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THE GIFT OF LAUGHTER

Jessie Fauset 




The black man bringing gifts, and particularly the gift of
laughter, to the American stage is easily the most anomalous,
the most inscrutable figure of the century. All about him and
within himself stalks the conviction that like the Irish, the
Russian and the Magyar he has some peculiar offering which
shall contain the very essence of the drama. Yet the medium
through which this unique and intensely dramatic gift might
be offered has been so befogged and misted by popular pre¬
conception that the great gift, though divined, is as yet not
clearly seen.

Popular preconception in this instance refers to the pressure of white opinion by which the American Negro is surrounded and by which his true character is almost submerged.
For years the Caucasian in America has persisted in dragging
to the limelight merely one aspect of Negro characteristics,
by which the whole race has been glimpsed, through which it
has been judged. The colored man who finally succeeds in
impressing any considerable number of whites with the truth
that he does not conform to these measurements is regarded as
the striking exception proving an unshakable rule. The medium then through which the black actor has been presented
to the world has been that of the “funny man” of America.
Ever since those far-off times directly after the Civil War
when white men and colored men too, blacking their faces,
presented the antics of plantation hands under the caption of
Georgia Minstrels” and the like, the edict has gone forth that
the black man on the stage must be an end-man.

In passing one pauses to wonder if this picture of the black American as a living comic supplement has not been painted in order to camouflage the real feeling and knowledge of his white compatriot. Certainly the plight of the slaves under
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