
The Untold Story: Unraveling the Interracial
And Cross Cultural Exchange In American
Theatre (1912-1945)
From the early 20th century to the end of World War II, American theatre
experienced an unprecedented shift in its landscape, as artists grappled with the
complexities of racial and cultural diversity. This era witnessed the birth of
interracial and cross-cultural exchange in American theatre, a profound
movement that challenged societal norms and fostered powerful expressions of
human connection and understanding.

Throughout this period, theatre became a platform for breaking down barriers and
shattering stereotypes. It provided a safe space for artists from various racial and
cultural backgrounds to collaborate, exchange ideas, and showcase the richness
of their individual experiences. In this article, we will explore the untold stories of
interracial and cross-cultural exchange in American theatre between 1912 and
1945, shedding light on the trailblazing individuals and groundbreaking
productions that left an indelible mark on the world of theatre.

Breaking Barriers: Interracial Collaborations and Performances

The early 20th century witnessed a surge of interracial collaborations that
challenged the deeply entrenched racial divisions of the time. With the
emergence of the Harlem Renaissance and the growing influence of African-
American artists, theatres across the country began showcasing groundbreaking
plays that celebrated the African-American experience.
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One such notable collaboration was between playwright Eugene O'Neill and actor
Charles S. Gilpin, who made history in 1920 with their production of "The
Emperor Jones." Gilpin, an African-American actor, played the lead role of Brutus
Jones, a complex character that defied racial stereotypes. The performance not
only garnered critical acclaim but also paved the way for future collaborations
between black actors and white playwrights, challenging the prevailing racial
boundaries in theatre.

Cross-Cultural Expressions: The Influence of Immigrant
Communities

As America experienced a wave of immigration during this era, the cultural
landscape of the nation expanded exponentially. This influx of diverse cultures
brought with it a fresh wave of artistic expression, profoundly impacting American
theatre. Immigrant communities found solace in the theatre, using it as a means
to preserve their heritage and challenge discriminatory attitudes.

The Yiddish Theatre movement, for instance, flourished during this time, with its
plays portraying the struggles and triumphs of Jewish immigrants in America.
These productions not only entertained audiences but also gave voice to
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marginalized communities, fostering a sense of belonging and acceptance. The
Yiddish Theatre acted as a catalyst for cross-cultural exchange, as actors from
different backgrounds collaborated to create powerful and resonant productions
that showcased the shared human experience across cultures.

Beyond Boundaries: Promoting Social Change

American theatre during this era became a powerful platform for promoting social
change. Awareness of racial and cultural differences led to a collective effort
among artists to challenge the status quo and address societal issues.
Productions such as "Porgy and Bess" by George Gershwin and "The Hairy Ape"
by Eugene O'Neill tackled themes of racism, classism, and the search for identity,
pushing audiences to question their preconceived notions and embrace empathy.

By examining the struggles and triumphs of diverse characters onstage, theatre
artists forced audiences to confront the realities of racial and cultural biases,
fostering a more inclusive and tolerant society. These productions, born out of
interracial and cross-cultural exchange, paved the way for a more nuanced
understanding of the human experience, propelling the American theatre into a
new era of inclusivity and artistic exploration.

Legacy and Impact: Shaping Modern American Theatre

The era of interracial and cross-cultural exchange in American theatre between
1912 and 1945 left an indelible mark on the artistic landscape, shaping the
trajectory of theatre for years to come. The collaborations and performances
during this period laid the foundation for the diverse and inclusive approach to
theatre that we see today.

Artists like Langston Hughes, Zora Neale Hurston, and Elmer Rice paved the way
for future generations of playwrights, directors, and actors, giving them the



courage to challenge societal norms and push boundaries. The legacy of
interracial and cross-cultural exchange in American theatre is evident in the works
of renowned playwrights such as August Wilson and Tony Kushner, who continue
to explore themes of race, culture, and identity in their groundbreaking
productions.

The era of interracial and cross-cultural exchange in American theatre between
1912 and 1945 marked a turning point in the history of American theatre. It
shattered racial and cultural barriers, giving a voice to marginalized communities
and challenging societal norms. The collaborations, performances, and
productions of this era continue to shape the modern landscape of American
theatre, reminding us of the transformative power of art in fostering
understanding, empathy, and social change.
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In the first half of the twentieth century, a number of American theatres and
theatre artists fostered interracial collaboration and socialization on stage, behind
the scenes, and among audiences. In an era marked by entrenched racial
segregation and inequality, these artists used performance to bridge America’s
persistent racial divide and to bring African American, Latino/Latina, Asian
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American, Native American, and Jewish American communities and traditions into
the nation’s broader cultural conversation.

 

In Experiments in Democracy, edited by Cheryl Black and Jonathan Shandell,
theatre historians examine a wide range of performances—from Broadway, folk
plays and dance productions to scripted political rallies and radio dramas.
Contributors look at such diverse groups as the Theatre Union, La Unión Martí-
Maceo, and the American Negro Theatre, as well as individual playwrights and
their works, including Theodore Browne’s folk opera Natural Man, Josefina
Niggli’s Soldadera, and playwright Lynn Riggs’s Cherokee Night and Green Grow
the Lilacs (the basis for the musical Oklahoma!). Exploring the ways progressive
artists sought to connect isolated racial and cultural groups in pursuit of a more
just and democratic society, contributors take into account the blind spots,
compromised methods, and unacknowledged biases at play in their practices and
strategies. Essays demonstrate how the gap between the ideal of American
democracy and its practice—mired in entrenched systems of white privilege,
economic inequality, and social prejudice—complicated the work of these artists.

 

Focusing on questions of race, ethnicity, gender, and sexuality on the stage in the
decades preceding the Civil Rights era, Experiments in Democracy fills an
important gap in our understanding of the history of the American stage—and
sheds light on these still-relevant questions in contemporary American society. 
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