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THE NEGRO'S CONTRIBUTION TO
AMERICAN ART

UR ONLY ORLGINAL CONTRIBUTIONS o tw
O domain of Amwricsn art have come to us through our
oegre populstion.  IF this propositios s doubled one s
asked Lo meotion whist, besides the rag-time of the modern
dance snd the Uncle Remus stories of Joel Chandler Harrix,
has a8 yet “sprung from Ameriean soil aod out of American
life.” The originality and power of these arbistic crealions,
doclares Mr. James Weldon Johnson, field secretary of .the
National Assoaistion for the Advancement of Colored People,
bave influensed and appaled not ooly to Americs, but the world,
He places the most impor-

tance upon the Uncle Remur  James Weldon Johnson
stories and the spiritoal or on

sluve songs to which the Fikk .

Jubllee Hlapors made Lbe the Unique

public and musicians of the Contributions of
United States and FEurops

listen. The stories comsii- the Negro

tute the only folk-lore that
Americs bas prodused, says
Mr, Johnson in the New
York Evening Poal, and the
slave melodies the only folk-
songs, [or in them the negro
soubded ibw depths, f he
did nwot scale the hei.zhl-;,
of music.” Mr., Johnson
also mentions the "cake-
walk™. and ragiime and
puints to the fect that we
need oot go very far back
to remember when coke=
walking was the rage of the
United States, Europe, and
South America. *'Soeiely
in this country and royalty
abrosd spent time in proe-
tiving the intrieate steps,
Pariy pronounced it the
poetey of motion.”  Thao
the popularity of the cake-
walk passed away ita in-
flmenes remained, & fact
which this apologist goes on o examing:
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“The influence whieh the negro hos exercised on the art of
dancing in this country has been wlmost sbsolute. For Erner-
ations, the clog and the jig, which are siriclly negro dances,
have bean familior 1o American theater audionces. Several years
ago the public discovered the turkey-trot, the esgle rosk, and
sovernl other varieties that started the modern dance craze.
Hall the Acor-spuce in the country was then turned over io
danecing, and highly paid exponents sprang up everywhere. The
most noted, Vernon Castle, and, by the way, an Englishman,
never danced exeept to the musie of & colored orchestrn, and he
pever fniled to stete to his sudiences that most of his dunees
had long been done by your eolored people, as he put it

“Any one who wiinesees & musienl production in whish
there is daneing can not fail to notice the negro stamp upon all
the movements, & stump that even the great vogue of Russian
dances could net affect.  Thal peculiar swaying of the shoulders
which you ses done everywhere by the blond girls of the chorus
i nothing more than & movement from the negro dance referred
Lo above, the "eagls rook.”

“Juat ut thix point it would bo interesting to traee the origin
and development of ragtime, but that we must poss over. [
go steaight to the statement that ragtime ir the one artistic
prodduetion by which Ameries is known Lthe world owver, Tt has
ha-au;ﬂnllqmnquaring. and is everywhere hailad ms “Amerimn
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“0f pourse, there are thoes who will deny that it is sn artistie
produrtion.  American musicians, cspecially, instead of in-
vautigating rgtime, digmiss it with a contemptoous word, But
ihat has adways been the course of scholestiviam in every hraoch
of art. Whatever new thing the people like is pooh-pooled;
whatever i populer i3 spoken of as not woerllh while, The fact is,
nothing great of enduring, e=pecially in musie, has ever sprung
full-Midged and wuprepsdented from the brain of any master;
ke Tw-sl that be gives ta the world he gathers feom the earts of
the people, and runs it thpough the alembie of his genius

“In apite of the bans which musicisng and teachers have
plused upon it, the people =till demand amd enjov raglime.
One 1ing can not be dended: it iz musin which possessos ot loast
om: sireng element of greatness; it appeals umiversally; not
omly the Ameriean, but the English, the Frenel, and even the
(hrman people, flnd delight in it

“In fael, thers i2 not & corner of The eivilized world in which
il ix nul knowm, and this proves its originality, for if it were an
imitation, the people of Burope at least would not have found it o
nevelly.  And iz proofl of & more impoctant thing; it is proad
Thal ragtime possesses the witl spark, without which any
artislic produstion, no matter how approved its form may be,
is dewd,"”

In rpite of the amount of “worthb=ss, vielous imitation,'
Mr. Johnson contends that there iz encugh that is gonuine,
mentioning “The Memphis Blues” where ke thinks “'the
mpsieian will find net only great molodie beauty, but a poly-
phomic strocture that i amesing.' Continuing:

“T havvee spoken of “The Memphia Bloes' a8 a composition,
Siricllr spoaking, it i3 not o eomposition. The name of the
romposer printed on the copies is Handy, who iz & negro musician
of Memphis; but ‘The Memphis Blues,” is one of thoss negr
eonge which, like Tapay, *jest grew.” However, that iz snother

“We are all fanabiar with the great influence that ragtime
hag had on musie in Ameriea.  Most people will recognize
that inAuensa on the musinal comedy stage, bul not many know
that ragtime has even inflvenced our relgious music. [ de
not kmgeer how many of uz here are familiar with Gospel hymns,
bt if vou are, you can st once sec the great differencs hetween
the sosge of thirty years ago, sush a8 'In the Bweot Hye and
Bye," 'The Ninety and Nine,” ste., and the up-to-dats, syn-
copabed tunes that are sung in Sundey-sehools gnd ke meetings
to—day, 3

“Mow, thess dapees whish T have referrod to in passing and
ragtims music may be lower forms of art, but they give évideneos
of & piwer thet will some day be applisd to the higher forms,
Even now we need not stop at the negro’s ascomplishment
through these lower forme. . In the spintusls or slave songs the
negro kas given Ameriea not ondy ils only folk-songe, but & mass
of noblk music,. I never think of this music but T am struck
by the wonder, the miracle, of it prodootion. How did the
mwn who originated them mamege to do {tf The sentiments
are eadly sccounted for; they are mostly taken from the Bible;
but the meledies, whers did they some from, sme of them
sy weirdly sweet, and others so wonderfully sitrong?  Take,
For instanca, “Go Down, Moses,” I doubt that there is & stronger
theme ‘n the whole musieal literature of the workd.”

Mr. Johnson expressas liz wonder that *“this greatest gift of
the nggro" sbould have been the most neglected of all that be
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“Monay and effort have heen expended npon his develop-
menk in every other direotion exeept this, This gift has bean
regarded ms w sort of edeshow, something for oscasional ex-
hikithon, whersue it is the magic thing; it is the touwchatone;
i in that by which the megro can bridge all chasma, No olass
of persons, however hostile, can listen to megroes singing this
wonderful musie without having all their hostility melted down,
Any oneé who ean hoar negroes sing from their hearts “Nobody
Enbws de Trouble [ Sea” without shedding tears must indeed
hava & heart of stone. This very musie can be used s= hond.

"1 belisve the negro posstsscs a valuable and much-needed
gl thet he will contribute to the future Amerisan demoerasy.
[ have ried to poing out that the negro s here not merely 1o be a
benaficiary of Amerisan democracy, oot merely fo receive.
He i= hora to give to Amerjean democrsey. Ot of
bis wealth of artistic and emotional endowment be is going to
give something thst is wanting, ing that is needed, some-
thing that no other eloment in all the nation bas to give.”
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