, but the mamralso had within it the energy to
guestion the efficacy of this racial uplift stragedlhat is, working with their unlettered
sisters encouraged club women to ask whether gonditvould really improve just
because blacks conducted themselves in certain. wgspite modern criticisms that the
uplift movement was inherently condescending aridrpalistic'® surely we can imagine
that middle-class blacks were capable of havingpterwviews regarding their unlettered
counterparts. As she reported on the gains ofwiutlk in 1900, Fannie Barrier Williams
spoke of illiterate women in the South who “hadeatightenment of heart and mind that
meant sometimes more than a knowledge of the 3R¥). Even if she began her work
irritated by the sound of “broken English,” Williangrew to recognize different

evidences of intelligence and grace.

13 Examples abound. See, for instance, Kevin Gaindslifting the Race.
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Because they saw that black “progress” was oftetrwitkh white hostility rather
than respect, black women focused as much atteatiamhite impropriety in their
speeches and essays as they did on black propridgmestic novels. It is significant,
then, that when lynching increased dramaticall¥882, America was confronted with
the unmistakable indictments of Anna Julia Coopessay collectio® Voice from the
Southand Ida B. Wells’s first antilynching pamph&buthern Horrors.These texts
directly castigated lynchers and the society thalded them, and they urged blacks to

avoid ambiguity when addressing racial injustice.

To the extent that the club movement encourageld sncompromising speeches
and pamphlets, it persuaded blacks to supplemen¥ititorian novel with other forms.
This willingness to question the efficacy of prayilikely arose from the impact that
antilynching activism had on the nationalizatiortleé club movement. As historian
Paula Giddings explains, the organizers of blacknen's clubs found Ida B. Wells
inspiring; it was her exposés that most convintedrt to organize on a national level
(94). Interestingly, speeches and pamphlets thiatdred nationalization also created
space for imaginative literature that did not aéhterVictorian conventions. When
women spoke of literature, they often called forendistinctly black expression. For
example, at a writers’ conference at Hampton luigtjtLucy Laney criticized those who
did not rely on black traditions and speech pastsaying, “Too many of us are Anglo-

Saxon Africans” (qtd. in Bruce 105-06).

W.E.B. Du Bois’sThe Souls of Black Fold903) echoed Laney’s sentiments and
is an important articulation of the direction thaany felt black literature should take.

Du Bois encouraged African Americans to be proutheir distinctive identity, the traits

97



that differentiated them from whites. Du Bois wdeack writers to honor “the folk”
because he believed that folk behaviors and beliefe “pure” and represented the
“greatest gift of the Negro” (16). Until thendrary portraiture of “the folk” had most
often been comical, but Du Bois insisted that thalture be taken seriously.
Antilynching playwrights later put this philosopimto practice by frequently making
their protagonists dialect-speaking domestic robelets’ To the black Victorians that
populated 1890s fiction, the speech of this newegaion of protagonists would have

seemed “broken,” yet their conduct and home lifeen® less moral and honorable.

This shift away from Victorianism was in line wibu Bois’s ideas about the
need to affirm black distinctiveness in literatbseelevating “the folk” within it. Du
Bois believed that certain qualities were endemiblack people, and that spirituality
was the most important of them (16). Thus, bladkens must cherish and preserve
Negro spirituals or “sorrow songs” and honor thatguhey represented. Du Bois
maintained that spirituals were so authenticalicklthat, despite having been reared in
the North, “...1 knew them as of me and of mine” ufiost hearing them (155). In
distinctive black literature, there was no reasphd ashamed of dialect or the simple
faith grandma expressed when singing “Go Down M&s€sub leader Victoria Earle
Matthews likely agreed with many of these assestiom 1895, she urged African
Americans to trust the uniqueness of their litemgeavors. Just as composers had

finally come to recognize the distinctiveness afdil music, she insisted, later

4 The main characters in GrimkéXacheldo not speak dialect and are educated, but the playwrights in
Grimké’s wake create less educated characters. This shift igpartamt feature of the revision that
accompanies one-acts written for black audiences. As | arguethatéact that Grimké hoped to speak to
an integrated, if not a white audience, is significané h&he is chiefly concerned with countering the
cultural conversation predicated on black inhumanity, wiélesuccessors more consciously join a black
cultural conversation primarily about black identity.
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generations would value the gift of black literat(t20). Ultimately, black women’s
clubs became forums in which women put forth arab@dl for imaginative works that
would privilege distinctly black expression. Besawantilynching drama emerged in the
wake of this movement, it is not surprising tha genre replaced Victorian piety with
folk religion, and that most of the scripts featuprayers and hymns easily identified
with the black church of the rural South.

The impulse to place black folk culture at the eewff this new literature resulted
from the development of a new racial landscapbentdir. Racial discrimination had
always constituted a common ground for African Aiceans of diverse social
backgrounds? but the racial violence that increased in the tjpessive Era” and into the
modern period strengthened group identity amongkislaln supporting Ida B. Wells’s
efforts and interacting with their unlettered breth club women in particular began to
see that Victorian values did not quiet the mobrathy, and black philosophers began
guestioning those values and the literary convesttbat accompanied them. By the
1910s, some of the writers who came under thdineénice altered the development of the
black literary tradition by creating a decidedlykfcentered and home-centered type of

African American drama.

The National Association for the Advancement of Calred People (NAACP)
In the 1910s, black writers took inspiration frame tblack women’s club

movement as well as the NAACP, a newly formed fastin that drew together men and

15 Before Emancipation, even those born free in the North uderthat their destinies were linked to
those in bondage. Many said that they were not trulyuingiball were. After Emancipation (throughout
history, really), some blacks no doubt differentiated tledwes based on their class or level of education,
but many blacks—especially in the face of racism—would acknowlibagielink to the race, even if they
believed that the only thing they had in common withnifaesses was discrimination.
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women, whites and blacks. As one of its most pnemi members, W.E. B. Du Bois
understood the need for a multifaceted fight agasssm, and he complemented his
insistence upon speaking directly to black writgith a commitment to targeting white
audiences who could affect African Americans’ qtyadif life. Du Bois saw the NAACP
as a forum for black self-representation becaus@st an interracial civil rights
organization that did not disregard black peopie their ideas. Within this forum,
blacks increasingly turned to the forms of thetpeti the legislative bill, the press

release, and the picket sithh.

Of particular significance is that the NAACP ingairAfrican American women
to inaugurate antilynching drama because the azgdon did not seem to value black
women’s efforts unequivocally or to be particuladgponsive to their voices.
Reviewing the encounters that activists Ida B. ¥/afid Mary Talbert had with the
NAACP sheds light on how this otherwise progressisganization threatened to limit
black women’s endeavors. Wells’'s and Talbert'segigmces help us to understand why
writing antilynching drama became a liberating ficdil strategy in the 1910s when
Angelina Weld Grimké, Alice Dunbar-Nelson, and M&uwrrill published the first three

plays in the tradition.

Now known as the foremost antilynching crusadeknmerican history, Ida B.
Wells’s work spanned more than four decades. Sb&evbold editorials and lectured
internationally in the 1890s, and she led demotistra against racial injustice in the

1920s. Wells often stood alone, but she also edeatganizations that could initiate

16 see Zangrandd,he NAACP Campaign Against Lynching, 1909-198Biladelphia: Temple UP, 1980.
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change without her direct participation. Therefaiege was effective not only because

she was fearless, but also because she inspiretsdthjoin the fight?

The NAACP began as the National Negro Committeentanracial group of
which Ida B. Wells was a founding member. Leadensied the committee in 1909 in
direct response to an lllinois race riot during erhiwo blacks were lynched and 2,000
more were forced to flee (Zangrando 22). That semithe Committee sponsored an
interracial political conference to discuss strasdor racial uplift, and when Wells
addressed the assembly, she suggested that thezatgzan push for antilynching
legislation (Zangrando 23). At the end of the epahce, the National Negro Committee
faded and the NAACP emerged as an organizatiomrdeted to use publicity to end
racial violence. Those at the helm aimed to fighgsical force with “exposure, public
education, judicial remedy, and legislation” andde&V.E.B. Du Bois their first
“Director of Publications and Research” and editbtheir official organ;The Crisis
(Zangrando 24). Interestingly, once Du Bois becdimector of research, he relied
increasingly on Walter White, whose investigatiof$/nchings took significant
inspiration from the work that Wells had alreadyédo In essence, the NAACP
duplicated Wells’s investigative reporting, budiiso planned to advance activism by
doing what she had not: lobby for the passage afrgitynching bill. Yet, Wells
practically set this agenda for the nascent gragabse she had urged everyone at the

original National Negro Committee meeting to ptiae formal lobbying.

" Biographies on Wells include Linda McMurryT® Keep the Waters Troubled: The Life of Ida B. Wells,
Dorothy Sterling’sBlack Foremothers: Three Liveand Wells's autobiographgrusade for Justice.

Wells sometimes had conflicts with various organizateatéers. Therefore, as McMurry explains, she
sometimes worked alone because her intensity seemed to stre¢takienships.
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Nevertheless, Wells felt her contributions were aygpreciated by the NAACP.
Remembering the inaugural meeting, Wells wroteendiary that it was Du Bois’s
“deliberate intention ... to ignore me and my wotk.Upon her death, his comments in
Crisis magazineseemed to confirm her suspiciofjher] work has easily been forgotten
because it was afterward taken up on a much lacgde by the N.A.A.C.P. and carried
to greater success®

Much like Du Bois, modern histories have margiredizhe contributions of black
women in the antilynching campaign. For exampleemvspeaking of the effort to get
the Dyer Anti-Lynching Bill passed, historians aft®cus on the NAACP, but Mary
Talbert worked with Dyer long before NAACP leadmisied forces with him (Masur
10). In fact, though she was not a national offitevas Talbert who secured Dyer a
place on the national convention platform so tleatbuld solicit the group’s support.
Therefore the partnership between Dyer and NAAGRe&t James Weldon Johnson and
Walter White was possible because Talbert introdaubem. Talbert also organized the
“Anti-lynching Crusaders” to raise money to promtie bill. She mobilized black
women across the country using the network shalbadloped as a club woman in the
1890s. Though it did not reach their $1 milliorayghe group was much more than an
“ad hoc committee that the [NAACP] would occasityatilize”—as many histories
would have us believ®. Without these female Crusaders, the NAACP's fasri@hame

of America” advertising campaign would not haverbpessible. Furthermore, without

18 See Wells’s autobiograph@rusade for Justice326-28.

19 Crisis, June 1931 “Postscript”

2 This quotation from Zangrando, page 78. A more distigrbxample of black women’s relegation to the
margins of history can be found in James Cutler's semB@b history of lynching. He refers to Wells
only once and does not mention the pamphlets she wrotesrtNekess, his chapter on “Remedies” echoes
her work closely. This is especially strange because he mehigorin this “Remedies” chapter and says
that she met with colleagues to develop solutions but cldiaighey mainly talked about promoting
legislation.(229-30).
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the fund that the Crusaders created, the NAACP moayave been able to resume its
lobbying effort for federal antilynching legislation the 1930s (Masur 49).

The NAACP made the form of the press release,llgis bill, and the picket
sign available for black expression and self-d&bni but women often invested in other
forms as well, as Mary Talbert’s life makes cle@albert’s tactics typify the tendency
among black women to rely on alternative modesxpf@ssion; for example, Talbert
found prayers to be more relevant to her constituiran petitions. Because traditional
histories have not readily acknowledged the palitnherent in such strategies, the
importance of Talbert’s leadership as nationalidesg of the Anti-Lynching Crusaders
has been underestimated.

Addressing this oversight, historian Kate Masur teasiperated the Crusaders’
legacy and demonstrated that their accomplishnfanexceeded the work for which
they are knowri! Most histories focus on their activities betwé&&vember 1922 and
January 1923, mostly because they helped prodecetiognizably political “Shame of
America” advertisement during this time. Masuiists though, that such accounts are a
disservice because they “do more than simply trenitee duration of the movement” (8).
Such narratives actually “...de-emphasize the coalibuilding work so central to the
Crusade ... and... downplay the significance of thes@ders’ philosophies about
grassroots organizing...” (8). Masur continues, feas they worked within mainstream
party politics to support the Dyer Bill, they dealied themselves to creating and
strengthening a nation-wide and politicized Africamerican community that was
independent of the Republican Party and commitiexhtagenda of racial equality that

would include, but not be limited to, civil righesgislation” (7).

2L All quotations of Mary Talbert from Masur piece.
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The Crusade was born during an NAACP conventialuime 1922. There, Mary
Curtis, Mary Wilson of Boston, and Mary TalbertRiiffalo decided to raise one dollar
from every woman in the United States. Their clulvement activities throughout the
1890s ensured that they would have help from ®eslof Alice Dunbar-Nelson, Jessie
R. Fauset, and Nannie Burroughs of Washington DMith an ambitious goal of $1
million dollars, they used club movement conneditmorganize hundreds of women in
forty states.

The Crusaders’ grassroots approach is best exeaaplif/ the importance they
placed on “quiet” activities like prayer. Suchieities allowed the movement to grow
because they did not interfere with members’ hoolsketuties. In order to accommodate
women with varying degrees of political experieacel vastly different lifestyles, they
promoted tasks that could easily be incorporatemdaily life. Likewise, leaders
avoided asking members to engage in overtly palitabor, because black women in the
South were in particular danger. As Emma MilleMigsissippi explained in a letter to
Talbert, “Anything that bears the stamp of the MA.P. arouses the ire of the people of
this section instantly. Now that the K.K.[K.] igiging such a foothold the risk would be
greater...” (qtd. in Masur 17). She concluded, ‘dlsdo, in a quiet way, all that | can to
promote [your plans] and, of course, | shall cdntte. You have no idea how often a
blow can be struck for the race in a quiet way dtere” (17).

Understanding southern members’ predicament, Tiadtsded her state leaders to
encourage their constituents thusly: “It makeglifierence where you live...you cannot
possibly fear to engage in a campaign of prayersaffesacrifice against the most wicked

of all crimes” (18). Talbert thus exhibited corspmn for her southern allies while
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communicating to them that their involvement wasc@l. She clearly understood that
their participation helped to foster a spirit afistance. Without such a spirit in black
communities, the NAACP’s efforts would not be suged.

Talbert’s insistence upon combining the spirituad ghe political in the
Crusaders’ “quiet” approach is evinced by the wogddf the organization’s official
prayer guidelines. Published in the national nettast, they read: “To your knees and
don’t stop praying until, the voice of the Negroman is heard and their petition for the
suppression of mob violence is accepted by the Avaempeople and lynchings and
slaughter of Human beings be made a crime” (13)bdrt thus placed the quiet prayers
of participants on par with the NAACP’s lobbyindcaets; their voices were an integral
part of the political campaign. Even if individu@tusaders had limited access to
traditional political arenas, they helped each ogtay motivated by invoking the
possibility of political change, and they attendedhe black community’s spiritual and
emotional needs. Talbert and her state leaddrthtdlthey could not make a political
impact without keeping the community spiritualifiited. Thus, they opposed lynching,
not simply because it was a crime against the blogyalso because it crushed the human
spirit. Crusaders thus resolved to develop ancAfriAmerican community that was
unified in its opposition to lynching and felt enwotally capable of fighting this injustice.
Without such a community, African American leadeos!d not hope to build a
politically significant constituency.

The NAACP encouraged the form of the petition agidlative bill, focused as it
was on interracial cooperation. Nevertheless, imealack women often operated

without holding high official positions, they utikd contacts outside of this integrated
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national group. Relying on the network of blackmemn that they developed in the
1890s, they were more likely to continue the dissetcentered traditions established by
their antebellum foremothers. Becoming doers efwilord in the postbellum/preHarlem
period, black women of the early 1900s promotedutsve forms like prayers and the

similarly spirit-sustaining antilynching play.

Postbellum/PreHarlem

When Angelina Weld Grimké wrofeachel,she created a protagonist who loses
her mind because she cannot deal with the raciatsthirounds her. Rachel believes
that motherhood is her God-given life’s missionywdeen she realizes that black
children’s lives are not valued in American socjatye feels that her love of children is
actually a curse. Rachel tries to out-laugh Gatisiuns a loving fiancé because she
believes that she hears children begging not toolbe. This tragic play inaugurated
antilynching drama among black writers and it conéd that Grimké, unlike her
emotionally and mentally deteriorating protagonigis determined to find ways to fight
racism. Grimké proved to be a doer of the word whimplemented the labor of her
peers, including Ida B. Wells and Mary Talbert, whthe NAACP under-utilized.

Grimké’s preHarlem turn to drama continued thetjmali work she had done as a
teenager. The years leading up to her playwritfiegn Washington D.C. were marked
by social activism and a unique family history.in@é’s father, Archibald Grimké, was
the son of a white lawyer who did not acknowledge ¢hildren he had by his slaves.
When Archibald’s aunts Sarah and Angelina Grimla@ran antislavery article, they

discovered this long-lost family member and begamesponding with him. In 1874,
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Archibald graduated from Harvard Law School andamegracticing in Boston. He
married Sarah Stanley, a white woman, in 1879 /amgklina was born the next year and
named after the aunt who had so lovingly lookedrafirchibald’s interests (Hull 108).
Archibald’s wife left him in 1882 when Angelina wago years old. By the time she was
seven, her mother sent her to live with her fategplaining in a note that the child
“needs that love and sympathy of one of her owe’régtd. in Young 26). Grimkeé
therefore grew up with a father who became a reieegrace leader and with two great
aunts, the Grimké sisters, who believed passionatedbolition and women'’s suffrage.
In short, Grimké “lived in an atmosphere of religgp feminist, political and racial
liberalism” (Hull 110).

This spirit of activism inspired Grimké early ifdito take a stand on the issue of
lynching. At age nineteen, in 1899, she workedditect signatures for an antilynching
petition. In 1900, she wrote the short story “Blacas Black Does” for th€olored
American Magazineln it, a black man who was lynched is admiti@éHeaven while a
self-righteous white man is condemned to Hell (HdID). Grimké’s inauguration of
antilynching drama was an extension of this ealilierary activism in the period before
the New Negro Renaissance began creating oppoesifiir blacks. Grimké took a
chance on drama before it was widely promotedaclbtommunities, writingRachel
before Du Bois founded the NAACP Drama Committeeontend therefore that the
emergence of antilynching drama actually inspiegdrl developments of the New Negro
Renaissance.

Of course, this is not to say that Grimké did nendfit from the New Negro

Renaissance or interact with its major figurese Séttled in the Washington D.C. area in
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her twenties, remained there until her late fifteesd enjoyed the camaraderie of the
area’s literati, galvanized by the literary salbattGeorgia Douglas Johnson hosted in
her home (Hull 151). In the July 1927 issueCoisis, for example, Grimké was reported
to have been an especially delightful additiorhi® always lively crowd at Johnson’s
salon (Hull 212). By the time of this report, Gkiénwas forty-seven and had written
Rachelmore than ten years earlier, so she clearly didvadt for the Renaissance or its
networks of artists, to devise a form that shedeilild accurately represent the race. As a
result, this former poet made drama an importantgyér the leaders of the New Negro

movement.

Writing their antilynching plays in 1918 and 19%8prtly after the appearance of
Grimké’sRachel Alice Dunbar-Nelson and Mary Burrill also exemplifyis genre’s
preHarlem roots. Like Grimké, Dunbar-Nelson, haatima name for herself well before
the Renaissance. Dunbar-Nelson’s lynching pMaye Eyes Have Seapotlights a
young man who has been drafted to serve in World Miat balks at the idea of fighting
for the nation that let his father’s lynching ggunished. Though she had come from a
fairly privileged background, Dunbar-Nelson’s passabout the issues addressed in
Mine Eyeds not surprising given the consistency of hertpal activism. Born in New
Orleans in 1875, Dunbar-Nelson was the daughtarrawly freed slave mother and a
white man who was probably a merchant marine. hiesggew up, she took a prominent
place in New Orlean’s Creole community and becaatieein club work (Hull 35). In
1896, when she was twenty-one, her family reloctddgioston (Hull 41). The next year,
she became a teacher in New York and remainedtae atub woman there until she

moved to Washington D.C. to be with her new husb&adl Laurence Dunbar, around
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1898 (Hull 43). She left Paul in 1902 and wasasgged from him when he died in 1906,
but she nevertheless received many condolenceshandareer as his widow was
officially launched” (Hull 47). From that point pehe was often promoted as his widow,
and this strategy helped her establish a consitéeraputation as a writer long before the
New Negro Renaissance was under Way.

Having established her literary reputation beftweRenaissance, Dunbar-Nelson
was able to form acquaintances with writers anckins of that movement, despite the
fact that she did not live in Harlem or Washingiai€. and despite spending more years
as a journalist and activist than as a creativéewriFrom 1902 to 1920, Dunbar-Nelson
lived in Wilmington, Delaware, passing some sumnagiSornell University as a special
student (Hull 60). During the Wilmington yearseshas a member of the Delaware
State Colored Teachers Association and successtollged to equalize the pay of white
and black teachers (Hull 60). She was chair oL #egue of Colored Republican
Women and directed the party’s Delaware campaidr®0 (Hull 68). When the
Republican party disregarded black women’s concertisits rejection of the Dyer
Anti-lynching bill in 1922, Dunbar-Nelson decidemjbin the Democratic party. In fact,
she led their 1924 efforts to reach black womemftbe party’s headquarters in New
York City (Hull 69). During this highly politicaime in her life, her literary output
amounted to her single antilynching pldyne Eyes Have Segwhich was published in
Crisisin 1918 (Hull 72).

Some scholars believe that Dunbar-Nelson’s literaputation has been

diminished by the intensity of her political actm. According to literary historian and

22 Dunbar-Nelson initially made her name by writing shtoties and poems. S&&e Works of Alice
Dunbar-Nelsona three-volume component of the Schomburg Libraryinétéenth-Century Black
Women Writers, edited by Gloria T. Hull.
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biographer Gloria Hull, Dunbar-Nelson relied maioly her journalism skills after 1900,
producing writing that did not make for “enduringgtary prestige” (86). Yet, the
responses that Dunbar-Nelson received from heeoagmbraries should temper our
assumption that her journalism somehow reducedtitbeary influence. After her
antilynching playMine Eyes Have Seappeared iiCrisis, it prompted a revision in the
form of Mary Burrill’'s 1919 dram@ftermath. Mine Eyedepicts a black man’s dilemma
at being drafted after his father’s lynching haseganpunished, whereAstermath
spotlights a soldier who returns from honorableiserin the war to discover that his
father has been lynched. As Burrill puts forth aenundeniably bitter portrait of a brave
black soldier, she clearly considered Dunbar-Nétsplay too important to leave
unaddressed. Furthermore, Dunbar-Nelson was glieshor at Johnson’s salon on July
23, 1927, signaling the respect and admiratioritezary contemporaries showed her.

If Dunbar-Nelson’s focus on journalism has led nradgcholars to question her
literary significance, the circumstances under whier lynching play was produced
could easily raise doubts about her importancedramatist. Though published in
Crisis, a major periodical, this script was produced dydgause Dunbar-Nelson herself
brought it to life at the high school where she keakr Strange Fruit411). While many
black theater histories discount work produced usdeh circumstances in order to boast
about the few scripts that made it to Broadwayhdiases hinder our understanding of
the cultural work that early twentieth-century doef the word accomplished. A close
reading reveals thaline Eyesnust have encouraged intense discussion aboutaffric
American claims to American citizenship. Dunbardda recognized the potential of the

amateur stage to interrogate and mold blacks’ ptiares of themselves, and no amount
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of commitment to Delaware politics or classroontteag could keep her from using
what she believed was the “best medium” for depicblack life (qtd on Hull 73).

Mary Burrill was another teacher who prioritizecura and the amateur stage as
a way of helping blacks claim and represent idgntigorn in Washington, D.C. in 1879,
Burrill was in her early forties in the 1920s ardyed to be a mentor to the young men
and women who would energize the New Negro RenatgsaAfter graduating in 1904
from the institution now known as Emerson Colleg®oston, she taught high school
English. In 1907, she returned home to Washingidere she directed the School of
Expression at the Conservatory of Music until 18&avin 13 &Strange Fruit80).
Primarily a teacher, Burrill inspired a love of #ter in her students, one of whom was
younger lynching playwright May Miller. Burrill'fove of the arts obviously pre-dated
the Renaissance, but it undeniably became morerdevgeduring it, as she participated
in Johnson’s literary salon and saw an increasurgber of outlets for her students’
talents.

Of the preHarlem dramatists, Burrill was the lgastific, with just two works to
her credit. Her dram@hey That Sit in Darkne$%919) which was never produced,
receives more critical attention than her antilyngtplay Aftermath written in the same
year. By detailing the plight of a mother who canafford to care for her childremhey
That Sit in Darknesdramatizes the need for birth control among pdackowomen. As
a result, it appeals to scholars interested irAtierican eugenics movement shaped by
women like Margaret Sanger. The play was publisheganger'8irth Control Review
in a special issue called “The Negroes’ Need fottBControl, As Seen by Themselves”

(Burke 91). In light of this play’s context, schm have categorized Burrill as a woman
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with feminist politics (who just happened to bedila These feminist scholars have
shown little interest in her lynching pl&ftermath despite its poignant commentary on
two issues of great importance to the quality acklwomen’s lives—mob violence and
World War 1.

By exposing the mob and the military as equallyad¢ating to black families and
by depicting a black soldier’s desire to have hamhood acknowledged at home, just as
it had been abroad, Burrill sought to alter—throdghma—the ways that African
American identity could be represented. Her waosigts that blacks had complex
responses to racism, to war, and to familial resfmilities while dealing with the chaos
engendered by both. Like Grimké and Dunbar-Nelsefore her, Burrill had not been
involved in the theater, but she realized befoeshlossoming of the New Negro

Renaissance that drama was a form that could acodama black self-representation.

Antilynching Playwrights and the New Negro Renaissace

While Angelina Weld Grimké, Alice Dunbar-Nelson dalary Burrill wrote the
first antilynching plays in the 1910s, the mostrdadic rise in the number of such plays
came in the 1920s and 1930s. No doubt, the Newd\Rgnaissance had much to do
with this proliferation, but the Renaissance algotained forces that threatened to stifle
black women’s voices. The Renaissance enablelyraetiing drama to proliferate by
encouraging a multitude of literary forms in thevament’s forum of choice: the
magazine. Because the magazine was longer, moeglyand had more editing time
built into its production schedule than the newspajp provided an ideal space for

literary experimentation. Indeed, the black montieriodical became a mechanism for
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cultivating literature Crisis andOpportunitysponsored literary contests, and many of the
women antilynching dramatists won them. The Newmddrenaissance was not just a
literary movement, however, but also social anducal. Influenced by the patriarchal
society in which it occurred, the Renaissance dapdriam ways that often excluded
women artists. Because Georgia Douglas JohnsortleVBmith Livingston, Regina
Andrews, and May Miller wrote their lynching play#en the Renaissance was at its
strongest, their lives and careers illustrate gngrele to which black women were both
part of the Renaissance and not part of it. Thesaen were both empowered and
limited by the forms and forums that it offered.

As biographer and literary critic Gloria Hull hagoéained, sexism and favoritism
among leaders of the movement limited women’s gigdtion (7-12). For instance,
Alain Locke, who virtually declared the Renaissamte being? divulged his belief in
women’s limited potential. As a professor at Hagvliniversity, he publicly guaranteed
women students a “C” on the first day of class (lBul To similar effect, many women
artists were at a disadvantage because much nebtgddok place after hours in bars
(Hull 12). Georgia Douglas Johnson, who had chitdat home, certainly could not meet
colleagues at a bar and spend the night discubgingiork over beer, as the most
successful male artists often did (Hull 12). Ahdge women who did, like Zora Neale
Hurston, had to contend with assumptions that bal/loose morals. Of course, men did

not have to worry about such issues. Given thie+oantered mode of operation,

% Many credit Locke with “birthing” the movement with twablications. He edited a special edition on
African American culture foSurvey Graphicwhich led toThe New Negressay collection in 1925.
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women writers like the playwrights of this studydiges to the movement but were not in
its visible mainstrearft:

Nevertheless, the Renaissance was a strong fateditively influenced these
women’s lives and literary careers. Above all,¢b#aborative spirit of the Renaissance
fostered an atmosphere that made many of thesersvdirect acquaintances. Most of
them lived in or near Washington D.C. during th@d®9and participated in Georgia
Douglas Johnson’s “Saturday Nighter” salon whiclpéé the New Negro Renaissance
come alive outside of New York.

Johnson, the most prolific dramatist under consitilen, wrote all of her
antilynching plays in the 1920s. There are foayplto her credit that have been
published to dat& A Sunday Morning in the South925 depicts a black boy who has
been at home with his family since eight o’clock lsunevertheless arrested for a rape
that was committed at ten o’clocBlue Blood(c. 1926%° suggests, through two black
women'’s stories, that black women remain silenualdiite men’s sexual abuse in order
to protect their husbands from lynchinBlue-Eyed Black Bofl1927) is a play in which
the governor sends the state troopers to stopchilyg because he knows that the black
boy is his son. Finally$afe(1929) spotlights a young woman who goes into labor

because she hears the screams of a victim befemaadb kills him near her houseike

24 \We are reminded of Cheryl Wall's point that women of thelétia Renaissance contributed to the
movement in ways that too often went acknowledged. fapamce, though Jessie Fauset used her position
at Crisisto debut many artists, her work was overlooked everdaireer supposedly in its honor. Wall
explains that Fauset remained polite as her nbwete is Confusiofaded from the agenda, but Fauset
surely realized that evening that “whatever she had done toqarddi{she] would not have a starring role
when the renaissance hit the big time” (71).

% Again, please note that others will be available in Decentig.2Sed he Plays of Georgia Douglas
Johnson: From the "New Negro" Renaissance to the CighitRiMovementdited and with an

introduction by Judith Stephens. [University ofritlis Press, 2005]

% As noted in the introduction, many have r@&hde Bloodas a miscegenation play but | categorize it as a
lynching drama because the threat of lynching drives the adideourse, miscegenation remains a key
component to any understanding of the play. In factggest in Chapter 4 that lynching itself often serves
to erase from cultural memory stories of interracial cogplin
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Grimké and Dunbar-Nelson, Johnson was in her ®xtieen she wrote these plays and
had already established a literary reputation.ikdrthem, Johnson seems to have needed
the energy of the New Negro Renaissance to begingyvoice to the racially charged

ideas that dominate her lynching plays.

Johnson’s responsibilities as wife and mother yilantributed to this pattern.
She married at age twenty-six in 1903 and movel hétr husband to Washington D.C.
in 1910, when she was thirty-three (Hull 156). tBis time, she had a newborn and a
toddler who made considerable demands on her baoteshe continued to write what
many consider “raceless,” genteel poetry. Thoughvgas discouraged because her
husband did not always support her literary aspmat she dedicated her second book of
poetry to him in 1922 (Hull 159). Three yearsiatel925, her husband died of a stroke,
and she had to begin working full-time. Even vathjusting to full-time work and single
motherhood, Johnson tapped into the energy of #we Negro Renaissance by hosting a
literary salon in her “S” Street home in Washingiai€. She brought many black
women playwrights together and introduced them &onfigures such as Du Bois and
Locke. After having written in isolation, Johnseelcomed the opportunity to surround

herself with talent, and she clearly took inspoatirom these interactions.

Though Johnson organized the salon and was a leattes regard, she was not
among the pioneers who initiated antilynching draf@aimké, Dunbar-Nelson, and
Burrill influenced her writing more than she infhaed theirs. In fact, her work
sometimes clearly echoes theirs; in particularndoh’sSafe(1929) reiterates the themes
of Grimké’sRachel(1916) Though not speaking of her lynching drama, Johiereelf

acknowledged that others inspired her racially cmns work. In a private letter to a
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friend, Johnson explained, “My first book was tteart of A Woman It was not at all
race conscious. Then some one said—she has mugféad the race. So | wrote
Bronze—it is entirely racial. . .” (GDJ Papers gtd. inIHLG0).

Once she entered the genre, Johnson’s antilyngtayg offered significant
revisions, and she helped shape the work of youpiggwright May Miller, whoséNails
and Thornss the only drama under consideration that focesethe impact of lynching
on whites. The reader enters the home of a shvehifise wife wants to prevent an
impending lynching because she remembers how #asimcident degraded the town in
which she grew up. She is unable to do so, aggdwensues. Miller's access to
Johnson’s salon was one of the many privilegesdéaie with being the daughter of
renowned Howard University sociology professor iKéliller. Miller grew up
surrounded by many writers and thinkers of the Rsaace, including Du Bois and
Locke, who visited her parents’ home (Gavin 18#)rthermore, as a student at
Washington D. C.’s Dunbar High School, Miller haattib Mary Burrill and Angelina
Weld Grimké as teachers. It was through Burrgirecouragement that Miller wrote her
first play,Pandora’s Boxat age fifteen (Burke 94). Miller graduated frétaward
University in 1920 with training from Locke and @my’s newly established theater
department (Gavin 187), and she later studied uBdgill at the Conservatory of Music
(Burke 90). Miller had a wide network of colleagubut she was closest to Johnson.
Besides attending her literary salon, Miller waket mentor’s bedside during her final
hours (Burke 94). May Miller was undeniably a dhiff the New Negro Renaissance,

and her life epitomized its collaborative spirit.
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Regina Andrews and Myrtle Smith Livingston were yloeingest of the published
antilynching playwrights; in 1920, Andrews was nieen and Livingston was eighteen.
Because they were women, their youthfulness must bamplicated their participation
in the Renaissance. If their contemporary Marivarfer is to be believed, the promises
of the big city proved particularly elusive for wem Bonner wrote that, attracted by its
reputation, a young woman may make plans to leawel&rlem on the next train but
then “you decide...that that train will not take yowy the next—nor the next for some
time to come. For you know that—being a woman—gamnot twice a month or twice a
year, for that matter, break away to see or hegtharg in a city that is supposed to see
and hear too much” (1207).

Andrews seems to have overcome many of these wimmutibstacles because she
was well connected; even her antilynching play hedca substantial Harlem audience.
Andrews’s dram&limbing Jacob’s Laddeis set in a church where dissension reigns.
As the congregants try to raise money to hire gémfor a friend who is scheduled to be
legally lynched, that friend is killed. Andrewschimng been aware of such scenarios
because, being born and educated in Chicstlgowas familiar with Ida B. Wells’
antilynching campaign and the atrocities that irexpit. In her hometown, she gained
experience as a librarian before leaving to worthatNew York Public Library’s 11%
Street branch from the late 1920s to 1939. Evdigiuendrews became chief librarian at
the 138" Street branch, where she worked until 1948 (Mitd#65). Her occupation
kept her connected to many writers and artists,siedhad direct contact with Du Bois
and, to a lesser extent, with Locke. Just as itapdly, she shared a bustling city

apartment with Ethel Nance, Charles Johnson’s s&gratOpportunitymagazine.
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Located at 508 St. Nicholas Avenue, their home kasvn as “Dream Haven” to many.
When recruited by Charles Johnson to come to Haaletnbecome writers, artists such
as Countee Cullen, Eric Walrond, Langston Hughed,J@an Toomer frequently
gathered there and sometimes resided there tenipdkull 5-6, Lewis Ch.5). Still, as
Nance recalled, it was Andrews’ position at thedy that positioned her to promote the
New Negro Renaissance and benefit from its energy.

In 1927, Andrews helped found the Harlem Experimenheatre (HET). She
used the model of Du Bois’s Krigwa Players andrlaged that Du Bois’s “influence and
encouragement eased ... [its] growing pains” (qtditthell 68). Du Bois also read a
draft of her antilynching plaglimbing Jacob’s Ladde{1931), gave her constructive
criticism, and praised her accomplishments aftemsgit produced (Mitchell 79). Du
Bois’s influence in part explains Andrews’s comneimh to the amateur Little Negro
Theatre Movement and her rejection of art for aske. Andrews’s commitment to
elevating amateur theater, and writing dramas wpanoh it could be based, represents
the fruit reaped in the 1920s and 1930s from bthekter practitioners’ willingness in
the 1890s and early 1900s to engage aggressivelydiitics of representation.

Of all the playwrights, Myrtle Smith Livingston ike least known, never having
made a name for herself as a writer. ReturningehtmColorado and married life before
finishing her degree at Howard University, she se@rhave trod what Marita Bonner
suggested was the most lady-like path. Becausedneer was so brief, however, it
illustrates how powerful the Renaissance was, @véds Washington D.C. manifestation.
Livingston was born in 1902 in Holly Grove, Arkassand grew up in Denver, Colorado

(Crisis 1926). She went to Howard University briefly nansferred to Colorado
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Teacher’s College and was a teacher for many ykarsafter Crisis). Livingston was

in Washington and acquainted with Locke and Gregastivities for only two years,

but that brief stint was enough to inspire her tdaenan antilynching playFor Unborn
Childrenwas published in 1926 after winning one of the maag&s drama prizes the
year before. The play depicts a black lawyer veheady to move North and elope
because he and his white fiancée cannot be togethige South. To discourage him, his
grandmother explains that he has never known hteendecause she is white and could
not love him. Determined not to risk giving hismoehildren such a mother, he decides
not to elope, but it is too late; the mob is wajtoutside. By the time the piece appeared,
Livingston was already in Colorado teaching, b« Kft a permanent contribution that
evinces the impact made by the outspoken leadegr®edfiew Negro Renaissance. Locke
and Gregory provided her training at Howard, Bot Unborn Childrenputs forth an
explicitly militant stance that Du Bois must haweeh proud to publish i@risis.

The collaborative spirit of the Renaissance iregpthe lynching playwrights, but
the closely knit networks also determined who ahdtwvould be recognized. As it
exerted its influence, the New Negro Renaissanabled lynching dramatists to write
scripts, but it also limited the praise they reedithen and now. Because black writers
were accepted by the mainstream in the 1920s aB@si9because they were “in
vogue"—those artists whose work was not condua@veommercial acceptance have
been easily discounted; those who preferred spga&ismall black audiences in amateur

venues are assumed to have been far less signitican

%" That is, they are assumed to be less significant if theyl d&edihg deemed complete failures who could
not “make it” outside of these venues.
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Modern scholars often overlook community-basedrefflike those of the
antilynching dramatists and, in doing so, they ifatlb a pattern that has been described
by Carla Peterson in another context. Petersonsathat scholarship often comes
“...dangerously close to replicating the historidgahation of the early nineteenth century
in its valorization of those African American texioduced under the direction of white
sponsors for the consumption of a white readershih). Unfortunately, modern
researchers are often guilty of “marginalizing @vén occluding those other forms...
produced specifically for the black community” (5)he danger lurks especially when
studying periods in which black writers had gaimede acceptance. Categories of
“major” and “minor” quickly form, and the latterrids to consist of works directed at
black audiences. Accordingly, writing lynching ara often led to a decline in literary
recognition, which has been exacerbated by thestasids of modern scholarship.

Because Johnson had the longest, most varied casraeception best illustrates
the extent to which drama, especially antilynctdngma, could negatively affect an
author’s ability to attain traditionally definedsaess. Johnson’s persistence in
playwriting cannot be attributed to a desire fazlaion, but rather to a belief that her
plays could enact social change. Although sheewnétory plays in 193% Johnson
was most interested in drama at the height of i Negro Renaissance when others
were garnering acclaim by writing in other genrBairing the 1920s, she wrote seven
plays that remain extant. Five of them expliciigmatize lynchingAnd Yet They
Paused, A Bill to be Passed, A Sunday MorningenSbuth(1925) Safe(1929)and

Blue-Eyed Black Bog1930). Of these five, two survive only in arctayéhree were

2 |n 1935, at age 58, Johnson wrBtederick DouglassindWilliam and Ellen Craftboth published in the
anthologyNegro History in Thirteen Playsdited by her protégé May Miller and Willis Richardson.
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published only after her death, and none was fdynsédged during her lifetim.
Johnson had greater success with scripts thatneeegdved as “folk plays”Blue Blood
andPlumes both were produced by Little Negro theaters amuoliphed shortly after
being written. Thus, of the seven racially therdesinas that Johnson wrote in the
1920s, it seems that she only saw two publishedardiiced—the two that wenst

explicitly about lynching.

Debating Black Drama and its Proper Outlet

Ironically, we come to understand the paucity abreds documenting
performances of antilynching plays by considerimg very same factors that enabled the
genre to proliferate in print in the 1920s. GrinsikiRache] the genre’s inaugural text,
sparked debate among African Americans when itprvaduced in 1916 becausdatl in
line with Du Bois’s insistence that black art shibbk political. For Du Bois and
Grimké, mainstream art amounted to anti-black pgapda, so black artists could not
afford to shy away from making explicitly politicalatements. In contrast, Howard
University professors Alain Locke and Montgomene@ory, who both served on the
drama committee that sponsoiRdchelobjected to the play’s blatantly political stance.
Indeed, Locke would later write that he felt lik&pariah” in drama committee meetings,

and Gregory noted: “a minority section of this coittee dissented from this

29 See Stephens and PerkiSsange Fruitand Hull 171 for detailsAnd Yet They PauseahdA Bill to be
Passedemain archived manuscripts; they are sketches spotlighéngyrtterican government’s resistance
to the Dyer antilynching bill (Recovered 519). The playSunday Morning in the South (1925), Safe
(1929)andBlue-Eyed Black Boy (193@)l explicitly indict the mob and are read closely in Chagter
Also note that Judith Stephens will soon make theskaiches about the Dyer bill available in an
anthology of Johnson’s work.
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propagandist platform and were instrumental inrledanding the Howard Players
organization, promoting the purely artistic appioac”*

Given this disagreement, the productiorRaichelwas a much more formative
moment in black theater history than scholars lekmowledged. In raising questions
about what black drama should accomplish, it irgpan increasing investment in black-
authored plays. BecauBachelwas written before Du Bois formed the Drama
Committee, it was not a response to his call facklauthored plays, but likely an
inspiration for it Then, once the committee decided to stage the @lamké’s text
helped Locke and Gregory identify their own artistiission. Convinced that a
commitment to propaganda would only hinder bladist; they vowed to create a space
in which “purely artistic” concerns reigned. Thema Locke and Gregory publicized
their approach, the more Du Bois refined his aldtton of the need for political art.
Without question, therRachelinfluenced the founders of both the NAACP drama
committee and Howard University’s theater departmesrganizations that would
encourage and train black playwrights throughoetlt®20s. To the extent that New
Negro Renaissance leaders invested in drama, Geetikéeir agenda.

By inspiring the ongoing debate, Grimk&achelenabled black drama to grow at an
unprecedented rate, and the numerous scriptsuwake were shaped by the terms of the

now famous discussion. Du Bois, Locke, and Gregdirgncouraged “native drama,”

plays written by blacks to depict African Americaxperience. They believed that such

%0 See Gregory’s “Chronology” and Locke’s “Steps to a Nédreatre.”

31 Most assume that Du Bois motivated Grimké. For examplee astroduce8lack Thunder: An
Anthology of Contemporary African American Dranfeatre historian William Branch calkachel‘the

first produced play to result from Dr. Du Bois’s call..x¥§J. However, the script was available to Du Bois
by the time he founded the drama committee because it was alvattdp. Grimké circulated her drafts
as early as January of 1915 (Hull 117-23).
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drama typically came in two forms: “race [or] prgpada plays” which exposed
oppression, and “folk plays” which featured evenytite without strong political
overtones (Perkins 3). Certainly, the works wnittkiring this period resist any rigid
distinction between “propaganda” plays and “puglystic” ones, but these categories
help us to understand the difference in the phpbsos’ approaches, and especially their
radically divergent public responsesRachel*?> Locke and Gregory promoted folk plays
because they felt that black artists limited thdwesewhen they allowed politics to shape
their creations. Further, as they strove to maaedid a nationally recognized school of
drama and theater, they focused on aesthetics $ethaey wanted their students’ work to
be seen as truly artistic. On the other hand, Dig R:lt that black artists limited
themselves by adhering to an aesthetic that igrantlinherent political power and
denied the importance of direct protest. Accorljinge valued race plays, including

antilynching plays, because they unapologeticaltijated American racism.

The men disagreed fiercely, but they were all cotteiito encouraging African
American playwrights. As a result, though they ddterent artistic ideals in mind, they
fueled the widespread promotion of black dramackiecand Gregory nurtured their

burgeoning theater department at Howard UniverBityBois edited the NAACP’s

%2 Though Sandra Richards has suggested that scholars oftertanakuch of these labels, the categories
are helpful for understanding the impassioned responseg lhacktdRacheland the accompanying
NAACP rhetoric. For more on Richards’ caveat, see the “Riainhe Discussion with Senior Scholars,”
African American Performance and Theater History A CritRaadered. Harry Elam and David Krasner
(New York: Oxford, 2001). Margaret Wilkerson similadrgues that “race plays” are not so easily
distinguishable from “folk plays” as she discusses Dougpamison’s work in her introduction $oPlays

by Black Wome(New York: Mentor, 1986). My research accords with theselacdi point about the
potential to overstate the distinction, because | have fthatdhe “purely artistic” camp mostly criticized
Rachelin public! Gregory wrote Grimké a letter after seeing thelpetionand said that he appreciated
her “artistic achievement in laying bare the @il of our race and in depicting with cruel accuracy its
daily agonies” (Gregory’s emphasis, qtd. in Hull 119-28pt only did he acknowledge her artistry, but he
apparently did not believe that her political stance hat hepfrom capturing the “soul” of the race, which
was the ultimate goal of folk drama and the purely artisiicageh.
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Crisis magazine, and each used his institutional resotocessure that plays by African
American authors were written, published, and peedu Interestingly, while men figure
prominently in the promotion of black drama, thegs to have left much of the writing
to women. Although all three men were involvedhahte literary competitions
sponsored bPpportunityandCrisis magazines in the mid-1920somen won most of

the prizes for dram&.

Early antilynching drama received its warmest waledrom periodicals. Of the
twelve black-authored, one-act lynching plays autityein print and studied here, six
received initial validation fronCrisis, Opportunity, The Liberatogr the Boston journal
The Saturday Evening Quiwhile most of the others were not published indhthor’s
lifetime. Antilynching drama’s acceptance by periodicalsantgignals the genre’s
compatibility with Du Bois’s political agenda. Magne publication made them readily
available for production by African American amatguhereby fueling the Little Negro
Theater movement that he envisioned—a movemerahnyt, for, and near African

Americans.

As much as magazines and amateur theater groupptadovorks that explicitly
critigued American society, commercial theateragd them. The 1920s and 1930s saw
more non-musical commercial dramas about blackhiéa previous decades had (Willis
Richardson’s “folk dramas,” for example), but maekelity depended on how much the

work resembled that of white dramatists like Riggebrrence. Torrencehree Plays

3 See Jennifer Burton’s introductionZora Neale Hurston, Eulalie Spence, Marita Bonner atite6s:
The Prize Plays and Other One-acts Published in Pericgl{tddw York: G.K. Hall & Co., 1997). The
Urban League'©pportunitymagazine announced its literature contest in August 1924a anonth later,
Crisis published its call for submissions. In its Novembe24lBsuelrisis specifically offered prizes of
$75, $40, and $10 for original plays.

124



for a Negro Theatreebuted on Broadway in 1917 and helped cultivatetanest in, and
appreciation for, the value of black subject mattethe “legitimate stage’* Since
Torrence had successfully put non-musical blaclenalton Broadway, black authors
were encouraged to make Broadway their goal, wimehnt operating as if mainstream
standards were the truest gauge of the qualitigef tvork. The parameters for
acceptabldlack material soon proved to be quite specificshaften, favorable
reception necessitated keeping indictments of whitesm to a minimurnt

As a consequence, writers committed to denoun@oigm and addressing
African Americans were attracted to the non-commaéstage as a forum for black
expression. Antilynching plays in particular wetearly not suitable for commercial
theater houses, but they were welcomed by politiaazines and amateur stages...and
it seems that this fact helped to shape the drateagioals. The validation that they
received from periodicals led them to invest in éneateur stage because they were less
willing to compromise their content for acceptafroegn mainstream theatergoers. The
periodical thus led the way to valuing the amateuen informal, stage. Recognition
from periodicals bolstered the artists’ confidencéheir playwriting skills and affirmed
their belief that their perspectives deserved tpdnt of the cultural conversation—
without being modified to suit white tastes.

In the final analysis, the quest for a form andiforthat led to the emergence of

lynching drama in the 1910s kept black writers cottad to it in the 1920s and 1930s.

%t is important to note that Torrence’s series incluGeanny Maumeeyhich was arguably the first play
about lynching that did not condone the practice. Maniggrigree, however, that it focuses on painting
the black family as superstitious, making a spectacle of thevays deemed fascinating to white viewers.
3 My aim here is not to reduce Richardson’s work to conityrtn a folk aesthetic offered by white
playwrights. As | argued earlier, his work actually doeisfit that aesthetic as much as we assume. Still,
it is important that his folk plays emphasize conflict amafrgcan Americans. This sometimes results in
the impression that white racism is not the problem buérathme misunderstanding between or
superstition among blacks.
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At all costs, black women in particular would prie black self-representation and the
identity-building power that it yielded. By valgrhe lynching play and the amateur
stage, black women dramatists who came after Grimidé black engagement with the
politics of representation to a new level. GrimRé@nbar-Nelson, and Burrill had led the
way in altering assumptions about what was worfhgramatic portrayal by spotlighting
black bodies that did not shuffle and grin, andn¥aim, Miller, Andrews, and Livingston
continued that effort. Before and during the Negghd Renaissance, black women
changed the ways in which blacks and black bode® wepresented and, by turning
away from the commercial stage and Broadway aspirstthey labored to change the

standards by which theatrical value could be judged
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CHAPTER 3: ANTILYNCHING DRAMA: A THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

Antilynching drama became the form of choice falyetwentieth-century doers
of the word. In crafting these plays, black wonmeetered the cultural conversation on
lynching by responding to the anti-black notionsmpvhich the practice depended; but
their works also shifted the conversation and théenml reality that it perpetuated. As
they grappled with a discourse that was consisteitd dehumanizing strategies, they
developed specific generic patterns in their plagsilding on the assumption that black
women wrote with an understanding of the forces sharounded them, | offer in this
chapter a theoretical framework of interpretatiospired by the plays themselves. | then

set forth reasons for the playwrights’ tendencgteer clear of formal stages.

First, | discuss the ways in which antilynchingrdeademands to be read not just
as literature but also as a theoretical statemeiiack women’s conceptions of violence,
theater, and African American identity. Becauseplays insist upon addressing theater
and lynching simultaneously, they expose the extenthich both cultural institutions
relied on stereotypical depictions of African Anoams. They do not simply resist the
stereotypes, however; they take the proactivedtemlding and bolstering black
identity by showcasing the virtue of black womentegrity of black men, and innocence
of black children. The genre’s goals are accorhplisthrough the three major
conventions that shape the foundational scripjghéd black home as setting, 2) black
men’s moral, often Christ-like, character, and @-generation,” the removal and
prevention of familial generations. | discuss ghesnventions in turn, considering how
each unfolds to create generic continuity and t@ade the playwrights’ antilynching

goals. The first two conventions testify to théseance of solid black homes and
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honorable black manhood, while de-generation dootsrtbe lasting damage inflicted
by the mob. Rather than put forth a hopeful petwirthe black family’s ultimate

triumph, the genre recognizes that black househalatjust bodies, were mutilated.

Given that the commercial stage rejected scrigsemphasized black domestic
interiors and the serious conversations that téa&epwithin them, early antilynching
plays represent black women’s determination tofredeheatricality, to change
assumptions about what was worthy of theatricarpgal. The content of antilynching
plays differed significantly from scripts conduciteecommercial production, which
meant that the stages that welcomed them weregalea different. The new genre
depicted black bodies engaged in ordinary domestigities, and these representations
testified to African Americans’ civilization, moigt, and normalcy. As the form of the
antilynching play bore witness to truths deniedhiginstream society, it needed a forum

that would welcome those truths, and it found thdhe amateur stage.

The Playwrights as Cultural Theorists

Antilynching drama marks the refusal of turn-of-ttentury African Americans
to treat theater and lynching as discrete entitidacks had long recognized the
theatricality of lynching and the violence endeimiportrayals of the race on American
stages, but putting their antilynching messageamatic form allowed them explicitly to
address theater and lynching as partners in arnt éffannihilate black pride. The texts
ultimately point to the playwrights’ belief thateteultural work of both institutions was

achieved by portraying blacks as buffoons and brute
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As | develop a theoretical framework for reading fhays that is based on
extending connections made by the playwrights tiedvas, | take inspiration from the
work of scholars who recognize that theory is endleeldn literary texts. In “The Race
for Theory,” for example, Barbara Christian argtieat “...people of color have always
theorized—but in forms quite different from the Wéra form of abstract logic.... Our
theorizing...is often in narrative forms, in the st¢srwe create, in riddles and proverbs,
in the play with language, becaudmamicrather than fixed ideas seem more to our
liking” (281). | would add that dynamic approaclaes crucial because the racism that
so much African American literature works to oppasiself dynamic. We simply
cannot afford to be static in our thinking, writiray theorizing. Yet, what Christian
might call the “abstract logic” of today’s theossdlso offers useful tools for uncovering

the complexities of African American literature.

Thus, my approach is informed not only by the tigembedded in the plays
themselves but also by the work of modern cultariéics. Together, these bodies of
knowledge suggest that antilynching plays spotlagbtucial but overlooked historical
coherence; namely, that American theater and mnalende actually relied on each other
for meaning at the turn of the twentieth century. Lhyng could not operate without
theatricality, and early non-comedic American dramealld have been far less significant
without lynching. Mob violence and theater weré independent institutions that just
happened to work together at the turn of the tvegimttentury; they allowed each other to

exist and flourish.

My study of black-authored plays written in thedstiof mob violence

underscores this historical coherence. The woikteflectuals such as Jacquelyn Dowd

129



Hall, Trudier Harris, and Robyn Wiegman help exphahy African Americans
addressed theater and lynching as related entiigsone of them focuses on early
black dramd. Nevertheless, these scholars provide an indisf@$oundation by
insisting that race-based lynching was explicitigdtrical. In her seminal essay, “The
Mind that Burns in Each Body,”” Hall asserts thatdhing relied on spectacle and
spectators in the 1890s: “Even as outbreaks of vimbnce declined in frequency, they
were increasingly accompanied by torture and sexuwgilation” (330). Partaking in
such a production gave whites the satisfactioreefrg) the accused tortured, not just
killed. Hall also argues that reports of the ireits became increasingly graphic. The
black victim’s agony was described in detail, aodvas the crime that supposedly
precipitated it. Hall dubs the discourse surrongdynching “folk pornography”; it was
a shared, voyeuristic discourse that embracedaaasing number of audience
members. Even those who did not attend the lymchirewed” it with their mind’s eye

by consuming the story and taking pleasure inétsits (335).

Trudier Harris’sExorcising Blacknesand Robyn Wiegman’American
Anatomiesuild on Hall's work and similarly note the impantze of spectacle. Harris
emphasizes the ritualized nature of the violeneckaagues that crowds soon counted on a
familiar ceremony that included hasty accusatiom;dd confession, mutilation, and
souvenir hunting (Harris 2). Wiegman focuses oy wéstration became the mutilation
of choice and asserts: “[L]ynching figures itstirits as the culturally abject—

monstrosities of excess whose limp and hangingdsafdinction as thepecular

! | examine black playwrights whose voices are muted in otht@stwork. Hall and Wiegman offer
cultural examinations that do not focus on literature,thadull-length studies of lynching in literature are
Harris'sExorcising Blacknesand Gunning’'sRace, Rape, and Lynchinglarris engages black drama but
only that of the Black Arts Movement of the 1960s and0$9@nd Gunning explores drama primarily
through the work of white supremacist Thomas Dixon Jr.
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assurancehat the racial threat has not simply been avastédendered incapable of
return” (81, my italics). What is key here is tkta¢ assurance gpecular The crowd is
comforted by theightof subdued black manhood. By all accounts, theth the

meaning of mob violence (lynching as the communaitgsponse to a black threat) and its
ability to convey its message (“know your placeg3ided in its theatricality. A mob’s
actions could have the desired effect only if theas an audience, including those who
only read or heard about the details. Just asritaptly, mobs used a well-known script

with familiar characters: black brutes, white wanwctims, and white male avengers.

Yet, the scholarly work that has illuminated thasghs has said little about stage
performance at the turn of the century. At theesdéime that lynching reached its apex,
American theater was playing a key role in disaussiabout it. In the 1890s, there was a
growing consensus that white American writers sthaisle the stage not just for
entertainment but for social commentary and edonas well. In short, it was time to
use theater to shape American iderftityhe nation’s critics felt that American writers
had skillfully represented the nation in fictiondgomoetry; it was now time tdramatize
American exceptionalism. Thus, the stage was tesetbld citizens who would support
lynching as a patriotic duty. Thomas Dixon Jrrarda is an obvious exampleThe
Leopard’s Spot$1902) andrhe Clansmarf1905) were bestselling novels, but after the

extraordinary success of tdansman Dixon wrote a play version of the story and hired

2 Histories of American theater generally agree that the 188@sgh the first World War was a time of
great transition; | rely here particularly on Walter J. Mes's An Outline History of American Drama
(1994) and Gary Richardsonfsnerican Drama From the Colonial Period through WoNgr |1 A
Critical History (1993).

3 Dixon is important as an example of the most extremefaséseater, but as will become clear in the
next few paragraphs, my point here is not reliant upapsphat were explicitly advancing an agenda of
white supremacy. Listing white supremacist examples hew fsuitful because my point relies on a
much broader cultural conversation.

131



two acting troupes to tour the country simultan&oasad bring his work to life (Gunning
28-29). The novels had already cast black memsdy but putting this image on stage

gave it added visual impact.

As Dixon’s plays toured the country, American tleeatame to justify mob
violence. If black skin signified degeneracy, tiyamching was a necessary evil. By
disseminating images of blacks that put fear inbatevhearts, American theater gave
meaning to lynching by defining it as a legitimatsponse to outrages against white
women, white families, and the natidrin return, lynching provided theater with a well
defined set of themes, characters, and symbols &dovity made for compelling
drama. Real-life lynching incidents provided a pofrl mixture of danger, passion, and
triumph with which to elaborate a uniquely Americaarrative of white bravery versus

black barbarity.

In examining American distinctiveness, Toni Mornsa Playing in the Dark
suggested that those fleeing to the New World betidhemselves to be exceptional men
who set out on their own, faced a wide, dark expaasd tamed it. | would add that, by
the 1890s, the lynching narrative gained currendgiige part because it worked within
this age-old master narrative. The predictabletymg story built on the existing
American mythology of white male exceptionalismesgphasizing the sexual threat that
supposedly lurked in the darkness. Quite convdlgidgnching stories helped create the

identity that white men sought at this time—thatayfal brother, protective father, and

4 Again, | want to emphasize that | am not arguing for Dixgnimacy. His work is important simply
because it did conspicuously on stage what countless otherigan institutions did off-stage.
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masculine avengér.Accordingly, | would expand Harris’s premisefrorcising
Blacknesghat lynching was a historical ritual; it was als&ry much a dramatic

convention.

As theater helped peddle lynching as a patriotiwi#g, it joined other more
powerful American institutions in presenting raseaa indicator of personal morality or
immorality, worth or worthlessness. While claimithgt true Americans needed to guard
against a black threat, the theater/lynching atkadid not simply deny black citizenship;
it denied black humanity. My goal here is notugg@est that blackness as evil and
dangerous was a new concept at the turn of theigeninstead, | want to call attention
to the fact that as American theater transitionsttvben the 1890s and 1910s from
melodrama to realism, from farce and comedy tmssrdrama and problem plays, it
built its new identity around racial differences Aritics increasingly made claims about
theater’s potential to promote American exceptismaland to protect the nation’s
foundational values, many theatrical conventiofiedeon the (white) audience’s

aversion to dark Otherne%s.

Indeed, | ground my study of this transitional pdrin American drama history in
Toni Morrison’s argument iRlaying in the Darkhat, even when blacks are not major
characters in literary works, they shape the wstienagination. Morrison maintains that

a “dark, abiding, signifying Africanist presenceglped white authors make sense of the

® My thinking here is particularly influenced by Glendién@®re’s Gender and Jim Crow: Women and the
Politics of White Supremacy in North Carolina, 1896-01.9&ilmore examines, among other things, the
degree to which white men created their identities around prajeghite women from dark dangers.

® These claims are cast in terms of racial/dark difference to ieditat they encompass the role that not
only blacks but also Mexicans and other ethnically marked cleasguiiyed in drama (and the dramatic
imagination) of this period. | would suggest that whkavery is not the underlying reference, the
backdrop is imperialistic expansionism and the fears thatgnation prompted. In both cases, the primary
issue is ethnic othering, which is arguably strongestnwhcan be linked to a difference in skin color,
because that difference gives discrimination clear direction, mahke“other” visibly identifiable.
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world around them. Focusing on nineteenth- anly éaentieth-century fiction writers
like Poe, Hawthorne, and Faulkner, Morrison uncsevére ways that Americans chose
to talk abouthemselvethrough a sometimes allegorical, sometimes metagaipbut
always chokedepresentation of an Africanist presence” (17, mpkases). Though
black characters seldom populated serious whiteeaeit! scripts of the 1890s and early

1900s, a “dark, abiding presence” surely shapesktiarks.

Early mainstream playwrights dramatized Americanidy as one of heroic self-
determination and, as they did so, they effortiesslied on white (and its
unacknowledged companion, black) to signify whatldamtherwise take them pages to
say. For example, in 1895, dramatist William Gilecreated irfSecret Servicthe cool,
understated hero who still dominates American aciidventures. Captain Thorne is in
total control of himself and of every situationdr@ounters. He stands in “natural”
opposition to Jonas, a black servant. The fisetCaptain Thorne appears, he is
escorted into the room by Jonas, who bows subneilysispeaks dialect, is humbly
dressed, and is, in every way, clearbtin command. To similar effect, dramatist
William Moody makes distinctions between the merowivade the heroine’s home in
The Great Divid€1906) Ruth is scared of all of these criminals, but shans
recognizes that she can survive by choosing otieeofi as a lover. It is no accident that
one is a “Mexican half-breed [and] the others aneeficans.” For the audience and for

Ruth, the Mexican makes the white scoundrel thatcsitnoses seem like a prize.

"I find it interesting that Morrison says “choked” evehile describing a historical moment that precedes
the rise of the practice of spectacle lynching. But, of eursee her phrasing as appropriately prescient.
8 Examples abound in the plays of those credited with dpirgj realism on the American stage before
Eugene O'Neill. Though William Dean Howells called for remiin theater, the plays he authored during
this period were mostly comedies and farces. Those gsgnious drama include William Gillette, Espy
Williams, James Herne, and William Moody. For moregealism in early serious drama, see Gary A.
Richardson, especially 153-204.

134



Initially performed in 1895 and 1906, respectivehgese American realist dramas
emerged alongside the spectacle of lynching. Bsxahotographs of mob victims were
distributed as picture postcards, circulated inspgapers and magazines, and were
sometimes used by advertisers as attention-getémgres, lynching was as much a
backdrop for these playwrights’ imaginations as Wsrecent slave past, Western
expansionism, and U.S. imperialism. Thus, extemdiilorrison’s ideas to early
mainstream drama allows us to understand what $lactlerstood at the century’s turn,
that lynching had infused black and white, dark bgplat, with unparalleled metaphorical
intensity. It helped determine what playwrightsiicoimagine. For as Morrison
suggests, “Africanism is the vehicle by which thadican self knows itself as...not
repulsive, but desirable; not helpless, but licdresed powerful; ...not damned, but
innocent...” (52). Behind every characterizatiora@jood, pure, or brave white person
was the belief that blacks were brutes, whores barfibons? Because blackness was
understood in an unfavorable way in virtually eveegtor of American society, it
repeatedly reaffirmed positive assumptions aboutenbss. Put another way, “nothing
highlighted freedom—if it did not in fact create-tike slavery;” nothing elevated
virgins like the existence of whores; and nothingdaiced (white) innocence like the

consistent assumption of (black) guilt (Morrison 38)*°

° | want to stress that media other than non-musical mearsttheater operated in ways that dehumanized
blacks. Indeed, | would argue that emerging (hon-musgicaijstream drama was not as prominent as
these other forms. Therefore, when drama joins these foraeh, ahits strength comes from acting in
unison with forerunners such as newspaper stories anid sbips in literary magazines. Again Rayford
Logan’sBetrayal of the Negre relevant here, as well as Gates’s commentary on black inratjHsa

Trope of the New Negro...”

19| want to emphasize that the simplyistencef slavery and the meessumptiorof black barbarism
bolstered whiteness. A denigrating image or comment abackr®ss did not need to appear in the text or
stage performance to service white supremacy. Denigratidaaksoff-stage allowed every stage
production to be used for elevating whites and for degimiue citizenship as white.

135



In addressing theater and lynching simultaneoustiyexplicitly, antilynching
drama emerged to mark their interdependence, angbdsed the extent to which both
institutions relied on specific representationdlaicks. African Americans living at the
turn of the century knew that the black body waskéy to lynching’s theatrical power
and the key to the theater’s signifying power, viatith hinging on negative readings of
the black body. Antilynching dramatists set outiédy expectation by representing
African Americans in affirming ways. If the blabldy was not inherently immoral—if
it could represent something other than immoralitg degradation—then mainstream
media, including theater, had lied, and lynching wat justified. By portraying
dignified black family men and women, the dramatigfjected the image of the buffoon
and the brute as well as the too familiar pictura bmp body hanging from a rope.

Both the mob and the theater represented blaclebduyi spectacularizing them,
and this tendency inspired antilynching playwrigioten dramas that would require a
different treatment of black bodies. Inevitabhle ttontent of these black-authored
scripts would differ greatly from mainstream drantéere, | examine the core of that

alternative content by identifying the conventidinat distinguish the genre.

The Conventions of Antilynching Drama
The women who wrote antilynching plays did so vathexpectation that their
words mattered—that words could make a materiémdihce. They committed
themselves to complicating that web of communicatiat enabled lynching, and in so
doing, they hoped to enact societal change threwygit Carla Peterson calls the

“performative power of the word.” Not unlike Ida B/ells and Mary Talbert,
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antilynching dramatists saw writing and speakingitaly important parts of their

political activism.

The literary conventions that make antilynchingnaiaaa recognizable genre
surfaced as the dramatists sought to documentltardlze conditions that enabled racial
violence. Though individually written, the playsnsistently use the black home as
setting, explore the pressures associated withesgprg honorable black manhood, and
spotlight the deterioration of homes after mentaken from them. The conventions
directly answer the assumption that lynch victimesevbrutes who operated outside of
communities, families, and intimate relationship8ith this image contradicted by the
first two themes, the third memorializes the unasidedged victims of the mob: the
black home and the children who would normally flsky within it. Depicting the
deterioration of the black household gives voicblaek women’s unacknowledged pain
and identifies their homes and homebuilding effadwictims of the mob. These
discursive strategies interrupt the dominant caltaonversation by paying respect to

victimized households which, like their murdereddi® have been denied proper burial.

Black Homes"*

Antilynching playwrights’ insistence upon situatitigeir plays in the black home
is significant because mainstream theatrical ti@uihad rejected it as an acceptable
setting for African American life. Minstrelsy amausical comedy routinely placed

blacks in exotic locales or in white people’s horaeservants. In contrast, antilynching

M As | will demonstrate, it is unlikely that the playwrighused domestic settings simply to deal with the
logistical challenges of production. Focusing on the hoam et just a way to avoid staging a lynching;
there were plenty of ways to indicate the violence if necessaiyenl3 fiery crosses, for example, or an

onstage noose.
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plays portrayed successful households in ordendavsase black men’s integrity and
black women'’s virtué?

The portrayal of domestic interiors had long bestrategy for establishing
women’s virtue. White writers of nineteenth-cegtaentimental fiction, black women
novelists of the 1890s, and lynching playwrightshaf early twentieth century all take
their readers and audience into the homes of womenstrive for the highest standards
of sexual conduct and domestic order. These tifesmategies point to the enduring
influence of the cult of true womanhood, which ntained that women served the nation
by staying at home and embodying domesticity, sabivieness, purity, and piety. A true
woman created “a cheerful place” that attractechtaée members of her family and
allowed her to lead men “back to God” (Welter 16R).the first decades of the twentieth
century, antilynching playwrights were committeddpicting black domestic role

models, but they felt free (and perhaps obligatedyeate heroines who differed from

12 Because the black whore and rapist myths relied on each b, women'’s tendency to focus on
black men should not be read as a way to prioritize mentesgion over women’s. Ann du Cille warns
against “phallocentric” readings of women'’s texts, wherebycatiissessments reflect a preoccupation
with how black men are figured and little regard for whebit@ck women'’s lives are adequately
represented. Scholars sensitive to the issues that éu&ges may wonder if these 1920s women
dramatists were themselves phallocentric in their portrayahehing. This question becomes more
pertinent when we consider the work of historian Elagkiy Brown. Brown argues that black women of
the 1890s and early 1900s attempted to “de-sexualize” thezssadva response to the overwhelming
charge that they were whores. That is, the historical fadaok women'’s sexual exploitation was
willfully silenced as they presented themselves as personificatibsexual morality. As a result, black
women’s gender-specific struggles were not fully integratemthe race’s overall political agenda. The
stage was set by the early 1900s, Brown argues, for pohiitizism to become male-centered. In not
mentioning female mob victims, lynching plays seem to eXénthe male-centeredness that Brown
chronicles for historians and that du Cille warns lite@itjcs to avoid.

However, the playwrights’ literary strategies ariganftheir particular interests at a specific moment in
history, and our historical moment need not take precedencéheves. We cannot assume that our
hindsight is 20/20. The women were aware of female molmadiut deliberately chose to write about
men. Their doing so does not necessarily indicate acquiescemtabiocentricism.” In fact, given the
interdependencef the black whore and rapist myths, foregroundirgis victimization does not rob the
dramas of their ability to put forth a genuine andultaneousommentary on women’s oppression.

For du Cille's specific caveat, which is concerned Witlv we read African American literary works,
see “Monster, She Wrote: Race and the Problem of Reading Gafigkst’ Skin Tradg Cambridge:
Harvard UP, 1996). For a more historical look at hondge inequities within the race’s political agenda
emerged, see Elsa Barkley Brown, “Negotiating and Transfgrthie Public Sphere: African American
Political Life in the Transition from Slavery to Freeddmublic Culture7 (Fall 1994): 107-54.
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those typically found in domestic novels. Becailnsy valued club work, the dramatists
spotlighted poor blacks who were not genteel but wire nonetheless domestically
successful. They did not necessarily seek to cepddite blacks as role models, for they
considered themselves to be teachers of the ratédy recognized that other women
could be examples as well. In the plays, manyeffamilies are poor and uneducated,
but their households are filled with love and fumetas smoothly as middle-class club
women’s homes presumably did.

Depicting uneducated black women as successful boiders constituted a
particularly bold statement about black femaleudrt After all, these women seemed
less removed from slavery than the well-to-do malaeroines of domestic fiction, and
proximity to slavery always connoted moral degramtat White slave owners had
insisted upon the impossibility of raping black wermwhom they asserted were
promiscuous by nature. In their wake, African Aro@n activists often admitted that
many black women had indeed been degraded andnedomger capable of
distinguishing right from wrong in sexual matteEven those providing aid to black
women in the early 1900s established their senbesgd on black women’s
unquestioned moral corruption. For example, oegiof philanthropists argued
sympathetically, “The negro women of the Southsagiect to temptations...which
come to them from the days of their enslavemenio.meet such temptations the negro
woman can only offer the resistance of a low mstahdard, an inheritance from the
system of slavery, made still lower from a lifelorgidence in a one-room cabin” (Slater

Fund qgtd. in Flexner 191).

139



In this climate, insisting upon black women’s desind ability to create domestic
havens of love and morality constituted an assauthe idea that they were naturally
and unavoidably morally bankrupt. Writing in therlg 1900s when the declaration I
cannot imagine such a creature as a virtuous Negnoan” was far from forgottels,
antilynching playwrights testified to the existerafeolack women who had achieved
what virtuous mothers had. Even while inhabitingdest shacks, the women in lynching
plays answer the high call: “Woman, Mother—youp@ssibility is one that might make
angels tremble and fear to take hold! [...] Thenirag of children is a task on which an
infinity of weal or woe depends.” For even if amexhibits compassion and a distaste
for corruption, “that man has imbibed those impsilBem a mother...” (Cooper 22, 60).
Not only do these uneducated heroines create hastiomoral direction for their
children, these are also “cheerful places” thatlblaen do not want to leave.

As soon as the drama establishes the family’s tisityg however, the mob
invades. As a result, these works suggest thakbldo achieve ideal domesticity but
cannot maintain it as long as lynching remaingreah As the home’s destruction is
thoroughly depicted, so is the injustice of its d@mbecause the intimate setting attests to
black male innocence.

Antilynching dramatists thus honored the accomptishts of black women
homebuilders by insisting that they had, agairisidds, established havens filled with
love, honorable men, and happy children. Tragidalit just as importantly, these
dramas acknowledge the black woman’s unique insigid mob violence. In these

plays, women characters remain in the home belf@ré/nhching, during the lynching,

13 Commentator in a 1902 issue of the mainstream periotielndependent(Quoted and contextualized
in Giddings,When and Where | Entgr.
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and they survive—only to suffer there—after theclypimg. Perhaps better than anyone
else, they know that the mob may mutilate an imhligi on a tree, telephone pole, or

bridge, but the household continues to be “lynchedy after the body has disappeared.

Black Manhood

In foregrounding the black home, antilynching plaights inevitably spotlighted
responsible manhood as well. Doing so posed urchaltenges, however. Since
America overflowed with depictions that denied hainbe black manhood, representing
it required the playwrights to engage the same ¢exitges that black men encountered
as they navigated the country’s treacherous palitad cultural terrain. Black women
playwrights could not simply portray black men angt that these characters would
seem honorable—even to black readers and viewdrsy needed to detail the struggles
that black men faced and hope that it would becolear that they deserved respect and
admiration as they managed to survive in a sodietyt on denying their humanity.

The mob’s preoccupation with denigrating black nwothcertainly led the
dramatists to prioritize defending it, but as tléy so, they built on the legacy of African
Americans who had previously engaged these conigderes. The centrality of
manhood to black experience was evident in thediechefore the Civil War, as black
men struggled to find non-threatening but effecéxpressions of manhood under the
slave system. It was common knowledge that thdse refused to be whipped were
admired in the slave community, while those whaisefl to fight were less respected.

When considering strategies for obtaining freedibra relationship of violence to

141



manhood became even clearer. Black men strugglezsist two contradictory, yet
equally dehumanizing, characterizations of thenesehOn the one hand, black men
were deemed violent brutes who must be tamed brgisla To counter that belief, they
needed to refrain from violent expression to inseeteir chances of emancipation. On
the other hand, whites believed that slavery wasfied because submissive servitude
was the African’s natural and appropriate condititiblack men were to counter that
belief and prove themselves men, they had to “asemselves to the full” with a
willingness to fight for freedom, as David Walkeoplaimed in 1829 (Horton 83).

The physical assertiveness that Walker encouragsccriticized during the
1830s, however. White abolitionist William Lloyda@ison insisted that “moral suasion”
would end slavery, and he was particularly succgssfspreading his message through
his newspaper, thaberator. Until the 1850s, his philosophies dominatedylask
leaders like Frederick Douglass remained optimisiat the nation was on the verge of
radical change. Though he had proclaimed in hs$ éiutobiography that he became a
man the day he fought his overseer, Douglass vgtaumch Garrison supporter. Thus,
when militant abolitionist Henry Highland Garnegjaed for the use of force at the 1843
National Negro Convention, Douglass ardently disadrand the convention ultimately
voted to reject Garnet’s strategies (Horton 89ntiluhe late 1840s, Douglass remained
committed to a non-violent philosophy of abolitiand helped silence those who said it
was ineffective.

Manhood was seen as an assertion of full civiltaghut black men were denied
those rights as slaves and as free blacks. Theyhsto denounce characterizations of

African Americans as savage brutes whose violenes ive controlled, but at the same
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time, they worried that not literally fighting féreedom would prove that they were a
race of wretches who deserved slavery. Thus, btaak—free and enslaved—reached
an impasse, as individuals and as a group, ascthr@gmplated the best ways to express
black manhood.

By the 1850s, however, violence seemed a moremabate strategy. The
optimism about moral suasion quickly faded whenRbgitive Slave Law of 1850
empowered white masters to hunt for slaves in thetNand even to kidnap and enslave
free blacks. Seven years later, the Dred Scotsidecupheld the Fugitive Slave Law
and essentially declared that blacks could notitbeens. At this point, new advocates
for physical force emerged to demand military tragnfor African Americans. By 1861,
more than 8,500 men had joined black militia gro@ywsl they were more than willing to
fight for freedom when the Civil War presented &irc@l opportunity. As historian
James Horton puts it, “Black men marched off to fmaedom for slaves and respect and
equality for those already free” (93). By 186% tholence of the war gained blacks their
freedom, but they had come to this violence rehttga Even while in the throes of
battle, many surely did not see themselves asntiblet simply pragmatic. Once the war
was behind them, they looked forward to peacefasperous lives as free citizens.

Whereas issues of violence were constantly atdredfrbnt of abolitionist debates,
economic and social responsibility were emphasaftat Emancipation. After all,
citizenship—the right to participate fully in Amean society—was closely tied to
manhood. Now that they were no longer slaves khiaen set their sights on the
franchise and insisted upon competing in the mat&eé to provide for their families.

Because these were “manhood rights,” blacks ofterked within a patriarchal
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framework to make their case. Even Maria Stewangm many scholars now
characterize as a “feminist” foremother, arguedalack men’s access to the rights of
patriarchy, asserting that it would benefit tharentommunity. When she urged black
men to shed fear and show whites that they “pogbesspirit of men,” she was not
concerned with their bravery as fighters but witkit aggressiveness as capitalists
(Horton 86). Addressing free black men of the Np&tewart demanded that they prove
their manhood not with brawn but by becoming susftgésindependent businessmen.
Though Stewart was speaking in 1832, black menmaad to focus on building
economic prosperity in the post-Emancipation end,ia response, white men became
more interested in asserting themselves througknee. In addition, because they were
now unable to “tame” blacks through legal slaverkiites began more fervently to claim
that black men were unworthy of “manhood rightstdgse they were not men at all.
The logic, according to U. S. cultural historianil@@ederman ran thusly: men must be
civilized, and only whites are capable of civilipat; blacks are the antithesis of
whiteness and therefore the opposite of civilizedthey cannot possibly be men
(Bederman 50). Mainstream denial of black manhafteh took the form of lynching

because these “uncivilized brutes” were purportelket rapists.

Once again, black men individually and collectivstguggled with how best to
express their manhood. If struck by a white maoud they turn the other cheek or
strike back? If they retaliated as a white man d/otlney not only faced lynching but
also potentially gave whites more ammunition faarattterizing all blacks as uncivilized.

Of course, blacks recognized whites’ barbarity,thel were not in a position to punish
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or control it. They therefore concentrated onrtb&in behavior, always evaluating and
adjusting it in response to the constant insuky laced.

Antilynching playwrights recognized black men’s qaex predicament.
Understanding that dominant models of manhood Wwenag reworked within a
racialized discourse of civilization that exclud#dck men, black women dramatists
portrayed their fathers, brothers, sons, and husbath great care. In so doing, they
continued in dramatic form the work of Ida B. Wedlko, in Gail Bederman’s words,
“depicted black men as manliness personified” agded that, in contrast, the mob
“embodied white men’s lust running amok, destroyting black manliness” (58, 59).
Bederman’s analysis of Wells’s response to postbeleconceptualizations of manhood
helps us understand the playwrights’ strategies.

At the time that lynching was at its most cultuygbwerful, from the 1890s
through the early 1900s, manhood could be provehly “manliness” and later by
“masculinity.” Understanding the difference betwdkese two terms sheds light on why
lynchers felt justified in their action, why thetiwen accepted their excuses, and why the
playwrights chose certain strategies to countanth&Manliness” emerged from
Victorian values that were widely held by middlesd white men before and during the
1890s; to be “manly” meant to be morally uprighipw good judgment, and control
one’s passions (Bederman 11-12). Especially iretheof the self-made man, the term
“manly” applied to middle-class whites whose intggand good judgment were
designed to bring them prospertfy As Bederman explains, though, white men began to

lose interest in “manly” characteristics once theylonger guaranteed business success.

% This hard work and integrity were the supposed ingnéslior American success; there is never a
mention that slave labor made it possible.
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The number of self-employed men fell from 67% té@Fetween 1870 and 1910
(Bederman 12). “Manly” men could now fail, so qgtiak like frugality and hard work
became less appealing and less admirable (Bedek®)an

While “manly” connoted morality, “masculine” wasutral and referred to
anything male; one could have a masculine walk colage clothing, or a masculine
occupation (Bederman 18). When Victorian manlirfesgan to fail middle-class white
men, they turned to masculine activities for newsvim feel powerful. As Bederman
chronicles, some men joined male-only organizatiamsided activities associated with
women or femininity, and essentially celebratedtaligs male (Bederman 16). Most
strikingly, though, they coined the term “mascuihito shape a new conception of
manhood (Bederman 17). “Masculinity” became théediment of man’s primitive
capacity. Whereas a morally upright, emotionadigtrained man exemplified
“manliness,” a primitive, physically strong andtinst-driven man exemplified
“masculinity.” Though white middle-class men preéel the formebeforethe 1890s,
the latter became more admirablgring the 1890s. “Masculinity” did not overtake
“manliness” with white middle-class men, howevexgle could be effective depending
upon the situation.

Nevertheless, both conceptions were understoddnite framework of
“civilization.” The civilized supposedly radiatéhanliness,” while masculinity came
from one’s uncivilized side, what contemporarieechthe “Natural Man” (Bederman
71). Importantly, the link between manliness aivilization was a racialized one,
wherein “the White Man” was the epitome of civiizemanhood, and “the Negro” was

the ultimate primitive (Bederman 22). As the talielbfrom behaviors associated with
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the Natural Man, however, it became acceptabla fehite man to shed the constraints
of his civilization and embody masculinity with aggsiveness, physical force, and
instinctive reactions. Of course, as white menrane® admire aggressiveness in
themselves, they more often insisted that, beiag thpposites, black men were cowards.

With the introduction of “masculinity” as a posiivrait, racial violence easily
gained prominence without disturbing white menlé-senceptions. Lynching was of
course barbaric, not civilized, and Ida B. Wellentlfied it as such. Nevertheless, as
they convinced themselves and others that blackwega rapists, many white men took
pride in being masculine enough to react to aceusabf rape with savage intensity.
Accordingly, white journalists often referred tahé white man’ of the lynch mob as the
epitome of manhood, in contrast to the ‘shiverirgghd’™” (Bederman 71). In this
scenario, the black man becomes a frightened arfiao@lg a mighty hunter. Black men
were already deemed unmanly because they were adgorbe uncivilized, but rhetoric
like this also cast them as cowards who were nen ewasculine.

The rise of this newly acceptable expression oteviianhood encouraged
lynching because “masculinity” had made manhooga@al. The term “masculinity”
emerged alongside a new ideal for the male bodgsraad muscle, allowing one to
confirm manhood through brute strength rather #@mnomic success and moral
integrity (Bederman 15). In this climate, blacknr@ecame a threat to white manhood.
If manhood could be proven with the body, a blagnrould threaten a white man’s
self-conception with the mepmssibilityof over-powering him physically. The simple
existence of a black male body thus became a thaedtdestroying that body was

tantamount to destroying (feared and therefore kmmagledged) black manhood.
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The mob’s impulse to mutilate its victims no doabdse from this body-based
conception of manhood. Masculinity did not justprasize the physical, however; it
encouraged an obsession with sexuality. On bathtspblack men could not be
disregarded, no matter how much the cultural cosatean cast them as subhuman. As a
result, some white men who felt emasculated lod&esbmfort themselves by destroying
black manhood through castration (Bederman 17)efd/morality-based Victorian
manliness would not have been so easily threateoedoreal masculinity was, and
lynching became a way of reinforcing white manhodtiough antilynching playwrights
were not always explicit about the physical andua¢rature of the war between white
and black men, awareness of it clearly fueled timsistence upon exploring the meaning
of manhood.

Although historian Gail Bederman successfully dastated that manhood
existed in two very different forms at the turntioé century, and addressed how those
forms related to race and civilization, she did taée the next logical step to examine the
ways in which a man’s race virtually determined Howvcould express manhood. We
need to analyze how race necessarily influencddck lonan’s perception and expression
of identity. Just as black men found themselves guandary in the antebellum period,
the discourse of manliness and civilization kepntithere at the turn of the century.
Black women playwrights sympathized with them bgaeging in this cultural
conversation over race, civilization, and manhobdtheir one-act plays for black
audiences, they argued that the distinctive blaskesemplified by their poor,
uneducated characters was not antithetical tozddlmanhood. They countered

stereotypes, not just by declaring that black merewnot brutes but also by depicting
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them as they saw them: as civilized, moral, Chikst men who loved their homes and
families. Taking the same approach to portrayilagbbmen as club women had to
representing themselves, the playwrights definadkimen “...not by noisy protestations
of what [they] are not, but by a dignified showmigwhat [they] are...” (Josephine St.

Pierre Ruffin gtd. in Lerner 443).

Race influenced all expressions of manhood. Deapgngoon the situation,
middle-class white men could adopt either manlim@srasculinity. Because they were
assumed to be civilized, their civilization was negjated by occasional acts of savagery
like lynching. Black men did not have that prigée Because they were assumed to be
savages (whether cowardly or brutal), they neetledys to appear moral and civilized.
Of course, blacks recognized white hypocrisy, haytfocused on what they could
control—their own behavior. The pressure that@&n Americans felt to personify
morality often led them to see parallels betweeir ives and that of Jesus Christ.

Since a black man was likely to be targeted artdited by lesser men who refused to
believe that he was who he said he was, antilygctiramatists did not shy away from

saying as much, and often cast lynch victims assCfigures.

By presenting black men as righteous, hooweiy individuals, black women
playwrights affirmed their community’s belief ingltivilization and morality of their
men and their race, questioning in particular tretaric that labeled them brutes. They

were determined to keep blacks from acceptingidsethat mainstream society told them

15 African Americans have a long tradition of identifyingwibe plight of Jesus Christ. Religious scholar
JoAnne Terrell gives a thorough account of blacks’ alifitpugh history to identify with Christ to
withstand slavery and take a pacifist stand as much astbupsn radical change. See Rewer in the
Blood?, especially 35-62. Wilson Jeremiah Moses also speaks &&bldentification with Christ, the
sufferer as well as Christ, the warrior as they devisedspifpolitical activism. See MoseBlack

Messiahs and Uncle Toris-85andThe Wings of Ethiopia90-93.
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about themselves. Insisting upon self-represemathese writers put forth what blacks
of the time could refer to as drama “about us,” tsy’ and “for us"—ultimately
bolstering African American identity by providingfuge from the violence inherent in

how the race was otherwise represented.

De-generation

Besides spotlighting the home and honoring blackiroad, antilynching drama
is characterized by its insistence that mob viatesiters the very structure of the black
family. The dramas underscore the true extentalf-mduced damage by focusing on
the black bodies that werst represented when newspapers printed picturesngfitng
victims: black households and children. Here, I@amcerned with tracing how the
genre’s focus on household mutilation memorialimesms whose plights are forgotten
when we allow ourselves to be mesmerized by phatdwy like those in the book and
exhibitionWithout Sanctuary: Lynching Photography in America.

The genre’s foundational texts expose a phenom#rain have termede-
generation meaning “generation removal and prevention.” €giits particular animus
against black methe mob alters the structure of the family by etiating, or
neutralizing, the generation whose happy marriagesresulting offspring would
normally guarantee the black community’s healthyisal. The plays usually feature a
grandmother and grandchildren, but in the middieegation, the father (and sometimes
the mother) is missing altogether, or lynching ket husband-wife unit from

functioning® In four of the seven early playsMine Eyes Have Seen, Aftermath, A

16 Again, | reiterate that we must resist reading the playusiditerary tendencies as ways to elevate
men'’s oppression. The dramatists focused on men becayskadtled a historically specific cultural
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Sunday Morning in the SoutandFor Unborn Childrer—there is no middle generation
at all}” In these texts, grandmothers replace motherssore that the household can
function. But the grandmothers are themselves wsd@nd their husbands’ absence is
never explained, implying that they too could haeen victims of the mob. There is
therefore no substitute for the ejected father,intpkis absence more detrimental.
Other dramas do represent the mothers of the mgidieration, but these
characters prevent future generations by bearihgesas to the consequences of black
male vulnerability. Virtuous women yearn to creladenes in which children can be
produced and nurtured, but they realize that adimald whose head is vulnerable to
attack is a deathbed for future generations, satf@ haven. IRachelfor instance, Mrs.
Loving shares the truth about her husband’s muedet,her daughter becomes
convinced that danger surrounds all black maleschRBl rejects her loving suitor’s
proposal and decides to remain childless, becdweses sure that she hears unborn

children begging not to be born. Biue Blood John and May’s wedding ceremony is

conversation. As Jonathan Markovitz makes clear, “...becaudeitgneas justified by referencing myths
of blackmalesexuality and criminality, antilynching activists were for¢edievote the bulk of their
resources toward combating these myths...” (3). Howeverewhdrkovitz believes that this focus made
them “less able to confront racist representations of blackemg’' | maintain that, when they contradicted
the idea that black men were rapists, black wosienltaneoushaddressed the notion that they were
whores—because these myths relied on each other.

Also for reasons of historical specificity, | uiggholars not to read the texts as if the dramatists counter
lynching discourse bgimplypromoting an oppressive discourse of heteronormatiVitgnything, the
plays document the fact that this nation has long operatgdyia that create “hierarchies of property and
propriety” based on heterosexual privilege (Berlant and W&4®). That is, the playwrights illustrate
that what was true in the late 1990s was also true indP@sl | encourage scholars not to use a simple
binary of complicity vs. resistance with these playwrigbspecially given that the first two plays in the
tradition were written by women who could not be labededichronistically or otherwise, as heterosexual:
Angelina Weld Grimké and Alice Dunbar-Nelson. That is natety, of course, that they could not be
complicit in perpetuating heteronormative patterns, bstiihportant not to jump to that conclusion based
on the tendency in these plays to treat male presence asat$ealimestic success.
" In Mine Eyesthe father was lynched in the South before the actiombegid the mother died after
settling North. InAftermath the mother and father both died before the action bedind Sunday
Morning, the middle generation is never mentioned. FinallfzanUnborn Childrenthe middle
generation is mentioned only to reveal that the mother wis vgo that the warning that grandmother
gives to LeRoy about interracial marriage is more credible.
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only moments away when their mothers realize tyesrs earlier, they were impregnated
by the same white man. They must call off the viregld. for, John and May are actually
brother and sister. In this miscegenation pla,rthssing biological father is a white
rapist who casts a shadow over blacks’ prospectsévital bliss. John and May’s is not
the only union affected, however. Their mothengehieept their rapes a secret precisely
because they did not want the men in their livedetie@nd their honor; they knew that a
protective black man would be a lynched black man.

Although the plots oBlue BloodandRachelare quite different, their similarity
lies in the decision of middle generation mothershare their experiences. These
women'’s choices have been limited by white malegrptheir unions with black men,
and their roles as mothers, have been routinelglded. Johnson and Grimké both
allow mothers to survive, but their presence sing@ynonstrates how lynching alters not
only their individual past and present but alsartaatire family’s future.Racheland
Blue Bloodinsist that as long as black men, and thereforie tloeiseholds, are vulnerable
to violation, black women take a risk whenever thaye children.

Most interestingly, we see de-generation at wodnewhen both the husband and
wife survive. Safedepicts such a family. This drama features a hapgrriage, but
quickly shows how lynch-law prevents ideal domefsticWhile John is away from
home, his pregnant wife Liza hears a family frieadl out for his mother as the mob
drags him past the house. Johnson suggests tilatk women are not haunted by the
sound of children begging not to be born, as GrimRachel is, they may have to
contend with their screams later. Distressed, bizas into labor just after John returns.

While her husband is waiting in the next room,diigd is born a boy and his wife Liza
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strangles him to death. Having killed one man i@strained another, the mob takes
male leaders from both families, and also jeopasifmture generations.

Liza’s disturbing declaration i8afethat her baby is “safe—safe from the
lynchers—safe...” illustrates the most importantidition between de-generation and
degeneration. While the latter would indicate paigy within the black family, the de-
generation in lynching drama points to the degeryechthe mob. Blacks had proven
their ability to build successful homes. Therefdakéfrican Americans do not reproduce
or if they resist by terminating young lives, itist because they do not value fantfly.
The characters simply give voice to the despairAlfiacan Americans felt as they lived
in a nation that left white barbarism uncheckeacdding to these plays, white
supremacists, especially those who suppdsieth of a Nationare the ones who
disregard the family values that they claim to betgxcting, giving blacks heartbreaking

motivation for reducing the number of their offsyi

'8 Though these women characters refuse to become mothers, wetoarouickly equate the plays’
message with Margaret Sanger’s crusade to control birthaatesg the poor. Certainly, antilynching
playwrights Mary Burrill and Angelina Weld Grimké were sagjve of Sanger'8irth Control Review,

but these characters’ actions cannot be interpreted as a whalesgtance of Sanger's cause. Daylanne
English’s work on turn-of-the-century eugenics appipty points out that African American eugenicists
were primarily interested in creating a stronger race throelgiets/e procreation. This is quite different
from killing children who are already born, so Rachel’s hiza’s thoughts and deeds are not at all in line
with the project that English delineates. In fact, whegenigcs is concerned, Rachel and Liza are
particularly disturbing because, if thbgd become mothers, their children would have presumably
advanced the race; their beloveds were honorable black men vehedodxcellent genes and positive
moral influence.

Understood in this context, what is so painful alwatnessing Rachel's and Liza’s despair is that it
points to the degree to which “breeding” superior membktise race wilhotdiscourage white brutality.
Living an honorable life does not protect existing mexa, dirthing and rearing increasingly admirable
specimens of the race will not halt the violence either. Thexetloe refusal to have children in these plays
is less about eugenics than it is about depicting thetkemg-effects of mob violence—including insanity.
Lynching causes physical, spiritual, emotional, and psychmdbgdamage; because the mutilation
surpasses the physical, it lasts long after the singleFacta discussion of how “African American writers
and intellectuals were not necessarily entirely alienated...fromdissvedited but then-normative
ideologies,” see Daylanne English, “W.E.B. Du Bois’s Fgr@itisis,” American Literaturer2.2 (2000):
291-3109.
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Overall, the genre suggests that it is dangerausl&zks to wed and reproduce in
a racist society. The older generation had pradlebddren under slavery; after
Emancipation, these children were no longer soiliations, but they came to adulthood
amidst mob violence. As progeny of missing fatteard sometimes missing mothers,
this next generation regards bringing more childném the world as an unnecessary
cruelty. Thus, the plays insist that the mob’s demous violence reaches into the next

generation. In doing so, they tell a story thathlanging body cannot.

The Implications of the Genre’s Conventions

In directing attention away from the individual tio and toward the household
and the crushed spirits of those within it, antillgimg plays memorialize the structural
and spiritual losses that black families sufferetha hands of the mob. While
mainstream cultural conversations accommodateditbelation of photographs of
lynched bodies, they did not recognize the casimaii black homes; the nation
acknowledged blacks’ corporeal existence but rait frersonhood. As a remedy,
lynching playwrights testified to African Americdrisimanity by depicting their pain.
Long after the physical attack, the intensity @ithoss leads some characters to regret
having children. Given that most victims were klawen of marrying ag&, we must
especially consider the implications of de-generatind call for new sociological studies

of the black family.

¥ “Marrying age” is simply to say that few lynch victims wemder eighteen or beyond their forties. The
mob was most interested in what it saw as virile adults jitédsprefusal to openly acknowledge blacks’
status as adults. (Of course, there are always exceptierts955 death of 15-year-old Emmett Till being
the most widely known.)
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American views of black domestic life have beenssaiitially shaped by
foundational studies like E. Franklin Frazieflse Negro Family in the United States
(1939) and Daniel Moynihan’s 1965 rep®tie Negro Family: The Case for National
Action These studies argue that African American fahdiructures were damaged by
both slavery and an abrupt emancipation. In arteépat guided federal legislation,
Moynihan insisted that the “deterioration of thegkefamily” began with the “deep-
seated structural distortions” that accompaniedesia Because the institution denied
black men the right to function as heads of houlsklitocrippled blacks’ ability to
function successfully in a society based on patihai(29). Written almost thirty years
earlier, E. Franklin Frazier’s study greatly infhoed Moynihan. Frazier argued that
Emancipation and the freedmen’s poor preparatioit ferought havoc on African
American familial ties; black women were forcedoecome matriarchs because black
men were increasingly unreliable (1G2)Frazier further asserted, “promiscuous sexual
relations and constant changing of spouses bedamneile with the demoralized
elements in the freed Negro population” (79-80).

In his 1976 studyrhe Negro Family in Slavery and Freeddfierbert Gutman set
out to test Frazier’s claims and Moynihan’s conidns. Gutman found that, contrary to
common assumptions about African American commesiitithe double-headed
household did not decline in importance over tifiel). Gutman’s monograph
challenged sociological models based on black paglypbut older ideas have remained

remarkably resonant. It is still not uncommon ¢éahpolicy makers blame teenage

20 Of course, please consult Frazier's and Moynihan’s fex fuller context, but Hortense Spillers offers
a compelling discussion of how these sociologists inspireahation’s tendency to think of and speak of
blacks as pathological. See “Mama’s Baby, Papa’s Maybe: An AameGrammar Book Diacritics 17
(1987): 65-81. (Frazier is always implicated when we spédkoynihan because the work of the former
so profoundly influenced the latter.)
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pregnancy in the African American community on aitee fathers, who have left their
daughters with a void and sons with no decentmadels. Often, folk historians (on
porches, in pulpits, and along campaign trails)arpghat these irresponsible fathers are
continuing unhealthy patterns established in slaged after Emancipation. They would
apparently agree with Frazier's characterizatiofdemoralized” freedmen who
preferred promiscuity to stable domesticity.

Yet, when we consider the record that antilyncldregma presents, we must
guestion these popular assumptions. Early stugjedy emphasize the negative impact
that collapsing marital bonds had on the black comig after Emancipation, but they
underestimate the role that mob violence playdgbeatime. As activists like Frederick
Douglass, Ida B. Wells, and Walter White establisloeg ago, race-based lynching
emerged only after Emancipatiéh!lt is unfortunate, then, that prominent scholerse
not investigated the effects that racial terrorfsad on the black family. They have not
considered the “structural distortions” sustaingdhe household when a
husband/father/son is lynched. Too many have asduhat all absences were voluntary,
overlooking the fact that some black men were dm@ause the mob had taken them.
Just as importantly, scholars do not consider hoatttactive marriage must have been to
those who knew that—at any time and without peraishites could make their wives

widows and their children orphaffs.Black women playwrights provide us with new

2L As Wells explained i\ Red Recordylacks were too valuable as slaves to be killed, so lyndkfiican
Americans came into vogue after freedom. Not insignificattily,excuse of rape also emerged belatedly,
in the 1890s. Wells and Douglass therefore asked why biackwere never accused of rape during the
Civil War when white women and children were left in thadiarge (as Southern white men went to fight to
keep blacks enslaved.)

22 | cannot raise all of the possible issues here, but | tsasuggest that we have not fully accounted for
the psychological impact of knowing that you can be lyncheshwamoment. For instance, how might
such knowledge influence one’s decision to marry? These glggest that black men’s possible
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ways of viewing black family life at the turn ofaltentury as they wanted to defeat
negative stereotypes of black men that were pratalethat time and that are
perpetuated into the twenty-first century.

In writing antilynching dramas, the playwrights geeved an important portrait of
black family life, and in the process, they expoelinterdependence of theater and
lynching—insisting that both relied not only on aéige representations of the black
body but also omeducing African Americans to their bodieBlack bodies could be
distorted by mainstream theater and mutilated bigsrmecause there was supposedly no
soul and no beloved father, brother, or husbandimvthem. In opposition to such
assumptions, lynching drama is designed to highkdghcan Americans’ familial ties

and the reverberating pain of having them disreggrd

Finding a Stage of Their Own

Antilynching playwrights intensified the impact thfe form they had developed
by embracing théorumthat most enabled the outward expression of titegrcaptured
in their scripts. Antilynching dramatists who chdbe one-act format did not aim for
professional production; they knew that non-comedie-acts, especially those written
by and about African Americans, were not welcomgthie 1920s commercial stafe.
Instead, their work fueled Little Negro Theateoef$, which thrived in amateur—often

informal— environments. Antilynching playwrightgldchot settle for informal venues,

victimization led somevomento hesitate before marrying and having children. ispossible that
lynching would similarly touch black men?

% The most representative of widely accepted black material on #0s t®@mmercial stage would be
musicals likeShuffle AlongandBlack Birds
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however; they valued them. Grimké had had a ssbdedebut before integrated

audiences, but all of her successors targeted bladiences in intimate spaces.

By privileging informal theatrical venues that seavAfrican Americans, the
dramatists bolstered black identity by freeing iteark from the expectations of
mainstream audiences. Whites often rejected tmiges underpinning antilynching
scripts, and their resistance is best exemplifigthe responses that Georgia Douglas
Johnson, the most prolific antilynching dramatisteived from the Federal Theatre
Project (FTP). As theater scholar Winona Fletetwges, although the FTP was founded
to support protest drama that would not otherwessthged, it rejected all five plays that
Johnson submitted, most vehemently rejecting thbseit lynching. One FTP judge
wrote: “it fails not because the idea is not dracpdut because it follows from an
absurdity— that they lynch Negro boys ‘Down Sodtr defending themselves from
thieves. In fact, the crime that produces lynchingastly fouler.?* Evidently, the judge
could not consider even the possibility that the/@ccurately depicts the injustice blacks
suffered. Fundamentally, then, these words jagnaverwhelming chorus of voices that
did not promote violence but nonetheless condoneihe judge lays bare the
assumptions that enabled lynching and that judtitie nation’s indifference to it. Not
only did the Dyer Anti-lynching bill ultimately fhibut it also met tremendous opposition
at every stage of its developméntTherefore, the FTP judge’s sentiments are highly

representative. Given American histéfyt is not surprising that, though generally

%4 See Winona Fletcher.

% See Zangrand@he NAACP Crusade Against Lynching, 1909-1950

% |n A Beautiful PageanDavid Krasner reminds us that not all FTP responses megjative—and indeed
that most were favorable (157, 159). Such informatioriscompelling in the face of the nation’s history
regarding lynching. That is, if the nation toleratecching and its leaders resisted antilynching legislation,
then the comments from thismiejudge are actually highly representative.
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tolerant of artistic protest, the FTP proved resisto black women playwrights’

sensibilities.

For various reasons, then, pé&echellynching drama targeted black audiences,
but this fact raises serious questions. NametyAdilican Americans need to be
convinced that lynching was wrong? Why would bknoked to hear an antilynching
message?

New Negro Renaissance dramatist Eulalie Spencstéastihat political drama
was unwanted in the black community. Believing thiican Americans went to the
theater to forget their troubles, not to be remthdethem, she consistently expressed her
disagreement with Du Bois’s philosophy. Agreeinthvpence, theater scholar Jennifer
Burton explained in 1997, “[Du Bois’s] position wasmplicated by his desire for
performances within the black community; plays &g on the vicissitudes of racism
had little chance for popular appeal to audiendes wanted escape and entertainment”
(xx-xxi). Spence and Burton seem to suggest ttaahd based on Du Bois’s ideals was
doomed for failure.

Yet, in order to gauge success or failure, we ragttblish standards that account
for Du Bois’s goals. When Spence and Burton charae protest drama as inevitably
unpopular, they do so in the context of Harlem tiesalike the Lincoln and Lafayette.
These houses flourished in the 1910s and 1920shagdatered to black audiences by
not relegating them to the balcony. The repertairthese houses consisted mostly of
musical comedies, so audiences did indeed flotkdm for “escape and entertainment,”
as Burton suggests. However, Du Bois was notested in these venues. He declared

that the scripts he valued would be rejected byrnernial theaters, but they were
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suitable for production in “our churches and lodged halls” (Paying for Plays 453).
Modern scholars must therefore ask: Could thesdl,.amfarmal venues enable important
cultural work, or were they ultimately insignifid&n Blacks who invested in “race
drama” claimed intimate spaces, including their dwamg rooms, as preferred theatrical
venues. They clearly believed that controlling ltbe race was represented meant
finding and creating their own stages.

Antilynching dramatists knew very well that themmesacts were not commercially
viable, but they were conducive to publication @ripdicals where they would be readily
available to amateurs who wanted to bring theniféarnt “our churches and lodges and
halls.” It is not surprising, then, that few redsisurvive proving that these dramas were
staged. When searching the archives of black tlesrand civic centers, one finds that
record keepers prioritized financial materials, m@s from business meetings, and
membership statistics. Efforts were also madedésgrve paperwork that could give
future generations a detailed picture of how monay raised or how worship services
were structured. Still, certificates of incorpavatand other documents pointing to the
legitimacy of the institution were most cherished.

Clearly, documenting community activities was miesds important than
performing them. It is not until the 1960s BlacksAMovement that a sustained effort to
document cultural activities is evident in blackaker archive&” Although fairly
substantial records survive for the shows stageleri920s by the New York Krigwa
Players, that organization is hardly typical. Af, they were theCrisis Guild of

Writers and Actors.” As they were founded®sisis editor W.E.B. Du Bois, the

%" This sustained documentation effort was preceded by asubtie surge in the mid-1930s in response to
the Federal Theatre Project.
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magazine promoted their activities. It is impottemremember that amateur theater
groups were made up of people who participatedenidrking paying jobs and tending
to family responsibilities. The participants diot tikely have the time and resources to
create posters and programs or to persuade dratica to attend their shows. In Du
Bois, then, the Krigwa Players had an unusual agseéll-placed reviewer and historian.
Crisis notices and articles therefore remain to docunfengtoup’s accomplishments,
but playbills, programs, and box office recordsi@httheater scholars normally rely on)
are rare—and if rare for New York Krigwa, how muehs likely is it that such
documents would survive from other groups?

Given these circumstances, the plays’ influencéhercommunity cannot be
judged by whether production records are availadday. After all, in order for a small
church to present a play, many congregants woud bacome invested in bringing the
script to life. Those involved would need to desitg “stage” space, determine what
would count as wardrobe, and decide how much theyldwdo to replicate the setting
described in the script. Also, as amateur act@pgred at home, parents and siblings
likely heard the material many times before thei@utk at a church or school did.
Amateurs may not have made elaborate sets andhwestor radically adjusted lighting,
but in simply considering the staging issues thasé¢ one-acts raised, they allowed the
texts to become a part of the community—to shape#i Americans’ ideas about
theater as well as lynching.

Just as importantly, their publication in magazimesleantilynching dramas
available for families to perform at home. As Blizth McHenry demonstrates in

Forgotten Readerdfrican Americans have long exercised “communalrity” by
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advocating memorization as a kind of literacy, &égding texts aloud to each other, and
by encouraging dramatic readirf§sGiven that McHenry traces these traditions fromn t
1830s through the 1990s, surely we can imagin&kiiaaseholds in which lines from
these one-acts were recited from memory or reatdal®ne person may have read all
the characters’ parts to the rest of the familpants may have been assigned.
Sometimes, perhaps only a line or two was readdabedore a family member
interrupted to begin a discussion or to tell a peas story about mob violence. The
possibilities are endless, but in each scenaretdahkt becomes a part of the conversation
in that home—as the playwrights intended.

Communal literacy must factor into our assumptiabsut how antilynching
scripts were used (and meant to be used) in blackrwnities because African
Americans were deeply invested in black periodi€alas historian David Levering
Lewis asserts, even with remarkable improvemenkbdacok literacy rates since the
nineteenth centunGrisiswas published (beginning in 1910) “in an era of pamt
illiteracy, when hard labor left Afro-Americanstlé time or inclination for reading
Harvard-accented editorials.” Nevertheless, sutibles—because they appeared in
Crisis—drew all strata of the black community; “the magazound its way into
kerosene-lit sharecroppers’ cabins and crampedraatorkers’ tenements. In middle-
class families it lay next to the BibleHarlem Vogu€?). Accordingly, literary critic J.

Saunders Redding recalled that he and his sibogkl “child-handle and mistreat”

8 Elizabeth McHenryForgotten Readers: Recovering the Lost History of Afrisarerican Literary
SocietiesPuke UP, 2002. See especially 34-37, 53-54, 89, andtitoeluction.

29 Another indication that plays were used in these ways Bsl@@matist Marita Bonner’s tendency to
subtitle her texts “A Play to be Read.”
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other magazines, butThe Crisiswas strictly inviolate until my father himself had
unwrapped and read it—often...aloud” (gtd. Wall 46).

Because antilynching dramas reached African Amesi¢arough periodicals,
black readers could engage the material as theg@te—at their own pace, in their own
space, and without regard for what whites deemeditital or dramatic. They did not
have to feel self-conscious when they chose tthacplays out at home; in fact; doing so
afforded them a measure of safety from the violemzesegregation that dominated
public spaces. Also, the simplicity of the antdfamg scripts’ scenery descriptions and
stage directions encouraged blacks to mount tHags without elaborate costumes,
props, or substantial changes to lighting. Blaakihe turn of the century very much
viewed themselves as sophisticated, modern citiddes Negroes), and minimalist
productions did not disrupt blacks’ conceptionsh&mselves as such. Writers, actors,
and viewers alike saw the value in bringing teatfe with “productions” in which the
black voice was the most sophisticated apparaligs was not unusual for a race that
had sustained itself through slavery and Reconsbruavith such practices. For all their
gentility and aspirations of upward mobility withtine larger society, they understood
how nurturing performance-based literacy could ©éhay struggled at the turn of the
century to define African American identity for theelves and find the best forms and
forums for doing so.

By embracing one-acts and aiming for periodicalligation, the playwrights
designed their texts to be read aloud and inteetupy discussion. No doubt, this is how
such work was engaged in the literary discussiongg that McHenry examines,

including the “Saturday Nighters” who met in the208 in Georgia Douglas Johnson’s
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Washington D.C. home. As discussed, many antilyrgctiramatists attended Johnson’s
salon around the time that they crafted the playdiad here.

In contrast to many scholars’ assumptions abouhdrahen, these plays made an
impact precisely because they wagg compatible with the commercial stage. Their
power derived from the fact that they reached Afmidsmericans where they lived, inside
their “safe spaces.” Appreciating the cultural kvtivat dramatists hoped to do therefore
requires re-thinking theatrical value. The playsrth lies, not in the money they made
or the crowds they drew, but in the degree to wkhey affirmed the community. In
Roots of African American Dramdames Hatch explains that many scripts can beaseen
attempts to counteract dishonest images from vgtagwrights whose work routinely
reached mainstream stagésAccordingly, pioneering black dramatists were enor
interested in resisting denigrating depictions—halping their community resist them—
than with garnering literary acclaim or securinggurction in “major” venues. Aware of
the need to bolster black identity, rather tharcheahites, they “wrote their dramas from
moral convictions” —often struggling financially atime when other New Negro
Renaissance artists received multiple offers toewrovels and poemR¢ots37, Hull
10). Because pioneering black playwrights countténendreds of years of stereotypes in
American drama and theater, Hatch declares that érahurgency combined with a
natural talent for the dramatic, has emerged trivamnp...” (Roots37).

| contend that the triumph resides in the fact thatimber of these plays survive
today, calling for scholarly attention and avaitafdr production—formal or informal.

These texts allow posterity to see that black wgitesisted upon creating accurate

30| believe that Hatch says “much of” because this is not toestigigat black drama is simply reactionary.
Also see pages 21-25
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representations of African Americans; they weresilenced just because whites rejected
their scripts, nor did they passively accept tieeesitypical portrayals they found in
American literature, on mainstream stages, andmsflike Birth of a Nation.

Antilynching scripts may have come alive only iad# families’ living rooms, and
perhaps only excerpts were recited and debateldak barber shops and beauty salons,
but these dramatists resistednd they made sure that their texts were easilgssille to
blacks, whether they were inclined to leave homeftheatrical experience or not.

As the 1920s wore on, antilynching playwrights adraway from the hope
underlying Grimké’€Racheland its appeal to white audiences; they did npeektheir
scripts to convince whites that lynching was wrolhgstead, they worked to reassure
African Americans that justifications for mob vialee were unfounded. Working to
affirm blacks’ beliefin themselveghe playwrights used drama for political self-
definition. They wanted African Americans to renag themselves in the scripts and to
take pride in what they saw. If this happeneddabr mother might finish reading
Crisisand suggest that the family gather in the livingmoand pass the time with a
dramatic reading of the play.

Still, the dramatists’ motivation for denouncing ingolence in specifically
family-centered ways and in scripts that could &dglg staged at home is best
exemplified by Ida B. Wells. Now known as the fowsst antilynching crusader in
American history, Wells admitted in an 1892 diamrg that, until her close friends were
killed, she thought that lynching might be justifieShe confessed:

Like many another person who had read of lynchintpé South, | had accepted

theidea meant to be conveyedhat although lynching was irregular and contrary
to law and order, unreasoning anger over the terabme of rape led to the
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lynching; that perhaps the brute deserved to dya@n and the mob was justified
in taking his life.

But Thomas Moss, Calvin McDowell, and Lee Stewad been
lynched..with just as much brutality as other victims of thely and they had
committed no crime against white women. This itrdpened my eyes to what
lynching really was. An excuse to get rid of Nezgavho were acquiring wealth
and property and thus keep the race terrorizedlaeb the nigger down*
Intimate knowledge allowed Wells to give an accaefrtter friends’ life stories

which countered that presented by the mob asigeiidn, and lynching dramatists
launched similar character defenses. Becauseaihyrtall public discourse cast black
men as brutes, creating a different portrait resgliintimate knowledge and intimate
settings. It is not surprising, then, that blacitk@red lynching plays read like domestic
plays. They foreground the home as much as thaggirlynching. Perhaps more
precisely: they spotlight the black homeorder toprotest lynching. As Wells’

confession demonstrates, only intimate knowledggootd character could keep black

communities from accepting “the idea meant to beveged.”

Yet rejecting these ideas was as important fofuhe&e as for the present. The
playwrights therefore not only set the action @tlscripts in the black home; they also
designed them to come to life in blacks’ privatacgs. Because African Americans
could control the atmosphere in their churchestandes, for example, their perspectives
were truly welcomed there. And, only unencumbeestimonies could generate the
lasting memorials that the dramatists were comuahiibdeaving. Black testimony

provided the truth about fallen community membaeg the mainstream conversation

31 My italics throughout. Wells quoted in Linda McMurilyo Keep the Waters Troubled: The Life of Ida
B. Wells 143.
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denied, and it paid homage to those beloved viethm®cting discursive monuments for

future generations to appreciate.

Given America’s hostile environment, creating meiadsrfor lynch victims
required unique, racially specific strategies, aultural experience had prepared blacks
for the challenge. As Karla Holloway has argueBassed Orhlack communities
developed unique traditions around death that respd to “howwedie.” As Holloway
put it, “the generational circumstance may changete violence done to black bodies
has had a consistent history” (27). As a resulicAn Americans actually anticipated
“untimely death” by forming burial societies, orggations that paid a family’s funeral
expenses out of a community fund. ImportantlytHaligh the main function of these
societies was to cover the costs of burial, theg guaranteed their deceased members
the pomp and ceremony critical to the occasion’ligteay 33). Also in response to the
circumstances of “black death,” morticians cultectunique skills: “the African
American embalmer is...generally more skilled thawinite peers because...
embalming black bodies often requires a repaithalh masks the residue of violent
death” (national association qtd. in Holloway 2Burial societies and the skills honed

by black morticians developed around “hesedie.”

| want to suggest that the lynching dramas stubdexeé developed in similar ways.
While society suggested that a lynch victim desgvis violent fate, blacks testified both
to the tragedy of his death and the value of fesldy granting him the same “pomp and
ceremony” accorded to others. The burial socigliasemerged in black communities

were “benevolent,” “secret,” and “private” orgartioas, and black morticians shared the

“privacy and intimacy” of a family’s mourning butese also “responsible for
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orchestrating a public performance” (Holloway 2bjkewise, one-act lynching dramas
recorded African Americans’ private grief and enemed its expression in intimate,
community-centered spaces. While other black-tltematerial was making its way
onto Broadway stages, these plays were performsohall churches and living rooms,
providing comfort that did not exist in the moreopa venue of the commercial theater.

In developing this unique form and committing thehass to community forums,
antilynching dramatists responded to the matedatidions of their historical moment.
Living and writing at a time when mobs not onlyidal with impunity but also sent
photographs of their victims as picture postcattus dramatists were surrounded by the
spectacle of black corporeality. They thereforespnted black bodies in ways that
mobs, conventional theater, and the mainstreanoghaphy industry never did: as part
of a loving family??

As a result, the dramatists’ depictions stand argltontrast to the photographic
history of lynching preserved Byithout Sanctuarylndeed, the dramas critique that
history, reminding us that the pictures function(edt merely as historical artifacts but
also as part of a coercive cultural project. Tlrights’ very different approach to
representing lynching draws attention to the faat the photographs were taken from
the perspective of the mob and, quite inadvertepitpose the secret to white families’

stability. As disturbing as it may be, whites usieel mutilated black body to establish

32 As Kevin Gaines and Karla F.C. Holloway have noted fifedint contexts, African Americans used
photography to counter the denigrating images that cieniiatthe 1890s through the early 1900s, but this
counter-discourse was not in full swing until the earl§a<® In contrast, as soon as photography reached
the United States, whites used it to depict blacks as abjatt sictims, as poor farm laborers who were
content with their subordinate position, and as caricatoméfidons. The plays therefore countered
negative images of blacks—images which had been, since the tl896@syst prominent representations of
the race. Ultimately, then, the plays operated in conjunctitnblacks’ attempts to create a counter-
discourse with portraits in the 1910s and 1920s. Sewe&d7-70. Black photographic discourse is also
compellingly discussed in Holloway; see especially 139-41.
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their own normalcy and solidarity. Lynchers gadftearound black bodies to dissect
them, roast them, and pose for pictures with th@uring these violent rituals, husbands
demonstrated their willingness to protect theiregivwives performed their
understanding that they needed protecting, andhfsataught their children the meaning
of their racial heritagd® If members were absent, white families could boydnail, as
demonstrated by the many who sent picture post¢arilends and family to prove that
they had participated in a lynching. Each time thpicture postcard of a “barbecue”
was made and distributed, the abject and objedtiflack body was used to affirm white
superiority.

While white families bonded in these ways, antilying playwrights created
scripts that drew together black families and comitnes and gave them occasion for
asserting their status as humans with souls. thieigefore no coincidence that the texts
most often and most successfully came to life imgte venues, such as the black home,
where black humanity was most cherished. Theyegedifferent kind of theatrical

space if they were to do justice to a differentkai “strange fruit.”

3 Scholars such as Jacquelyn Dowd Hall, Trudier Harris, abgrRe@/iegman have well documented and
theorized the cultural impact of lynching rituals. See H&lrBe Mind that Burns in Each Body,"”
Harris’s ExorcisingBlacknessand Wiegman's\merican Anatomies
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CHAPTER 4: BLACK FEMALE TEXTS

In initiating antilynching drama, black women cresha new form and embraced
the forum that most accommodated its non-spectadelzictions of African Americans.
That is, while insisting that black domesticity wasrthy of theatrical portrayal, they
invested in amateur—often informal—stages. Atgame time, they worked to modify
their audiences’ expectations of drama as a lgaganre. Avoiding commercial
pressures and rejecting mainstream standards aifitedity, they were free to construct
their texts around conversation rather than splkectaw traditional dramatic action.
Since drama typically enacts a story, enablingatidience to experience the central
conflict in the present moment, one would expegafag about racial violence to
reproduce that violence. Early black-authored iyng dramas often defy that
expectation; readers and viewers encounter mokngel through characters who testify
to their family’s experiences of it. The persotegtimonies and candid conversations of
African Americans could dominate these dramatitst@xecisely because the authors
wanted their work to come alive in blacks’ own it spaces, not professional theaters.
This chapter discusses the transformations thdyacting playwrights made to drama
as a literary genre as they emphasized conversagemnaction and spectacle; it also
offers close readings of the ten dramas writteblbgk women before 1935.

| begin by analyzing the forms that the plays takéhereas Angelina Weld
Grimké initiated antilynching drama with a thred-play, her successors all preferred
writing one-acts, despite their incompatibility wiraditional stage success. As they
embraced Grimké’s motifs but not her format, latetilynching dramatists believed that

their choserramatic formwould strengthen the cultural work of their texi&et, despite
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the marked shift from full-length to one-act plafg genre’sliscursiveform remained
consistent: all of the plays operate through tleel@nof testimony. In relying on
testimony, the writers tapped into its Christiantsoand legal implications and ensured
that dialogue would dominate antilynching dram#ede writers thus used their scripts
to enter not only the cultural conversation on hing but also the complicated, perhaps
never-ending conversation about whether investingither the law or Christianity
served African American self-interest. Acknowletythe complex relationship that
blacks have had with both the legal system and @ithstianity, the writers filled their
plays with dialogue that never leads to solid cosicins or simple solutions. Instead,
each script engages issues by allowing the testirmboharacters—and of the plays
themselves—to take center stage. As they talkéoamother, characters testify to their
individual truths, and the plays enter larger naicconversations in order to testify to
truths suppressed in mainstream discourse.

Although the dramas encouraged dialogue, allowHdrdnt points of view to
proliferate, and refused to provide definite san$, the playwrights apparently agreed
that certain issues had to be addressed. As i, tbguscripts can be productively
examined in thematically complementary pairs. d@temas discuss whether to have
children in a racist socieffrachelandSafe) whether blacks owe patriotism to the nation
(Mine Eyes Have SeemdAftermath) and whether lynching is in fact a response to the
rape of white womenSunday Morning in the SoutimdFor Unborn Childrer).
Additionally, Georgia Douglas JohnsorB$ue BloodandBlue-Eyed Black Bogonsider
whether a black woman’s domestic success is predican keeping rape a secret.

Finally, Regina Andrews’€limbing Jacob’s Laddeand May Miller'sNails and Thorns
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encourage discussion of whether antilynching drahmauld remain focused on the black
home. These ten plays offer us a diversity of @®jget each bears witness to the
existence of honorable black men and women, thustices they suffer, and the truth

about American hypocrisy that their pain exposes.

Why Testimony?

To understand why antilynching drama prioritizeargg witness, | consider
testimony’s biblical roots and, to a lesser degitsesecular connotatiortsBiblical
insight is especially appropriate because Africameficans routinely referred to lynch
victims as Christ figures who were unjustly andtally persecuted. For audiences
familiar with the many ways in which their plight a race paralleled that of Jesus Christ,
testimony was a powerful way to memorialize faNgctims? In addition, the
playwrights understood that, while mobs disregardigel process, they were implicitly
supported by courts of law which rarely intervendthe dramas therefore offer
testimony by African Americans to African Americathat would not otherwise be
heard.

Whether viewed in a spiritual or secular conterfaiing witness allowed these

writers to transform the earthly struggle of thespeuted into an undying legacy. In

! In everyday parlance, testimony refers to verifying thatesbing is true, in the fashion of a courtroom
witness. To acknowledge the term’s Christian roots igtognize that courtroom testimony, and informal
witnessing in daily life, take their cultural significancenfréestimonies about Christ’s life and works,
burial and resurrection. Here, | use @egholic Encyclopedia (CEs a way to access this Christian
foundation, partly because it is as much a scholarly res@s  is a religious one, bolstered by the very
long history of research in the Catholic tradition.

2 Many have noted that African Americans navigated the hanstirtexf slavery and disfranchisement by
noting the parallels between themselves and Jesus Chrisakd st three varied examples: Eddie
Glaude’sExodus!: Religion, Race, and Nation in Early Nineteentht@y Black AmericgUniversity of
Chicago Press, 200imberly Rae Connor'$magining Grace: Liberating Theologies in the Slave
Narrative Tradition(University of Illinois Press, 2000and Wilson Jeremiah Mosed$ack Messiahs and
Uncle Toms: Social and Literary Manipulations of a Religi Myth(Pennsylvania State UP, 1993).

172



Scripture, testimony creates the “continuity betwtee earthly Jesus and the glorified
Christ” (CE 1048). In antilynching drama, even if the lynchtin is not portrayed, he
lives on through those willing to speak his trukther than allow the mob’s version of his
life story to go unchallenged. Within the playsaracters vouch for the original stability
of the home, the integrity of the missing headaidehold, and the lasting impact of his
absence. Ultimately, the scripts survive to sttleag generations of African Americans
by giving them a more accurate portrait of theicestors.

Antilynching playwrights utilized the tools offerdyy dramatic form, such as
dialogue, props, and sound effects, but they alway&ed within the larger discursive
form of testimony. In fact, the playwrights putdra in the service of testimony
precisely because they recognized the limits afterg theatrical productions. The
dramatists grappled with the racist ideology emleeldd the theater by designing texts
that, especially when performed, would alter agsthendencies by depicting black
bodies in ways that theater typically did not. 3descripts called for black bodies to sit
and read, for example, thereby testifying to Afnidemericans’ humanity and normalcy.
Likewise, at a time when theatrical productiongrees and telephone poles made black
bodies appear monstrous and abject, these playarigpicted the mutilated body’s
absence.In so doing, they foregrounded the race’s soultaha when society
acknowledged its physical presence but not its mitja

The dramatists’ commitment to testimony not onlspined them to initiate a shift
in emphasis from spectacle and action to dialogukecanversation, but it also led them
to resist unifying dramatic discourse. Since a@ss speaks from personal experience,

anyone can offer testimony, and the listener cagaagy reject it as believe it. A mode
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of discourse that is both powerful and vulnerabbcisely because it is so unabashedly
personal suited antilynching dramatists becauselibbeved that they did not have the
privilege of asserting that their truth wéaetruth. Rather than argue that theirs was the
only perspective on mob violence, the playwrighisfprth their own accounts and built
antilynching drama on earnest conversation. Theeamts consist almost exclusively of
dialogue and exemplify what Mikhail Bakhtin in ahet context called “heteroglossia’—
the presence of others’ speech within one’s owime [anguage of antilynching drama is
undeniably “contested, contestable, and contestiog-this discourse cannot forget or
ignore, either through naiveté or by design, theroglossia that surrounds it” (Bakhtin
332)3 Each word uttered by the dramatists and theirathers is shaped by a keen
awareness of what others have said about mob weland the people targeted by it.
Testimony also served the playwrights’ purposesbse it places value on
intimacy. By definition, testimony allows the woofla withess who has personal
knowledge to replace the direct experience ofigterier CE 1045). Because they had
to counter the pervading discourse that blacks web&iuman, the antilynching
playwrights needed a form that privileged the woirériends, family, and close
acquaintances. In Scripture, only those who haah Bihe close associates and table
companions of Christ” could “in the strict senseabwitness” CE 1048). In similar

fashion, the plays foreground the voices of thoke knew the victim. And, more

% Bakhtin claims that the heteroglossia of novelistic diss®is unique, and he even says that it is much
more complex than the “statement-and-response” constructnami (320). However, antilynching
playwrights consciously entered a cultural conversatiorviaatmade up of lynching discourse as well as
the actions it justified. Because the mob’s actions couldeseparated from the language that supported
it, the language of lynching plays operates in the same vaandivelistic discourse does. That is, it is
stratified or “dialogized” and, even when a statement seenglésianguaged and pure,” “substantial
masses of [mainstream] language are drawn into [it]” (328).3The result, as Bakhtin suggests, is that
attentive scholars can see in a single utterance “the battledrepoints of view, value judgments, and
emphases...” (315-16). See Mikhail Bakhtin, “Discoursé@éNovel” inThe Dialogic Imagination
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generally, antilynching drama values intimacy iattits authors testified to truths about
their own race.

The desire to protest lynching also encouragedgrhasis on testimony because
the dramatists had to contradict countless witreesBea society that bombarded citizens
with dehumanizing images of African Americans, #hasages essentially testified that
blacks were inhuman and immoral. Because they s@reimerous and far reaching,
such depictions rivaled—or even took the place af-nalividual's personal interactions
with African Americans. Even for blacks themseh@$arrage of accounts insisting that
they were immoral and ignorant began to outweigisqeal contact with friends and
family. After all, brute images circulated at tioen of the century, not because so many
people had had horrible experiences with black rhahpecause negative accounts were
so easily generated and passed on. In this cljntatede sense to convey the truth
about a lynch victim, not by allowing the audienacesee him living on stage, but by
permitting his family and friends to testify to likaracter. A brief encounter with the
victim before his death may not have reverberatatié audience’s minds as much as
testimonies from several of his acquaintances.

Yet, antilynching dramatists used testimony not jasassert the honorable
character of the deceased, but also to documehgribRing incident itself. The plays do
not concern themselves with re-creating the viaddmat with recounting it. The scripts,
and the characters within them, do not simply regi@t a man has been lynched,
however; they argue that his death had been unjust. plays therefore operate as
Scripture indicates testimony should; it includesrdering of both the empirical facts

and their deeper meaning. The apostles reportedistahat Jesus died and arose but
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that his doing so was the ultimate sign of Godi®I(CE 1049). The testimony of
antilynching drama, like that of the gospel, “r@affs and confirms historical reality” but
it does so in order to reveal the “interior dimemnsiof that reality CE 1049).
Accordingly, the genre is not interested in repnéisg the hanging corpse, or what Billie
Holiday called “strange fruit.” Reproducing the tiation of a lynch victim’s body
would not uncover that which “escapes the outwazety CE 1049). To reveal a
deeper, more enduring truth, antilynching dramanslases a different kind of strange
fruit: mutilated households and crushed spirits.

The impulse to testify to a lynching incident rattigan re-create it was
particularly appropriate for a genre targeting klaadiences. African Americans
generally did not attend spectacle lynchings; tteaye to the scene later to retrieve the
body in hopes of properly burying their dead. Tgastern in African American lived
experience helps clarify how dramatic form servestib also expanded by—the form
of testimony. Because the plays use the homettsgs@ramatic form), they must rely
on and operate as testimony (discursive form). dhssical violation of lynching usually
occurred in a public place outside of the homesgailighting the black household
translates intmot showcasing the act itself. Whites attended lymg#j whether or not
they took part in the direct physical assault, /hilacks arrived later to pick up the
pieces—literally and figuratively—in order to magense of what whites had done.
Long after the physical attack was over and thesjglay remains had deteriorated,
African Americans had to deal with the implicatiafghe incident ... and this process

involved constructing narratives about the incidesdlf and the deeper truth it exposed.
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Antilynching scripts survive as evidence that boldywrights and the individuals they
depicted constructed such narratives.

The strategy of rendering the lynching incidenbtigh testimony was also in line
with African American interest in dramatic realistinthe turn of the century. Even
W.E.B. Du Bois, who had authored and produced rtiajpageants, called for African
Americans to begin writing serious, realistic drarttaat accurately represented black
life. Nothing could mimic the actual lived experee of African Americans more than a
genre built on testimony. For blacks understoed ith everyday life they were always
testifying to the race’s humanity and readinesdubrcitizenship. They knew that one
person’s behavior was taken to be proof of the@méice’s worth or worthlessness. As
such, African Americans’ preoccupation with theifics of representation at the turn of
the century arose from what Du Bois labeled “doulnlesciousness”—the sense of
always looking at oneself as if through others’ssyewant to suggest that this translated
into a sense of always being on stage—even whergritie train or shopping.

Not incidentally, this awareness of others’ gazas @aiso the reason that blacks
operated with an expanded conception of what cousean important theatrical venue.
A people this conscious of the politics of repréaBon was not satisfied with having
their stories told on formal stages alone. Indédathooved them to make formal stages,
especially commercial ondgssimportant to blacks so that their identities wontt be
assaulted by what was presented on them. Blagkvplghts and philosophers worked to
resist the images that appeared on formal stages.they did so not by simply putting
alternative depictions on formal stages, but byingkmateur, private stages

important... so that those could be used to boldsak identity.
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The Difference that Form Makes

With both dramatic form and discursive form in miaatilynching drama’s shift
from the three-act to the one-act format becomesgpcehensible. Those invested in the
one-act format abandoned the traditional dramatimfthat had served Grimkeé so well,
but they proved as committed as she was to testim@nimké’s text bears the influence
of an Aristotelian conception of dramatic formerphasizes action—an unmistakable
beginning, middle, and end with identifiable caagsd effect patterns. In contrast, the
women and men who wrote antilynching plays afterdbbut of Grimké'®Rachel
prioritized conversation with one-acts composedoaincompletely of dialogue. These
one-act scripts work against chronological progogsby ending ambiguously and
suggesting that the discussion should not end twétwords found on the page or uttered
on stage.

The stage success that GrimkRachelhad can be attributed to its adherence to
mainstream expectations of dramatic structure. plagwas first produced in March
1916 at the Myrtilla Miner School in Washington D.The newly formed NAACP
Drama Committee sponsored the show, and it waBirt¢ime that a serious drama
written by an African American was brought to lifg black actors in a semiprofessional
production. The Washington D.C. audience consisfdmbth blacks and whites, though
as Gloria Hull suggests, even if Grimké soughbtech whites’ hearts, they were surely
in the minority at the production. The same was wwhen it appeared at New York
City’s Neighborhood Playhouse and in Cambridge, 9dabkusetts, in 1917 (Hull 119).

The initial staging oRachelsparked the most controversy, thereby influencing

Grimké’s playwriting successors. That is, aftet@.%lack dramatists wrote as the
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debate raged between those who believed that Oiarka should steer clear of political
content and those who felt it should denounce Ata@rracism. In the final analysis,
antilynching drama exemplifies the political ageadizocated by Du Bois more than the
“purely artistic” approach promoted by Howard Unsigy professors Alain Locke and
Montgomery Gregory. For the genre became onelémkiaudiences when Grimké’s
successors chose to write one-acts. Writing alAfidan Americans in a serious manner
and in the one-act format was tantamount to rejgatommercial production, but such
scripts were well suited for publication @risis andOpportunity,periodicals that proved

to be the foundation for amateur black theater mmras?

One-acts were available for amateur productionsieee their brevity made their
publication in periodicals practical. Magazinegevmexpensive and easily shared.
Furthermore, a play short enough for periodicallipabon could be learned quickly.
Therefore, even if only one member of a small oization could secure a copy of a
play, the four to six actors needed to bring iifeocould learn their parts during a few

brief meetings.

Of the twelve one-acts that followed the 1916 pmicun of Rache] six gained an
audience through periodical€risis magazine publishedline Eyes Have SeamdFor
Unborn Children. Mary Burrill's Aftermathappeared iThe LiberatorG.D. Lipscomb’s

Franceswas published i©pportunity,and Joseph Mitchel’'Son-Boyran inThe

* Non-comedic one-acts were not generally suitable for comat¢neiaters except in a three-play
configuration. Of the playwrights of this study, o@gorgia Douglas Johnson wrote enough plays in rapid
succession to fill a commercial playbill, so the majorityhafse playwrights likely did not write with
commercial production in mind. Eulalie Spence comes to miadoaglific one-act writer who could hope
for commercial production, but much of her commercial appeat deom her refusal to engage racism.
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Saturday Evening Quilgn African American magazine based in Bostdaeorgia
Douglas Johnson was the most prolific antilynclpragywright, but her lynch plays were
generally not published until the 1980s and 199!, Blue Bloodwas announced in
the May 1926 issue @pportunitybecause it had earned honorable mention in the
magazine’s playwriting contest. Readers coulddafuee contact the editors of that
magazine if they were interested in the play, athgwa Players of Washington D.C.
apparently did, given that they performed it in Z92tter from Willis Richardson, DuB
Papers) Also, in 1928 Blue Bloodreceived its first printing in Frank Shay’s collect
Fifty More Contemporary One-Act Plays.

Still, the main difference between Grimké’s inawgylay and the antilynching
one-acts that followed it is that Grimké constrddter text so that it would resonate with
white audiences. She used sentimentality, foregted Victorian-influenced courtship
rituals and manners, and emphasized familiarity \Eiliropean culture. The script calls
attention to household décor because it featuiatspf paintings such d3olden Stairs
by Englishman Edward Burne-Jones as welllas ReaperandThe Man with the Hoe
by French realist Jean-Francois Millet. Also, RaglSanzio’sThe Sistine Madonna
from the Italian High Renaissance is highlightedéweral scenésEven the four years
separating acts Il and Ill enhanced Grimké’s abtlit touch white audience members.
Because we see Rachel at ages eighteen and twemtihe drama can more closely

resemble a sentimental bildungsroman. For Racbeljng of age means deteriorating

® The plays that were not published in these periodicalaatigee publication until drama scholars
collected them. Thus, Georgia Douglas JohnsArBsinday Morning in the Soutfas published in 1974

in the first edition oBlack Theatre USAndherSafein Elizabeth Brown-Guillory’dNines in the
Wildernessin 1990. Regina Andrew€limbing Jacob’s Ladd€first appeared in 1998 @&trange Fruit

and May Miller’sNails and Thornsvas published in the 1991 antholdggots of African American
Drama. In 1934, Randolph Edmonds, unlike his antilynchingdgicessors, was in a position to publish a
collection of his own plays title8ix Plays for a Negro Theatrand he include@ad Man.

® Of course, the Madonna is also mentioned to emphasize Rdolel'sf children.
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mentally because a truly sensitive soul cannot theacruelties of the society in which
she lives. Tracing Rachel’s development as sheuwstiers multiple racial injustices
allowed Grimké more fully to explain her declinaudience members who had not
experienced racism first-hand required more “praffits power, and Grimké structured
her text to bear that burden.

Grimké’s investment in creating a work with whichite audiences could
identify is best articulated in her own rationabe the play; her goal had been to elicit
sympathy from whites, especially white women. Guénasserted: “Since it has been
understood that ‘Rachel’ preaches race suicideuldvemphasize that that was not my
intention. To the contrary, the appeal was nanprily to the colored people, but to the
whites” (Reason 424). She continued, “The majaftwomen, everywhere, although
they are beginning to awaken, form one of the rnosservative elements of society.
They are, therefore, opposed to change. Ford¢lison and for sex reasons the white
women of this country are about the worst enemiés which the colored race has to
contend” (Reason 425). Hoping to convert theseffdas,” Grimké used motherhood to
make white women “see, feel, understand just wtiatietheir prejudice and the
prejudice of their fathers, brothers, husbandss’sbas on the “souls of the colored
mothers everywhere” (Reason 425). Because sheediwaonvince whites that blacks
deserved their sympathy, Grimké did not focus esigkly on depicting black life to
blacks. She had hoped to effect change by spedrigarily” to “the whites,” but her
successors quickly discarded this strategy.

When we look closely at the motivations behind Gaéa approach, the other

antilynching playwrights’ eagerness to reject laetits (and her three-act format) gains

181



significance. In her rationale, Grimké insistétiVhenever you say ‘colored person’ to a
white man he immediately [...] conjures up in his chthe picture of what he calls ‘the
darky.” In other words, he believes, or says hesdthat all colored people are a
grinning, white-toothed, shiftless, carefree seteg to chicken-stealing, watermelon-
eating, always, under all circumstances, propdssequious to a white skin and always
amusing” (Reason 425). Clearly, Grimké was respantb the minstrel image, and she
was attuned to the power of the visual. In hemidation, when onlearsblacks
mentioned, a specifigicturecomes to mind. Because she chose to countemtiagfei
“primarily” for “the whites,” Grimké drew her chacters from “the best type of colored
people”—whom she identified thusly: “...[they live] homes that are clean, well-kept
with many evidences of taste and refinement abblmrmt They are many of them well
educated, cultivated and cultured; they are welhmeaed and, in many instances, more
moral than the whites; they love beauty; they hdeals and ambitions, artkdey do not
talk—this educated type+rthe Negro dialeét(Reason 425, my emphasis). In
establishing for whites that blacks were not darki&rimké engaged in the cultural
conversation over African Americans’ capacity fasilezation. In contrast, her
successors used the one-act format, deemed meablsudor engaging black audiences.
In the process, these writers moved away from aggfar black humanity—indeed they
took it as a given—and instead pondered the costoiublack identity.

Grimké’s work, however, did not simply cater to s and make no contribution
to African American communities. After all, likeudBois, Grimké was invested in black
playwriting because she felt that the truest reprtdions of the race would come from

within it. She was likely pleased, then, that matack poets and prose writers became
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dramatists after her play was staged. Of cours@ynvere convinced that they could do
a better job of depicting black life in drama trsdre had, but their willingness to enter the
genre only confirms the importance of her work.r Bieript put forth a representation of
the race that others felt was too significant avkeunaddressed. As a result, Grimké
played an important role in the process that Stdaltdescribes when he insists:
“...identities are about questions of using the resesiof history, language and culture

in the processf becoming rather than being: not ‘who we are’ [so]Jmuch as what we
might becomehow we have been represented and how that bednswrwe might
represent ourselvégHall 4, my italics).

Furthermore, even while speaking primarily to whjt€rimké’s inaugural drama
conveyed a crucial message to blacks. In an oftenlooked passagRachelarticulates
fundamental assumptions about blacks’ obligatiospteak with pride about fallen
community members, suggesting Grimké’s own beliaf tirama could be used to affirm
black identity as much as it had been used to deteidgt. Early in Act |, Rachel says that
she feels sorry for mothers whose children grovoupe bad. Her mother Mrs. Loving
asks, “...how do you happen to know all this? Mash&hose babies grow up to be bad
don'’t, as a rule, parade their faults before thed@33). Rachel responds, “That’s just
it—that’s how you know. They don’t talk at all’33

Though Rachel and her brother Tom are nearly achaither of them knows how
their father and brother were killed; they simphokv that their mother has always
refused to talk about them. Mrs. Loving asks, “Radi think—that—perhaps—the
reason—I—Il—wouldn’t talk about them—was—becauseabse—I was ashamed—of

them?” (39). Rachel and Tom uncomfortably fumlolednswers, but Mrs. Loving
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surmises that they have not broached the topicusecassuming that she was ashamed,
they were too. Mrs. Loving bursts, “You evade—bethf you. You have been
ashamed. And | never dreamed until today you ctakd it this way. How blind—how
almost criminally blind, | have been” (40). Sheanknows, she explains, that it is her
duty to tell her story, and she describes the rtiggit her husband and son were lynched.
She gives her painful testimony.

Like Mrs. Loving, Grimké the author realized thhesnust tell her people’s
story. Black writers living at the turn of the ¢ery could not be content to use fiction,
essays, or poetry; the historical moment demanakdraatic response. While white
writers were invested in using the stage to lakstkbmen rapists, black-authored dramas
would show that African Americans believed blacknmaod to be worthy of defense. At
a time when the stage was being used to cast blackas buffoons—and increasingly as
rapists—silence from black playwrights would betéamount to their expressing shame
and accepting the dominant discourse about the race

This passage about silence and shame provides$instg not only why Grimké
wrote Rachelbut also, | would argue, why the play inspired othfsican Americans to
take up drama for themselves. Rather than pandeainstream ideas about what made
blacks worthy of human compassion (“they don’t épdialect”), those who chose to
address black audiences through one-acts reinfavbatl African Americans hopefully
already believed about themselves. But, becausg bembarded with negative images
could obliterate healthy self-conceptions, thesg\ptights also spoke to black audiences

as a form of damage control. By addressing whiEesnké wanted to counteract their
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tendency to attack black bodies, but many of hecassors addressed blacks, hoping to

heal the damage caused by the attacks on theirsnaimdl spirits.

Refusing to Reproduce
Rachel(1916) andSafe(1929) portray deteriorating black homes whose @om
respond to lynching by refusing to have childr&hen mob violence leads them to
abandon their goals of motherhood, these womenrbecgonsane. In this way, they testify
to the extent to which the mob damages not onlpalg but also the mind and spirit of
the race. Thus, the convention of familial de-gaten is introduced irRache] and

Safeanswers with an even more chilling illustration.

Rachel Angelina Weld Grimké, 1916

As the first published antilynching play writtey & black womanRachel
initiates the genre’s investment in by documenthgexistence of honorable black
manhood and solid homes and creating memorialsathatowledges them as mob
victims. The audience encounters sixteen-yeaRalchel, her mother and her younger
brother Tom in their northern home ten years dfieir father has been lynched in the
South. Mrs. Loving finally decides to share wittr lchildren the truth about their
father’s death, and her painful testimony highlggtite injustice of the incident by
establishing his impeccable character. Mrs. Lowaglares that the family must always
commemorate his life and death, but it is Grimi@&asy that proves to be the enduring

memorial.
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Within the text, Mrs. Loving testifies to the empal facts surrounding Mr.
Loving's death and their deeper meaning. She andhissband had been in bed but not
asleep when whites “broke down the front door aadetheir way to our bedroom”
(41). When the mob had begun dragging her hustemt the hall, her seventeen-year-
old son George tried to intervene; “it ended ire[thob] dragging them both out” (41).
Her husband had been targeted because he hachvartteditorial denouncing mob
violence. Despite knowing that “a white man wastgu a group of “respectable people
in the town” had lynched a black man. Mr. Lovingsatold to retract his words, but the
next issue of his newspaper contained an even ssanéng indictment, and “some dozen
masked men came to our house” (40).

Grimké uses the testimony of this grieving widovd amother to establish
parallels between black family men and Jesus ChAsthis name suggests, Mr. Loving
had epitomized love, and his editorial actions caréd his love for truth and justice.
His wife cries, “your father was a man among mele. was a fanatic. He was a saint!”
(40). Nevertheless, he has been killed “by Claspeople—in a Christian land. We
found out afterwards they were all church membeigoiod standing...” (40).

Mr. Loving dies under the same circumstances assJekrist—he is killed by
devout congregants and he dies so that others inrght-but his plight leads his family
to lose faith in God. Though a religious womansMroving confesses to her surviving
children that when her son and husband had beggelderom the house, “I knelt down
by you—and covered my ears with my hands—and waiteduld not pray—I couldn’t
for a long time—afterwards” (41). No doubt, theident led Mrs. Loving to question

the value of Christian faith precisely becausetheband had been so devout. Then,
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upon hearing her mother’s testimony, Rachel questibe wisdom of investing in
marriage and motherhood and doubts God’s willingiesgprotect those who do. She
therefore rejects John Strong’s marriage propasa;cannot bear the thought of bringing
children into a racist society (77).

It is important that simply hearing her motherargtleads Rachel to lose faith in
marriage, motherhood, and God. While some magimpted to view Rachel’s reactions
as overly sentimental, they actually illustrate plosver of testimony. Because Rachel
trusts the witness, she allows the word of andilvéecome a substitute for her own
experienceCE 1045). As Mrs. Loving recounts the events, heetohvoice, facial
expressions, gestures, and entire demeanor hblntpthe story to life for Rachel. As
her mother speaks, Rachel views the scene witmhret's eye, as if it were being
enacted before her.

Similarly, we witness the power of testimony whestranger, Mrs. Lane, Visits
Rachel to gather information about the neighborhdddr seven-year-old daughter Ethel
has been treated so cruelly by the teachers addrdtiat her previous school that she
often hides behind her mother and “looks over heukler fearfully” for no apparent
reason (58, 56). Mrs. Lane places Rachel in E&hreklity as she recounts,

They stared as only children can stare. Some bebapering about her.
Presently, one child came up and ran her hand tpuyer Ethel's face. She
looked at her hand and Ethel's face and ran screpback to the others, “It

won’t come off! See!” Other children followed thiest child’s example. Then
one boy spoke up loudly: “I know what she is, sleetsgger!” Many took up the
cry. [...] One boy boldly called her “Nigger!” bethe teacher. She said, “That
isn't nice,”—but she smiled at the boy. [...] Quaerowd escorted [Ethel

home]. They called her “Nigger!” all the way (57).
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Rachel does not have to experience directly Mrsingss plight, Ethel’s pain, or even
her brother Tom’s emasculation via unemploymenirtderstand the deeper meaning of
their experiences. Recognizing that racism’s nfanys all diminish black life, Rachel
laments, “Everywhere—it is the same thing. My neothMy little brother! Little,
black, crushed Ethel!” (59).

Characters’ testimonies preserve truths deniemhdypstream society, but the play
itself is also a testimony. In initiating the cemion of de-generatiolRachelensures
that the cultural conversation on lynching willibéormed by Grimké’s lasting tribute to
an individual who suffered physically as well as titouseholds that were lynched along
with him. Grimké’s play presents de-generation vitshspotlight on Rachel and her
fiancé Mr. Strong, and even her unattached brokber. Early in the play, Rachel is told
in a dream that her God-given mission is to becammother (34). The news delights her
because she loves children and wonders what cewddng in the world as long as they
are in it (34). After realizing that all black nealare potential lynch victims, Rachel
reasons: “Why—it would be more merciful—to stramtjie little things at birth” (42).
Later, she agonizes, “And so this nation—this whitgistian nation—has deliberately
set its curse upon the most beautiful—the most tiohg in life—motherhood!” (42).
As the action progresses, Rachel is haunted bgated of children begging not to be
born, and her despair allies her with her biblitainesake (28): ". . .Rachel weepfag
her children. . .would not be comforted becausg #re not" (Matthew 2:18). Grimké’s
Rachel promises the children that she will notdptimem into the world. Feeling forced

to abandon her dreams of motherhood, Rachel becoomeinced that she hears God
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laughing at her pain. As her sanity corrodes amgier escalates and she tries to out-
laugh God, clearly regarding Him as her worst en€ngy.

In tracing this spiritual deterioration, Grimkeé ists that lynching destruction
surpasses the physical realm and threatens ths saé and psyche. For the lynching
of Mr. Loving leads to the weakening of Rachel’'sggnt home and prevents her from
creating another with Mr. Strong. Thus, the blatde absence inflicted by the mob
does not simply destroy an existing householdiavents the creation of new ones.

In fact, the racism that had fueled the violencai@g Mr. Loving is already
working to extinguish any sense of self-worth ia seventeen-year-old son Tom. Long
before he has a chance to become a head of hodsehmmmunity leader,
discrimination has kept Tom from finding work, dasghis solid education. As he
struggles to deal with that injustice, he realitet a white girl in the neighborhood no
longer visits because she has been criticizedsso@ating with blacks. Tom then vows
that he will never speak to her again. His mo#asss that she understands how he feels,
but “I wish my son to always be a gentleman” (38pm quickly responds, “if being a
gentleman means not being a man—I don’t wish tori®® (38). Tom clearly questions
the standards by which his behavior should be jddd¢is mother implies that a
“gentleman” would be courteous in spite of thetdliggainst him. His mother would
have him be a manly man who rises above the iasall costs. For Tom, accepting the
insult would make him a coward who does not defentself against injustice... and a
disgrace to his courageous father’s legacy. Tajues that such “manliness” actually
denies his manhood; he cannot preserve his digmitle allowing himself to be

mistreated. While not interested in physical aggi@, Tom embraces masculinity in
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that he values his right to respond passionatelyhis debate, the issue is whether the
code of gentlemanly conduct can appropriately appiye slights that black men
routinely face. Tom argues that to adopt the dogenother advocates denies his
experience as a black man.

Grimké uses Tom’s predicament to acknowledge tinepdex choices that black
men make about how to express manhood. In akact#rged society, any valid
definition of manhood must account for race becdlsek men cannot simply adopt
mainstream standards. The manliness that wouhdj imonor to a white man only brings

him shame... and unfettered masculinity gets himHhwac

Given her portrayal of Rachel’s suitor as the namshirable man in the play,
Grimké seems to support manliness more than magguliMr. Strong distinguishes
himself from Tom and the deceased Mr. Loving beedesrefuses to react passionately
to the injustices he suffers. Mr. Strong exemgdifnis name with a strength of will that
allows him to endure injustices with apparent calfom and his father may have called
this cowardice, but Grimké presents his behavidhaspitome of family-sustaining
manliness. Though Mr. Strong is well educatedlauiialg in the North, he works as a
waiter. Similarly educated and under-employed,iiehsays that their plight makes her
pessimistic and morbid, but Mr. Strong disagreBisough he knows he deserves better,
his job enables him to fulfill his manly dutiesshiumble occupation can provide for his
mother and prospective wife (51-54). Because h@ipes are in manly order, he does
not allow frustration and anger to determine higawéor. It seems that Grimké would
have black men think of their families before re@agto social injustices, for masculine

pride often resulted in lynchings that devastatedkbfamilies. Though she is proud of
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her late husband, Mrs. Loving says that she “usgiddad with him to be more careful. |
was always afraid for him” (40). In making Mr. &bg a role model, Grimké’s play

criticizes black men who assert themselves at thaiily’s expense.

At the same time, Grimké makes clear that neiti@nliness nor masculinity
offer a simple solution. Grimké criticizes thoskomvould simply graft Victorian values
onto blacksas well aghose who pretend that they can defend themsékely.
African American men cannot rely on white definitgoof manhood; they must define
manhood for themselves—while keeping the black fiathe priority. Throughout the
play, though, Grimké demonstrates how difficultttisa Society forces black men to
make decisions that whites never face. Often dethie right to defend themselves, they
must constantly choose between personal dignitysgadng alive to be with their wives
and children. By exposing the injustice of haviagnake such decisions, Grimké honors

black men—including those who die trying to strékbalance.

The complex portrait that Grimké put forth inspiiatense discussion about the
meaning of black manhood, womanhood, and childiwadsociety that allows lynching.
Remnants of the many conversations that it spaskedve in the form of reviews of the
drama, in personal letters, and in the form oftiielve black-authored antilynching
plays written in its wake and studied here. Soeweemwers wondered if the play
preached race suicide with its protagonist’s rdfteshave children. Yet, the indication
that most responses from African Americans werelmmore complex than this is that

the play inspired equally complicated, irresolategd conversation-provoking one-acts.
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Safe Georgia Douglas Johnson, 1929

Like Grimké’sRachel,Georgia Douglas JohnsorSafespotlights a black home
only to detail its destruction, and uses de-germmrdb suggest that domestic success
requires male presence. Johnson’s play also corsysly bears witness to the
unacknowledged truths of a famous lynching. Whilest of the antilynching plays are
set at the time of writing, Johnson takes her 1@&8ience back to 1893 and retells the
story of Sam Hose, who was lynched for hitting atevman, with a victim named Sam
Hosea. The Sam Hose case captured much attention ib&®@s, and historians have
uncovered details about the murder and its aftérmBor instance, the real-life Sam
Hose’s knuckles were displayed in a store windowtlanta. When W.E.B. Du Bois left
to visit Joel Chandler Harris at the offices of Atanta Constitutiorio complain about
the newspaper’s biased coverage of lynching, hetsase’s knuckles. Horrified, Du
Bois turned around and became convinced that kislsgical studies could not help the
race (Lewis 226). At that moment, Du Bois the $@hbecame a relentless civil rights
agitator—joining the ranks of Ida B. Wells, whosgilgnching campaign was well under
way.

Johnson’s dramatic rendering of the case shedsdigfacets of the story not
readily acknowledged by whites. The family thanteal Hose killed recruited search
parties by claiming in newspapers that Hose wapist® Johnson tells a very different

story inSafe giving African Americans an alternative to thendgating characterizations

" However, the Sam Hose incident actually happened in 18@9P5illip Dray’sAt the Hands of Persons
Unknown especially pages 3-16

8 Many African Americans felt that the white family’s claims ab@pe were not even plausible. Hose
supposedly killed the husband and then took the timepe his wife several times (Dray 7-8). Du Bois in
particular said that the rape charge was added simply to &atbeseighborhood to find this man” (gtd. in
Dray 7). Also note: an important difference between Hodelahnson's Hosea is that Hose actually killed
his boss while Johnson’s character does not seem to havendoa¢han strike back.
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that saturated the press in the 1890s and Amennganory in later decades. Aside from
revealing the truths behind the sensational maastrheadlinesSafeemphasizes the
degree to which Sam Hose(a)'s story affected ttgeefacommunity, not just his
immediate family. The work thus bears withesshfact that the isolated body parts
that were so carelessly displayed in the shop winckome from a man who was anything
but an alienated brute.

The play’s setting, stage directions, and dialdgueediately testify to the
existence of solid, love-filled homes in the bladmmunity. Tender conversation fills
the room as the mother-to-be happily sews, herdngsbeads the newspaper, and her
mother, who has come to help prepare for the balgt be convinced to rest. This
household is not inhabited by black Victorians,upo. Johnson’s characters are poor,
dialect-speaking African Americans who presumalalyehlittle formal educatiof,
suggesting that uneducated blacks are as capabtadstic success as their black
Victorian predecessors. Johnson thus endorseddheof the black women’s club
movement and used her literature to testify tguiscess. The audience encounters Liza
Pettigrew, her husband John and her mother Mantlyegseagerly await the arrival of
Liza’s firstborn. Liza’s father is absent and negiscussed. The current action therefore
centers on Liza and John as a middle-generatiopleou

John reads in the newspaper that a neighborhoaddee and family friend, Sam
Hosea, has been taken to jail (111). The newspapeesents the court of public
opinion, and the play complicates the testimongegiin it. To the characters, Sam is not

simply someone who hit a white man. He is a “mdyhsort of boy” who has been

° Those who speak dialect are not necessarily uneducated. $ftesiled Black dialect is spoken simply
because one is in one’s own home.
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“working hard to take kere of his widder motherirdpthe best he kin” (112). Just as
importantly, they testify, he has been “trying ®dman and stan up for hissef, and what
do he git? A slap in the face” (112). John degieinquire about Sam'’s situation,
leaving Liza with her mother Mandy and a familyefrd named Hannah, who both
complain that they live in constant fear for thenntieey love. Agreeing that mobs
especially target black males, Liza declares thatte®pes never to have a boy.

Moments later, Sam’s lynch mob passes the hous@n&h and Mandy tell Liza
to remember her delicate condition and stay away fthe window, but Liza hears Sam
scream and looks out the front door (113). Thedr@ends her into labor. Hannah
leaves to find a doctor and, shortly after the dbatrives and John returns, Liza gives
birth. The doctor emerges from the bedroom arnis tie¢ family that, while his back had
been turned, Liza strangled the baby to death. dDaéor reports that she had muttered
repeatedly: “Now he’s safe—safe from the lynchesgife!” (115). What Grimké’s
Rachel only suggests (“Why it would be more meidifustrangle the little things at
birth”), Liza makes a reality when her child is ba@ boy. In 1916, Grimké implied that
infanticide would be an understandable responsieetinjustice of lynching; by 1929,
Johnson’sSafetestifies to exactly that level of despair in ldawothers.

This powerful suggestion points to the genre’ssitesice upon provoking
conversation more than offering solutions to theeigproblems. Johnson directly
answers Grimké’s suggestion, further engaging afwgiestions that blacks faced, such
as “Why are we lynched?;” “How should men respohdfd “What can women do?”
Liza’s actions do not solve anything—they are nespnted as the solution—but they do

point to black men’s similarity to Jesus Chriset us remember: Pontius Pilot hoped to
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kill baby Jesus by having soldiers identify thestrorn sons in all civilian homesSafe
presents Sam as an unjustly crucified black manit lalso uses his murder as an
indication of how unsafe America is fonbornblack males.

The baby’s death is particularly tragic when wedrdee text through the lenses of
domesticity and manhood. Liza and John have aetieemestic success when the mob
disturbs their tranquility—not just by targetindgaamily friend but also by keeping John
away from home during his wife’s time of need. Wlasked why he did not return
sooner, he explains: “I tried to but | got head#d-[...] | oughter been here myself, but
| didn’t know | was gointer be cut off...” (115). @hhe had been “cut off” is significant
because it points to the emasculation that accorepaot being able to protect one’s
own family. Then, as she recognizes the extetftemob’s unchecked power, Liza’s
gentle touch becomes a stranglehold. Lynchingihstblack domestic success with
generation-destroying intensity.

Still, lynching’s power to negate black homebuilgliefforts is best exemplified
by Liza’'s question to the older women who try tedner from witnessing the violence.
When the mob passes her house, Liza asks: “Theydwd come in here? Would
they?” (112). Her mother Mandy replies, “No, theguldn’t, but then we better keep it
dark” (112). Mandy’s response captures the irdnye situation. She consoles her
daughter by claiming that the mob would not actuedime into their home but
immediately admits that they should be less congpis. In addition, Johnson as author
makes clear that the mob invades Liza’'s home witpbysically entering it. Members
of the mob have not walked inside—they have nohewardered her husband—nbut they

have certainly violated her domestic domain, argtrdged her sense of safety.
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In spotlighting a home other than that of the lymahim, Johnson testifies to the
far-reaching power of the mob and the particulas Iblack women feel. Although Sam’s
mother must have been devastated, Johnson focngbe generational losses sustained
by the home of a younger woman. Liza’s father issmg without explanation, leaving
open the possibility that he had been lynched; &witthLiza represent a middle
generation husband/wife unit that survives but cafumction normally because the
black man is hiding from the mob; and finally, thewborn’s death suggests that
lynching targets even unborn black males. De-g#iwer involves the removalndthe
prevention of generations, and because all ofdénsstation results from male absence,
Safetestifies to black men’s value to the home.

In the process, Johnson’s play serves as a mentoffidlen community members
that recognizes their integrity while dominant digse denies it. For instance,
Johnson’s alternative account of the Hose casesesgpie hypocrisy undergirding the
nation’s cultural conversation about manliness @wtization, since black manhood is
attacked no matter what form it takes. At sevamt&am has become man of the house.
He lives with and provides for his mother who, llkea’s mother, is a widow; again, the
text never reveals the circumstances of his fashdgmise, leaving open the possibility
that he had been lynched. The characters repgadéstify to Sam’s impeccable
character and suggest that Sam’s success as fatigariovider helped ignite his boss’s
primitive masculinity. Sam is offered less-thair-faay, and his boss assaults him when
he will not accept it (111). After being strucketotherwise manly Sam physically
defends himself. This masculine response is amsiwgith death at the hands of a

mob—the ultimate manifestation of white masculinity this play, whether a black man
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expresses his manhood with quiet manliness ompsefferving masculinity, white men
seek to destroy him.

In exposing this injustic&Safeargues—as Ida B. Wells had—that white men are
the real savages. Thus, Johnson used her platdotee cultural conversation on
lynching with a strong criticism of the nation’scapted rhetoric about manliness and
civilization. Complicating this rhetoric requir@dmulti-tiered attack on the assumptions
about white civilization, and Johnson’s play se¢misave contributed in a particularly
private, and therefore powerful, way. While Wegishlished pamphlets and lectured
internationally, there are no records tBafewas formally staged and it was not
published until 1990, long after Johnson’s deattile Johnson lived, then, this work
countered public stories about the Sam Hose cas @y in private spaces where
alternative versions of well-worn stories wouldtbkerated, if not welcomed. Of course,
Johnson’s S Street literary salon is an importaatrgle of the sort of private venue in
which blacks could discuss sensitive issues irf@eavironment. Salon conversations
about the Sam Hose case could have inspired tieoplaecome the foundation for its
dialogue. Then, once drafted, the conversaticasXbhnson created in her text would
have sparked further discussion.

Whatever the specific circumstances of the manfopmances or dramatic
readings, the text engaged and contributed touheral conversation on lynching as
well as to discussions among African Americans aldwat it means to be black,
especially in a nation that allows lynching. Ulatealy,Safe(like Rache) highlights the
problems that black men face while living in a stgithat denies their manhood. Black

manliness and a willingness to adopt Victorian galdoes not protect the black home
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because mobs despise, rather than respect, blecknptishments. Yet, acting out of
masculinity inevitably leads to lynching. In tlukmate, nothing can save the black
woman from the horror of watching her homebuildaffiprts negated. Even as Johnson
promoted the black club movement’s work, her plairdys her anxiety about the
permanence of its triumph#\s a result, the play gives voice to the despait thack
women feel about living in a country that disregattieir homes and their husbands’ and
sons’ lives.

Because the nation allowed such disrespect, Joharsbher colleagues offered
their communities dramas documenting the truthrmbimainstream newspaper stories.
Each play was a finatibute to the many who suffered, proving that kiadid not
passively accept their oppression in life or iarditure. Just as Sam (the character and
the man) stood up to his boss, black women playmsigountered the stereotypical
portrayals that white playwrights created. Withagnancy that only a woman invested
in the black home can muster, Johnson’s play explysehing as not just a weapon
against black bodies but as a tool for preventiregitiack man from being a protective

husband and father and overall domestic success.

Debating Black Patriotism
As a World War | pairMine Eyes Have Segii918) andAftermath(1919) call
attention to the fact that the United States damgonotect black men from mobs, but
nevertheless expects their loyalty in times of wirese plays also suggest the

similarities between the mob and the military: tbolaim black men’s freedom and their
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lives while denying their citizenship and manhodtiis pair of plays comments on war,

mob violence, and the unsettling similarity of thedfects on the black family.

Mine Eyes Have SeerAlice Dunbar-Nelson, 1918

Alice Dunbar Nelson’s 1918 dranhine Eyes Have Se@onspicuously unites in
literature what was surely inseparable in lifee Hiack woman’s concern with lynching
and her anxiety about World War |I. Before theacbegins, the young protagonist’s
father is lynched in the South; the play itselfalees around how his death influences his
son Chris’s feelings about military service. Evaspect of the setting highlights
deterioration; the home that Chris shares witroldsr brother Dan and younger sister
Lucy is “sordid,” “dark,” and even “damp”—in stadontrast to where they lived when
their father was alive. Believing that “niggerslh@ business having such a decent
home,” town whites set the house on fire and dmofather for trying to save it (271).
Therefore, when her brother is drafted, Lucy criéd), it can’'t be! They won’t take you
from us! And shoot you down, too?” (272). Witlisth_ucy and Dunbar-Nelson equate
the mob and the military by giving them the samepans.

Just as Lucy predicts Chris’s fate, the reademeeadict the family’s. Dunbar-
Nelson’s entire play testifies to the fact thal@ack man’s absence means sorrow and
poverty for his loved ones, whether he is victindiby a mob or drafted by the army.
When the father is taken from the home, his fammitwes into a squalid tenement in the
North. Unaccustomed to the bleak climate, the erotlies of pneumonia. Then, the
oldest son Dan is maimed at the factory into whighnorthern economy has forced him.

In short, a successful generation is missing frioimnew household, and those who
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remain struggle to reclaim their dignity—even asythre surrounded by reminders of
everything they have lost. With the primary wagener lynched and his successor
crippled, they must “eat and live in the kitche@71). The family’s descent will be
complete when the war claims Chris, its newestdwaaner.

If the family’s original prosperity enraged theihite neighbors, then their
financial problems in the North represent a victimythe mob. Still, the family’s
devastation is best demonstrated not by the sipadlesthey occupy, but by the
dissension that flourishes within it. Unlike thenfies portrayed in other foundational
antilynching dramas, this one allows an influx @fitors whose motives are unclear. As
the action progresses, an Irish neighbor, a Jelmogha muleteer, and a settlement
worker walk in unannounced. To varying degreeshed these four visitors discounts
Chris’s anti-war sentiments, and Chris’s girlfriehuia ultimately sides with them.

Thus, this unregulated household accommodategpé&aeple who challenge the man of
the house, and their ability to do so testifiethtwlasting damage that the mob has been
able to do. Thus, the play not only preservegrité about why their father was
lynched, but it also memorializes his survivorsvagtated household. His family’s home
proves to be as much a victim of the mob as hebead; it is simply a different kind of

strange fruit.

As the “castrated” black household deterioratesias the manhood of its
current male inhabitants. For Chris to be disretgukin his own home represents a crisis
of manhood, whether he aspires to manliness orutingg. When Chris’s distressed
sister Lucy tells their Irish neighbor that herthier has been drafted, the woman

answers, “An’ ef he has, what of it? [. . .] thepk me man from me. . .an’ it's a widder |
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am wid me five kiddies, an’ I've never a word [@fraplaint] to say. . . “ (272). She
seems to feel that, if her husband has been saatjfivhy should her black neighbor be
spared? Next, Jake (described as a “Jewish bay9 that Chris should fight because
“there’s a future, Chris—a big one. We youngersomeist be in that future—ready for
it...” (273). The nation’s record for mistreatingabks is of no consequence; it is in the
past. In fact, Jake insists, “There isn’'t a wrgng can name that your race has endured
that mine has not suffered, too” (273). With tldigke overlooks the specific experience
of African Americans in the United States and Chngersonal lynching-inspired reasons
for not feeling obligated to Uncle Sam. Jake’s pgithies do not lie with Chris or

African Americans; he believes they should simphps‘grieving because you're
colored” (274). The visitors’ ability to cause $&m by giving “advice” points to how
damaged this household is. ...And the damage bedghnynching. When Chris
eventually agrees to serve, he apparently condedguments that do not truly account
for the fact that he will be serving “the natiomtthet my father’'s murder go unpunished”

(272).

Chris passionately bears witness to the unjushdgfatis father and countless
others, but Dunbar-Nelson nevertheless allows biapparently agree to military
service. In depicting a black man who is verballgrcome in his own home, Dunbar-
Nelson exposed readers and viewers to the sodsatienges that black men routinely
faced. Because they were United States citizefigsafh Americans’ conceptions of
themselves were shaped by patriotism. Yet, theydcoot avoid dealing with the many
ways that the nation denied their citizenship. ®icbuntry that only begrudgingly

accepted blacks into military service deserve tlogialty? Even for black men resolved
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to be patriotic, expressing that patriotism was gloicated by the fact that problems
accompanied a black man’s adoption of either stahofamanhood. Did one best
demonstrate one’s readiness for full citizenshipulgh manliness or masculinity? In
Mine EyesChris associates manhood with education (manliress)Dan links it to
physical power (masculinity), but it is not at elibar that either would improve their
lives. After all, their father had adhered to thanly tenets of hard work, integrity, and
constraint only to become a target for white hatr@am the other hand, although Chris is
told to “be a man” and become a soldier, adherémtee principles of masculinity will
bring more pain and poverty to his family.

Dan argues that black manhood is best demonstifatedigh military service, but
his own words point to the futility of his philodop Dan declares that black soldiers are
real men who brought honor to the race in 1776, 188811and in 1898 in the Spanish-
American War (273). He is ashamed that Chris do¢svant to continue that legacy,
and he wishes that he could go in his place. Eatades, “Oh God! If | were but whole
and strong! If | could only prove to a doubtingndoof what stuff my people are made!”
As Dan speaks, he “half tears himself from the chlae upper part of his body writhing,
while the lower part is inert, dead” (274). He mwanembody the type of manhood that
he admires because he is crippled, but his comditas not kill his patriotism—despite
the fact that lynching precipitated it. Dunbar-dtei uses Dan’s desire to serve to mark
an important contradiction in pro-war rhetoric. rD@&ants to prove to the world that
black men are honorable and brave. Yet, he hagjmained that blacks fought in four

wars “ . . . and saved the day, too, many a tiB&3]. Given this history, why does the
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world still question black manhood? Furthermor#, dying in one more war convince
this doubting world?

Given that such questions hover (like the fathghigst) over these scendfine
Eyescontributes to and advances important conversatibost the contours of black
identity. Certainly, blacks debated whether thaaial identity included patriotism.
Through theCrisis, the periodical that publishédine Eyesn April 1918, W.E.B. Du
Bois often touted the respectability that accomgeatilack military service. Indeed,
many African Americans believed in the Americanasineand were optimistic that loyal
service would translate into civic equalitys time. Dunbar-Nelson herself did “war
work” with the Red Cross to support black troops she served in this capacity, she
likely had moments of ambivalence inspired by eigrares like those she articulates
through Chris’s girlfriend Julia. Though she lag&tes with the others, Julia initially
counters Dan’s pro-war comments with: “By why, Damsn’t our quarrel? ... These
white people, they hate us. Only today | was sswat when | went to help with some of
their relief work” (274). When she sides with Darthe end, then, it is clear that African
American identity emerges out of a complex, nevatigg process of negotiating one’s
lived experience and intense faith that the couwiliyone day honor its creed.

Dunbar-Nelson’s commitment to inspiring complicatedgoing discussion rather
than offering clear conclusions finds personifigatin Chris, whose name, especially on
the page, is easily mistaken for “Christ.” Dunibitson seems to encourage this
conflation, particularly when Chris is encourageenlist with these words: “As He died
to make men holy, let us die to make them free4j27ndeed, Chris evokes both Christ

the Warrior and Christ the sacrificial lamb; heitaittly explains why blacks do not owe
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patriotism to the nation but later seems to foedledf those reasons. He yields to his
girlfriend’s insistence that “it IS our country...274). After Chris’s long list of crimes
that America has committed against blacks, theesnodi must wonder if this appeal to
his sense of patriotism is really sufficient. Tdreswer is anything but simple because the
arguments that “convince” Chris do not truly congptu the solid case that he has put
forth. His conversion may very well be sincerg, ibis certainly not based in reason. In
this way, Dunbar-Nelson suggests that African Aggers who fight for the United States
despite its history are motivated by hope—a hopeithnot altogether logical. Thus, the
script preserves the complex factors influenciragklidentity and pays homage to those
who lived and died while trying to define black miigy for themselves, even as they
navigated America’s rugged terrain. That is, eagiChris ultimately capitulates, his
testimony that the nation has left his father’stdespunished ensures that his father’s
plight will not be forgotten. Just as importantlye play itself guarantees that the debate
about World War | will engage lynching. Even whidel Bois and others used the pages
of Crisisto tout the virtues of military service for Africakmericans, Dunbar-Nelson
used drama—in the very same periodical—to insat $lach notions be interrogated.
Strikingly, scholars who have studied this playid¢gily argue that it encourages
black participation in the War. Biographer andritry critic Gloria Hull speaks in
unison with many others when she says that thégpthjatant intent is to persuade black
people to support the war” (71). Pro-war intergtiens assume that Chris’s conversion
accurately represents Dunbar-Nelson’s stance,Unlt ieadings overlook the importance
that antilynching dramatists placed on domesticAg. clubwomenDunbar-Nelson and

her colleagues committed themselves to racial tupithich they believed could be
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achieved only by constructing solid black homésritics treated domesticity as
seriously as these authors did, the argumentatiestg inMine Eyesvould gain
significance. They are not random charactersevrithto the script simply to incorporate
diverse perspectives. To the contrary, these suag@ visitors illuminate the very truths
that made Dunbar-Nelson so conflicted about wakweénose who encourage the black
man to fight often do not respect him (even withig own home) and do not care if he
dies serving a nation that allows lynchitig.

The triumphant music that ends the play is andtidécation that scholars should
pause before assuming that Chris’s conversion gporels in a simple way to Dunbar-
Nelson’s beliefs about black military service. Etioning like the five visitors who enter
without knocking, the patriotic music from a maraipiband provides the final and most
powerful argument against Chris. The band is pgyirhe Battle Hymn of the
Republic” in “stirring march time,” and the musigéts louder and louder until it reaches
a crescendo” (274). Importantly, this final “visit enters at the height of Chris’s
frustration with those who surround him. Dan haléed him a slacker and a weakling,
and Chris lunges at him but then throws up his Baménger. Then, Julia who had stood
side-by-side with Chris in defiance of the othé@s now joined them, telling Chris that
“it IS our country...” (274). At that point, Chris not just left alone; he is essentially
silenced by the patriotic band. Music thus funtsias a homogenizing force; dissent
simply cannot be heard over it. Everyone knowstieéody and will likely hum or tap

along with it, even if not completely voluntarily.

9 There is no question that Dunbar-Nelson did much tosufipe war effort, especially in 1918, but she
was also quite concerned about what the war would ultimategn for African Americans. See Nikki
Brown’s essay “War Work, Social Work, Community Work—ediDunbar-Nelson, Federal War Work
Agencies, and Southern African American Women” in the forfing Postbellum/PreHarlem.
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As Christianity and military action come togetiefThe Battle Hymn of the
Republic,” Dunbar-Nelson expertly infuses the te@xh even more ambiguity. Chris’s
brother Dan, his girlfriend Julia, and even hisesitucy have all clearly declared their
patriotism. Then, the music arrives to silencei€fidissent, but he never claims to feel
a genuine sense of duty. In answer to the lyfidsé Eyes have seen the glory of the
coming of the Lord,” Chris only says “mine too.”né, when everyone else has run over
to the window to watch the marching band in albi@ry, “CHRIS remains in the center
of the floor, rigidly at attention, a rapt look dms face” (275). He is not saluting, and he
is not caught up in the spirit; he just stands @lon

Dunbar-Nelson does not end her play with this patrimusic in order to inspire
her audience; in fact, it more likely leaves thealihg uncomfortable because the final
stage directions focus on Dan, who has spokensfigraately about the honor of
military service. As the music intensifies, Daruggles against his chair, emasculated
and unable to rise and look at the band. The dexrda with these stage directions:
“DAN strains at his chair, as if he would rise, treénks back, his hand feebly beating
time to the music, which swells to a martial cragh75). This patriotic song stirs Dan to
the core but the audience’s discomfort swells asnbsic does, because there is no way
to ignore Dan’s condition. Dunbar-Nelson would édner audience feel conflicted as the
play ends, and she surely accomplished this iptbduction at Howard High School in
Wilmington, Delaware$trange Fruit411)™ Though pictures of the production are not
available, the stage was likely modest and theesnodi would have been in close

proximity to, and perhaps on the same level asatbers. The unavoidable intimacy of

M Hull as well as Hatch and Hill assert that, on April 1918 (the same day th@trange Furitlists for the
Wilmington showing), Dunbar-Nelson granted permissmBunbar High School in Washington D.C. to
stage the play. See Hull 72 and Hatch/Hill 189-90.
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an amateur production like this would have allowreglaudience to feel Dan’s straining
and his disappointment. Moreover, many of theesttgland teachers in attendance
would have known blacks who were serving at thay weoment. Surely, their pride at
their acquaintances’ honorable service did noteiate their conflicted feelings about
them risking their lives. No number of optimis@cisis editorials could have eliminated
the knot of anxiety, and Dunbar-Nelson tapped @xactly that feeling—helping her

audience to insist that the black community’s atyxiee a part of the conversation.

Dunbar-Nelson presents African Americans’ compkdationship to the country
of their birth as very much worth writing about aatking about. Though the drama
concludes by reminding us of the factory injurieattDan sustained in the wake of his
father’'s murder, Dunbar-Nelson does not clearlyakder or against military service.
Clearly, though, she would have all issues disaiasener work suggests that the
damage caused by the War is equal to that causbahdlying. In either case, the black

household loses its men to a nation that neveradeauged their manhood.

Aftermath, Mary Burrill, 1919

Aftermathcomplementdline Eyes Have Seduy asserting that military service
diminishes black families as much as mob violengs.in Mine Eyesthe father is
lynched before the action begins, and the playfiesto the tragic consequences of his
absence. The oldest son, John, has been away ahdaoes not yet know that a mob
has taken his father’s life. When John discovdratvhas happened while he has been
fighting for his country, it is clear that the heb®sld will face more devastation as he is

overcome by anger and a thirst for revenge. AsiBtecords these moments, her work
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memorializes the Christ-like father who has begnsily killed as well as the familial
devastation precipitated by his absence.

Burrill continues the tradition of spotlighting deneration in order to
memorialize black spiritual losseaftermathdepicts a household containing only a
grandmother and her grandchildren. Mam Sue andramddaughter Millie and
grandson Lonnie remain at home while their oldether John is overseas fighting in
WWI. The middle generation is missing: the fathas been lynched and the mother is
never mentioned. Though their father's murder$giace six months earlier, and Millie
has corresponded with John during that time, skenbaitold John about their father’s
fate (84). John is now on a brief visit home; ahbor stops by the house, admires
John’s uniform and medals, and says that it idembthat his father has not lived to see
his accomplishments. John assumes that his fathiermust have been taken by illness,
so he is beside himself when he hears the trighn dages: “I'm sick o’ these w'ite folks
doin’'s—we’re ‘fine, trus’'worthy feller citizuns’ wvén they’re handin’ us out guns... an’
chuckin’ us off to die; but we ain’t a damn thingpewn it comes to handin’ us the rights
we done fought an’ bled fu'!” (90). After a few maobitter words, he approaches the
door, demanding that his younger brother come hiitihto avenge his father’s death.
The play ends with their departure, and the rekdews that nothing good can come of
John’s rage. He assures his grandmother and 8istielne is not scared of the whites
who might kill him, but his bravery benefits no onghe family has already lost the
father and now it will likely lose two sons.

These losses are especially tragic because theynamrranted, and the author

and characters indicate as much with their martintesies to the father’'s honorable,
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Christ-like character. The audience never evem$his name, but Burrill allows us to
feel his presence through a prominent prop: théeBillvhen Millie confides that she is
often afraid, Mam Sue insists that she would nat baly she would trust God. Millie
retorts “Gawd didn’ tek no keer o’ po’ dad amelput histrus’ in Him! He uster set evah
night by dis fire at dis here table and read hiddan’ pray—but jes look whut happen’
to dad!” (83). Later, when Millie wants to keettieath a secret even though father will
not be there when John arrives, she “fix[es] tHadjes like dad’s been in an been a-
readin’ in it!” (86). Also, John recalls that whiaa had been in the trenches, he would
encourage himself with memories of home, one ofthet vivid being “dad a spellin’

out his Bible” (88). The family’s admiration fdneir God-fearing father is clear, and

their words memorialize his life, not just the cinastances of his death.

Without question, the father’s reverent life haelated the atmosphere still
observable in the household, but in response tbltwe dealt by the mob, Millie uses the
Bible to conceal the father’'s death. The holy textherefore taken from the mantel and
placed on the table. John is easily misled angoreds enthusiastically, “Let’'s see whut
he’s been readin’—" (88). Picking up the open Bjhlohn finds the passages that he
believes his father has been studying: “love yowmeies” and “do good to them that
hate you.” John angrily lets the Bible fall to tiable, protesting “that ain’t the dope they
been feedin’ us soljers on!” (88). At this poilytaching has motivated Millie to use the
Bible as a prop in a deceitful performance, andchJus handled it with less respect than
his father would have. As a result, the mantehigpty when John needs a place to store
and display his guns (88). Burrill emphasizes th@ment in the text with specific stage

directions: “He places the pistols on the mantel—on the verispere the Bible has
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lain)” (88). This household is experiencing a changihthe guard, and Burrill would

have her readers and viewers remember that antuyfgesiing precipitates it.

In addition to testifying to the father’s characteis family eventually testifies to
what has really happened to him. John shakeseVdli answers, declaring that he is
man enough to handle the news. He demands, “..agliffer much? Wuz he sick
long?” (90). Millie finally bursts, “They burnt ln down by the big gum tree!” (90). In
addition to these empirical facts, the text revéfadstruth behind them, that white men
will not tolerate black manhood, whether expresbeadugh manliness or masculinity.
The father had led a manly life, working hard towpde for his family. A white man had
insisted upon challenging the father’s price fatao, calling him a liar, and hitting him
(90). The father’s reaction had been naturalitbdck. Thus, the father had exhibited
manliness in his daily life—working hard, providifigy his family, and reading his Bible
every night (86). White manhood assaulted his mass. Then, when the father acted
out of masculinity by physically defending himseifite manhood was equally
intolerant and lynched him. The father's manhoad been problematic for whites

whether expressed through hard-working manliness seactionary masculinity.

Though Burrill acknowledges that whites will attagither expression of black
manhood, she seems to use John to illustrate tidgons with black men choosing
masculinity. John’s masculine ways have made hsmcaessful soldier who gains
respect and admiration overseas. He has writtdfilie that “it's the first time evah in
his life he’s felt lak a real, sho-nuf man!” (84yVhen he arrives home, John further
confirms that he feels that being a soldier haslbged his manhood. He claims that his

younger brother Lonnie could also benefit froméfperience: “It would ‘ave taken
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some of the skeeriness out o’ yuh, an done yuhr @/@ood” (88). John obviously
believes that masculinity is black manhood’s b&ptession, but Burrill conspicuously
guestions this philosophy. After all, John’s mdisity causes him to pursue revenge
and take his brother with him. This masculine maskeeps him from considering his
family and how risking his and his brother’s liwvesuld further devastate this already
damaged home. His only concern is to prove thatanefight the lynchers “like a man”
(90). His doing so will not bring his father baekd it will not heal his or his family’s

pain. His masculinity will only destroy any domesuccess they have salvaged.

By clearly identifying the two major sources ohd¢s lessons about manhood,
Burrill's work suggests why masculinity can be solgematic. John has grown up with
a father who epitomizes manliness, but as a soldeesis persuaded by white men to
nurture the “Natural Man” within him. In light ahainstream rhetoric about civilized
manhood at the turn of the century, it is signfficdnat black men were encouraged to be
proud of their violence only in wartime. Black mabnity was censured unless it
inspired black men to fight and die for “their” adry. In this play, John realizes that he
had been encouraged in these specific ways foewgaiin, but he does not consider
abandoning his masculine mentality. He resolviege ‘been helpin’ the w’ite man git
his freedom, | reckon I'd bettah try now to get awn” (90). He insists upon proving
his manhood, but he will do so with masculine mdghthat will hurt his family. As a
result, the play survives as a testimony not oalthe father’s Christ-like demeanor but
also to the downward spiral his family takes whendkilled. The audience can reliably
predict the “aftermath” of John’s rage, but theypd@es not depict it. Burrill thus leaves

open for discussion the many issues raised byutttaposition of John and his father.
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The Krigwa Players performe&ftermathat the Frolic Theatre in New York in
1928 with a modified ending that upset Burrill. tRe than closing with John and
Lonnie’s departure, the Krigwa performance conctutdheisly: “Shots are heard off
stage, the soldier staggers in...and dies melodrealigti (Billboard, May 19, 1928).
Burrill complained in a letter to Du Bois that “tkading tacked on by the players
changed what might otherwise have been an effedtamatic close into cheap melo-
dramatic claptrap” (DuB Papers). Thus, it is cldsat Burrill deliberately ended her play
in a way that merely pointed to future tragedy.irigcso was important to her, | believe,
because it avoided simplifying the issues to besictamed as the play provoked further
discussion. It seems that, to Burrill, “an effeetdramatic close” would have inspired
difficult conversations about how best to respantyhching, especially in light of
honorable black military service...and about howidifit a question that is to answer.

Because the 1928 Krigwa performance was for thaddBeglasco Sixth Annual
Little Theatre Tournament, the audience was predantly white, and scholars have
speculated that this fact led to the change iretiting'? This may be the case, but
Burrill was not disappointed because her work veahing whites; after all, she
published this piece ifihe Liberator. Her dissatisfaction more likely stemmed from the
idea that content should be changed for whites.TRe Liberatorhad welcomed her
play as an important contribution to the conveosatithat it hoped to generate. It was a
socialist periodical that began publication on ey 12, 1918 and was edited by Max
and Crystal Eastman. Burrill seems to have shmeeditors’ commitment to “conduct
a remorseless campaign against lynch lavii€rator inaugural issue). In allying with

this periodical, Burrill joined its discussions,tislne also complicated conversations in

12 See the introduction to the play in Stephens/Perkitiange Fruit.
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black communities. Dunbar-Nelson had commentddiire Eyeghat Chris acquires his
militant ideas from socialist meetings, but it &t slear whether she considered such
exposure to be good or bad. In choosingLiberatoras a forum, however, Burrill made
a clearer statement regarding the connections leataecialist ideas and blacks’ welfare.
More broadly, Burrill's text was a contribution b@r community’s conversation
about how black identity should develop. How skddalacks conduct themselves? Will
the images projected to justify lynching shaperthehaviors and self-conceptions? Will
spirituality? Will black men try to prove their mamod to whites, or will they swallow
indignities to stay alive for their families? Lik&imké and Dunbar-Nelson, Burrill did
not pretend that there were any simple answers.widek acknowledges that the
injustices of lynching are real and that the brptalctice denies black humanity.
Importantly, her work also suggests that the prialaeks receive for military service can
encourage an expression of manhood that ultimdttyroys black men and devastates
their families. It seems that if lynching does kidityou, the war will. If a black man
manages to survive the war, the masculinity thaeAocan society encouraged in him on
the foreign battlefield will bring death in his ownountry, as his white peers put him in

his “proper” place.
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Addressing the Myth

A Sunday Morning in the Souf1925) and~or Unborn Childrer{1926) directly
engage the myth of the black male rapist. Thahese two plays respond to the nation’s
assumption that lynching was justified becauseéinged and prevented assaults against
white women. Written after the 1922 rejectionhaf Dyer antilynching bill, these
dramas represent the black community’s frustratiod despair. Though most lynch
victims were not accused of rape, it remained tbetrmommonly used (and accepted)
excuse for not punishing mob members. Becausesnieid revived this myth to defeat
the Dyer bill, playwrights in the mid-1920s revived B. Wells’s antilynching
arguments to an extent that other playwrights ditl nrhese scripts survive as
testimonies to black male innocence, but they @ftergenre’s tendencies by allowing the
accused black man to live before the audience padreing killed. Importantly, in both
dramas, he appears for a moment in the presentleeaihite woman whose virtue his
death supposedly serves. In short, these plagiybaitack the rapist myth, exposing it

as a lie with tragic consequences for black comtresi

A Sunday Morning in the SouthGeorgia Douglas Johnson, 1925

Georgia Douglas JohnsomsSunday Morning in the Southset in a southern
town in 1924. This was a time when the numbeeobrded lynchings was declining but
the lynching of black reputations proliferatedlie form of whites’ claims that black
men were rapists. Because the myth had so comidysbeen used to justify the nation’s
indifference to black victimization, explicit commt@ary was needed in drama to

complement efforts elsewhere to bolster racialeprid
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Johnson uses all scene-setting dramatic toolsstibyt¢éo the depicted family’s
domestic successSunday Morningpens with Sue Jones calling her grandsons Tom and
Bossie to breakfast. Tom and Bossie, ages 19 asalt heartily; the stage directions
even call for vigorous finger licking. Sue tellem to open the window so that the
music from the nearby church can flood the ho&arituals thus become the play’s
most prominent sound effect, further establishimghome’s festive mood. Likewise, all
opening dialogue testifies to domestic tranquiisythe audience is made privy to family
jokes and hearty laughter. This working-class faimappily gathers and teases Tom
because he had fallen asleep at eight o’clock i@ qus night (104). Not incidentally,
everyone speaks dialect, suggesting that the estlicharacters that Grimké preferred
were not the only blacks capable of creating hofitied with love.

As much as the play testifies to the family’s ssscdét also memorializes it by
keeping a lasting record of the injustices visii@on this household. Tranquility and joy
disappear with the arrival of two white police offrs. They suspect Tom of a sexual
assault because he lives near the crime scenetsutigeir vague description—*around
twenty, five foot five or six, brown skin” (106)The policemen bring with them the
white girl who has allegedly been assaulted. Be&sking if Tom is the assailant, they
tell her that he fits the description. Then, tihesist of her, “You say he looks like him?”
and she “slowly and undecidedly” answers “Y-e-0&) The officers have the cuffs on
Tom before the family realizes what has happerddhis point, the fact that there is no
mention in this household of father or grandfatgns significance; the missing men

could have easily been lynched. Being a black mmatearly Tom’s real crime.
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As we watch the peaceful setting transform, thenditec tools that spotlighted
domestic success now mark the family’s pain. Tenaken away, those left behind are
overwhelmed by confusion and despair, and the hythratsmade this house a sacred
home become ironic slaps in the face. Apprecitded is forgotten, laughter turns into
tears, and the knowledge that Tom had been in beiglat o’clock changes from a
family joke to a cruel one, for it proves that barrested without cause.

The family’s changing surroundings testify to dgain, but so do individual
characters as they insist that living honorablysdoet protect black men from rape
charges or from the mob. Johnson allows the aadiemencounter Tom before he dies;
he is poor and uneducated but unmistakably mabyis known in town as an
upstanding individual, and his work ethic earns hilmurt back and an early bedtime
(105). Before the officers arrive, the family disses the rumor that someone in town
may be lynched soon. Tom admits that he has lveahléd by the violence, and he
plans to fight injustice by gaining an educati@riven by manliness rather than
masculinity, Tom does not rage about the injusti@eresolves to “git a little book
learning to [...] help change the laws...make emngft@105). Because the laws and
their enforcement are currently weak, the familgws that many mob victims are
innocent, but they are sure that Tom’s reputationld prevent any false accusations.
His grandmother says, “No sonnie, you won'’t ne\adtdr worry bout sich like that but
you kin hep to save them po devels that they daftgt” (105). When Tom is accused of
a crime that he did not commit, he remains mamfysing to act out of emotion. He

comforts his now hysterical grandmother, sayingdi@na, don’t take on so. I'll go long
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with him to the sheriff. I'll splain to him howdouldn’t a done it when | was here sleep

all the time—I never laid eyes on that white ladydse in all my life” (107).

Tom resolves to tell the sheriff his story, but tbeegoing scene suggests that his
testimony will not bring justice, even if he is@adled to address the sheriff. When the
officers rush in, impromptu courtroom testimony eoences as they declare themselves
judge and jury. They interrogate Tom about hisnehbouts the previous night and treat
his answers with suspicion, asking who can confirat he had been at home. When
Grandmother Sue and his brother Bossie corrobbiatstory, one officer shouts, “Shut
up. Your word’s nothing.... Nor yours either. Bathyou’'d lie for him” (106). As
black testimony is immediately rejected, the sqamats to those fundamental
characteristics of testimony that would allow thersf to be equally resistant to Tom'’s
account. First, whether legal or religious, testiyiis never neutral. In fact, “to
testify...is to take a position and declare oneself for @irzggj someone. Witnesses no
longer simply tell a story or give a descriptiofieathe fashion of a journalist; they
freely involve themselves and pass a value judgh{&i 1045). Therefore, any
statement in defense of Tom admits its bias. dfligtener fundamentally disagrees with
the value judgment motivating a testimony, he aaiclkdy reject it. Also, vulnerability
to rejection is built into any testimony becauskdveng a testimony requires a degree of
trust, and the listener is always free to withhiblalt trust (1045). By definition, believing
testimony means allowing it to stand in for diregperience. A person who disagrees
with the value judgment that the testimony carisagnlikely to make that leap of faith.

Representing mainstream assumptions, the officgerfaghful to their own value

judgments as they feed the terrified young womaratiiswers that they want to hear.
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They do not ask her to make a strong claim; theyywant a confirmation—and they do
not pause when she does not confidently provide &vw. The officer insists, “You say
he looks like him?” and she answers: “Y-eskoyly and undecided)y think so...”

(106). By recording this exchange and the injasiticepresents, the play preserves
truths that the sheriff and mob refuse to condiddore Tom is killed. In the process, the
play offers an affirming testimony to generatiohg\rican Americans who are
bombarded with claims that their race is debasethnson’s dramatic testimony would
not have held up in court—and indeed would not Haeen admitted—Dbut the script can

transform an unacknowledged injustice into a mahy tlocumented one.

Indeed, by juxtaposing the rejection of black wéses with the instant acceptance
of white ones, Johnson implies that black testimgnyeeded in the cultural conversation
as a counterbalance—even if whites will disregardly extension, she centers her play
on black testimony in a way that suggests thawshdd agree with Du Bois’s
declaration: “all art is propaganda and ever rbast. | do not care a damn for any art
that is not used for propaganda. But | do carerwggrepaganda is confined to one side
while the other is stripped and silent” (Criter262. She may have concurred when Du
Bois said, “it is not the positive propaganda obgle who believe white blood divine,
infallible and holy to which | object. It is thesdial of a similar right of propaganda to
those who believe black blood human, lovable asgdined with new ideals for the
world...” (Criteria 297). For it is with this spirthat Johnson offered her play as an
antilynching testimony with no pretensions of nality. She presented a portrait of
honorable black manhood, and she did so forcefutlys clear that she understood that,

like all antilynching one-acts, hers would enter tliltural conversation as an
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inescapably “contested, contestable, and contéslisgourse. The playwrights could
not pretend that theirs was the only perspectivdeetgoiced, which was all the more
reason to speak boldly. Though Johns&usday Morningvas not published in her
lifetime, and there are no records that it was fdlyrproduced, the document survives to

address itself to posterity.

Because it did not see publication in Johnson&ifile,Sunday Morning
circulated through private, informal black netwagrtestifying to the solid black homes
and good black men that the myth of the black mepést denied existed. Along the
way, it also acknowledged parallels between blaek’mexperiences and that of Jesus
Christ. When Tom leaves saying that he will spweatke sheriff, he exhibits
unreasonable optimism, but he also exemplifieskataanliness, testifying to its
existence even in the face of white barbarism. "§dife is in danger, and there is terror
in his eyes, yet he controls his emotions and taeomfort Sue: “I'll be right back
granny—don’t cry—don’t cry. . .” (107). As Tom h&zs with his false accusers, he
represents moral black manliness in the handsut& bvhite masculinity, not unlike the
black men whom Ida B. Wells said “clung to [thejhi of franchise” despite facing mob
terror. Wells declared that African American méelfeved that in that small white
ballot there was a subtle something which stoodrfanhood as well as citizenship, and
thousands of brave black men went to their gramesmplifying the one by dying for the
other” Red Record7). In this drama, Tom is willing to invest iretivhite paper of a
diploma and in the letter of the Law. Meanwhildite men (who are assumed to be
civilized) are free to express a primitive masatyithat permits the barbaric practice of

lynching. Given the juxtaposition of Tom’s manhdodhat of the lynchers, the play
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highlights the existence of two expressions of noachat the turn of the century, as had
Ida B. Wells’s pamphlets. In this way, Johnsoreethe cultural conversation by
extending Wells’s ongoing antilynching campaignymoeializing examples of black

manliness, and arguing that white men are theltawnkearians.

Johnson continues Wells’s work more directly bytipgt\Wells’s arguments in
her characters’ mouths. Before the police artive ,family had been discussing
lynching, and both Sue and Liza had been partiutartspoken. Sue says, “I don’t hold
wid no rascality and | bleves in meting out punigimirnto the guilty but they fust ought to
fine out who done it. . .” (105). Similarly, inglpreface oSouthern HorrorsWells had
asserted that her statements are not “a shielthéodespoiler of virtue... [but a]
contribution to truth” (50). Later, Liza adds,.“but you know a sight of times they gits
the wrong man and goes and strings him up [witlaaui@al]. . .” (105). To the same
effect, Wells had challenged American law from pedium in England to “prove your
man guilty, first; hang him, shoot him, pour coaéohim and roast him, if you have
concluded that civilization demands this; but beeghe man has committed the crime
first” (gtd. in Bederman 62). Finally, Tom commethat “they lynching you bout
anything too, not just women” (105). This remackees Wells’s proclamation that
being “ ‘sassy’ to white folks” is enough of a cenSouthern Horror60). Because
blacks could be lynched for any reason, Wells aitghat American law was corrupt and
that its perversion negated any claims that Amasi@acivilized nation. Liza speaks of
the law in similar terms when she says that it “.gluter be er ark uv safty to pertect the

weak and not some little flimsy shack...” (105).
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Beginning in 1918, many fought to make Americam &n ark of safety for black
citizens by supporting the Dyer Antilynching bilThe bill proposed capital punishment
for members of lynch mobs and a fine for local gow@ents who did not prosecute
lynchers. In 1922, the bill was defeated in Coagr@nd American law proved to be a
“flimsy shack” for African Americans. Though heiap would not undo the damage
Congress had done, those who had defeated theoblll not go unanswered, so Johnson
used her play to revive arguments lda B. Wellsunsetl at the turn of the century. If
whites could fall back on old rhetoric, the blackman of the 1920s would ensure that
the cultural conversation included her dramatitnesny, which worked in harmony

with the words of her literary and political forether

For Unborn Children, Myrtle Smith Livingston, 1926

Myrtle Smith Livingston’sFor Unborn Childrenis set in 1925 in the South. It
continues the tradition th&achelstarted by examining lynching through the black
home, but likeSunday Morningit specifically addresses the myth of the blacken
rapist. WhereaSunday Morninglepicts a black man accused of rape, Livingston
revives other dimensions of Wells’s activism byrdadizing white reaction to a loving
relationship between a black man and white wonfenWells had done years before, the
play insists that white women are willing partiaipgin relationships with black men and
that lynching is not about protecting their virtue.

The action begins with LeRoy’s sister Marion andrgimother Mrs. Carlson
worrying because LeRoy is not home from work. Beseshe is dating a white woman,

they know that his life is always in danger. WheRoy finally arrives, they scold him
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for being so inconsiderate. He tells them thay th# not have to worry much longer
because he and his fiancée Selma have decideavi® tewn the next night. Marion
says, “Well, if you marry her, may God help me nmeweebreathe your name again!” and
runs from the room sobbing (123). Grandmotheroaris equally hurt by LeRoy’s
decision but is gentler in her response. She &gta him that marrying a white woman
is a disservice to his unborn children becauselfdiemvoman cannot mother a Negro
baby!” (124). Like Grimké’sRachelthis playinsists that unborn children are in danger,
but Livingston’s work argues that a white mothechgef among those dangers. As
proof, she reveals the family secret: that hishapts white and that she has not been a
part of their lives because they are Hot.eRoy then decides that eloping would be
wrong, but the lynch mob is already on its ways fifincée arrives to warn him, but it is
too late. He marches out to his death with higiiesdd high.

Before LeRoy appears on stage, Livingston usesdlerery and the other
characters to establish his respectable charasehe introduces us to one of the few
middle-class families depicted in antilynching aaes. The Carlson household
resembles those in post-Reconstruction novels;atcupied by a “refined” family and is
“tastefully, though not richly, furnished” (122).ivingston presents these evidences of
refinement as a mere fraction of the success tiga€arlson’s would have enjoyed if the
family had avoided the household-destroying conseges of black male weakness.
Though middle class, the home resembles thoséher ohe-acts because it contains no
middle generation. The father’s death is unexpldjeaving open the possibility that he

has been lynched, especially since he had chodamwath a white woman. The mother

13 Of course, this back story is reminiscent of Angelinad&limké’s real life story, the details of which
Johnson likely knew. According to Hull, even during gea&hen Grimké shut herself off from most
acquaintances, she and Johnson corresponded.
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is mentioned only because Grandmother Carlsonaeepportunity to keep her
grandson from eloping and repeating his fatherstakies. Livingston thus suggests that
blacks are likely to adopt dangerous behavior wtheg do not know their history. In
revealing the family secret, Grandmother Carlsoesdwot simply tell a story, however;
she testifies to the destruction that whites wipbn black homes.

As a testimony, her words are loaded with the valdgment she places on the
events that she recounts. She therefore begs LefRopuldn’t go through it again!
Boy, you can’t make the same mistake your fathdt i24). According to
Grandmother Carlson, blacks can only suffer whesy thix with whites. She declares,
“I'd almost rather that he should die now than tarm a white woman” (123).
Livingston’s play thus proves to be an early twethticentury example of the mentality
that literary historian Robert Reid-Pharr assosiatégh nineteenth-century black
intellectuals, such as Frank Webb and Martin DeldmyConjugal Union Reid-Pharr
suggests that many urged African Americans “to sthar sexual, romantic and familial
ties to whites” (116), believing that removing ta#ices of white influence on the
household was the only way to create a stable iflaoke that would in turn mold a
stable black identity. In the process of cultimgtsuch a home, Reid-Pharr argues,
“mulatto characters are either killed off or rempieeted as black” (11). In this light,
LeRoy’s and Marion’s fates gain significance. Batk mulattos, but their grandmother
has worked to create a pure black household byetiotg them about their white mother.
Because grandmother has fairly successfully sevdabn’s and LeRoy’s familial ties
to whites, Marion has become committed to the btamkmunity, and pledges to disown

her brother if he marries a white woman. LeRoytlanother hand, has not broken his
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ties to whites, making his separation from the ble@mmunity inevitable. Either he will
leave his family—as he plans to do—or he will di¢hee hands of white men who are
offended by his relationship.

While insisting that white influence devastatesklaomeslUnborn Children
enters the conversation on lynching by dramatititagB. Well’'s rhetoric. Because he is
an educated, accomplished young lawyer who jeopasdverything he has, Wells
would have described LeRoy as one of the many ackpsons who “had been manly
towers of strength until they were ensnared anttalg=d” by white women (Bederman
58). LeRoy’s professional success points to hislmess, but his relationship with
Selma leads him to make irrational, foolish decisioHe realizes that lynching will be
his fate, but he pursues her anyway and neglestsbst basic responsibilities. Coming
home late from work without bothering to call hister and grandmother, he explains, “I
was on my way home when—nher note was brought tamdd didn’t have time to call
you then” (123). A mere note from his white fiaadéads LeRoy to abandon all
responsibility to his family. He also plans tomdcand leave the only home he has
known. LeRoy’s sister and grandmother express thsappointment that he is no longer

making rational, responsible, manly decisions Heatefit his family and community.

LeRoy’s relationship with Selma does not simplyjkem&im less manly; it
virtually transforms him into a slave of his ownsualine urges. His predicament results
from his refusal to curb his passion in light of Burroundings. That is, he begins to
make decisions based on emotion, not the tenetc@ uplift. LeRoy must have
known that an intimate relationship with a whiterman was an expression of

masculinity reserved for white men. In his relasibip with Selma, LeRoy put his body
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on par with white men’s bodies. As we have seasaulinity’s emphasis on
corporeality equalized black and white bodies way that idealized manliness had
avoided. Just as an uneducated boxer could tireataccessful entrepreneur’s
manhood, LeRoy's black body in an imagined relatigmwith Selma'’s white body was
too much for white masculinity to bear. LeRoy tipuss his life in danger by opting for
a masculine expression of his manhood, ratherllearg man(ly) enough to discipline

his desires.

The black women in LeRoy’s life seem to be as et of his new-found
expressions of masculinity as white men are. Whefoy announces that he and Selma
will run away together, his sister Marion resporithgve you lost all your manhood?”
(123). For her, manhood means manliness—level-lugess, control of one’s emotions,
commitment to home and family. Livingston seemprivilege this definition when
Grandmother Carlson immediately follows Marion witlAh, boy, you've forgotten us!
Don’t you love us at all anymore since [Selma] camte your life?” (123). The play
thus argues that a manly black man would neveakarsis family. Using Marion’s
tirade, Livingston privileges manliness over masuty: “Even if you do love her can’t
you find your backbone and conquer it for the safkgour race?” (123).

Ultimately deciding not to elope, LeRoy resolvestmquer his love for Selma
for the sake of the race. Nevertheless, he medbeltause the mob is already on its way.
By not saving her manly character from the mobjrigston refused to simplify any of
the issues that her text raises. Livingston’s ciment to provoking heated discussions
like the ones she portrays among LeRoy, Marion,Grahdmother Carlson was

rewarded with a playwriting prize from, and pubtioa in, Crisismagazine. No doubt,
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Du Bois and his readers saw the value in debatiagdontours of black identity with an
eye toward interracial love. Black men’s temptatiegarding white women was clearly
of serious concern because, like LeRoy’s, theielfmr these women was real. Thus, just
as Wells had, Livingston set out to show that blaen in that position were essentially
“Sampsons.”

Livingston continues a Wells-inspired critiqueL@Roy as a weak Sampson in
Marion's explanation of miscegenation statutes:laws would never have been passed
against it if states could have believed white womeuld turn Negro men down, but
they knew they wouldn’t; they can make fools outle#fm too easily...” (123). Wells
had been much more diplomatic, but she too arduetd‘imany white women in the
South would marry colored men if such an act wawdtplace them... within the
clutches of the law”Southern Horror$3). In fact, Wells believed that white women
desired black men and often actively seduced ti®ontbern Horror$3). She therefore
insisted that “white men lynch the offending Afran&rican, not because he is a
despoiler of virtue, but because he succumbs tsrthikes of white women”"Jouthern
Horrors 54). Wells’ pamphlets and Livingston’s scripttifesd to the fact that white
men labeled black men rapists in order to excusehiyng and justify their resistance to
antilynching legislation. Thus, mere labeling breeaa form of violence. As this violent
mode of representation flourished in the 1920s)vpimhts worked with the
understanding that blacks were assaulted morégiarepresentation as rapists than

through physical force.

To condemn both physical and “representationallymg,” Livingston uses stage

directions inUnborn Childrento bear witness not only to the injustice of LeRogiurder
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but also to his transformation from weak Sampso@tiast figure. LeRoy may have
been less than manly by being inconsiderate téahidy and then planning to elope, but
he re-establishes his manliness just before hithdday recording that moment,
Livingston memorializes him and turns his eartHigltt into a legacy that remains with
us today. When LeRoy learns that his mother igendund therefore unable to love him,
he decides to end his relationship because heesahat it is a disservice to his race and
to his future children. Acting now out of moral niaess, LeRoy is ready to give up the
love of his life. Like Grimké’s Rachel, he saaés his own happiness with a
prospective spouse in order to save innocent @nlthom a racist society. By then, itis
too late; the mob is in front of the house. Thobghsister suggests that they die
together, LeRoy refuses to put the women in morgea(125). He proudly calls out to
his killers, “I’'m coming, gentlemen” (125). In migrfashion, “he walks out to his death
victorious and unafraid” (125). Because LeRoy udtiety decides to act with the black
community in mind, Livingston depicts him as ayralvilized gentleman as white men

prepare to indulge their savagery.

As she enters the cultural conversation on lynghimg black woman playwright
offers an image that is quite different from thhiVering Negro” or “grotesque beast”
described in mainstream newspapers. When the thliosty mob arrives, and LeRoy
realizes his fate, “(a light breaks over his fand ke is transfigured; a gleam of holiness
comes into his eyes; looking heavenward he sayiy. will be done, O Lord” (124).

Like Christ, LeRoy is killed by lesser men who dui recognize his greatness.
Meanwhile, the black audience, who has heard testynabout his character from his

grandmother, militant sister, and loving fiancéepoised to see the truth—a truth that
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contradicts mainstream claims about the black tadikis dramatic testimony to black
character confirms the conceptions that blacks futighad of themselves and their
neighbors. Livingston thus immortalized a man, hisdstory further equipped African

Americans in the mid-1920s to survive in a sockant on denying their true identities.

In making LeRoy a Christ figure, not unlike ChmsMine EyesFor Unborn
Childrenjoins the countless artistic works that markednailarity between the race’s
persecution and Christ’s crucifixion. The playnegents a particularly explicit example
of how the genre operates as testimony. The pktyfies to LeRoy’s manliness and
innocence, and it survives as the record of hissEhke demeanor at the moment when
he faces the bloodthirsty mob. Furthermore, likefahe plays of this study, it
survives—like the Gospel—to serve as the link betw#he earthly Jesus and the
glorified Christ” (CE 1048). It transforms LeRoy’s life and death ortlearto a legacy

that outlasts both.

Acknowledging Victims of Rape
Georgia Douglas JohnsonBlue Blood(1926) andBlue-Eyed Black Boy
(c.1930) suggest that the genre’s successful homagsxist because black women pay a
significant price of silence. Black women condbalsexual outrages they suffer at the
hands of white men because they know that a pre¢elatack man is a dead black man.
By exposing black women'’s secrets, Johnson chatetige myth of the black whore as
explicitly as she and playwright Myrtle Smith Liygton had questioned the myth of the

black male rapist.
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Blue Blood Georgia Douglas Johnson, 1926

Blue Bloodtakes place in Mrs. Bush'’s kitchen as she predardser daughter’s
wedding, which is only minutes away. After the@m’'s mother arrives to help with
last-minute details, the two mothers discover thatsame white man fathered their
children. Therefore, May Bush and John Temple ocanrarry because they are actually
brother and sistéf. Johnson’s play puts in conversation what thesthens would have
liked to keep concealed. The play testifies tofttot that black women’s domestic
tranquility often relies on their willingness tamain silent about their sexual
victimization because American society disregangsit and the black men who would
protect them.

In setting the scene, Johnson emphasizes the sigtitsounds of wedding
preparation but happy anticipation becomes drantision when the groom’s mother,
Mrs. Temple, arrives. She offers unwanted helits. Bush, the bride’s mother, and
they begin arguing about which child is luckieb®marrying the other. As the debate
intensifies, Mrs. Bush says that Mrs. Temple wddd'struck dumb” if she knew May’s
origins. May'’s father is “Cap’n Winfield McCallist, the biggest banker in this town, ...
‘ristocrat uv ‘ristocrats” (20). Mrs. Temple is mified. In tears, she explains that
Captain McCallister raped her when she was ninegears old.

In this climatic exchange, Johnson spotlights blaocknen’s vulnerability to
white men’s sexual abuse and the painful sisterlitoa@ates. The captain had gained
entry to the young Mrs. Temple’s room by bribing lndlady and, when she called out

for help, no one responded. She ends her stosiythiY ou know yourself, Mrs. Bush,

141t is worth noting that May’s and John'’s last names fBarsd Temple) also operate to erase their
mothers’ sexual exploitation.; neither surname pointheonthite rapist.
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what little chance there is for women like us,he South, to get justice or redress when
these things happen” (22). Mrs. Bush responds,g'&aney, | do know!” (22).
Suddenly, these bickering women have much in comsaespite having moved in
different social circles, “not being,” in Mrs. Telefs words, “thrown very close
together” (19). Mrs. Temple’s refined white glovasd her many comments about May
needing to rise to the occasion of sharing herasumlose significance, and Johnson
shows that her vulnerability to white men throws inéo undeniable sisterhood with the
less refined, dialect-speaking Mrs. Bush.

Johnson traces this unfortunate bond not just agosial classes but also across
generations. Mrs. Temple says that her own mdtadrdiscouraged her from trying to
expose Captain McCallister: “[Mother] said I'd thee one...that would suffer.” Mrs.
Bush immediately responds, “...whut your ma told y®the God’s truth” (22). Not
only do Mrs. Temple and Mrs. Bush recognize theghegsness of their situation, but
Mrs. Temple’s mother had also testified to it. Néay—representing the third
generation—will discover that society does not phrthose who violate black women.

Three generations of women testify to society’& latcconcern for black
women’s virtue and safety but, in telling theirrgts, the text also acknowledges black
men’s experiencesBlue Bloods spotlight on black women’s sexual vulnerability
simultaneously bears witness to the emasculatidlack men. That is, the play presents
black manhood and manhood rights—such as the taghrotect one’s wife and
children—as objects of crucifixion. The scriptri®re shows that the mutilation of
manhood was effective even if it was not bloody.the same timeBlue Bloodinsists

that depicting a less spectacular lynching candddseak truths that the hanging body—
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Billie Holiday’s “strange fruit’—cannot. After glMrs. Temple never publicly accused
McCallister mostly because she knew that her fidnaild’ve tried to kill [the Captain]
and then they’d have killed him” (22). Johnson@rkthus argues that society condones
black women’s rapandblack men’s murder. The play is a testimony ®ektent to
which black women’s rapes and black men’s deathsnaxtricably linked; protesting
one simultaneously exposes and denounces the other.

AlthoughBlue Bloodis commonly labeled a miscegenation play, the thoka
lynching shapes the action in every way, placirggjiarely in the genre of antilynching
drama. Mrs. Temple had remained quiet to prevenfincé’s death, and May must
now do the same to save her fiancé. Though shemmaevant the guests to believe that
her daughter had been left at the altar, Mrs. Buosists, “We can’t let [John] know or
he’ll kill his own father...” (24). The mothers télay that she must be strong and do
her duty: “It's the black women that have got totpct their men from the white man by
not telling on [white men]” (24).

It seems that black women attain domestic tranguily keeping secrets. If a
black man resides in the household, he can steg atily if black women do not speak
the truth about the gendered injustices they endiiiess. Temple had been able to
establish a solid home and gain social standingusesshe had been willing to shield her
fiancé from the truth. She confides, “He undeardtthe whole thing—and he married
me. He knew why | wouldn't tell him the man’s nameot even when—when that
man’s son was born to me” (22). Because her fitmackbeen understanding rather than
perceiving her as a guilty concubine, he createsnae with her (22). Mrs. Temple and

her fiancé built a life together because she doespeak of the rape or reveal the
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identity of her child’s father. If she had, thepuld not have been able to live together
peacefully as a family. Silence thus preventstymg and allows a measure of black
domestic fulfillment. In recording this truth, th&ay stands as a memorial to the many
unknown black women whose silence provided stghiita racist society; Johnson thus
makes their plight part of the cultural conversatieeven as that conversation, with its
insistence that black women were whores who cootda raped—sought to erase their
stories.

Interestingly, this script allows for a future mage, between May and a family
friend Randolph Strong, and thus modifies the trestdblished by other foundational
dramas, but the impending union relies on the blaaknan’s willingness to compromise.
Indeed, Johnson uses their inevitable marriagetique America’s disrespect of black
women. Because May cannot marry John, Mrs. Buls Randolph Strong to help. He
had proposed to May the previous year, but sheadjadted him; now she has no choice.
The play’s ending is worth recounting here becadsmson shows through masterfully
choppy dialogue that May’s desires simply do nottera

Everyone agrees that May’s fiancé John cannot kheviruth, so all
responsibility falls on May’s shoulders:

MRs. TEMPLE: What are you going to do, May?

MRs. BusH: Yes, May, what are you going to do?

RANDOLPH STRONG. We are going to run away and get married, aren,tMagy?

Say yes, May—say yes!
[...]

RANDOLPH STRONG. May! Come with menow
MAyY: Randolph—do you want me?
RANDOLPH STRONG. | want you like I've always wanted you.
MAY: (shyly) But—I don’t love you.
RANDOLPH STRONG. You think you don't...
MAY: Do you want me now?
RANDOLPH STRONG. | want you now.
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MAY: Ma, oh, ma!

MRs. BusH: (in tearg Quick, darlin'—tell him.

MAY: My coat.

MRs. BusH: I'll get your coat, honey.

MRs. TEMPLE: Here May, take my coat!

MRs. BusH: What are we going to tell John—and all the pe®pl

MaAy: Tell ‘'em—Oh God, we can't tell ‘em the—truth?

RANDOLPH STRONG. Mother Bush—just tell them the bride was stdign
Randolph StrongStrRoNGputs the coat around her and they go out the door,
leaving the others staring at them.) [Curtain]

Randolph Strong is an honorable man who loves Mag,we know that he will
soon marry her, but it is a marriage that she dog¢svant. In contrast to the other plays,
the women here have prevented lynching with thegirecy, so the mob has not directly
prevented marriages. Nevertheless, black womaps and black men’s possible
lynching place May in impossible circumstances, imgker wishes of little
consequence. May clearly feels violated as sles,cfOh God—I've kept out of their
clutches myself, but now it's through you, Ma, ttfegy’ve got me anyway. Oh, what's
the use...” (24). For May simply cannot afford tgecg Randolph Strong because he is
her only viable option now. They cannot revealrdyge that caused these siblings to
want to marry each other because it would ruin Nlesnple’s reputation and social
position, and it would lead John to kill his ownher. Therefore, May must disappear
with Strong, knowing that without a man in her lighe is even more vulnerable to white
men. After all, the Captain had gotten to ninetgear-old Mrs. Temple because she was
living alone in a boarding house until her weddilay (21).

Black women'’s silence about their encounters withtevmen inBlue Blood
points to the degree to which slavery affectedasini Americans’ lives for generations.

Written in 1926 but set “shortly after the Civil Wathe play demonstrates that racism
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simply takes different forms “after” slavery. Asrgerations of black women keep secrets
in Blue Blood Johnson'’s text testifies to the truths that Hadaeobs recorded in
Incidents in the Life of a Slave G{d861). As literary historian Catherine Clinton
insists, though everyone knew that white men vizd black women, speaking that
truth would upset the power structure and exposédittion of southern honor (205).
Jacobs emphasized the consequencastakemaining silent thusly: “But did the
mothers dare to tell who was the father of theildcen? Did the other slaves dare to
allude to it, except in whispers among themselvls? indeed! They knew too well the
terrible consequencesthgidents31). Confined by such a system, Jacobs finds it
difficult to have any semblance of virtue. To distage her master’s advances, Jacobs
decides at age fifteen to “give herself’ to anotivbite man, Mr. Sands, an “eloquent
gentleman” who treats her well. Jacobs reasohsgdms less degrading to give one’s
self, than to submit to compulsion. There is sdnmet akin to freedom in having a lover
who has no control over you, except that which &diegyby kindness and attachment”
(47). Given that Jacobs is fifteen years old asthee, it is not altogether clear that she
could have truly consented to any relationshipdgihg her behavior as either good or
bad, then, is impossible and indeed inappropriate.

Even outside of slavery, similar questions of agearise around relationships
between blacks and whites. As the offspring oinderracial union confides, “I don’t
know if it was rape or money or lust or affectiorthat caused the mingling up. In my
mother’s case, | don’t know. I've spent a lot of hfie trying to know, but | don't (gtd.
on Clinton 207). This confession helps illumintdte complexities underpinning

interracial unions as much as Jacobs did whenefhees to allow her readers to judge
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her sexual behavior according to a simple binanpofality and immorality. For
perhaps the same reasons, Georgia Douglas Johfoa’'8loodeaves many mysteries
in place as she writes in the 1920s about black evdsrexperiences with white men.
The reader knows very little about how consensual. [Bush’s relationship with the
Captain had been. She commiserates with Mrs. Teeatpdut her violation, but she also
essentially brags that her child has the bloochdfaaistocrat.” Are we to assume that
she had consented to her relationship with theda®©Or, had she simply learned to
repel the shame because she knew resistance wtilb& fThe ambiguity surrounding
Mrs. Bush’s complicity comes into focus when itisar that May’s paternity has
destroyed her life. Mrs. Bush pleads, “God forgive...God forgive that man. Oh
no...lI don’t want Him to forgive him” (24). This leas the possibility that, like Jacobs
in Incidents she had “given herself’ because she knew she wmrifdrced otherwisE.
Not insignificantly, Johnson’s next drantzlue-Eyed Black Bowlso refuses to clarify
the nature of the relationship that the black mottzal with the governor.

Prominently displaying these sexual gray areasvalldohnson to comment on the
degree to which black women continued to struggleg after Emancipation, to create
homes that were truly their own. In slavery, theysed white women’s children and
kept the identity of their own children’s fathersecret. Emancipation made them
optimistic that their homebuilding efforts would tespected, but white men still showed
little regard for black women’s marital bonds. Kazel Carby has argued, though rape

has not been “a transhistorical mechanism of womeppression,” the ways in which

5 Here, | am suggesting that the Captain may have raped Msh.iBshe had not consented. The
circumstances are obviously differentitidentsbecause Jacobs decides to be with Mr. Sands to avoid
being raped by differentwhite man, her master. Despite these differences, as whké difference that
slavery makes, | believe the parallels to be noteworthy and valid.
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black women were linked to illicit sexuality duristavery continued to have powerful
ideological consequences after emancipation. #&salt, “... the representation of the
struggle for sexual autonomy was to remain a chacganizing device of the narrative
structures of black women writers” (Carby 39).

As Johnson demonstrates through Mrs. Bush and Traple, non-slave women
often had to hide their sexual victimization. Besawhite men went unpunished, rape
and lynching kept black women from being safe girtbwn homes, kept them from
freely choosing their own lovers, and even kepir ti@ughters from choosing their
husbands. In fact, as May’s predicament illustiatiee mob sometimes deprived black

women of the option of remaining single and buidanlife without a husband.

Blue-Eyed Black BoyGeorgia Douglas Johnson, ¢.1930

The action of Georgia Douglas JohnsdBlge-Eyed Black Bosevolves around
the fact that blue-eyed Jack is in jail, and a nsadn its way to kidnap and kill him. The
play ends, however, with every indication that hie lve spared; the governor has sent
state troopers to stop the mob. Despite the ridafthe characters feel at the end of the
play, a close reading that is sensitive to domiggtand manhood reveals the extent to
which the script condemns the position that soaetyes for black men and women.
Like Blue Blood this drama suggests that the nation’s stab#ityfien predicated on
black women'’s silence—a shameful foundation inde&sl. Sandra Gunning has argued,
white men cultivated amnesia around the histofaet of their rape of black women as
they insisted that mobs needed to protect white @ofrom black rapists.

Understanding that white men had successfully niagie sexual relationships with

236



black women a non-issue within America’s culturaheersation about lynching, Georgia
Douglas Johnson placed a spotlight on those véayioaships.

When Pauline hears that her son is in jail orefalsarges, she sends Dr. Grey,
her future son-in-law, to Governor Tinkham’s hou&he instructs him to place her ring
in the governor’s hand and recite these words: [iRasent this. She says they goin to
lynch her son born 21 years ago [...] Look in hiseged you'll save him” (118). The
text leaves no doubt that the governor is blue-&gatt’s father, but Pauline’s friends
and family seem ignorant of this fact. Not unltke situation that Harriet Jacobs
witnessed on plantations, it seems that blackdicamelatively peacefully even if
everyone knows about their sexual ties to whitesteag as those bonds are never
discussed.

The characters’ naiveté is hardly believable. Wégeaking of how handsome
Jack is, his sister Rebecca says “it’s funny tleés the only one in our family’s got blue
eyes though. Pa’s was black, and yours and maeélack too. It certainly is strange...”
(117). When Mother Pauline sends Dr. Grey to thwegnor to say “Look in his eyes and
you'll save him,” Rebecca asks, “Mother, what dibvedl mean?,” and Pauline’s best
friend Hester declares, “Well, ...1 don’t know whatuymean but | recon you knows
what you is doing” (119). To make their opaquereagn more incredible, a now
distraught Pauline begins to pray aloud, plead®ave him, Lord. Let his father.sle
stops and looks around #ite two women, then cautiously speaks) understand all |
mean, sweet Jesus” (119). For the rest of the plaan when the governor sends the
state militia, no questions are asked about hoviraoould have so much influence

over him.
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Yet, blacks encountering the text in intimate gsasurely discussed quite
passionately how incredible the characters’ ignoeans. There are no records tBhie-
Eyed Black Boyas formally staged, and it was not published ur@89, so it circulated
in private circles. Those who attended Johnsow@saly salon would have surely burst
into conversation about the probability that thareleters know the truth but do not dare
speak it, largely out of respect for Pauline.

Indeed, likeBlue Blood, Blue-Eyed Black Btays bare the reasons a black
woman may have famot testifying to the truth about her life and theertiiat white men
play in it. The secrets surrounding the mysterimg and the message to Governor
Tinkham are exactly what enable society to functipoothly. A black woman'’s silence
proves to be the very mechanism that allows thegor to move on with his own life
while leaving her alone. Because Mother Paulinesdwt reveal her son’s paternity, the
governor has no reason to disrupt the life sheresaged to build with her husband.
Likewise, her discretion allows the governor to bigeinfluence to help her family
without causing a scandal.

Not insignificantly, Pauline’s silence is alscaage part of the reason that
“everybody in the Baptist Church” looks up to hadder family (116). Pauline believes
that the community’s admiration is only appropriateain’t carried myself straight all
these years for nothing” (116). Yet, her blue-eyed is evidence that she does not have
a spotless record—even if it is not clear whettegrlapse had been voluntary or coerced.
Either way, it is her silence that had enabledpneud husband to keep her “on a

pinnacle” (116). As with the women in JohnsoBlse Blood|f Pauline had insisted
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upon revealing the identity of her child’s father,f her husband had insisted upon
knowing, they would not have been able to live péalty as a family.

By spotlighting Pauline and the apparently opameteshe has kept, Johnson’s
Blue-Eyed Black Bogxposes the kinds of truths that the dominant hapei discourse
sought to eras®. While everyone outside of the black home focusethe rumor that
Jack “brushed against a white woman on the st(@é48), the action of this play
spotlights a real case of miscegenation that nenades it into the rumor mill. The
drama thus suggests that circumstances like P&ibknest (unacknowledged) in
countless black homes at the exact same timei#isaabbout white female victimization
abound.

As these lies proliferate in public discourseyttigeaten to erase the truth
about black men, but Johnson’s play, and the blanken characters within it, bear
witness to honorable black manhood. When Jack tsoar late for dinner, his mother
Pauline and sister Rebecca know immediately thatnbt because he is “running after
girls” (117). The reader soon discovers that teyright; he is late because angry
whites have taken him away. While the mob actedas lies about his character,
Johnson emphasizes the testimony of the womeneitla&lblack home. For example,
they speak of his determination to become an epginide plans to go to school as soon

as his sister Rebecca gets married because, asdPaxplains, “He'’s been mighty tied

16| take the phrasing “rape/lynch discourse” from histofaystal Feimster, who suggests that we must
always think of lynching when we think of white womerépe, and we should remember black women'’s
rape when we think of lynching—even though the dis@wursrked to veil those continuities. Feimster is
author of the forthcoming histotyadies and LynchingMany other scholars have noted the dominant
discourse’s investment in concealing the rape of black womereves. Among them are Elsa Barkley
Brown, Sandra Gunning, Darlene Clark Hine, Trudier Baand at the turn of the century, Ida B. Wells.
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down since your father died taking care of us” (17 7Having intimate knowledge of
Jack’s actions and motivations allows these wornespeak confidently about his
character. Mainstream assumptions about blackareproven wrong inside the black
home. Not surprisingly, then, when Pauline’s Ifieehd Hester comes to tell Pauline
that her son has been arrested, she conveys twalifarent messages. She begins:
“They sayhe done brushed a white woman on the street,”Hmitramediately adds:
“They had er argument and shellowed outhe’s attacking her” (118, my italics). On
the one hand, there is what “they say” happenatiparthe other, there is what Hester
knows. Yet she shares both narratives, for blaokst deal with both.

As African Americans contend with what they knowdavhat whites say, they
draw on both their knowledge of how to navigata@st society and their hope that a
higher, more righteous power will intervene. Pagilhas faith that her son’s life will be
spared, but it arises as much from her belief éngbvernor’'s power as in God’s. To
calm Rebecca, Pauline says, “Trust in God, daughtes got faith in Him, faith in...in
the Governor. He won't fail” (119). Just afteaiching that the governor will not falil,
stage directions indicate that “she continues teertwer lips in prayer” (119). Then,
when the mob noisily passes the house on its wayeak into the jail, Pauline begins to
pray aloud to God, asking Him to direct the govermuud to fill the mob members’
wicked hearts with love (119). Pauline’s oscibiatbetween relying on the power of
God and that of man points to the complexitieslatk faith. Presumably, God would

not allow injustices, but African Americans have tiften withessed men override what

1t is interesting that Pauline’s line is structured s this not clear whether the father died taking care of
them or if Jack has just been so busy taking care of tlgther way, the genre has shown us that black
men who take care of their families are in particular danggmifng white men’s violent masculinity.

Also note: as in so many other plays, we are never tidthe father died, leaving open the possibility

that he has been lynched.
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is right morally and spiritually. Their history m@nded that they keep faith in God but
also recognize white power. Black faith is neverpde, Johnson suggests; it is neither
based exclusively on the spiritual, nor groundedgletely in the social.

African Americans’ engagement with the rape/lypehnadigm was as complex
as their faith. They could not escape the domidatourse that cast them as rapists and
whores, but black writers were committed to testifyto the truth that these myths were
designed to conceal and sought to ensure thatrggst®uld have a record of the truths
not spoken. In using the form of antilynching dear@ohnson brought her words to life
in black homes, churches, and schools to speatkuties that blacks, in Harriet Jacob’s

words, did not “dare to allude to, except in whisp@mong themselves...”.

Moving Beyond the Black Home

The action ofClimbing Jacob's Ladd€i931) by Regina Andrews takes place in
a black church, and May Miller’slails and Thorn§1933) unfolds in a white household.
Writing after 1930, these younger playwrights eatethe genre after its foundation was
well established. Their plays can be seen as cartames on the genre itself which
intimate that it is now time to move beyond thérsgbdf the black home. In the process,
Andrews suggested that community activism basesligion often failed to help black
victims, and May Miller insisted that lynching bkamen could destroy white households.
Entering the genre at a historical moment whenrtfe@erunners had addressed lynching
from a myriad of perspectives, they moved forwesthfestablished insights to discover

other issues that demanded critique.
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Climbing Jacob’s LadderRegina Andrews, 1931

ReadingClimbing Jacob’s Laddeposes challenges because the status of the
surviving text is unclear. As Judith Stephens Kathy Perkins note, three pages are
missing from the script reprinted 8trange Fruit. If discovered, the missing pages may
complicate current readings. In addition, the i@r&iow in print is likely one that
Andrews revised before allowing Harlem Experimeiitagatre (HET) to stage the play
in the basement of the 18%treet branch of the New York Public LibrdfyDespite the
limitations, | hazard a reading in order to undamgt Andrews’s initial attempt at
dramatizing the impact that lynching had on Afridemerican communities.

Climbing Jacob’s Laddeis set in a small black church in an “outlying Negr
district in the South,” where congregants have gaith to raise money for Wash
Thomas'’s legal defense (125). Because it emplagieedifficulties of raising money
from this poor congregation and the endless disageats that emerge to delay the
process, the play suggests that blacks, espeo#ilfjous ones, expend their energy in
ways that ensure their continued victimizationsdotlights the congregation’s pettiness
in order to disturb its black audience. RathentbHier succor, the testimonies in this
play work to make blacks uncomfortable with thestitutions and traditions. That is,
Andrews’ mob victim is no less a Christ figure trtae black men of other dramas, but
his death condemns not only the whites who lyndtiedbut also the blacks who were

busy bickering when he was being killed.

18 As editors othe only anthology of antilynching drama, Judith Stepstend Kathy Perkins admit that
they cannot definitively assert that the text they publiskasithe final version that pleased Andrews.
Indeed, because there are numerous markings and delet@nbetleve that this version was the early
draft that W.E.B. Du Bois read and disliked; he irsighat Andrews could do better.
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The script begins by creating a comforting setthreg makes the events that
follow even more unsettling. For the same reasloaisher predecessors had focused on
the tranquil home, Andrews here depicts the bldkah; she presents it only to detail its
dismantling. A prayer appears before the listr@racters and thus instantly frames the
action: “Dear Father who art in Heaven, we confereeyou this evening with bowed
down heads and heavy hearts, asking for mercy amgpassion for one of thy children.
O Lord, let the light of thy spirit shine in ourdrés tonight and please help this lamb
from thy fold” (124). The prayer continues, “Help to realize that we don’t know when
nor where the hand of fate is going to strike nbut,oh Lord we do know that when and
where-so-never it may strike our faith in Theebkedo carry us on...” (124). Because
readers and viewers would likely assume a reveresiure in response to this opening
material, God’s apparent failure to improve blaék in the play will soon become
sickeningly disappointing.

Reverend Lumpkin is the first character to ertteris described as a man with
“sufficient intelligence to have gained the confide, love, and respect of his flock”
(125). He has made his church available to thas#ing to raise $300 to hire a lawyer
for Wash Thomas, a member of the community whodeg in state jail for the past six
months. Wash is obviously beloved, for the meetirayvs a diverse cross-section of the
community. Once the meeting begins, those mostiwed in organizing on Wash'’s
behalf deliver speeches meant to comfort and iagh crowd. Yet, there is a
disagreement about who will be on the committeewhihoversee the money. Just as

this disagreement begins to brew, there is a digmffrom outside. The congregants

243



hear clanging bells, barking dogs, and running, featt everyone assumes that there must
be a fire somewhere. The master of ceremonies fealbrder.

Disagreements about money resume and continueaumigin from the pool hall
down the street makes a grand entrance. He doth&tdésrgest sum and makes a point of
emphasizing that he does so in spite of the judgmencongregation has passed on
those who frequent the pool hall. Shortly thererafh young man named Sammy enters,
staggers to the front, and tells them to stopmgisnoney. Earlier, when everyone else
assumed that there had been a fire, he slippetb axestigate. He reports, “while you
niggahs was doin’ what dehite folkstelled yo to do—while you was doing dat, dey was
breaking open de jail door digging out po Wash—@Gi®y, brought him right by heah, —
[...]" (131).

The action of this drama suggests that both ingtitalized religion and
superstitious beliefs prevent blacks from takinfg@&tfve action. When Sammy
announces that Wash has been killed, a number ofamse, preparing to avenge his
death. Immediately, Reverend Lumpkin warns thetitmseek revenge because more
bloodshed will not bring Wash back. The men areanall discouraged; in fact, even
more men jump up to join the would-be avengers Y123 they approach the exit,
however, thunder roars and lightning animates kige $hey all immediately retreat
because, according to the stage directions, treeycawered by superstition and fear”
(132). At this point, the preacher’s power is stablished since it seems that a higher
power, communicating through thunder and lightnagyees with him. If that higher

power does not seem to condone actions, inactioorbes the appointed course.
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As a consequence, the same men who earlier igiteedrend Lumpkin’s
warning about revenge now allow Reverend Sampsemnan most responsible for the
earlier disagreements, to preach about the ineéffawtss of fighting. Speaking in the
wake of the lightning, Sampson tells one of the negput away his knife. He counsels,
“Dat’s de hand ob God flashin across de Hebbensiwgou not to sin no mo” (132).

He continues, “Did knives ever hep Niggahs?” (13pwing to the lightning’s

authority, the men allow Reverend Sampson, whom llael mocked earlier, to list
centuries of injustices that blacks survived ugrayer, not knives. Sampson is anything
but admirable, but he can command respect whenamgefcowered by superstition and
fear.”

The characters interpret events as proof that @poses resistance to social
injustice, but it seems that Andrews would haverkaders and viewers take in the larger
picture and find their inaction disturbing. Itsgange that they would so easily accept
Wash’s death because no one ever questioned flisanoe. In fact, many of them
testify to it, appropriately calling attention teeir intimate knowledge of him. Reverend
Lumpkin shares that he has known Wash “since heawittde codger...running in that
door ahead of his mother, comin to prayer meetimg Wednesday night just like this”
(126). A younger man later addresses the congoegaaying “You know, Wash
Thomas an | was kids togedder, an no one knowsrbatte, dat he wouldn't kill a little
ant...” (127).

As these men’s sentiments sugg&simbing Jacob’s Laddeis no less concerned
with providing testimony about black male charatiemn dramas set in the home. Yet,

unlike her predecessors, Andrews seems to haveviiiengy to bear witness to the
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gruesome details of the lynching incident. Whem®g returns from investigating the
real reason for the commotion outside, he is paiseadll them all the awful detalils;
Andrews puts the following words in Sammy’s mouth marks them for deletion:

Dey had him tied to a car naked, full of blood amat. Dey dragged him about a
mile or so, me sneakin behin. Den, | saw em daublck—I climb a tree, dey
stopped across de road almost in front of me, ahtlis body loose. God, he
stood up somehow! An all de time dos white folkssviumpin roun...building a
fire an cutting switches, and yellin’ and screant@@obg Dey made him stan, and
Wash, he stood dere somehow wif his head up, wgddud. Dey all beat him,
yelling, “Say dat you did it nigger, say dat yod di” even de wimmen and
chillum. (sobg (131).

Andrews did not simply want to have close acquaicea testify to Wash'’s good

character; she also wanted to detail the horrbisofieath—perhaps as an antidote to the
opiate called religion. Through Sammy, Andrewsgtduo break the spell that religion
has cast on African Americans by making them cariftbe pain of the here-and-now,
even while depicting the space in which blacksesreouraged to think only of the
afterlife. To issue this wake-up call, Andrews weady to present the physical horror of
lynching more directly than her predecessors lé&k marking this passage for deletion
may have been a response to Du Bois’s criticismertiain a reflection of her goals.
Speculation aside, it is clear that both versiditt® play hinge on a black person’s
testimony. Andrews’s revisions therefore left tinaportant feature of the antilynching
drama tradition intact.

Given all the accounts of Wash’s solid reputatibrs all the more disturbing that
the congregation responds to his death with sondgeayers rather than protest.

Sammy is the one character who, even after thénligdy, remains resolved to take
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action. Finally, though, he is visibly crushedthg weight of everyone else’s
complacency. Having decided not to respond paagdnto Wash’s death, the
congregants sing “Were you there when they crutifigy Lord... Oh!—sometimes it
causes me to tremble, tremble” (132). As thesalgvare sung, the stage directions focus
on Sammy, the man who tried to awaken the congmyti the fact that they had been
following white men’s instructions while white mé&iled Wash: “At first Sammy stares
wildly in broken protest against this final sileesignation—slowly his body relaxes, his
head falls slowly in his arms” (132).

Sammy’s defeated posture points to the degree tohwhe church cultivates
resignation. The spirituals sung throughout tlagy jplo not simply articulate Christian
faith; they also condone a level of passivity @lédws members to tolerate a man’s
slaughter, suggesting that (especially for blatlesig a Christian demands exactly that.
The first song is “Get on Board Little Children”29). Next, the congregation sings "Tis
Me, Tis Me,” whose lines suggest that the one stanich the need of prayer “is me...not
the preacher, not the teacher, but me...” Thuserdttan blame others—even rightly—
the impulse is to focus on one’s own shortcominlgext, the congregants suggest their
conviction that God blesses conformity when thegsi love Jesus, So do I” (130).
With these songs paving the way, the lyrics “Was there when they crucified my
Lord?” mark the shift from conformity to resignatio The song not only indicates that
many were present when Jesus was crucified butlaédhey stood by as it happened.
Having allowed it, they can only “tremble” at themory.

If the church fosters resignation, it also helpsascoulate black men. Because the

mob drags the victim “right by” the church, Andrésvplay comments both on the
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futility of religion and on religion’s ability to @utralize black manhood. The mob had
come “right by here” irbafewhile the man of the house was out, but hereikesrthe
community while the men are there. In earlier wola@lays, few black men were
physically present, but this one depicts an egiceip. Instead of their presence
translating into a powerful change, however, tdeive quickly vanishes. We see them
unite and rise to take action only to witness thesolve disappear. Andrews may not
been condoning impassioned masculinity, but shddvoertainly have African
Americans discuss whether the “Natural Man” witthiem is kept in check by logic and
moral conviction or by religion and superstitiohhe discussion needed to be further
complicated, she suggested, by a close look at@lmistianity can disadvantage blacks.
The debut of Andrews’s play before a Harlem audiénahe basement of the 135
Street branch of the New York Public Library surlelg many blacks to deal with these
difficult questions.

Like the other antilynching play€limbing Jacob’s Laddeexplores black
identity, but it does so by presenting less-thaaidharacters. Andrews perhaps hoped
to inspire blacks to be better than those she anartt; she took a chance on cultivating
honorable black identity by showing blacks whatitekouldnotdo and be. Just as
importantly, she exposed the church as an ingiitutiat may be robbing African
Americans of the clarity that will allow them todi up to their potential. 1€limbing
Jacob’s LadderAndrews spotlighted the church in order to detaidemise, as earlier
writers had done with the home. But Andrews sutggesre that the church is a less than
honorable place, and that its members’ pettiness, ind superstition helped advance

the mob’s agenda.
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Nails and ThornsMay Miller, 1933

May Miller’'s Nails and Thornslepicts lynching destruction by focusing on a
white home. This strategy was particularly appietpt given that Miller entered the play
into a contest sponsored by the Association offgaatWomen for the Prevention of
Lynching (ASWPL). Miller brought the genre fullrcle—back to Grimké’s
commitment to targeting white women—>but the existeof the ASWPL gave Miller
reason to be optimistic that white women would altydisten. In 1920, Grimké
believed that white women were “beginning to awakbant this awakening found a
tangible outlet later with the founding of this argzation in 1930. Because she knew
that she had white women'’s attention, Miller settoypull at their heart strings. Rather
than trust in their ability to sympathize with tkoshom Grimké called “the best type of
colored people,” however, Miller presented the fai@t lynching could wreak in white
people’s lives.

The action is set in the home of Gladys and Stelkartlers. Stewart is the
sheriff of “a small town—probably South, probablye®¥,” and the only black person we
see is Annabel, the servant who cares for theiy.b&@iadys tries to convince Stewart to
ask the governor to send state troopers, becaeshisiks that the townspeople will
lynch “simple Lem” if left to themselves. Lem iskack man who is known to be
mentally disabled, and he has been accused oflasgauwhite girl. Stewart has put
Lem in jail just to keep him safe; Stewart doesaxitially think Lem is guilty because
the girl was so frantic that she did not identifyassailant (177-78). Gladys says she can
feel that trouble is brewing, and she wants des$glgrto prevent it because she had lived

through a lynching and knew the damage that sudbab#y would do to the entire town
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(180). Miller uses Gladys to explain her titleotFgenerations to come the children will
be gathering the nails and thorns from the scenleadfcrucifixion” (180). Nevertheless,
Stewart shows little regard for his wife’s testiigaand makes no plans to take action.

Just then, their nanny Annabel rushes in, haviegdily run to work to avoid
detection by would-be mobsters. Though he dismigsmabel’s fears about the mob,
more persistence from his wife Gladys finally mates Stewart to leave and check on
his prisoner. When alone with the more responGilaglys, Annabel shares what she
knows about the lynch plot, and it becomes cleatr 8tewart will find nothing at the jail;
the violent ritual is already under way. Sudde@igdys resolves to stop the lynching
herself. She insists, “I'll tell that mob how Iefle..I'll show them my baby—nhe is this
town’s tomorrow” (183). Gladys pushes past Annabeajet out of the door, for she
maintains, “my son will show them the way” (183)hen Stewart returns home, his
wife and baby are gone. Finally, Gladys returnththe assistance of the town doctor.
She is completely hysterical because the mob heshed her baby underfoot. Finally,
Gladys bursts, “He’s dead, dead, | tell you, amd dlad. (aughing hysterically He’ll
never have to see a lynching” (186). Stewartuarstd but manages to admit what he
had previously refused to acknowledge about hiskéarvant: “Annabel’s a very good
woman—a very, very wise woman” (188).

With this plot, Miller quite eerily anticipated &AACP advertisement that
would appear two years later. At a time when pb@phs of lynch victims circulated as
evidence of white power, the NAACP used them tater& counter-discourse designed
to inspire white shame about the ways in which thegy that power. Reprinting a picture

of Rubin Stacy, a man lynched on July 19, 1935atheertisement pointed viewers’
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attention to the white children who surround thaediag victim. The reader is instructed
by the NAACP’s caption:

Do not look at the Negro. His earthly problemsemded. Instead, look at the
seven WHITE children who gaze at this gruesometapk Is it horror or
gloating on the face of the neatly dressed sevan-gkl girl on the right? Is the
tiny four-year-old on the left old enough, one wers] to comprehend the
barbarism her elders have perpetrated? Rubin StaeWegro, who was lynched
at Fort Lauderdale, Florida, on July19, 1935, thréatening and frightening a
white woman,” suffered PHYSICAL torture for a feWwost hours. But what
psychological havoc is being wrought in the mintithe white children?...

(qtd. in Markovitz 25-26).

To the same effect, Gladys tells her husband, fivetd in a town once where
they lynched a man and | can never forget howdthatand the people suffered. It
wasn’'t what they did to the unfortunate man aloHe. was out of his misery” (180).
Appealing to Stewart’s sense of responsibilityH white constituents’ quality of life,
Gladys continues, “[the real tragedy] was what thielto every soul in that town. They
crucified everything that was worthwhile—justicedgoride and self-respect. Both
Miller and her character Gladys clearly feel thatatilynching appeal based on the
damage done to whites will be most effective. hie process, the author and her
characters bear witness to the existence of aréiffekind of “strange fruit.” Black
bodies are crucified, but so are white househatdstawns and the nation’s commitment
to justice.

Miller modifies the genre’s tendency to offer lanen as Christ figures; here,
the crucified are either abstract ideals or membgtise white community, such as

Gladys’s own baby. Miller clearly focuses on thiemeses because she assumes that,
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even to liberal whites, black pain is of secondargortance, even to liberal whites. For
example, when Annabel arrives to report to worle, slshes in because it is not safe for
blacks to be on the streets. In response to hatiérexplanation, Stewart is dismissive.
While this may not be surprising, his liberal wiéadys is not very sympathetic either.
Gladys insists, “All right, Annabel, now you’re leesafe and sound, and you need not
worry any more. You go fix the baby’s bottle aa#le it to him. And try to forget all
about Lem and the affair” (179-80). The conceat the visibly unnerved Annabel
expresses regarding her own sons, and for Lem iarfdrhily, simply does not register
as relevant—even to Gladys. Although she immelgidtegins again to press Stewart to
do something about the escalating tension, Gladyalsility to empathize with Annabel
is undeniable.

Gladys is not only unable to relate to Annabeé& also proves incapable of truly
hearing her. As Gladys convinces herself thatnsbst stop the lynchers, she reasons
that they will end the frenzy if she can get thenforget the poor crazy fellow and look
at themselves and the children” (183). Annabel adiately interjects that they have the
children with them. Gladys rages, “The childrea!tdhey can’t do that to our children.
They’re all we have. They’re our promise—our fefuro which Annabel replies,
“Yes’m, mah chillun’s all | got, too. If'twasn’toh ‘em, | wouldn’t be a-workin’ all the
time ‘til I's ready to drop” (183). Annabel’s loltg to her children, not to Gladys, is
apparent here, as is the pressure that Gladysmadsy places on Annabel without
regard for Annabel’s family. None of this makesmpression on Gladys, but Annabel
continues, “Then come a time lak tonight an’ | @ethinkin’ that mah sons has gotta

grow up in this town, too, an’ ‘sposin’ aftah alamwork they ends lak that” (183). As
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Annabel finishes with “a futile gesture,” Gladyswioues to insist that her own son is
“this town’s tomorrow” (183). In this scene, Glady behavior proves to be on a
continuum with that of the lynchers, about whom abel says to Gladys to no avail,
“they ain’t got no ears now, Ma’'m” (183).

Though Miller moved the genre away from the blaokne, her characters
explicitly discuss the media’s potential impaciygesting that she was no less concerned
with the politics of representation than her presgsors who had focused on honorable
black domesticity had been. Early in the play,ithpact of the media is explicitly
addressed, as Stewart tries to calm Gladys by mdienlaugh. He tells her to sit down
and read the newspaper; he confidently declarles,cdomic will be good for your
nerves” (178). He continues, “l wouldn’t miss areeing of ‘Desperado Joe’ for
anything. énthusiastically bending over her shoulddrook here at the pickle he’s in.
They’ve just caught Joe who kidnapped Percy’s ghihd look at this. It's a wow.
(laughing Here, the gang’s got him, and is he scared!8]17his “comic” plot
resonates not just with the situation currentlyrtaleng the town, but also with virtually
all tales of “outlaws” and those who would tamentheBecause American
distinctiveness and its western frontier maniféstet all revolved around the idea that
real men can tame a wild, dark expanse, all suaiestrelied on what Toni Morrison
labeled the Africanist presence. May Miller thus forth a theory ilNails and Thorns
that was not far removed from Morrison’s. Gladggssto Stewart, “...I worry about the
kind of world Junior will have to live in....I hatbe thought that he’ll be reading about
gangs and mobs and enjoy them” (180). In this Wélfer insists that the comic is not

“just a funny,” as Stewart insists, and that saad shows that denigrate blacks are not
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“lust entertainment.” American realities are skthpg, and constituted by, these
representations.

While acknowledging that representation shapdgyeililler represents the
importance of informal black networks, even asgteaks to the women of ASWPL.
Annabel is sure that Lem will be kidnapped fronh lpicause she knows that a relative of
the girl who was allegedly attacked has keys tgahe Neither Stewart nor Gladys
immediately believe her, so she later explainslaas, “I knows mo’ bout this town n’
you does, Mis’ Landers, ‘cause mah mammy nursed o¢lBese folks. She say one haf
them’s related an’ those what ain’t has got reégtiwhat is” (182). Thus, Annabel
suggests that whites represent themselves in opebuaiblacks know the truth behind
the facade. As a result, blacks offer each otluting about whites that are otherwise
unavailable.

Informal black networks do not just expose whifess about themselves,
however; they also reveal the fallacies upon whibite statements about blacks are
based. When Stewart finally acknowledges that Aehi wise, it is because she had
been right about the lynching. Miller’'s readersl arewers know that Annabel got this
information because “Ruby tole me an’ she hadinfdosh’s Sarah an’ Sarah got it from
Josh from the store where he works on Main Str@deé1). This active undercurrent of
black information enables African Americans to uistiend the events that surrounded
them in ways that were not controlled by mainstreaedia. Given that the “Desperado
Joe” comic is condoned by mainstream newspapésscligéar that blacks would be in

dire straits if they had access only to white infation networks. Thus, Miller’s play
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also proves to be a black-authored testimony tontipertance of black perspectives—
whether whites have ears to hear them or not.

Miller's play is populated by white characterst iinevertheless acknowledges
the importance of black voices, not the least oicviis hers. Not unlike the Bush
Players acting troupe that refused to be limitebléck-authored material, Miller valued
the freedom to write about characters that werdlamk. Even while exercising that
freedom, however, she remains committed to presgitie alternative discourses that
ensured black’s ability to represent themselvescaBse there was no reason to believe
that damaging white representations would ceasekblhad to protect themselves by
creating safe spaces, both physical and discurdiame of the playwrights—not
Grimké, not Johnson, not even Miller—thought theuld end lynching or neutralize the
impact of denigrating black images by writing a felys. They were absolutely
determined, though, to give generations of Afridéanericans the kinds of depictions of
themselves that would allow them to survive...evdgrithing and racism proved to be

realities that did not change.
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CHAPTER 5. GENDERED REVISIONS

Within antilynching drama, male writers revise tfenre’s conventions. The first
black male-authored lynching play was publishedby. Lipscomb nearly ten years
after black women developed the genre, therebyraditting the expectation that men
establish literary traditions and women revise thémntilynching drama therefore offers
scholars an opportunity to question the hierardhagac that so often informs our
evaluations of literary revisions. Rather tharegatizing texts and authors as “major” or
“minor,” | propose focusing on intertextuality—tliencept that Henry Louis Gates, Jr.
highlighted with his theory of “signifying,” and dh Patricia Liggins Hill usefully re-
figured as “Call and Responsk.Thinking in terms of intertextuality demands tiat
consider the possibility that revisions are not gigpplementary but indeed
complementary. We are driven to ask: Must a rexignspired by gender difference be
reactionary and therefore secondary? Might renibi® a mark of relationship, an
egalitarian acknowledgement of linked destiny?

African American men came to antilynching dramaddban women and were
not as prolific, but this chapter resists the teatiph to see the latter group as secondary;
black men and women worked side-by-side in theyel#00s to interrupt the cultural

conversation that allowed lynchiAgln honor of the dramatists’ cooperative spirit, |

! See Henry Louis Gates, JFhe Signifying Monkey: A Theory of Afro-American Literary Critini

New York: Oxford UP, 1988. Patricia Liggins Hill orgaes her anthology of African American literature
according to the paradigm of “call and response” to emphasizethacular influence on the tradition’s
formation, as opposed to the post-structuralist ingthiat guides Gates. S€all and Response: The
Riverside Anthology of the African American Literary Ttiath. Boston: Houghton Mifflin Company,
1998. What both Gates and Hill emphasize, though sonmeams of their theories do not, is
intertextuality; my goal is simply to reiterate its impocan

2 One reason that men entered the tradition later is that #s&ymore often able to secure positions of
authority within organizations like the NAACP. Evertliese official capacities, however, they were
working with women. As | have already shown, drama was @msxn of more traditional political
activism; it was not separate from it. | should mentiat theater scholar Kathy Perkins also suggests that
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refuse to privilege the efforts of one group over vther—as has happened too often in
black theater histories that discount Grimké amdvwiiomen playwrights who
immediately followed. Literary traditions take gleafrom dynamic interchange,
requiring much more than “leaders” and “major” v@sc The influence of oral culture on
African American literature highlights this realityn the vernacular tradition, when a
preacher’s sermon launches into rhythmic excitepfentannot continue without the
congregation’s enthusiastic amens. The grorgsponsegroves to be as important as
the preacher’sall. Black literary revision works the same way, soge paradigms of
“major” and “minor” hinder an appreciation of thehmness of the tradition. Because
women used drama to enter the lynching conversatoirer, black men needed to
address their plays by the time that they becarilyaching playwrights. Once men
joined women in the literary trenches, howeverytwerked together to develop a
literary genre, to advance a protest against viggan, and to offer a commentary on
gender roles in African America.

Black male playwrights G.D. Lipscomb, Joseph Mitgrend S. Randolph
Edmonds altered antilynching drama as much as tmeen who turned away from
Grimké’s example of creating genteel black charadia integrated audiences. If
women'’s depictions of heroines with little formaueation changed theater’s impact on
black communities, men’s revisions broadened thesage that antilynching drama
conveyed. Thus, before discussing the men’s ptadisidually, | consider Lipscomb’s
Frances(1925) Mitchell’s Son-Boy(1928) and Edmonds’8ad Man(1934)

collectively. When taken together, these threeaxts prove to be a group identity-

black men were less likely to focus on literature becausehadyccess to more formal political activities.
See her introduction tBlack Female Playwrights.
% | borrow the term “African America” from renowned histori2avid Levering Lewis.
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inspired commentary on what had come before, amd tévisions of the work of black
women antilynching dramatists are of particulaeiast. Lipscomb, Mitchell, and
Edmonds placed as much emphasis on the black hemeraen did, but the men’s
gender-based revision manifests as a refusalnsferalynching onto the household.
Unlike women’s plays, men’s lynching dramas routir@ace the targeted man on stage.
Male writers were not concerned with presentingaale black home that could be
destroyed only with the invasion of the mob. Whilemen dramatists depicted
households that de-generate only when men are tedk@athem, men presented homes
that seem “castrated” even when fathers, brotlagg uncles survive. By often allowing
black men to live, male dramatists suggested tluditsnseek to castrate African American
men in life, not just in death. As they appearediage, male characters—and the works
they inhabited—testified to the mob’s obsessiomwargeting strong black men and
intensifying the fear that controlled cowardly ones

Because male dramatists interacted with conventiready established by
women, their contributions make more apparent ggrek to which antilynching drama
entered two distinct, but interrelated, culturahweersations: the nation’s debate on black
humanity and African America’s on black identityn 1914, Grimké launched a defense
of black humanity by using as the foundation failgnching drama a black home that
whites would recognize as civilized and refined.tHe late 1910s and early 1920s,
Grimké’s successors continued this tradition ofyilem national claims about black
barbarity but—because they increasingly spoke ticaf Americans—they contributed
primarily to community conversations on black idgnt When male playwrights joined

the discussion in 1925, they continued the focublack audiences and therefore
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concerned themselves less with insisting that lslagdre human and more with
complementing efforts to understand, bolster, ardte black identity despite the forces

that sought to destroy it.

Naming Practices

Men'’s plays collectively testify to the extent thiwh naming affects black
identity formation. Introducing readers to chaeastsuch as “Frances” and her lover
“Professor Mannus,” “Son-Boy,” and “Bad Man,” malematists demonstrated that
mainstream naming of African Americans was an irtggarcomponent of the nation’s
dehumanizing system of black representation. k@mt the conversation must include
an explicit engagement with how naming practicegrdouted to and condoned mob
activity.

Importantly, the manner in which these dramatiptglgyhted names also
advanced dialogue among African Americans abouthmath and womanhood. For
example, in titling his play¥rancesafter the female protagonist, Lipscomb followed
Grimké, but he also offered an important revisioat spurred discussion about what
black womanhood could and should be at the cergdunyh. We witness in Lipscomb’s
revision of Grimké an egalitarian effort among A& Americans to construct gender
roles that account for race. As they dealt witribality of living in a nation that
allowed lynching, women writers put forth guideknfer responsible black manhood,
and black men offered commentary on black womanhdmth groups made

impassioned statements about their own resporngitolithe race, but both also
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acknowledged that their relationship to the opgoséx largely shaped their conceptions
of their own gendered realities.

Lipscomb named his play after his female protagosigggesting that black
women dramatists’ preoccupation with manhood waalleded by their male
counterparts’ interest in womanhood. Nineteen-gddirances “responds” to Grimké’s
Rachel by presenting a black woman whose evolusiomarked not by insanity but by a
move toward self-knowledge and pride. As Lipscgulirayed a young woman who
changes for the better despite her unfavorablemistances, we would do well to
acknowledge the call and response between Grimitd.iscomb. Rachel’s descent
into insanity is important because it gives voigan undeniable pain and does not deny
black women’s human weakness. Grimké was notygoiltmposing what literary critic
Trudier Harris has termed “this disease callechgftte” whereby African American
authors seem incapable of imagining a black womlam buckles under pressurestill,
Lipscomb’s impulse to create a strong female chiaragho successfully makes the
transition from slavery to freedom, and from gidkdao womanhood, is important. If we
can see revision as a way for black men and wome&rtk together equally to tell a
more comprehensive story, then there is no netbt Grimké’s or Lipscomb’s as the
more accurate or significant portrait.

Still, naming is most interesting when we consitier male characters who
populate the three plays. Fmances.the title character is in love with a teacher ndme

“Mannus,” a moniker significant for its homonymigationship to the vernacular

* See Trudier Harris, “This Disease Called Strength: Some @tiers on the Compensating
Construction of Black Female Charactdriterature and Medicind4.1 (1995): 109-26. Though Harris's
argument hinges on mid- to late-twentieth century texts,not believe it to be completely irrelevant to
earlier moments in the African American literary tradition.
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“mannish.” Just as girls can be womanish in thelmavior, a mannish boy acts like a
man prematurely and therefore does not know hiseplanithin the action of the play,
Mannus is perceived as mannish by whites and sdaec&d Whites are offended that he
so boldly demands resources for his school. Muae that, he expects to educate (and
therefore take from the field) those blacks upommtihe planters most depend. What is
most infuriating, though, is that Mannus dares pe&rs woman that a white man, planter
and landlord Charles Thawson, wants. Of cours#,isithe boldest presumption of
equality that a black man could muster, so wherwEloa rages about Frances’s
association with “that Mannus nigger,” he is cgliMannus by name and labeling his
behavior “mannish” (151).

Frances’s uncle Abram also believes that Mannuaveshinappropriately.
Abram feels that Mannus generally makes life hab#&ause he tells black townspeople
that they tolerate too much ill treatment from webkit More specifically, Mannus shows
Frances that she has options in life, thereby waageAbram’s ability to profit from
prostituting his niece. Abram also finds Mannusinish because he refuses to abide by
the code of conduct that other blacks in the Saattept. As Abram puts it, Mannus
does not understand what southern blacks have to get along. Thus, despite the fact
that Mannus is the best teacher they have evercoadty officials will not allow him
and his school to be successful (148). In Abraagiss, then, Mannus’s mannish ways

turn an intelligent man into an ineffective fooltkvnothing to show for his efforts.

® See Alice Walker'$n Search of Our Mothers’ Gardens: Womanist PraSan Diego: Harcourt Brace
Jovanovich, 1983. Walker uses “womanish” as the inspirédiocoining the term “womanist” in her
attempt to describe and develop a framework for understasgircifically black manifestations of
feminist consciousness.
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The importance of black men’s names also loomslar§on-BoyandBad Man.
These plays are named after men whose lives aratdmed by mobs, but they do not
simply identify individuals. By choosing namesttsaem more generic than specific, the
authors called attention to the biased labelingtpras upon which lynching depended.
That is, Mitchell and Edmonds used metonymic mansike point to the need to question
their representational capacities. In the casgoofBoythe task is to spotlight the
impact that one’s race has on the meanings attaohexken the most ordinary labels.
“Son-Boy” automatically evokes a double meaningdose a son is not necessarily a
boy, and a boy not necessarily a son. More thianrdice complicates “Son-Boy”
because being called “son” or “boy” by a membethefblack community carries a very
different connotation than if a white man referatblack nineteen-year-old in these
ways. Thus, as Son-Boy, the title character oégbdviitchell’'s 1928 play, walks
through life with this name, its import oscillategsily and dramatically from friendly and
approving to condescending and dehumanizing.| Hlatk men are someone’s son and
were once boys, this moniker rightly applies...butlees its fluctuating connotation.
African American men were familiar with the manyfelient feelings that could be
expressed with these terms. As “son” and “boy”sdr@wn to be anything but universally
endearing, it is clear that the race-based odoiflahat Son-Boy experiences also shapes
many other black men’s self-conceptions. Such segysimple labeling reinforces the
fact that African Americans were in no positiorigaore race or racism while building
individual identity.

While Son-Boypoints to the need to account for race in any cotime of

identity, Bad Manhighlights the necessity of questioning any lababgity to capture a
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person’s character. Just as black minstrels mgated manhood despite the stereotypes
they were forced to embody, Edmonds used a labekttemed to echo mainstream
conceptions of blacks only to expose its failuregjoresent accurately. “Bad Man” is
pregnant with legendary significance, and Edmoriiiged all of its meanings to create a
complicated hero. Thea, the Bad Maruyrses, gambles excessively, and is known for
having killed, but he is also a brave man of hisdvoTrhus,Bad Manbegins with a
stereotype and readers think that knowing the atype illuminates Thea’s character, but
the more we see of him, the more we realize theatahel—even though he himself has
accepted it—provides little insight. This Bad Maro transcends stereotype because he
has a voice; he expresses his own ideas aboutatié and explains his own values and
motives. That is, when Thea rages, we are notdedssume that he is just barbaric. We
actually hear him explain that he is angry becdnesteels his character has been
assaulted when his co-worker Jack accuses himedticty in a card game. Then, when
Jack points a gun at him but is too scared totheltrigger, Bad Man explains to
Maybelle why he now must kill him. He says, “Yubrt understand, Miss. Ef a man
draws a gun on yuh and yuh let him off ‘cause n& got de nerve tuh shoot, de next
time he will git dat nerve” (248). Despite thigeful rationalization, Thea spares Jack’s
life. Later, Thea tells a story about his childtdbat reveals why he hates cowardice
more than anything else (248). Finally, at the ehtlhe play, this “bad man” explains
why he is willing to sacrifice himself to the ma®bQ). In short, Thea’s reputation as an

“honest tuh goodness bad man” is accurate, buigs dhot tell as much about him as

® In terms of denotation, there is a difference between a aatha label, but these plays demonstrate that,
because blacks are so consistently depicted in negative ways,dabstantly threaten to replace their
names.
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mainstream media (including commercial theater) ldsuggest—and Edmonds makes
sure that his audience recognizes this.

To engage naming in this way interrupted the caltoonversation predicated on
black inhumanity; it exposed the stereotypical lalgeof blacks as an important
component of the country’s dehumanizing systemefesentation. Of course,
interrupting the mainstream conversation also addéle conversation on identity
within black communities. The playwrights recogrdzhat race would shape their
experiences as they worked toward self-knowledyest as importantly, they expanded
the meanings that labels such as “Bad Man” coule hso that blacks would not simply
accept mainstream rhetoric about the race. In 8otlkBoyandBad Man,then, names
are crucially important because they enable agaeti—specifically, that there is much

more to these men and their experiences thanrbeies would suggest.

Black Male Character and the Home

As they challenged dehumanizing systems of rae@asentation, male
dramatists also foregrounded their roles in the dndirereby testifying to African
American men’s commitment to their households. okding to their plays, black men
were not looking for white women to prey on. Neketess, mobs targeted them because
they were terrified that the race would be elevdigits most dignified men—family
men. Putting forth such testimonies confirmed whaty in the race already knew about
black men’s honorable code of conduct.

The impulse to focus on black men’s importancénéohtome also arose from the

writers’ understanding that the rhetoric desigreeddstroy the race’s reputation often
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exploited the privatized territory of the domesphere. At the century’s turn, blacks
and whites, women and men all understood thatipallibattles had become domestic
ones. Because black men were no longer slaves@mdied for social and political
agency, white men needed more than citizenshipsrighreaffirm their superior position.
They therefore began to assert their manhood byngadublic claims about their
domestic authority. A true man did not simply rthese within his household, however;
he also protected them from black brutes. Accalglira man’s ability to control and
protect the home became the ultimate measure icabbhgency.

Whites used the home as a justification for pditiesistance to African
American equality, and this emphasis on the doméstil serious implications for
debates about black humanity and black identitfricAn Americans understood that
they could not simply argue that they deservectadguality; they must also “prove” that
black freedom would not mean danger for white hbakks. Without question, the
charge that African Americans were so barbaric i@y could not honor familial bonds
more directly and viciously assaulted blacks’ huityaand self-conception than did the
claim that they could not responsibly cast balldaiite logically, then, antilynching
playwrights established both their defense andheffeon the domestic front.

Like their female counterparts, male dramatisisripized exposing the
destruction that mobs brought to black homes. Aesalt, their plays also take the form
of testimony and resist depicting physical violend&t, they put forth a different
message about the impact that racial violence hati@black family. While women
portrayed tranquil spaces that could be disruptey loy the mob’s invasion, male

playwrights depicted homes that were damaged bynire threat of lynching; the mob
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targets men themselves, not just their homebuildifgrts. Rather than populating the
plays with family and friends who testify to a ltaman’s impeccable character, male-
authored plays focus directly on black male protegfs in order to examine the many
ways in which mob violence shapes their self-cotioap. While women playwrights
insisted that lynching prevented blacks freastainingdomesticity, men suggested that
African Americans could not—and sometimes did nahtsto—ereateit in the first

place. Depicting brave black men alongside cowandks, these plays bear withess to a
constant awareness that, at any moment and wigienalty, the mob could make their
wives widows and their children orphahs.

Remembering the importance that men placed on exgpbsth the power of
naming and the obstacles to black domestic succesgt offer readings of three male-
authored one-acts that use the home as séttiBygexamining scripts that share women'’s
concern for domesticity, we can better glean tleements that black men revised. In
the process, it becomes clear that G.D. Lipscortasces(1925), Joseph Mitchell’'s
Son-Boy(1928), and Randolph Edmond&d Man(1934) enhance the genre with their
response to the call of women’s plays; they hetpetbmplete this dramatic tradition

with insights that perhaps only black men couldvjte.

| want to suggest that historians have not fully acalifdr the psychological impact of knowing that
you can be lynched at any moment. For instance, how mightksuowledge influence one’s decision to
marry? Antilynching drama suggests that black men’s pesgittimization led someomento hesitate
before marrying and having children. (Reddicheland Liza ofSafe) Is it not possible that lynching
would similarly touch black men?

8 Other dramas written by men before 1935 inclagpearance$1925)by Garland Anderson and
Scottsboro Limited@1931) by Langston Hughes. | do not take them up here §edaey do not use the
black home as setting. Perhaps one reason these men didmeothe concern with the black home is that
both Anderson and Hughes hoped to reach an integratezheed | should also note thatSign(in Crisis,
January 1934) by George Streator is often includedstsdf antilynching plays. However, it is more of a
sketch than a play, with a total of about 15 lines.
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Frances,G. D. Lipscomb, 1925

Black men and women antilynching dramatists ubechbme in different ways as
they testified to the impact that lynching had dnidan Americans. While women
depicted “castrated” black homes, men portrayedsenmiated black men. G.D.
Lipscomb’sFrancesinitiated the gender-based revisions of the gegrgplotlighting a
home that is anything but domestically successidlia which two very different kinds
of black men appear. Nineteen-year-old Frances lwith her uncle Abram in a shack in
the Mississippi Delta, and she keeps the home cla#rwe soon discover that her uncle
has been prostituting her to the white man whotté deed to the house. Like the
women playwrights, Lipscomb thematized manhood himitvork spotlights a despicable
head of household—whose actions suggest that the tmeat of lynching can destroy
black men’s desire to live honorably. Then, bycplg Professor Mannus on stage, the
play testifies to the existence among black mes stfong, patriarchal spirit, and it
insists that it is this strength (more often thawardice) that attracts white men’s wrath.

Set in the winter of 1925, all action takes platéhe “shot-gun house” that
Frances shares with her uncle Abram. The playriseghen we see Frances sewing with
an open book in front of her. The tranquility tehae steals for herself is soon disrupted
when her brash uncle enters, worrying that the toviggahs” have told whites that he is
“makin’ gosh” (illegal liquor). He also says tha hopes the new black teacher,
Professor Mannus, will soon leave town. Mannusdmg made life harder by telling
“niggahs” what they should and should not tole(a#8). Abram also reports that

Mannus has upset county officials and will probatipn lose the school altogether.
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Abram leaves the house, and Frances is left abm@try about the news she has
just heard. Soon, Mannus appears, and we distioaehe and Frances are involved.
He tells her that Charles Thawson, the planter ndids the deed to Frances’ and
Abram’s house, has been harassing him. Mannustatimait he normally tolerates
Thawson’s abuse, but could not do so that day lsecbhawson had insulted Frances’s
honor. He assaulted Thawson, who vowed that tHewould come for him within
twenty-four hours. Mannus plans to leave for Cecand wants Frances to come with
him. She eventually agrees and tells him thatrgheneet him later at 9 o’clock.
Mannus objects, but Frances reasons that theyramél farther without arousing her
uncle’s suspicion if she leaves after he is asleep.

Mannus is gone when Uncle Abram returns to telhEes that Thawson will visit
her tonight and that he expects her to be frientfhen she objects, Abram reminds her
that she had always been cooperative until Manaotoplish ideas into her head.
Frances says she had not known better before hbui@w refuses to be involved with a
white man who has a wife and children in MemphBljl Abram is shocked to hear of
Thawson’s marital status but declares that he dotbelieve it. Frances says that he
chooses not to accept many things that are obv@meseryone else, including the fact
that Thawson has no intention of letting him paiyteé mortgage on the house. Their
argument is interrupted by Thawson’s arrival batpeomised, Frances is rfaendly.

Abram tries to explain away her behavior and as$heavson that she will give
in, but Frances quietly leaves the room, and Thavagmands to know from Abram if
Frances has really been seeing Professor Mannbhen \Wrances re-emerges, she has her

coat and hat, and Thawson is furious to know teawii not be spending the night with
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her. He demands the deed to the house and rewvbatsnever been recorded (152).
Thawson’s words to Frances come as no surprisertbut devastate her naive uncle:
“This property is mine. I've been acceptin’ paynsefiom your uncle, but I didn’t intend
that he should buy it with anything but you. Yamny woman!” (152). Thawson begins
shredding the papers, and Abram falls to his kbbegging him to stop.

When he realizes there is nothing to lose, Abraacks Thawson and they fight
fiercely until Thawson shoots Abram. Frances bends her uncle but then lunges at
Thawson and snatches the pistol. Thawson howegees her and twists her wrist until
she drops the gun. To Thawson’s surprise, Abrastilialive and is now taking aim.
Abram gasps, “De Lawd has puhserved me fo’ dispareose” (153). He shoots and
kills Thawson and falls back to the floor himsefitances holds her uncle’s head in her
arms and buries her face in his hair. She lookshgn the clock chimes nine times; she
is supposed to be leaving with Mannus at this weoynent. The play ends with her
lowering her head as she resumes grieving oveddest uncle. As Lipscomb leaves us
with this image of a young woman mourning the losthe uncle who prostituted her,
Frances seems all the more pure-hearted; likelereader/viewer cannot simply
despise Abram.

Lipscomb’s action-packed climax is powerful becati$éghlights the moment
when Uncle Abram’s delusions are replaced with Kedge of a painful truth. Placing a
magnifying glass over this corrupt black home, tgrsb’s work suggests that Abram
sacrifices his own integrity and manhood by sadirifj his niece—only to realize when it
is too late that it was a grave mistake. Througlioel play, Abram appeases whites

because he believes that doing so will producditiaacial rewards and independence
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that he so desires. Because Abram measures a marttsaccording to his access to
resources, he makes decisions based on whethetian will likely bring economic
freedom. In contrast, Professor Mannus sacrisoesal and financial capital if he must
barter his dignity to attain them. Abram therefbes little respect for Mannus because
Mannus’s refusal to acquiesce to whites has lintiiedeconomic success.

As playwright, Lipscomb showcased the implicatiohshese two black men’s
different priorities by depicting them in a domegsetting. Inside the home, it becomes
clear that the American power structure functiommaiad white male desire. Because
white men want unlimited access to black womenné&a becomes Abram’s most
valuable bargaining chip in his quest to attainrtghts and privileges (such as owning
his home) that would allow him to feel like an Amean citizen. Lipscomb thus
demonstrated that some black men respond to wdtem by refusing to become true
heads of household who protect black women. Irptbeess, Lipscomb’s work also
illustrates how intertwined black manhood and wohwand are. Indeedkrances
powerfully suggests that black men and women cantethemselves through their
relationship with each other. The threat of lymghrather than its actual realization
drives the action, and that threat—though diretd@chrd a black man—has everything
to do with Frances. The white planter Charles mwhas long enjoyed a sexual
relationship with Frances, but because ProfessamMshas convinced her that she is
being re-enslaved through that affair, she hasegsisting him. Unhappy that he is
losing sway over Frances, Thawson threatens ManRagher than appease Thawson, as
Uncle Abram does, Mannus defends Frances’ honotraawdto protect her. White male

power manifests itself in the desire to own blacdavanhood, and black manhood proves
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itself through its response to that predicamergcaiise both Mannus and Abram know
that a protective black man is a dead black maei; tharacter is defined by their
response to that truth. Mannus puts his life anlithe to protect Frances’ honor, but
Abram never would.

In relying on the assumption that black women ndedée protected, Lipscomb
operated in harmony with the earlier black womeayptights. Both male and female
dramatists interpreted lynching as an attack onhmad and “manhood rights,” such as
the right to shield women. The home was the uliinsite for articulating the struggle to
obtain those liberties, because the home was isioglgt interpreted as a corollary to the
womb. In other words, as Sandra Gunning and otieare suggested, protecting one’s
home was the same as saving one’s race from misagge. Both men and women
antilynching dramatists exposed the black rapighnag a strategy for preventing black
men from becoming heads of household who protecthblvomen. Yet, more
consistently and more directly than their womerdpoessors, male playwrights
addressed the rape of black women as the trutittanyth was designed to erdse.
Women lynching playwrights tended to treat the ¢apore indirectly than Lipscomb did

(for example). No doubt, this tendency arose ftbair desire to put distance between

° Given this tendency;critiques like Elsa Barkley Browthat turn-of-the-century black women allowed
their own sexual exploitation to fall off the race’s ageneiaand attention. | therefore reiterate points
made in an earlier note: Brown argues that black womeredf880s and early 1900s attempted to “de-
sexualize” themselves as a response to the overwhelming chatdledy were whores. That is, the
historical fact of black women’s sexual exploitation wasfulily silenced as they presented themselves as
personifications of sexual morality. As a result, blacknga’s gender-specific struggles were not fully
integrated into the race’s overall political agenda. The stageset by the early 1900s, Brown argues, for
political activism to become male-centered. In not mentioféngale mob victims, lynching plays seem to
exemplify the male-centeredness that Brown chronicles. Howteeplaywrights’ literary strategies arise
from their particular interests at a specific moment in hystmnd our historical moment need not take
precedence over theirs. We cannot assume that our hinds&fii20. The women were aware of female
mob victims but deliberately chose to write about men. Gikemterdependencef the black whore and
rapist myths, foregrounding men’s victimization doesnob the dramas of their ability to put forth a
genuine angimultaneougommentary on women'’s oppression.
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themselves and the sexual exploitation that wastem used to define black
womanhood. Nevertheless, in building the genrettugy, men and women dramatists all
highlighted the degree to which the actions ofrtlu, and the motivations for them,
hinged on black sexuality.

Indeed, not unlike Georgia Douglas Johnson’s genetkiisions irBlue Blood
andBlue-Eyed Black Bgyipscomb’s 1925 script underscores the importariddack
women in the history of lynching. Rather thanailog mainstream narratives of race
and sexuality to keep black women hidden, Lipscemiphasized the extent to which
conflict between black and white men revolved atbhlack women. His play’s action
is driven by sexual desire for Frances (Thawst®) need to use her as a pawn (Abram),
and the urge to protect her (Mannus). Placingdesamt the center reiterates the extent
to which turn-of-the-century struggles for citizhipswere staged through domesticity
and masculinity. As Sandra Gunning so persuasagyes, white supremacist rhetoric
depicted “the threat of blacks’ voting, working ying property, and thereby inevitably
achieving full American citizenship [as] the threablack rape” (32). In return, those
resisting the rhetoric of black barbarity also ¢onsted their arguments “on the idea of
the endangered space of the domestic (in thiskdask, not white) ...” (Gunning 47).
The concern with the household, then, was congjdteth sides of the race war saw the
state of their homes as a reflection of their mahand citizenship.

Because the black menkmancesrespond so differently to white opposition to
their “manhood rights,” the play provides an exaeflopportunity for discussing the
turn-of-the-century collapse of the divisions betweublic and private, civic and

domestic. Abram sacrifices his niece and his nitepecause he believes that property,
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rather than abstract ideals, will guarantee mardgess. He tells Frances that it will not
hurt her to appease Thawson until they own thedotte insists, “ain’t no body axin’

you to be no slave [...but] you got to do a heaphwoids dat don't jes’ please you ‘till

you kin get independent of folks” (150). Francagssthat she and Mannus do not live by
that code, but Abram scoffs and insists that Mammayg be a “nice edgicated coluhd
man...[but] he ain’t got nothin’ but his han’s (1581). Abram is not impressed by the
stand taken by a black man who has no property.Abam, true manhood requires
economic power; claims to manhood that are notrapemied by it are worthless.
Presumably, only the economically empowered agepnsition to protect women.

On the other hand, Mannus believes that manly pssgresults from attaining
freedom and self-respect, not money and prope&s/with Abram, his value system is
revealed through his interactions with Frances.niis is willing to give up his school
and the resources to operate it because he ratukss/e an insult to black womanhood
unchallenged. It is also through an exchange tviannus and Frances that the text
argues that access to education, like access teynehould not take precedence over
personal dignity. When Frances insists that siadisbted to her uncle because he has
borrowed money from Thawson to send her to scidahnus fires back, “What good is
it, Frances, to have an education and not be frgef®). The loan has tied Frances to
Thawson, so Mannus’s goal is to “snatch [her] freternal degradation” (149). This
declaration is telling because it reveals the de¢wevhich manhood for Mannus (and
perhaps Lipscomb) is really about claiming pathaistatus—about becoming “head of
household” in the most traditional sense. Manmimsits that he had moved south to

uplift “this mass from ignorance and depravity ay aost,” but he has now abandoned
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that dream. He will not feel like a failure, thdygf he can have Frances by his side. He
declares, “to win you means more than to atonenfptost ideal” (149). This race man
had come to the South to uplift scores of blacks he believes that creating a home and
serving as patriarch of it would be an equal admesnt.

In this play, Lipscomb set forth a clear ideal &dk masculinity by emphasizing
the difference between how Abram and Mannus belmatree privacy of the black home.
Because Abram’s willingness to forsake manhoodvdsrirom his desire to own his
house, Lipscomb demonstrated that, even when neeprasent, a house is not
necessarily a home. Lipscomb would agree withwtbmen playwrights that domestic
success requires male presence, but he was invasthdwing that black men can have
different responses to domestic obligations, aatltthose differences can determine
everything. After all, the threat of lynching réwes around black womanhood, and
white men use violence to strip black men of teilto protect black women. When
lynching dramas such as his highlight male oppoesshey simultaneously address
black female victimization. Such interruptionstioé cultural conversation that enabled
lynching exposed the racialized and sexualizednagsans that allowed white men to

rape black women, kill black men, and destroy blackes.

Son-Boy,Joseph Mitchell, 1928

Of all the antilynching plays by black men, onlysdph Mitchell’'sSorBoy has
begun to receive critical attention. Regrettallijat scholars find most interesting
about the script is that the character whom the pubues is not lynched at the end of

the play. Noted theater scholars James V. Hatdi_an Hamalian call this a “happy
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ending” Lost74), and Judith Stephens reads the play as iramiciamorous: Son-Boy
introduces elements of humor into a genre in whigimor is rare and unexpected”
(“Performance Strategies” 664).

Unfortunately, these scholars do not question #fmidion of a “happy” ending
and, partly as a result of not having identifiedittcriteria, they view certain aspects of
the play through a lens of humor and optimism wheither the text nor context support
that approach. After all, much of the humor thiegp®ens identifies arises from the
constant “bickering” between Son-Boy’s parents,dbimnd Zeke. Their verbal sparring
is much more than marital bickering, however; ing®to Mitchell’s concern about the
impact of racism on gender roles among African Aoaars. Women playwrights had
presented man-less homes to establish that blankaond was under attack, but
Mitchell’'s work makes clear that Zeke stays aliyeréfusing to be a strong head of
household. Ultimately, Mitchell uses both the sdlex] “happy” ending (Son-Boy’s
narrow escape from the mob) and the constant agdneétween Dinah and Zeke to testify
to the fact that the living man of the house camabécastrated” as his off-stage brothers
who hang from trees.

Son-Boyis set in the home of Zeke and Dinah. The yea®®), and they live in
a shack in the South. Dinah’s is the first voiahvear; she is singing, “Before I'd be a
slave/ I'd be buried in my grave/ And go home tofaiper and be saved.” Soon, Dinah

and her husband are disagreeing about the sor@deZeke shuns all suggestions of

191n the article “Racial Violence and Representation: Performamate§ies in Lynching Dramas of the
1920s,” Stephens argues tisamn-Boyoperates in line with the “underground tradition” of blgakes
about lynching that Mel Watkins traces@m the Real: Laughing, Lying, and Signifyidgw York:
Simon, 1994] She explains, “According to Watkins, the existence of suabsjand stories ‘underscores
the irony in much black comedy’ as well as ‘a comic sense o samite southerners’ barbarity™ (664).
Stephens continues, “The technique is successful becauseVstahility to relieve a life-threatening
situation with everyday domestic humor (the marital bicigelietween Dinah and Zeke) produces an
ironic look at white ‘Southern hospitality’ from a blackrggective” (664).

275



militancy. For the first third of the play, thewqde argues constantly. Eventually,
lynching begins overtly to drive the action whefamily friend reports that a mob is
looking for Son-Boy. As Dinah prepares to seamthier son, she and Zeke argue some
more. Zeke wonders what she thinks she can dimpotlse mob, and Dinah calls him a
coward for not even wanting to try. Dinah thengsr#éhat her ancestors had never been
passive slaves and that Son-Boy has inherited tiobile characteristics, instead of
Zeke's worthlessness (84).

Just as Dinah reaches the door to leave, Son-Boystin asking for a weapon to
protect himself, but Zeke has apparently hiddergtireand the razor (85). When Dinah
resolves to go find a gun, someone knocks urgeiiiiyeryone assumes that it is the mob
and, further proving that he is not a protectiibéa, Zeke locks one door and blocks the
other so that Son-Boy cannot escape. Dinah urgesB8y to hide in the pile of laundry
and insists that Zeke answer the door. Zeke catg®rbut as he nears the door, he
speaks to Son-Boy with apparently no purpose dtfaar to alert whoever is outside to
Son-Boy'’s presence. After this transparent betr&eke hides in a closet (86).
Fortunately, it is not the mob at the door but 8my's concerned friend Joe. Dinah
pretends that she knows nothing about the threatder to obtain as much information
from Joe as possible. Joe reveals that an unfaehthan had entered a white girl's
room to steal. When she screamed, he ran ouedifdhse, and a black man named
Snow-Ball saw him. When the growing mob asked Wino it was, he said he did not
know but that he had seen a black face and habds. of the men suggested that it was

Son-Boy and told Snow-Ball that they would “strifingm] up” if he did not agree.
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Fortunately, Joe reports, they soon caught thecrealnal—a white man who had
blackened his hands and face (90).

By this time, Zeke has come out of hiding, and biaad Zeke begin a new
argument. As usual, Dinah berates Zeke and, naththis safe, Son-Boy joins his
mother in insulting his father (91). They agreattBon-Boy will be a better man than his
father is. Next, Dinah, Son-Boy, and Joe beconggamsed in calculating how old
nineteen-year-old Son-Boy will be when he complétestwenty years of schooling that
they believe becoming a doctor will require (9%¥When they finally finish, Dinah tells
Son-Boy to make a fire in the stove because indenate Zeke has eaten all of the food
she had prepared. The play ends as Dinah stragbtg the mess made during the lynch
scare and repeats the song that she had beengsatghme outset:. “Before I'd be a slave/
I’d be buried in my grave/ And go home to my fathad be saved.”

Convinced that Son-Boy'’s survival constitutes agyagnding, scholars have
repeatedly overlooked the significance of the $&gtructure. The play ends as it
began, testifying to the fact that very little ldmnged as a result of the mob’s threat.
Dinah sings the same militant song, Zeke continod® a self-preserving coward, and
Son-Boy’s dreams of greatness and less strenubas $aow no signs of coming true.
The lynch threat clearly creates dramatic tensiahleelps build dramatic momentum
that engages the reader/viewer, but it ultimateydg nothing extraordinary. The
guestion is, does the threat not transform thelfésrfuture because they have been
sparedor because the threat itself is nothing unusual?

Scholars who assert thabn-Boyends happily place importance on the family’s

escape from physical violence, but Son-Boy’s sy little reason to rejoice. After
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all, no one pretends that Son-Boy’s innocence rsacig obviates his death at the hands
of the mob, so surviving this time does not guagargurvival next time. What's more,
his being spared does not at all indicate thatrearahnocent black man has not unjustly
died. When the curtain falls, everyone knows thatthreat remains for this family and
the entire community.

| do not simply want to suggest that there is ngpyeending; | urge scholars to
ask if there is an ending at all. As Dinah sirfgstame song that begins the action, the
play’s circular structure becomes all the more sstjge. The script ends, but the lyrics
take the audience back to the beginning. The #wrgfore works in harmony with the
other elements of the play becansghingpoints to a better future—or even a different
one. Indeed, Dinah’s militant melody may be thstledication that the play is simply a
snapshot of an ongoing cycle of fear and stale liypbiike hamsters on a wheel, these
characters move continuously but go nowhere. dh f@e only hear Dinah sing a refrain,
a set of repeated lines. The song could end atrémyte, or it could go on forever. The
portion that we hear could come at any point insiieg so that it cannot be used to
gauge how close the characters are to the end.

The action of the play functions in the same wkgr example, the characters
speak of the education that Son-Boy will obtairt, the reader has no reason to believe
that his life is on the verge of radical changée §limpse of Son-Boy’s life that
Mitchell provides offers little evidence that thgcte of illiteracy, hard labor, and
subjugation will end with Son-Boy. Son-Boy canewéen do the simple arithmetic
needed to calculate how old he will be when hesfias medical school. In the same

way, Dinah’s life has an air of trapped circularityade painfully ironic by her militant

278



diatribes. She constantly claims a proud heritzageed on her family name, but she has
married into another family. Moreover, her sonrbegeke’s last name, not hers—no
matter how much she claims that Son-Boy is mordtf&athan “Johnson.” Also,
despite constantly berating Zeke, she not onlynmasied him, but makes no plans to
leave him. Finally, while passionately listing eflthe benefits of migrating North,
Dinah remains in a shack in the South—doing whitegbe’s laundry. Like her soulful
refrain and the laundry she folds, Dinah’s comgtmark the painful irony of her
situation but never give the illusion that it withprove.

If Mitchell’s circular structure was unique amongfigynching dramatists, his
interest in thematizing manhood was not. Likeflemmale predecessors, he spotlighted a
black domestic space to interrogate the meanimgasthood but, unlike them, he did not
take men out of the home to show the negative itpat the mob’s obsession with
targeting black manhood could have. For Mitcladkgeneration was not necessary for
bearing witness to black emasculation, because Bed@ handicapped by racism that he
does not evewantto be a strong father and husband—a true headusfehold.

Because Zeke fears whites, he will not defenddmsily, ask for higher wages, hold up
his head and walk straight, or dress nicely whegdes to town (78). In all instances,
Zeke wants to be viewed as a black man who knovesglace.” Of course, his fear is
legitimate, as illustrated by what happens to SaartbSnow-Ball, two black men who
are mentioned but never seen. Sambo is a youngamand Son-Boy’s age who has

f1i

been run out of town because he had begun edudatirsg! As Zeke explains, town

whites had said that Sambo “wuz gittin’ too mucdérfen’ to be a ‘good nigger™ (79).

1 Sambo’s name becomes ironic when we hear his life stargimiilar fashion, Dinah’s militancy
contradicts her name, which is so often used in the piantasdition for mammy figures. Once again,
Mitchell complicates labels.
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Here, a cowardly black man testifies to the reasdmgsa manly black man is not on
stage. In contrast to Sambo, Snow-Ball acts oteaf When a white man threatens to
kill him if he refuses to incriminate Son-Boy, Sn&all stays alive by telling whites
what they want to hear (88). In this respect, Nelts Son-Boylike Georgia Douglas
Johnson’A Sunday Morning in the Soutyggests that whites do not seek the truth; they
consider black testimony only when it serves tpanposes.

If Son-Boy’s narrow escape from the mob is not ppyaending, it is an
opportunity for Mitchell to testify to Zeke’s emasation and Son-Boy’s strong sense of
self. Zeke’s cowardice allows Mitchell to highlighe dignified manhood of Son-Boy,
the mob’s target. Son-Boy may not be in a positiastically to change his life chances,
but he certainly believes in his own worth—whetvbites affirm it or not. When
pursued by the mob, he comes home looking for amasaying, “ef dey HAD ter
lynch me fer nothin’ | wus gwine ter make ‘em lyncie fer somethin’™ (90). He feels
his life is precious and that whites should be ntadgause before taking it. He
apparently agrees with Ida B. Wells, who had arghatl“The more the Afro-American
yields and cringes and begs, the more he has $o0,dbhe more he is insulted, outraged
and lynched [...] When the white man ... knows he raigseat risk of biting the dust
every time his Afro-American victim does, he wil\e greater respect for Afro-
American life” (Southern Horrorg0). Also, while Zeke pledges to stay alive at any
cost, insisting, “don’t tell me dat a good run aimetter'n a bad stand,” Son-Boy believes
that it is better to die than to live with dimineshdignity. Echoing the sentiments of
Dinah’s song, he would rather be “a dead dog” thano-count dog” who is of no use to

his own kind (90-91).
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Mitchell’'s commentary on black manhood emergegumitin the contrast
between Zeke and his son, but also in the differdratween Zeke and his wife Dinah.
Dinah seems more courageous than her husbandharappears to be a more
appropriate head of household. Yet, Mitchell doetsallow her to assume that position,
thus suggesting that black men and women must tegther while fulfilling traditional
gender roles. Black women cannot be virtuous hanledrs when their husbands are
cowards and leave them to fend for themselvediichell’s universe, however, even
women who are able to protect themselves can re@rmpensate for a weak man.
Despite her audaciousness, Dinah is unable to ehlaeigor her son’s life chances. Her
stagnation suggests that lynching destroys blagkewis homebuilding efforts not just
by taking men out of the home (as women dramétstsdemonstrated), but also by
infusing their life partners with emasculating fear

To demonstrate how emasculating fear can be, Mitcheated the most
traditional home we see from a black male playwriglonly to expose it as a facade.
The intact marriage unit—laboring man and housedepwoman—do not represent the
domestic success that they presumably should. Bother and father are present, but
the household is not at all successful. Dinah da¢sespect her husband Zeke, her
husband does not seem to love her or his son, Bidamesticity benefits whites
primarily, and Zeke is clearly more concerned with upsetting those who hold the
economic reins than with becoming economically emgred himself. He tells Dinah
that he has no time for her because he needs tdses Ross” about some work (90).
Yet, he is too scared to ask for higher wages ap gerhaps, he could work less and

bond with his own family. Slavery has ended aredXbhnsons have their own home, but
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as his calling Ross “master” indicates, Zeke’s deadership keeps his family
subservient to whites.

In Son-BoyMitchell depicted a home that appears to be irdadttraditionally
successful only to spotlight the power that thedlhiof lynching can have within that
space. Like Lipscomb, Mitchell linked a man’s cigtanding to his ability to rule his
own home. For both, male presence cannot transt@teomestic success when men
allow their fear of whites to rule their householddore so than women dramatists, male
writers were willing to criticize black men opentyey are depicted not simply as
victims of injustice but as agents who are resgmeador what they allow American
cruelties to do to them and their families. Malgk@red plays expose the weaknesses
that lead black men to hinder their own domestacsss. If mob violence and white
male power will not cease, African Americans masiuls on responding in ways that do
not further handicap the race.

Son-Boy’s narrow escape from the mob is not a hagowyng but an opportunity
for Mitchell to testify to Zeke’s emasculation aBdn-Boy'’s strong self-conception.
Son-Boy is the one whose life is threatened, bus liearless compared to his father.
Rather than defend his son, Zeke tries to placemitme mob’s clutches by shouting
Son-Boy’s name when there is a violently urgentdknat the door. Furthermore, though
she is not head of household, Dinah is more cootsgyand protective than Zeke is.
Thus, what scholars take to be humorous bickergtgéen Zeke and Dinah actually
shows how little respect Zeke commands from his tammily... and, given that Son-Boy
escapes the mob no thanks to his father, Mitclhigigjssts that Zeke deserves their

disrespect.
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Bad Man, S. Randolph Edmonds, 1934

Like all of the antilynching dramatists who preeddcim, S. Randolph Edmonds
spotlighted domesticity and manhood, but he addede conversation in 1934 by
blending not just drama and testimony, but alskiéoé and realism. The resultis a
script that points to the difficulty of finding digfied expressions of black manhood in a
racist society. Edmonds used an intimate setarghowcase the complexity of black
life, and his characters and dialogue are realigiecause the title character evokes
legend, however, his mere presence among ordinaryinside this domestic space
testifies to the fact that expressing black manheaduch simpler in folklore than in a
home—especially one that contains a black woman.

Though Edmonds used the one-act forrBat] Manhas a fairly complex plot and
provides insight into each of its many characterstivations. We feel the presence of
renowned “Bad Man” Thea Dugger, the play’s protagipiong before he enters,
because he is a living legend who is said to hawg €arned his reputation. The action
begins as Tom focuses on getting his sister Magtmelt of his modest shanty; their
father has not yet arrived to pick her up, and Temilling to walk ten miles in the dark
to get her out of the sawmill town. Ted, who werstearn is secretly wooing Maybelle,
offers to give up his bed so that she does not tawalk home. Tom does not seem
moved by the offer, but says he will decide aftakmg a quick trip to the store.

While Tom is away, Ted and Maybelle openly flinithaybelle also asks lots of
guestions about Thea; she is excited to meet ane$tduh goodness bad man” (244).
Maybelle also informs Ted that her father and kepffiom are strict, that they do not

want her involved with a sawmill worker, and thdgpto send her away to school next
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week. Ted begs her to run away to the North withinstead; she agrees, and they
embrace. Just then, Tom comes back, sees thermgatades slowly and resolutely,
“Dis is my youngest sis, Ted; Ah laks you all rightit ef Ah catches any sawmill han’
kissin’ huh, dat man don’t live no mo’ (245). Nawsolved, Tom tells Maybelle that
they had better start walking.

At that point, sawmill workers Jack and Hubbardeemucously, immediately
followed by Thea. They begin their normal routafecard-playing and gambling, and
while they play, another worker named Percy ent@baving suspiciously. Percy
admits, “Ah ain't felt right ever since Ah heardlahan Sam was killed” (247). As they
play cards, Jack accuses Thea of cheating, andwées that no one has questioned his
character and lived. Jack pulls a gun on Theas doehave the resolve to shoot, and
ends up begging for his life. Against her brothdrantic advice, Maybelle intervenes
and convinces Thea to let Jack live. Soon aftedwthie white sawmill foreman Burt
Ross enters to warn the group that an approachatmisndetermined to avenge Sam’s
murder. Ross says he will join the vigilantes &awhat | can to save you” but tells
them to run for their lives (248).

Percy is the first to flee, followed by Tom, hister Maybelle, and her boyfriend
Ted. Jack is about to leave but notices that Higbizanot on his heels. Hubbard is
asking Thea if he is coming. Thea refuses to fif:dey shoot me, dey is gwine tuh
shoot me standin’ up and facin’ dem. Dey ain’tmggviuh shoot me runnin’ through no
bushes lak no rabbit” (248). Soon, those who kedireturn because it is clear that they
will be captured by the approaching mob. Thea idliately begins preparing them all

for battle, giving each a gun. When the mob as;¥v®wever, Thea shouts out the
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window: “Don’t come any further up dat path or Alshoot” (249). The white men then
decide simply to burn the house down. As promigexs tries to discourage the mob,
arguing that they would be unnecessarily destroliisgpusiness: “lI can’t run my mill if
you Kill all my hands” (250). He proposes a conmpise: “Let’s tell them that if the one
that did it comes out, we’ll let the others go” @25 In the five minutes that the mob
allows, those inside discuss who should be saedfidespite his innocence, Thea offers
himself. He reasons that he has done a lot ofrbad life and that he does not have a
woman who loves and needs him. In addition, heactbear the thought of letting a
woman (Maybelle) die in his presence. When Theeears outside, the off-stage voice
of Burt Ross says he knows that Thea did not mwuadgone because “I've seen you all
day” (250). Nevertheless, Thea insists: “Ah didai right” (250). The mob happily
declares this a confession, ties Thea up, and begaking a fire.

Edmonds placed a legendary character inside atiediome in order to reveal
the circumstances that create or stifle one’stghiti be a bad man. Black domestic
space becomes the site in which to illustrate HwHatitude to be “bad” (masculine) and
the obligation to be “good” (manly)Bad Mantakes its reader and viewer inside a shanty
in backwoods Alabama, where Tom lives with othevredl workers, including Thea,
the bad man. Women usually do not inhabit thi€epao Maybelle’s presence unsettles
the group’s usual activities. In fact, the plagins with Tom trying to return his home
to normal by removing his sister from it. He intsjSshanty houses at sawmill camps
ain’t no place fuh women, least of all ma own siste.] Ah tells yuh too much happen
roun’ heah fuh a woman tuh be mixed up in hit” (Z48}). Before he can remove his

sister, however, Thea and the rest of the meneatoiyplay cards as they always do after a
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hard day’s work. Tom wants her to leave becaud’s got men heah dat will stay
‘roun de shanty house and gamble from de time dstl@tblow Sattiday at noon, ‘til
Monday mawning” (244). Then, when Thea arrivestdils her “...Miss, yuh had better
stop yo’ ears up wid cotton, ‘cause Ah can't playvgie skin and talk Sunday School
talk” (246).

Yet Maybelle does change the atmosphere. Theagldat he will not censor
himself, but he does, and he stops Percy from smgeas well. Thea warns, “Hold dat,
Percy. Dere ain’'t gwine to be no cussin’ in heatight. Dere is a woman in de next
room” (246). Maybelle does not even have to bihénsame room to influence male
behavior, despite Tom'’s claims that “a sawmill camge worse place in de world”
(244). Also, although Jack pulls a gun on Thed, Bmea has good reason to retaliate
with equal force, Maybelle is able to convince haret Jack live. Most remarkably,
though, Maybelle’s presence ultimately leads toalfideath. Though Thea is not guilty
of the crime that supposedly inspires the mob, itlengly delivers himself to it in order
to save her. Before walking outside, he reasonsufig miss, [...] Maybe ef yuh wasn’t
heah, Ah’d feel better and know better whut tuh &d’s killed many men in ma life, but
Ah ain’t never stood ‘round and seed no woman &emehow Ah can’t bring mase’f
tuh do hit” (250).

All of these adjustments in the bad man’s behgvnt to how much
expressions of manhood depend on proximity to tiatil domesticity. Just before
sacrificing himself, Thea explains that he hasil tim¢n, lived a life of “driftin’ from one
camp tuh another, and one mill tuh another, shoatid cuttin’ and fightin™ (250). Not

having obligations to a wife and children, “All riife, Ah’s been a bad man...” (250).
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Prior to this moment, he had not felt confined bgial norms precisely because he had
no domestic obligations. He had never been comgbédl tolerate insults because he had
not been in danger of making a wife a widow oratah orphans. Similarly, as long as
this shanty had contained only men, it could omefiae of the larger society’s dictates.
Thea had certainly been a bit of a bully to hisdesnates, but together they had created a
non-traditional system that enabled everyone t@l@womfortable place to eat, sleep,
and take refuge from the rigors of sawmill work.

This male-centered domestic order is most distuldyetthe romantic feelings that
Ted has for Maybelle and, through Ted, Edmonds shbe degree to which love
determines expressions of manhood. Ted will ndtenash decisions to be aggressive
toward whites because he does not want to leavdodliays side. He brags about Thea’s
courage but knows he does not have the same capacitnbridled bravery. As the
mob approaches the house, and Maybelle wishesaghedver come there, Ted tells her
“Don’t git skeered, honey. Try tuh be brave lale@h(249). He cannot presdninself
as a role model when the mob is a palpable thezduse he wants to be Maybelle’s life
partner, and he knows he will lose his life if lrsponds with masculine aggression to a
physical threat from whites.

Edmonds did not simply suggest that domestic alibgps emasculate and that
“driftin”” empowers; he engaged the complexity ¢tk manhood by populating his play
with more black men than appear in any of the oimtitynching scripts. Rather than
one image of black manhood, Edmonds depicted ffierdint men, giving a sense of each
one’s character and motivations. Above all, Péelyaves like a dishonest coward. The

text leads readers to believe that he is guiltynafdering the old white man and that he
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is too scared to face the consequences of hisacfidndeed, as soon as foreman Ross
reports that a mob is coming, Percy runs far aloédice others (249). When forced back
to the shanty because the bloodhounds had alresgyntscouring the woods, Percy
literally crawls on the floor when he hears whitems voices (250). Then, when the
group discusses who should save the others byghimself over to the mob, Percy
shamelessly refuses on the basis that he is sitoplgcared (250).

If Percy appears to be a dishonest coward, JackvesHike a foolish one. He
accuses Thea of cheating while they gamble and pwisa gun on him, but he ends up
begging for his own life because he is too scameshbot. Jack instigates the situation
but does not have the wherewithal to follow througth his own decision. Edmonds
does not allow this to define Jack’s characterygiio After hearing that the mob is on
the way, Jack is ready to run but then decidesalpwsith Thea and fight. Jack clearly
fears Thea but is not a complete coward becausigelercy, he is willing to resist the
mob. Their older co-worker Hubbard displays evemarcourage. He is the only man
besides Thea who does not immediately resolvertavhen warned of the approaching
mob. He is not presented as Thea'’s equal, howdYespite being the oldest, he is just
as submissive to Thea as the others. Such subemness is part of how this
untraditional household works; the men have applgragreed on a hierarchy that allows
them to create a home. Governed by unique ruldsmiesticity, this home remains a

refuge for the men after a hard day’s work at tlie rm this light, we understand why

2 percy seems guilty because, from the moment he walks @otrehe is “nervous and excitable” (246);
while simply playing cards, he is “nervous and fidgety# P and when Ted roughly sits on a bunk,
“Percy jumps” (247). Of course, it is possible that hadse fearful than guilty. When Ross comes with
news of an approaching mob, Percy says “Ah knowed sompeldwappen. Ah jes’ knowed it” (248).
Perhaps his fear arises from his knowledge that mobstdmare about black guilt or innocence. Edmonds
may be intentionally leaving his guilt or innocence uncleardter to emphasize the degree to which it
really does not matter to the mob.
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Hubbard is much more comfortable with Thea’s buallythan with white power. When
the mob is outside the door demanding a victinsdys “Ain’t nobody done nothin’

heah. Ah don’t see why dey have tuh go” (250)at, Hubbard prefers Thea’s
arguably unjustified authority to that of white meecause their demands are even more
unreasonable.

While we come to know Percy, Jack, and Hubbard ntistough their
interaction with the Bad Man, Tom’s character iseaed through his relationship with
his sister. He is protective of her, and the gregpects him for that. When the foreman
tells them to hide in the woods because the mabnsing, Tom quickly flees with his
sister and returns only when it is clear that tba@ynot out-run the mob. Ted’s character
is similarly illuminated in relation to Maybellegtdecides how to express his manhood
based on his responsibility to her. Accordinghgugh Ted is overcome by emotion and
wants to run out and condemn the mob that has timkided Thea, he stops when Tom
urges him not to make the situation worse. As Teasons, Thea is gone, and Ted
would be vainly sacrificing himself. Ted wantsact on his sense of right and wrong but
understands that whites have made that impossHidemust therefore let his
commitment to Maybelle be his guide.

Still, it is Edmonds’s conspicuous treatment tielis that yields his clearest
testimony about the forces working to annihilatecklmanhood. Edmonds’s investment
in exploding labels becomes apparent in the opeth@sgription of the setting. Before
the action begins, the scene is set thusly: “Tdapfe who inhabit these shanties are
peasant Negroes who work at the sawmill. Manydye usually found at these camps,

ranging from pious church goers to gamblers, mamerand escaped convicts. All are,
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generally speaking, illiterate; but some possds=ea native wit and worthy ambitions”
(243). Edmonds thus refused to allow his readejsdge his characters’ values and
beliefs based on their status as uneducated latidrer

More specifically, Edmonds complicated the lali#&hd Man.” Not only does
Thea prove to be much more than his reputationi@apbut the script also suggests that
people overlook those elements of his characteérmddaot conform to the label.
Maybelle convinces Thea to spare Jack’s life byrgathat she “knows dere is a good
streak in yuh somewhar” (248). Thea is touchedramdals that he has never been
described as “good.” Yet, Thea had been behawngrably long before Maybelle’s
declaration. He always shields Ted from the othessing, he refrains from swearing in
Maybelle’s presence, and makes sure that othetisedsame (244, 246). Nevertheless,
the bad man label somehow overpowers the evidérat@xposes it as insufficient.
Though Edmonds may not be able to dislodge thd’sapewer in the wider society, he
insists that—when seen in realistic home settings€atled “bad men” contradict their
reputations. Thea’'s behavior is a far cry fromryeorted actions of bad man Stagolee,
for instance. According to folklore, Stagolee anty kills a man, but also then taunts his
widow: “You don'’t believe yo’ man is dead/ Coméarthe bar-room/ See the hole | shot
in his head” (Hill 566). Edmonds suggested thatwng black men in domestic interiors
could make all the difference because even a baddoes not live up to his reputation
when placed in a home that contains a black worddrnihe same time, Edmonds
complicated the conversation on lynching by dematisig that the legendary label

sticks—despite evidence against it, especially bsedhe bad man himself believes it.

13 Of course, the impact of these stage directions would feetit on a reading audience than on a
viewing audience. However, this project consistently deamseading audience to be as important as a
potential viewing audience, especially because they were oftesndrtbe same in amateur venues.
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For this reason, these conversations must take phaen if only blacks participate in
them.

Showing compassion does little to remove the banl ladael from Thea, yet white
men avoid labels altogether. Edmonds’s script makear that the whites who
ultimately burn Thea and fight to keep his bodytpas souvenirs are not at all interested
in justice. The mob raids the sawmill shanties,i®mot looking to apprehend a guilty
criminal; any “nigger” will do. When Ross comesth@ house to warn his workers of the
approaching mob, he makes no pretense that thitioginnocence will be a factor. He
bursts in shouting, “Somebody found old man Sam.hWwis head split in two with an
axe. They said somebody working at the mill ditl Without hesitation, he adds “the
mob is coming down here to ggimebody You'd all better scatter to the woods” (248,
my italics). Ross warns all of them because hevsnihat any of them might be
lynched—without regard for their innocence or aliBioss’s concern confirms that
whites deem “somebody working at the mill” a su#fitly detailed description to justify
black death and that white skin alone (not a sopeemmitment to justice and a
civilized society) gives the mob license to invédeck homes. Edmonds has Ross
testify to white skin privilege in order to expdbe injustice of the mob’s power. The
ironic interplay between Thea’s bad man label &edassumption that the mob contains
justice-seekers spotlights the problem with acogpabels as indications of truth.

Because lynching was justified through the dehumagipractice of labeling
black men rapists, it is not surprising that Edmeowauld criticize labeling, but he
ultimately did so with a class-based critique airaedfrican Americans. The last person

to speak on stage is Ted. He wants to go outsidela something about the fact that the
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mob is burning Thea, but the others remind him tigattoo will simply die in vain.
Realizing the bitter truth and feeling hopelessctiecludes: “Yuh is right, dead right.
We ain’t nothin’ bu sawmill hands. All we is s’gagstuh do is to cut logs, saw lumber,
live in dingy shanties, cut, fight, and kill eacther. We ain’t s’posed tuh pay no ‘tention
tuh a burnin’ man... ef de people wid larnin’ candt wothin’ ‘bout hit, ‘tain’t nothin’ we
can do. ‘Tain’t nothing we can do” (251).

By making these the last words of the script, Eddsopointed to the problem of
labeling in black communities. Edmonds wrote fiisy while he was a professor at the
historically black Morgan State University, anavés initially performed by Morgan
students. Among these students, the attitudesdiegesawmill men that Maybelle’s
father and brother Tom hold were probably commeenaf many students came from
similarly impoverished and uneducated communitigfer all, they were at Morgan to
do better than their family members had, just as &nd his father want Maybelle to
marry someone “better.” Notably, Tom does not $ymyant Maybelle to do better by
marrying a doctor or teacher; he also puts dowmpé&s, insisting that sawmill men are
irredeemably bad (245). Thus, Tom’s view of hisngecontradicts the ideas Edmonds
used to set up the action: that sawmill campsrdr&bited by a diverse array of people.

Ultimately, then, Edmonds was most concerned almauhbers of the race
believing labels, and he suggested that accepimgld as truth was problematic for
practical reasons. Without regard for blacks’ snshness toward each other, the nation
had ways of treating them as an undifferentiatedigr The picture that Edmonds
offered was particularly painful because it congdithe genre’s largest number of living

black men. Rather than a simple juxtapositiorhefiost admirable and most
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despicable, Edmonds’s portrait includes numeroasnges of black manhood.
Nevertheless, they are all equally likely to beclyad. African Americans must therefore
be particularly diligent in their resistance to @gting labels as truth and vilifying each
other accordingly. The war against lynching, areracial vilification that justifies it,
must be waged by every stratum of African Americammunities. If no one else
recognizes blacks’ complexity and diversity, blattksmselves must. The conversations
that Edmonds recorded in his text as well as thiosehe hoped to spark outside of it,
would help blacks better to see and hear each-ettather than allowing themselves to
be divided by the labels and stereotypes thrush tipem by American society.

In the final analysis, Lipscomb, Mitchell, and Eaimds joined women'’s efforts to
expose the destruction that mobs caused, but ttgnded the message that
antilynching drama conveyed by more often illustigithe damage that the mere threat
of lynching could do to black families. Like the@woman counterparts, male dramatists
exposed the injustice of the mob’s power and meatined its victims. By more directly
spotlighting the emasculation of black men, howgerale playwrights suggested that
black men’s fear helped to ensure the perpetuaftidimerican injustice. Together,
black men and women created a genre that urgedditeehers and sisters to make sure
that their gendered responses to the threat ohlggovould not further damage their

households and communities.
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CONCLUSION: OF WHAT USE ISDRAMA ?

“Of what use is fiction to the colored race at phesent crisis in its
history?...Fiction is of great value to any peauea preserver of manners and customs—
religious, political, and social. It is a recorfdgoowth and development from generation
to generation. No one will do this for us: we maostselves develop the men and women
who will faithfully portray the inmost thoughts afeelings of the Negro with all the fire
and romance which lie dormant in our history, aslyet, unrecognized by writers of the

Anglo-Saxon race.”

-Pauline Hopkins, September 1900
prospectus for her first nov€lontending Forces

“Drama more than any other art form except the hem@odies the whole
spiritual life of a people; their aspirations andmmers, their ideas and ideals, their
fantasies and philosophies, the music and digtithieir speech—in a word, their
essential character and culture and it carriedidg@sess of a people down the centuries
for the enlightenment of remote times and places.”

-Theophilus Lewis, October 1926
theater critic for black newspapéessenger

In 190Q Pauline Hopkins argued for the value of fiction ewvéhen crises, such as
mob violence, demanded African Americans’ attentibtere, | want to suggest (along
with 1920s theater critic Theophilus Lewis) thai®es, non-musical black drama was
important for the same reasons. Yet, drama eveae dicectly addressed the historical
moment by calling attention to the ways in whicbater was strengthening the assault
against African American identity. Within blackagina, the sub-genre of the
antilynching play represented an even more focabatlenge to the anti-black
mechanisms of representation that shaped the E230lys. For these scripts exposed the
alliance of theater and lynching that worked tatiagsblack racial pride. To counteract
the theater/lynching partnership, the playwrightssprved cultural knowledge, and doing
S0 was crucial because mob violence was continthiegvork that slavery had done to
destroy black nuclear families. Antilynching drarss seem to have resolved that, even

if families did not remain intact to pass down &sifrom generation to generation, a



broader racial family could. Antilynching drama pedl ripe for that task with its
commitment to depicting African American charactiarsitimate settings before black
audiences in safe spaces. | would thus claimhese dialogue-centered plays what
Hopkins claimed for the novel: that they preserthedirace’s customs—religious,
political, and social. The religious was capturetheir complex use of Christ figures,
the political in their insistence upon black s&presentation and self-definition, and
social tendencies were recorded as the playsiéestiiat blacks were not isolated brutes
but in fact part of loving families and very muabnnected to institutions like marriage.

While preserving cultural knowledge, antilynchinguhatists redefined
theatricality. If theatricality was normally eqaient to black abjection and
objectification, early African American dramatistansformed it by depicting black
bodies in ways that would not have been considéreatrical by whites. Their new
definition of theatricality manifested in how blackould be portrayed on stage (reading,
not dancing) and in how the stage itself would eéngd (not commercial venues but
communal ones, like black homes and churches)y Terefore brought drama closer to
African Americans; they made drama less foreignarhating, and doing so meant
ensuring that drama would not be structured ardoliack degradation. In fact, these
emerging dramatic texts, unlike those of the magash, honored African Americans by
valuing black testimony and acknowledging not phsir physical existence, but also
their manhood, womanhood, and childhood.

As they prioritized black testimony and investeémateur stages where it would
be cherished, antilynching dramatists sacrificegtdiry acclaim and financial rewards. In

doing so, they made a bold statement about théeflikeat the Little Negro Theater
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movement, because it stood apart from the machwiettye commercial stage, could
memorialize lynch victims that would otherwise begotten.

Striving to create theatrical spaces in which béaobuld perform and embody
their modern citizenship and racial pride, actansters, and activists embarked in the
1920s and 1930s on multi-tiered efforts which ideld both formal and informal theater
activities. Of course, the more formal events wertter documented, but the less formal
ones were more conducive to the sorts of non-speletiablack truths that the dramatists
wanted to capture. The playwrights preservednesty regarding the race’s folkways,
while they bore witness to African Americans’ gréefd the depth of their reverberating
pain. That is, they provided posterity with a badyvork that puts forth a different kind
of “strange fruit.” In addition, antilynching draists and their allies left different kinds
of evidence than we expect to find in the wakehehter practitioners; there are no
playbills, programs, or box office receipts. Ye&ten without such records to prove that
antilynching plays were performed before large endes, it is clear that these scripts
very much served black communities.

Black-authored lynching plays require scholarsetéhink our assumptions about
the parameters of meaningful theatrical practiaktlaw we identify a powerful
theatrical space. And, the need for an adjustremur part is clear. If bridges and
telephone poles became stages, it makes sengifitican Americans would want to use
their living rooms as playhousekcannot claim that these informal stages dematiued
attention of thousands of people, but their powesea from intimacy. The playwrights
and those who supported them wanted to make theatseonal and personally relevant

so that it could acknowledge black personhood anstédr racial pride—the very things
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that were negated when whites used theatrical ptamhs (on stages and on trees) to
develop their own race pride. Given these condlitithe sparse evidence that black-
authored antilynching plays were produced shoutdead scholars to assume that the
playwrights accomplished little; it should inspue to re-think methodology in black
theatre and drama studies. Here, | propose jigst avays to, in James Hatch’s words,

“hear the ‘silences’ in theatre history” (Here 155)

Lack of “Proof”

Antilynching drama directs the gaze away from thgddized body and
challenges the representational capacity of phlysigdence, such as lynching
photographs, in order to privilege the less coralbegidence of testimony. To similar
effect, the genre challenges us to re-evaluat@assumptions about what creates
theatrical power, what constitutes an audience vémat counts as proof of the impact
that a production had on its audience. As disalydgaching dramas were most suited
for informal productions among family and friendsd amateurs were much more
invested in participating in cultural activitiesathin documenting them. We must
therefore recognize that there are reasons fdattkeof production records, and that a
dearth of documentation does not mean that thespleye unsuccessful.

In fact, beyond the understandable lack of investriteformal publicity and
recordkeeping, there are actually reasons why ghmgditer groups might have been
dedicated tmot publicizing their activities. Apparently aware tlds publishing plays in
Crisiswas indeed inspiring amateur productions, Du Baistevin July 1926 that theater

groups should acknowledge the playwrights’ labdhwi tangible reward: a royalty
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check. In a notice called “Paying for Plays,” Dai88scolded organizations that were
producing plays without paying for the use of thep.

We have published iihe Crisisa number of plays and shall publish more. Most
of them are adapted to amateur production. We davitke to have them
produced. But we have laid down the rule: Anyom®wishes to produce a play
printed inThe Crisismay do so upon payment of $5. Of this money, $8dds

to the author and $2.50 Te Crisis. To our surprise there has been almost
unanimous objection; and that shows the singutaudé of our people toward
artists and writers. Plumbers, carpenters andklagiers we pay without question;
the workman is worthy of his hire. But if a manites a play, and a good play, he
is lucky if he earns first-class postage uporflitthe play is] about the kind of
Negro you and | know or want to know...it cannot b&lgo the ordinary
theatrical producer, but it can be produced inatwrches and lodges and halls;
and if it is worth producing there it is worth pagifor. It seems to us that $5 is
not an exorbitant charge. Of course what is gtangappen is that a number of
our loyal friends are going to steal these plagpraduce them without paying for
them, and ask us impudently what we are going talmmt it. And we can assure
them pleasantly that we are not going to do angthi they can stand that kind

of encouragement for Negro artists, we presumeame c

Playwright Willis Richardson wanted to expand thadicy. He sent a royalty
check to Du Bois because Eulalie Spené®reign Mailwon a 192&Crisis prize, and
Krigwa of Washington D.C. staged the play in ed®27. In the letter accompanying his
check, Richardson mentioned looking forward to reng funds for his own play
Compromisewhich the New York Krigwa group had staged. DhisBresponded that
royalties were not paid unle€sisis had published the script. Richardson did not hiave
pay for Spence’s work, Du Bois reasoned, bec&ussgs had not published it but simply

listed it as a winner of the 1926 contest (and {h@vided the text to groups that
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inquired). Richardson immediately responded, “Wthe Krigwa Group in Washington
are already paying royalty for each play we usd,lahink, as you do, that it is a plan all
Krigwa Groups should adopt. Besides encouragiag/tiung playwrights to do more
and better work, such a course will make them ktieaw we really value what they do.
Following our usual custom | have sent the royaktgck to Miss Spence at her home
address” (DuB Papers, May 18, 1927). Clearly, &idkon did not feel that publication
in Crisis (and the requisite sharing of royalties with thegamne) should determine
whether amateurs felt a duty to pay for plays.

Because African Americans had to be convincedttiet should pay for a
playwright’s labor, scholars cannot assume thatrthgrity of amateur productions
would have been accompanied by documentation thatdahelp us trace them today.
We must therefore be willing to imagine the impoda of productions that were not only
informal but also possibly somewhat “under the radathe Little Negro Theater
movement that Du Bois was trying to establish. t&ely, a script could make a
significant contribution to the community even ibduced only “underground.”

At the same time that we must imagine productibas groups may not have
wanted Du Bois and other leaders to discover, sthohust be willing to account for
how unceremonious the productions endorsed by ltleer enthusiasts may have
been. That is, “hearing the silences” requireseing of theatricality and theatrical
power more broadly, and blacks who lived at tha tifrthe century pointed the way.
Noted black theater critic Theophilus Lewis stategéquivocally that he would not judge
performances on the quality of their staging. histed, “But the staging of amateur

performances doesn’t mean anything. Anybody wittney enough can hire expert

! Du Bois never made an amended ple@risis as Richardson seems to have wanted.
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property men and stage carpenteMégsengerAug. 1926, 246). For Lewis, the acting
was most important. That is, were those in atteoddouched by the delivery? For
W.E.B. Du Bois, truly touching black audiences ntgaesenting material from writers
who “understand from birth and continual assocrajist what it means to be a
Negro...” (Krigwa 447).

Thus, the significance of a black theater presemtatid not derive from how
many peopled viewed it or from how impressive thace that they filled may have been.
Performances were worthwhile if black-authored plasgre brought to life by black
actors (even amateurs) who served black audienides.emphasis on African
Americans, rather than on formal staging, is apgarea letter that Du Bois wrote to
Eulalie Spence in November 1927. Du Bois inforrhedthat she had won a playwriting
award and that he would present her with prize mate Girls Club in New York City.
Also, he requested that she stage her HiatyStuffthat evening. He advised, “there
would be no scenery or costuming. You and yourgisters might take three of the
parts...You could train and rehearse at home” (DuBePs. As he deemed such an
minimalist presentation to be legitimate, Du Baigpgorted claims made by cultural
critic bell hooks about why performance has beepaswerful for black communities.
hooks argues: “Throughout African-American histggrformance has been crucial in
the struggle for liberation, precisely becausad hot required the material resources
demanded by other artforms” (211).

Within this context, we come to understand the fambwith judging black
theater by mainstream standards—standards thatdegremolded by access to material

resources. Too often, acquiring props and othedga@an alter the show’s content so
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that it does not emphasize black culture and blawkknary lives. For example, because
the Lafayette Players (under Anita Bush) were sested in showing that they were on
par with Broadway professionals, the Great Whitey\0en determined what they
presented to their viewers because they reliedsormguhe costumes that the Broadway
actors no longer needed. On the other hand, anhing drama remained free of this
content-altering pressure because it was designedximize communal literacy—a
tradition that grew out of blacks’ ability to ma&ae text serve many members of the

community, whether they had resources or not.

Is All the World a Stage?

Besides acknowledging the value of informal perfances that did not require
elaborate sets and costumes, pioneers of non-nmusli@ek-centered drama and their
supporters saw the theatrical potential of diffetgpes of forums. Indeed, it seems that
Du Bois recognized the performative power of thedya much the same way that
postbellum/PreHarlem women did. Though he supdateateur theater efforts, he was
concerned that they were not committed to disthitgublack-authors’ nurturing words.
He therefore declared @risis. “Some excellent groups of colored amateurs are
entertaining colored audiences in Cleveland, indéleiphia and elsewhere. Almost
invariably, however, they miss the real path. Thky Shakespeare or Synge or reset a
successful Broadway play with colored principalStigis, July 1926, 134). To correct
this tendency among amateur black performers, Ds Bdiated Krigwa in large part to

elevate the status of black playwriting. As theat#holar Ethel Pitts Walker argues,
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“[Harlem Krigwa] was the first black theatre comgan emphasize dramaturgy rather
than performance” (348).

| want to suggest then that Du Bois, Krigwa, antlyarching dramatists tapped
into the performative power of the word even whweese plays simply appeared in
writing. Du Bois knew that artists had to feeltttigeir voices were needed if they were
to take up the work of writing plays. He therefatentified the absence of the black
playwright as the reason that existing black thefaleshort. In the case of antilynching
dramatists, they were not only convinced to turdrama and away from other genres,
but also to do so when serious black drama appéareel the only form that did not
bring financial rewards or widespread recognitids they invested in ensuring that
black-authored dramas were written and theredarstedin opposition to mainstream
plays, they proved that the word could change thtei@al landscape and alter material
reality. For one thing, plays were now stored arppiosterity where none existed before.

The emphasis on first making sure that plays wienelg written fell in line with
beliefs that theater critic Theophilus Lewis arkitad and that Du Bois and his
philosophical adversaries Alain Locke and Montgom@regory clearly agreed with, as
they all worked to build black drama in the 192Qswis insisted: “Only a little while
after [an actor] dies, his genius will become synmhe more legend and pretty soon his
name will be forgotten by everybody except boolkdstiquarians” iessengerQct.
1926, 302). Without question, “drama is the presibtife blood of the theater and the
only one of its features that can be treasurednupuopose for a life beyond the life of
the time the stage represents” (Lewis 302). Asaletnated by Du Bois’s scolding

notice to amateurs who did not send royalty chegh#dosophers felt that they could take
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physical performance for granted. It was cleat thacks would perform; the real
challenge was to guide them to perform black-a@tiavorks. Within this context,
philosophers cherished the ability of the writteorevto perform—to effect change—
simply by being available on the page.

Believing that the pages of a periodical held penfative power, blacks were
defining theatricality in unique ways, and if angarould conceive of theatricality in
broad terms, African Americans could. As Du Bais pin 1897 Atlantic Monthly and
again in 1903%ouls of Black Folk many blacks lived with the sensation of always
looking at themselves as if through the eyes offero For better or worse, “double-
consciousness” was an acknowledgement that Afidcaaricans went through life
conscious of how they appeared to others—as if Wwerg on a stage. This awareness
was especially high during the 1920s and 1930susechlacks were so invested in
demonstrating that they were “New Negroes,” thaytiwere sophisticated, modern, and
ready for full citizenship. They strove to make tiation see who they really were as a
race with impeccable performances in everyday IBé&acks understood, as fully as the

lynchers they opposed, that you did not need adagiatform to make a stage.
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