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We can consider that Hurston’s career as a dramatist had already begun before she moved to 
New York in 1925. In those years, African American artists struggled to dignify the role of the black 
performer,  derided  by  nineteenth-century  minstrelsy  and  popular  culture.  Black  theater  in  the 
Harlem Renaissance was characterized by the coexistence of a serious black drama and the popular 
entertainment that had made Harlem fashionable for white audiences. Black life became an interest 
for  the general  public,  who went  to the theaters  in search of  images of  “the primitive life” of 
“black” performances, since blackness had been constructed as a stereotype by the minstrel show. 
The places to go to for downtown audiences in order to see black musical revues were either the 
Harlem nightclubs or the Broadway theatres, where some of the shows incorporated comedy based 
on  the  minstrel  pattern  and  gave  it  a  new shape,  embellishing  it  with  a  black  female  chorus. 
According to Cole and Mitchell, the plays which dealt with African American themes were “limited 
to (1) a handful of musical revues that often indulged in exoticism or caricature or (2) well-meaning 
but demeaning pieces by white playwrights” (xvi). In this scene, Henry Louis Gates added that 
“[t]he  roots  of  black  theatre  in  the  twenties  were  buried  in  the  soil  of  minstrelsy  and 
vaudeville” (17), something that made the efforts to construct a serious African American drama 
more difficult. 

In the group of the black musical revues, we can include Shuffle Along. Although theatre 
historians like James Weldon Johnson and Allen Woll considered that this show broke the barriers 
of segregation in Broadway and even legitimized the black musical ⎯because it proved that whites 
would pay to see the plays created and performed by blacks⎯  it  is  a fact that “it  did not end 
segregation entirely”. As Allen Woll puts it, “[t]wo thirds of the orchestra was reserved for whites, 
and blacks were seated in the remaining third. Once again, the box office controlled the seating 
patterns” (72).  The balcony was called “Nigger Heaven” because it  was usually the only place 
where blacks could seat inside the theater. The comic team was formed by Miller and Lyles in 
blackface,  whose  “burlesque of  two ignorant  Negroes  going into  ‘big  business’ and opening a 
grocery-store  was  a  never-failing  producer  of  side-shaking  laughter”  (Black  Manhattan,  188). 
Reading these lines and taking into account that, according to James Weldon Johnson, “all New 
York” went to see the show and that Shuffle Along had mixed audiences, makes us wonder whether, 
in spite of the fascination that the show awoke in intellectuals like W.E.B. Du Bois and Langston 
Hughes, the play spread or not the deriding stereotypes about blackness −for both white and black 
audiences− that had been so widely popular in minstrelsy. In general, white critics wanted black 
musical theater to follow the comic minstrel pattern and, when it was not the case, they complained 
and accused the artists of trying to be “too white.” The play remained in New York for a year and 
went on the road for two years, what made the general public become interested again in African 
American productions. According to Hatch, the influence of Shuffle Along “’kicked off’ a series of 
imitations and set the style for the 1920s” (244). 

During  the  1920s  there  were  several  attempts  to  construct  a  serious  African  American 
drama. Harlem not only saw the rise of an experimental theater, but also the birth of what has been 
called the Little Theater Movement (also the Art Theater Movement). Although it promoted African 
American folklore, it was catapulted by intellectuals up North, like W.E.B. Du Bois, Alain Locke, 
Jessie Redmon Fauset and James Weldon Johnson. The plays were meant not only to break with 
minstrel stereotypes, but to go further than the mere use of black characters to show “the soul of a 
people.” They were usually folk dramas that showed social injustice, like Willis Richardson’s The 
Deacon’s Awakening (1920) and The Chip Woman’s Fortune (1923). 
Alain Locke and W.E.B. Du Bois (with the KRIGWA players) were the main forces that promoted 
this movement although from different approaches. Locke insisted that an art theater would be more 
remarkable in the struggle for the advancement of the race, while Du Bois only accepted art for the 
sake of propaganda, preferring plays that presented racial issues on the stage. 



In  the  second  group  of  plays,  “the  demeaning  pieces  by  white  playwrights,”  we  can 
highlight  O’Neill’s  The  Emperor  Jones  and  All  God’s  Chillun  Got  Wings,  as  well  as  Marc 
Connelly’s The Green Pastures, as they were the most popular and acclaimed shows before 1930. 

By 1919, Eugene O’Neill had written the one-act play The Moon of the Caribbees, produced 
in 1918 at the Provincetown Playhouse (New York) with white performers and the one-act tragedy 
The Dreamy Kid,  produced at the same theatre in 1919 with a black cast,  but these plays only 
received favorable comments. It was not until The Emperor Jones, produced at the Provincetown 
Playhouse  in  1920  with  Charles  Gilpin  playing  the  role  of  the  Emperor,  that  O’Neill’s  work 
received more attention . The Emperor Jones, produced in 1920 at the Provincetown Playhouse, 1

tells the story of Brutus Jones, an African American who, after killing a man and going to prison, 
escapes to an island in the Caribbean where he declares himself emperor. After a rebellion, he runs 
through the jungle until he is killed. 
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 From http://www.eoneill.com/artifacts/EJ1.htm 1

The Emperor  Jones  Playwrights'  Theatre  Opened:  Monday,  November  01,  1920;  Producer:  Provincetown Players; 
Director: George Cram Cook
Original NY production; Moved to Selwyn Theatre, Dec 27, 1920; Moved to Princess Theatre, Jan 29, 1921; Walnut 
Street Theatre, Philadelphia, Nov 21, 1921
Brutus Jones, Emperor - Charles S. Gilpin; Harry Smithers, a cockney trader - Jasper Deeter; An Old Native Woman - 
Christine Ell; Lem, a Native Chief - Charles Ellis; Jeff - S. I. Thompson; The Prison Guard - James Martín; The 
Auctioneer - Frederick Ward Roege; The Congo Witch Doctor - Michio Itow 
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