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Introduction


ON WEDNESDAY 9 NOVEMBER 1960, a very tall and imposing African American man in his early sixties, dressed in a formal suit and large coat rather too warm for the late spring weather, arrived at the construction site of what would become the Sydney Opera House.


On the shores of Sydney’s imposing and beautiful harbour, at a prominent spot named Bennelong Point, the foundations were being laid by a range of workers in the building trades—construction workers, carpenters, plumbers, electricians and many more. Their most powerful union, the Building Workers’ Industrial Union (BWIU), had invited this man, Paul Robeson, to sing to them in their lunch hour, and he had readily accepted. Famous as a singer and actor, known for his powerful bass-baritone voice, stunning stage presence and controversial pro-communist and pro-Soviet politics, he was on a concert tour of Australia and New Zealand. Sydney was his sixth stop, after Brisbane, Auckland, Wellington, Christchurch and Dunedin.


Paul’s wife, Eslanda Robeson, had another appointment: at Vine House in the city, she was speaking to several hundred women about a range of topics, including Africa, the United Nations and the US civil rights movement.


Nor were the tour sponsors present, and their insistence that if he sang to the workers it must be unaccompanied so as not to undermine the sale of concert tickets meant that his usual accompanist, Larry Brown, was not there either.


With him that day were Pat Clancy from the BWIU, who as secretary of the NSW branch of the union had written Paul the letter of invitation to sing; Bill Morrow, a leading figure in the local Peace Council who was coordinating Paul’s extra-concert activities in Sydney; and Miriam Hampson, from the radical New Theatre, who afterwards would take him to a harbourside restaurant for lunch.


After a tour of the site conducted by the manager, Paul stood near a microphone, said some words of welcome, cupped his hand to his ear, and sang. He began with a well-loved spiritual, ‘Water Boy’, evoking the call for water of thirsty enslaved workers on cotton plantations in the southern United States—‘Water boy, where are you hidin’?’ Next was ‘Joe Hill’, a song composed in 1936 by Earl Robinson with lyrics by Alfred Hayes. Joe Hill was a Swedish-born American labour activist, songwriter and member of the Industrial Workers of the World who had been unjustly convicted and executed for a murder it seems he had not committed. The song contains the much-loved line, in response to a question from the singer who has thought Hill long dead, ‘“I never died,” says he’. Third and last came his most famous song, ‘Ol’ Man River’, from the smash-hit musical Show Boat, with its evocation of the life of the riverside dockworker—‘You and me, we sweat and strain/Body all achin’ and racked with pain/Tote that barge and lift that bail!/Show a little grit and you lands in jail’1—and its haunting refrain about the river, ‘He just keeps rollin’ along’. When Paul finished singing, the workers, arrayed on scaffolding and building materials, cheered and clapped and got him to sign their work gloves. As American scholar Shana Redmond writes in her book traversing the world for traces and memories of Robeson, ‘he sang that Opera House into being’.2


This event is now part of Australian cultural legend and popular memory. Paul’s performance marked a remarkable event in a specific place at a particular time, and it reappears in more detail later in this book. Yet it also reminds us of large cultural and political themes that cross geographical, national and temporal boundaries. It occurred late in a year that had witnessed many flashpoint events around the world on questions of decolonisation, race relations, peace and disarmament, all issues close to the Robesons’ hearts. Think of Harold Macmillan’s ‘Winds of Change’ speech in January and February; the African American lunch counter sit-in in Greensboro in the United States, also in February; and the Sharpeville massacre in apartheid South Africa in March. It was a year that saw a range of African countries, including Cameroon, the Republic of Congo, Somalia, the Republic of Côte d’Ivoire, Senegal and Nigeria, gain their independence, and the introduction of many newly independent countries into the United Nations.


There were other major events, too, such as the Soviet shooting-down in May of an American U-2 plane spying over Soviet territory, derailing plans for summit meetings on nuclear disarmament. In October, with relations between the United States and the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR) at a particularly low ebb, numerous heads of state attended the General Assembly of the United Nations and passed the Declaration on the Granting of Independence to Colonial Countries and Peoples. One of the most reported events at that historic meeting was Soviet premier Nikita Khrushchev’s protest against a speech concerning Soviet suppression in Eastern Europe by pounding his shoe on the desk. Khrushchev’s angry and unorthodox behaviour occurred on 12 October 1960, coincidentally the day Paul and Eslanda Robeson arrived in Sydney at the start of their Australian and New Zealand tour. A focus on Paul and Eslanda’s tour in such a tumultuous year in world history—a year in which the themes of decolonisation, peace, and Cold War conflicts over communism are clearly evident—enables us to explore both African American and Australian and New Zealand cultural, musical and political history.


Having grown up in a communist family in the 1950s and early 1960s, one of my preoccupations as a historian has been to better understand the Cold War.3 I first became interested in the Robesons’ tour of Australia and New Zealand, which occurred in the later years of the Cold War, when completing my earlier research into the Australian Freedom Ride of 1965. The Freedom Ride, in which I participated as a nineteen-year-old student, was a two-week journey through country towns in New South Wales by a busload of a little over thirty students from the University of Sydney. Led by Charles Perkins, one of the country’s first Aboriginal university students, the ‘freedom riders’ protested in several towns against racial discrimination in public facilities such as swimming pools, council halls, cinemas and, most egregiously of all, returned servicemen’s clubs that excluded Aboriginal veterans. Through the research for my book Freedom Ride: A Freedom Rider Remembers, which appeared in 2002, I became aware that for at least some of the freedom riders, attendance at a Paul Robeson concert in their early teens had been an influence on their understanding of racial discrimination and Aboriginal rights. I had not attended a Robeson concert myself as the city of Newcastle, located on the Australian coast 200 kilometres north of Sydney, where I grew up, was not on Paul’s itinerary. Newcastle was an industrialised, working-class city with a strong coalmining hinterland; its many Welsh and other British immigrants would have welcomed a Robeson concert, but it was not to be. Nevertheless, The Last Tour touches on part of my own history, as I was well aware as a teenager of my mother’s love of Robeson records.


Intrigued by the question of just what influence Paul Robeson’s concert tour had on the emergence of a strong Aboriginal protest movement, I decided to explore the visit further. There was little existing scholarship when I started, apart from a useful four-page account (along with some excellent and very detailed endnotes) in Martin Duberman’s monumental 1989 biography of Paul Robeson.4 I was interested not only in the Robesons themselves but also in their visit, which I saw as an ideal vantage point, given its occurrence at such a pivotal time, for investigating more closely the slow transition from the Cold War era of the late 1940s and the 1950s to the sixties era of the New Left, new social movements and the demand for Aboriginal rights.5 As my research progressed, I became interested in Eslanda’s life and achievements, too, and realised that the story of her tour also needed to be told. There was nothing at all on Eslanda’s tour until Barbara Ransby’s biography appeared in 2013 with a valuable one-page description.6 I wanted to know more about her conduct as manager of the extra-concert side of the tour, her media interviews and her public talks.


Paul and Eslanda Robeson: Their lives in brief


Despite a rapidly expanding international scholarship, many people today have little knowledge of Paul and Eslanda Robeson, so effective was the Cold War suppression of Paul’s career and memory. The following few paragraphs may help us meet them as they were when they came to Australia and New Zealand. This summary, like The Last Tour as a whole, draws on the extensive scholarship on Paul and the growing one on Eslanda. In Paul’s case, I have found invaluable Duberman’s major biography, Paul Robeson, which traces Paul’s public and private life in immense detail. Also helpful are the biographies by Gerald Horne, Jordan Goodman, Jeff Sparrow and Paul Robeson Jnr, and the studies of Robeson’s voice and music by musicologist Grant Olwage.7 While less has been written about Eslanda, she figures in Ransby’s excellent biography, Duberman’s biography of Paul, and other work.8


Paul Robeson lived a rich and varied life. He was born in 1898. His mother died when he was six and he was brought up by his father, William, an African American pastor who as a fifteen-year-old in 1860 had escaped slavery. Paul’s church background influenced him deeply as a speaker and especially as a singer of spirituals. He was one of the first African Americans to attend Rutgers University, and as a student became a famous college footballer, the best of his generation.


While in hospital with a football injury, he met Eslanda Cardoza Goode, who came from an educated middle-class African American family that included, as the ‘Cardoza’ in her name indicates, Sephardic Jewish ancestry. For many African American women, she was truly an agenda setter. Having gained her degree in chemistry at Columbia University in 1917, she was working in the surgical pathology department at New York City’s Presbyterian Hospital, the first African American to do so.


Paul and Eslanda married in 1921 and, despite some difficult patches in their marriage, would stay together until her death in 1965. Although he graduated from Rutgers with a law degree in 1919, Paul never practised law. Instead, he became a stage actor and then a singer, after an impromptu singing performance he gave when acting in Eugene O’Neill’s The Emperor Jones attracted attention. In the 1920s he began singing spirituals in solo concert performance to much acclaim, and after a period of combining her work as a pathologist with supporting Paul’s emerging career, Eslanda gave up her hospital position and became his full-time manager.9 She also took the first steps towards her lifelong career as a writer and journalist, at first by writing plays and a novel (these were never published).


Paul’s fame as a singer and actor rose rapidly from the late 1920s through live performance, records and radio; there were many half-hour radio programs devoted solely to playing his songs. He was well known for singing spirituals and especially for the song ‘Ol’ Man River’, from the musical Show Boat.


With Paul’s enormous success in Europe, the couple moved to London in 1928 with their baby son, Paul Robeson Jnr, known as Pauli. Two years later, Eslanda’s desire to be a recognised writer was realised when she published Paul Robeson, Negro. A biography of Paul, who was then only thirty-two, it was written in response to people wanting to know more about this suddenly famous singing and acting star, and sought to emphasise an African American success story.10 It told the story of his life from childhood through the Harlem years and on to his huge success on the stage and as a singer.


Paul’s fame grew even more through the 1930s, when he performed and sang leading roles in a series of movies set in Africa. Of these, the best known and most popular in Australia and New Zealand was Sanders of the River, which he later came to denounce as expressing imperialist and colonialist ideology. While living in London in the 1930s, both Paul and Eslanda undertook further studies: Paul, a brilliant linguist, learned several languages, and Eslanda enrolled at the London School of Economics (LSE) to undertake graduate anthropology courses on Africa.


In the middle 1930s Paul became more politically engaged, especially after he and Eslanda visited the Soviet Union in 1934 at the invitation of filmmaker Sergei Eisenstein, who wanted him to star in a movie on the Haitian revolution of 1791–1804. Paul loved what he saw in Moscow, met many like-minded people, and would often remark that this was when he first felt he’d been treated as a full human being: ‘Here for the first time in my life, I walk in full human dignity.’11 To his great detriment later on, he would never waver from his support for the Soviet Union.


Two other events enhanced Paul’s turn to socialist politics and support for an international working class. One was his meeting with a group of Welsh miners, working-class men whose collective singing he loved, which led him to stay emotionally connected with Wales for the rest of his life. The other was the Spanish Civil War—a conflict between the elected Republican government and right-wing forces led by General Francisco Franco—with Paul firmly on the side of the Republicans. In January 1938 he visited Spain, where he spoke and sang to members of the International Brigade and other Republican forces.12


Eslanda, meanwhile, continued to develop her knowledge and understanding of Africa. Critical of much existing scholarship, which she saw as conducted too often by privileged British white men who regarded African people and cultures as uncivilised and primitive, she wanted to understand Africa from her standpoint as an African American. In 1936, without Paul but with their son, Pauli, she visited South Africa and Uganda. Her book African Journey, published nine years later, significantly enhanced her standing as a writer.13


Paul and Eslanda returned to the United States to live in 1939, and during World War II Paul’s fame continued to increase as he performed in support of the war effort and made many recordings, most notably the song ‘Ballad for Americans’, an inclusive patriotic song that became exceptionally popular. After the war, however, everything changed. With the onset of the Cold War in 1946, Paul’s politics, especially his support for the Soviet Union, became anathema in the United States. In the heated anti-communist climate of the late 1940s and the 1950s, performance venues and recording studios were closed to him. Not wanting someone with Paul’s fame speaking adversely of the United States abroad, the US authorities in 1950 revoked both his and Eslanda’s passports.


While Paul had limited opportunities to perform or record in the United States, Eslanda was able to continue as a writer and journalist. Her third and last book, American Argument (1949), co-written with Pearl Buck, a white American southerner brought up in China, staged a wide-ranging and sometimes heated conversation between Eslanda and Pearl.14 While they agreed on many issues, such as the state of American politics and the importance of women’s political activism, they disagreed strongly about the Soviet Union, with Pearl highly critical and Eslanda a strong defender. Eslanda continued to write throughout the 1950s as an accredited journalist at the United Nations for the Associated Negro Press, an international news agency for Black American newspapers, covering a wide range of stories concerning African Americans, Africa and the African diaspora.


Paul also turned to writing. His book Here I Stand appeared early in 1958 and signalled his desire to again be heard as a singer, a musical theorist and an activist for African Americans’ civil rights. He also read extensively about music and song and developed plans to write a book on the universality of music.


Eventually, in June 1958, as the Cold War eased and after a sustained international campaign on Paul’s behalf, the US Supreme Court found the State Department had no right to withhold his (or, indeed, Eslanda’s) passport on the basis of his political views. On regaining their passports, they immediately left the United States and based themselves again in England, where they had spent such productive and congenial years in the 1930s. For Paul, the next two-and-a-half years saw a frenzy of touring, performing and public speaking.


Finally, two New Zealand entrepreneurs made an offer for a commercial concert tour of Australia and New Zealand that was too good to refuse. The resulting tour was accompanied, everywhere they went, by public lectures, meetings and social events involving both Robesons. They arrived in Sydney on 12 October 1960 and, after touring both countries, left Perth on 4 December.


A surprising tour


The tour was a financial success, but it would be the Robesons’ last. A few months after his return home to London, while visiting Moscow, Paul attempted suicide. Suffering from exhaustion and depression, he underwent treatment in Moscow and the United Kingdom for almost three years and returned to the United States in December 1963. He retired from public life and never toured again.


The fact that Paul attempted suicide so soon after the Australasian tour ended has for some Robeson scholars cast a shadow over the tour as a whole.15 Horne goes so far as to say that Paul ‘may have been better served by skipping the Australian-New Zealand tour’, not only because of the lengthy travel involved—undesirable for a man with health problems—but also because ‘what he saw there hardly improved his mood’.16


Here I present a rather different account, based on new archival sources. While the Robesons’ open attachment to and praise for the Soviet Union in the tense Cold War atmosphere of the times could have damaged the concert tour seriously through media hostility or blackout or perhaps simply a loss of audience, this is not what happened. Paul’s concerts were loved by their capacity audiences and warmly praised by music critics, Eslanda’s public lectures were well attended, and the couple’s frequently stated and reported concern with questions of race, colonialism and Indigenous peoples’ rights generated discussion. Paul’s undeniable stature as a singer and performer enabled him to reach out not only to those in the peace movement and the trade unions who thought as he did, but also more widely to people who thought differently but loved his voice, his music, his songs, his movies and his recitations. Media coverage of Eslanda was uniformly positive, and while there was some hostility to Paul, especially when he first arrived in Sydney, most reporting was warm and respectful.


This book is a tour history—a genre that provides an opportunity to add not only to our knowledge of touring celebrity figures, but also to gain insight into the places and people who saw, heard or met them. As pop culture historian Kit Macfarlane suggests, ‘It’s easy to see the problems of another society in an international visitor, but all too rarely do we pay enough attention to the reflections of ourselves these visitors provide.’17 My history of the Robesons’ antipodean tour strives for a multi-perspectival and transnational approach.18 This tour reminds us that the Cold War, the decolonisation of Africa and Asia, and the emerging civil rights movements in the United States, Australia and New Zealand were all occurring at the same time.


Following Paula and Eslanda and those they met has led my exploration along several thematic pathways—music and performance, the peace movement, trade unions and workers’ movements, the Aboriginal and Māori protest movements, and the fears and hopes accompanying the decolonisation of Africa and Asia; and, through Eslanda, feminism and journalism. It was, in a remarkable way, several tours rolled into one.


The musical tour


Central to the tour was a series of twenty concerts performed in nine cities. As Chapter 4 discusses in detail, the concert programmes drew on songs Paul had sung over his long career and were chosen and juxtaposed to illustrate his ideas about the universality of music and the connections between classical and folk music. Important at these concerts were recitations, notably the final monologue from Shakespeare’s Othello, Langston Hughes’ anti-segregationist poem ‘Freedom Train’, and William Blake’s anthem ‘Jerusalem’. Subsequent chapters discuss in depth both audience responses to and newspaper music reviewers’ comments on the concerts. Media interviews were an important aspect of the tour, many of them delving into Paul’s musical ideas at some length and demonstrating to readers, listeners and viewers that for Paul, despite everything that had happened to him and the many causes for which he fought, music remained profoundly important for humanity.


The peace tour


Operating alongside the concert tour, the visit had a political side. Both Paul and Eslanda expressed their political opinions freely in media interviews and public talks. They spoke about imperialism, decolonisation, the need for peace and disarmament, the struggle for racial equality and, in Eslanda’s case, women’s rights, responsibilities and struggles. They took time to meet and speak to people interested in, and sympathetic to, their politics, who included communists, ex-communists and other socialists, and activists in peace, women’s and Aboriginal rights organisations.


From their point of view, when setting out at the beginning of the tour, the cornerstone of the political side was to be the peace movement—specifically the communist-dominated peace councils in each city, all of which were affiliated to the World Peace Council (WPC), to which Paul belonged. Their insistence was based in part on their political commitment to the pro-Soviet strand of the worldwide peace movement, and in part on a desire to limit the number of organised meetings with supporters by dealing with a single organisation in each city. This strategy worked to an extent, ensuring well-attended meetings with supporters in nearly every city (I have found no mention of one in Dunedin), but it had its limitations. The peace movement in 1960 in both countries was undergoing notable change in response to worldwide alarm at the proliferation of nuclear weapons. New non-communist strands such as the Campaign for Nuclear Disarmament, especially active in New Zealand, and the Congress for International Cooperation and Disarmament (CICD), based in Melbourne, were beginning to displace the peace councils. The result was that in some cities the peace councils provided a narrower pathway to like-minded people than the Robesons would have hoped and expected.


The workers tour


In addition to the twenty commercial concerts, Paul gave seven informal concert performances to large groups of workers—two to railway workers, four to waterside workers, and one to building workers. In both Australia and New Zealand, the best publicly remembered moments from the tour are those where there is a surviving recording of Paul singing to one of these large groups of workers. In New Zealand, that event occurred when he spoke and sang at the Addington Railway Workshops in Christchurch, an audio recording subsequently being circulated and later providing the basis for a well-known and occasionally repeated radio program on Radio New Zealand (RNZ).19


In Australia, best remembered are the news films recording Paul speaking and singing to the workers on the Opera House construction site in Sydney. There are other occasions that made a huge impression at the time, especially Paul singing to waterside workers in Wellington, Sydney, Melbourne and Adelaide, but at which no such recordings were made; for these, I have relied on oral histories and printed accounts in trade union newspapers.


That these occasions where Paul sang informally to large groups of workers made such an impression at the time is a clue not only to his own preference for singing to workers, but also to the importance of unionism in 1960 for these all-male transport and building workers. The ease with which he could slip between a formal evening or matinee concert with a well-dressed paying audience to a lunch-time meeting with large groups of workers in work clothes and stout boots tells us a lot about him, but also about the nature of class in Australia and New Zealand at the time. Though unionism would soon face long-term challenges leading to declining union membership, in 1960 the tour reveals glimpses into some strong and confident trade unions with broad cultural concerns and influence.


The Indigenous and anti-colonialism tour


Paul and Eslanda’s relationship with Aboriginal and Māori people, organisations and issues is a complex and important one. For the Robesons, the situation of Aboriginal and Māori people and their struggles for recognition and equality were a distinguishing feature of each country, different from any other country they knew, and a source of curiosity. They expressed an interest in meeting Aboriginal and Māori people, and in Paul’s case in learning about Aboriginal and Māori music, from the tour’s beginning through to the end. There were important times of connection, such as meeting Māori in Auckland and Aboriginal people in Brisbane, Sydney and Perth, and I explore these in the relevant chapters. Yet there were also cities where such meetings were rare or non-existent, and it is clear that the peace councils they relied on were not always the best way to meet Indigenous people. Nevertheless, Paul’s comments in Australia on the situation of Aboriginal people became a defining feature of the tour, explored here especially in chapters 8, 9 and 14.


An important feature of both Paul’s and Eslanda’s commentary on questions of race is that they drew connections between civil rights struggles in the United States and the wider struggles of ‘coloured’ and colonised peoples everywhere. In the United States in the 1940s and 1950s, they had been among those African American activists who made these links, most notably through Paul’s role in the Council on African Affairs, which Penny Von Eschen examines in her 1997 book Race Against Empire: Black Americans and Anti-Colonialism, 1937–1957.20 This strand in the civil rights movement, Von Eschen argues, had been crushed in the 1950s as the Cold War came to define a ‘free’ United States and its allies against the unfree, authoritarian and expansionist Soviet Union, in the process casting colonialism and anti-colonialism as less important movements that were in danger of being manipulated by the Soviet Union for its own purposes. Paul’s own suppression in the 1950s had been driven, Von Eschen argues, by a fear that his anti-imperialism and anti-colonialism would undermine the American project of casting itself as the leader of the free world. Suppressed Paul certainly had been during the 1950s, but his comments in the Australian and New Zealand tour in 1960 show that he continued to link the different struggles that people of colour were waging around the world.


The feminism tour


While Paul did not have much to say about women’s rights or gender equality, Eslanda made up for it, frequently drawing attention to the importance of women’s political activism. Her well-attended public lectures were hosted in New Zealand mainly by the local branches of the United Nations Association, to which she belonged, and in Australia by the Union of Australian Women (UAW).21 Although she did not describe herself as a feminist—few socialist women (including my mother) at the time did, seeing feminism as a bourgeois middle-class women’s movement and not for them—in current uses of the term she certainly was one. In her lectures and interviews, she consistently emphasised the vital role of women in the struggle for peace, for independence in Africa, and for civil rights in the United States.
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It is time, then, to get on with the story. The Last Tour is structured through chronology and place. It begins with a chapter exploring Australian and New Zealand engagements with Paul Robeson’s singing and movies in the 1920s and 1930s. Two chapters follow investigating the impact of World War II and the Cold War from 1946 to 1958 on Paul’s career and on the access Australians and New Zealanders had to him as a performer and political figure. Chapter 4 looks at how the tour came about, the musical, commercial and political planning that took place, and the role of Eslanda as Paul’s manager. The tour proper takes up chapters 5 to 14, proceeding in order as Paul and Eslanda move from one city to another, starting in Australia, then moving to New Zealand, and returning to Australia. Though Eslanda appears in every chapter, Chapter 11 is devoted specifically to her independent contribution as a public speaker and in media interviews. The book ends in Chapter 15 with a discussion of how the tour, and Paul and Eslanda generally, have been remembered since.


My hope is that this book contributes both to our knowledge of Paul and Eslanda as a couple engaging with their times, and to our understanding of Australia’s and New Zealand’s cultural and political history within an international and cosmopolitan frame of reference. I hope also that it is not only enjoyable to read but also helps readers feel something of the hope, inspiration and renewed energy for present challenges that those who encountered them so strongly felt in 1960.





1


Australia and New Zealand Love Paul Robeson, 1925–1939


WHEN PAUL ROBESON visited Australia and New Zealand in 1960, he expressed amazement at the way people knew and loved particular songs from his records. Very often they asked him to sing songs he had not sung for many years, and he had to remind himself of the words. The familiarity with his songs of people so far away from his life in Europe and North America may have surprised Paul, but Australians and New Zealanders had been listening to him on record and radio since the late 1920s and seeing and hearing him on film since the 1930s.


Even before hearing him on radio, buying his records and seeing him in movies, some Australians and New Zealanders first heard about Robeson as a stage actor. He had begun his acting career to much acclaim in New York in May 1924 in the role of Brutus Jones in The Emperor Jones, a play by Eugene O’Neill in which an African American man escapes prison in the United States and flees to an island in the West Indies, where he becomes a tyrannical emperor; again he must flee to escape revolution, and as he flees is confronted by a phantasmagoria of images from his own and his people’s past, including the galley of a slave ship, slave auctions and prison experiences.


While little information about the New York production of The Emperor Jones reached Australia and New Zealand, it would be a different story when the play opened in London in September 1925 to near-universal praise for Robeson’s performance.1 It was common practice for newspapers in both Australia and New Zealand to report on British cultural life, especially the London stage, and they printed several stories about Paul’s performance in The Emperor Jones. The Daily Telegraph in Sydney had a story from a special correspondent headed ‘Great Negro actor in new play’ that outlined in some detail the plot of the play and Paul’s performance and remarked that ‘thanks to the genius of O’Neill and the magnificent performance of Mr Robeson, the play was an artistic and popular triumph. Mr Robeson is a gigantic young negro, 6ft 3in [190 centimetres] in height, with a bearing of extraordinary dignity and the richest and most resonant speaking voice I have ever heard.’2 The London correspondent for the Sydney Morning Herald, Martyn M Threlfall, described both the play and Robeson’s performance as ‘extraordinary’. Characterising him as ‘a negro actor of genius’ with a voice that was mellow, rich and deep, he evoked the play and concluded that ‘London will not forget the Emperor or Paul Robeson for a long time’.3


Spirituals, other songs, and solo concerts


At the same time as Paul was making his name as a stage actor in the United States and the United Kingdom he was becoming known as a singer of spirituals, beginning with a concert in Boston in November 1924.4 Sung by enslaved African Americans, spirituals had first reached wider audiences in the United States and beyond, including Australia and New Zealand, through the tours and performances of the Fisk Jubilee Singers in the nineteenth century. In the 1880s, the group had made an extensive and successful tour lasting almost three-and-a-half years of the Australian colonies, including visits to Aboriginal communities at the Maloga Mission on the Murray River in August 1886.5 The Fisk Singers also introduced spirituals to New Zealand, leaving behind them familiarity with and love of songs such as ‘Steal Away’ and ‘Swing Low, Sweet Chariot’, sung in some nonconformist churches.6 In New Zealand the singers met Māori community leaders and members; on one occasion, at a dinner of about 300 people in Greymouth, Māori performed a haka for them and they in response sang several songs.7 A wide range of audiences heard and appreciated their singing, and the Fisk Singers and their successors influenced the development of Aboriginal and Māori singing groups for decades afterwards. As cultural studies researcher Nicole Anae shows, as late as the 1930s Indigenous singing groups in both countries were still including in their repertoire songs they had learned from the Fisk Jubilee Singers.8


Spirituals took on a new significance in the twentieth century when WEB Du Bois, a major African American thinker and close friend of Paul Robeson, discussed them in his groundbreaking and influential book The Souls of Black Folk (1903). The songs, he wrote, were ‘half-forgotten’ outside the American South until the Fisk Jubilee Singers ‘sang the slave songs so deeply into the world’s heart that it can never wholly forget them again’.9


A decade later, African American singers began experimenting with a new style of performance of the spirituals that Paul would make his own. In a break from the collective concert performances pioneered by the Fisk Jubilee Singers, solo concert performances were coming into vogue. One of the earliest examples of a spiritual written in art-song form for a solo recital by a trained singer was ‘Deep River’, published in 1916 by Harry T Burleigh, an African American classical baritone singer.10 When Paul turned to singing spirituals in a solo concert format with his debut concert in Boston in November 1924, he was inspired and influenced not only by Burleigh but also by African American musicians Roland Hayes and Lawrence Brown, who had been performing Black-authored music in concerts since 1919.11 Hayes influenced Robeson in programming, arranging and performing spirituals in vocal recitals, while as Robeson’s accompanist Brown would have an even greater influence over a long period of time.12 Through their jointly carefully crafted performances, Brown helped Robeson’s spirituals to become recognised as a legitimate artistic form.13 He would be Paul’s accompanist for thirty-five years, including on the tour of Australia and New Zealand in 1960.


Paul and Lawrence Brown’s musical partnership began when they performed spirituals together at a series of concerts in April and May 1925 at the Greenwich Village Theatre.14 At the first concert, Paul sang twelve spirituals that he would retain throughout his career. Brown, generally known as ‘Larry’, was his accompanist and arranged eight of the twelve songs; according to music historian Grant Olwage, his contribution to Robeson’s performance was enormous. Over thirty-five years later, Paul would sing three of these songs in Australia and New Zealand—‘Deep River’, ‘Go Down, Moses’ and ‘We Are Climbing Jacob’s Ladder’. ‘Deep River’ is a song of longing for a place of peace. Beginning and ending with the refrain ‘Deep river, my home is over Jordan/Deep river, Lord, I want to cross over into campground’, in between it twice asks the listener: ‘Oh, don’t you want to go to that gospel feast/That promised land where all is peace?’ ‘Go Down, Moses’ is also a deeply religious song, evoking the story of Moses from the book of Exodus. The singer urges Moses to go down and tell the Pharoah to ‘let my people go’, and the refrain ‘Let my people go’ can be taken as a demand for liberation from slavery. ‘We Are Climbing Jacob’s Ladder’ calls on another biblical story, that of Jacob, the son of Isaac and grandson of Abraham, who dreams of a ladder leading from earth to heaven. It calls on the ‘soldiers of the Cross’, the Christians, to serve Jesus and to reach higher and higher.


Paul’s turn towards singing spirituals in concert performances for a wide range of audiences was part of the Harlem Renaissance of the 1920s—that upsurge in African American contributions to a wide range of creative arts, especially music, literature and drama. In March 1925, just before the first of Paul and Larry’s concerts in Greenwich, Alain Locke, an African American philosopher at Howard University, edited an edition of Survey Graphic magazine showcasing African American artistic creativity. In his introduction, Locke emphasised the rise of African American race pride and a cosmopolitan consciousness of the role of African Americans in advancing African people worldwide. He comments that ‘As with the Jew, persecution is making the Negro international’ and foresaw an important role for African Americans in the ‘future development of Africa’.15 Locke’s idea of the New Negro was discussed in Australian newspapers, the South Australian Chronicle, for example, reporting in May 1925 on Locke’s issue of Survey Graphic, which it thought demonstrated ‘the spirit of a racial awakening’ in Harlem, and the role of Harlem in focusing African Americans ‘culturally and spiritually’.16 In one essay in his collection, ‘The Negro spirituals’, Locke urged Black artists to rework and transform African American spirituals, ‘the most characteristic product of Negro genius as yet in America’.17 As scholar Shane Vogel writes, ‘While WEB Du Bois famously emphasized the spirituals as a record of a Black past in The Souls of Black Folk … Locke emphasized them as a ground for a Black Future.’18 By the end of the year, Australian newspapers were noting the emergence of the new art-concert style of spirituals sponsored by Burleigh and Hayes.19


Already familiar with spirituals from the Fisk Jubilee Singers and others, listeners in Australia and New Zealand were ready for the emergence of this new form of solo concert performance in which Paul Robeson would excel, but it would be some time before they heard African Americans singing art spirituals in person. In 1924, a successor group to the Fisk Jubilee Singers known as the Dixie Jubilee Singers toured New Zealand, their repertoire including many original Fisk songs, such as ‘Steal Away’, ‘Roll Jordan Roll’ and ‘Swing Low, Sweet Chariot’, and some non-spiritual African American songs, such as ‘Carry Me Back to Old Virginny’.20 That same year, a white American mezzo-soprano named Edna Thomas toured Australia performing solo spirituals, signifying that art-song spirituals had become so popular that both Black and white singers were including them in their concert programmes.21 Thomas’s performance, which emphasised her whiteness, was a long way from the vision of Du Bois and Locke of spirituals as demonstrating the creativity of African American people. Billed as ‘The Lady from Louisiana’, she performed dressed in a crinoline suggestive of the Old South and told Australian and New Zealand reporters that she had learned her songs from her ‘black mammy, Ninna’.22 She was wildly popular in Australia, returning in 1925 after touring New Zealand; by early 1926, her records were available.23


While Robeson was becoming known in the United States and the United Kingdom as a famous singer of spirituals, the song that made him world famous, including in Australia and New Zealand, was not a spiritual. ‘Ol’ Man River’ was composed by Jerome Kern with lyrics by Oscar Hammerstein II for the stage musical Show Boat, first performed on Broadway in December 1927. In part a romance and a family story, it is set on a boat that travels along the Mississippi River, stopping at towns and presenting theatrical performances. Its characters include not only the family, the performers and the stagehands but also the dockworkers, one of whom, named Joe, leads a Black ensemble. The musical produced several classic songs, the most famous of which was ‘Ol’ Man River’, composed to be sung by Joe; it situates the struggle of African Americans against the unceasing flow of the river. It begins with the voices of African Americans working the boats along the Mississippi (‘Here we all work while the white folk play/Pullin’ them boats from the dawn till sunset’) and expresses their desire to go away from the Mississippi and instead to the River Jordan (‘That’s the old stream that I long to cross’). In fact, they keep working (‘You and me, we sweat and strain/Body all achin’ and racked with pain’) and the Mississippi keeps flowing (‘Ol’ man river, he just keeps rollin’ along’).


The stage musical was an enormous success and many applauded it for taking the art form into new, more serious territory. From the start, Kern and Hammerstein intended for Robeson to sing ‘Ol’ Man River’, but Paul was unavailable for the musical’s opening run. He was very much there, however, for the London production in May 1928, which was a huge hit. British newspapers published numerous stories explaining who Robeson was, some of which were adapted for and reprinted in Australian and New Zealand newspapers.24 Some Australian papers had their own reporters, such as Gerald Marr Thompson, a former music critic for the Sydney Morning Herald who in retirement still contributed occasional articles to the paper when he visited England. Thompson reported in October on the success of the play and especially Robeson’s performance, commenting that ‘the pathos of the oft-repeated melody, “Old Man River”, is now being hummed in the London streets’.25 Both Australian and New Zealand newspapers reported the song’s popularity, describing it as the bestseller of 1928.26


The success of Show Boat led to new concert engagements for Larry and Paul. When they performed several extraordinarily successful concerts of spiritual songs at Drury Lane in London in July 1928, the enthusiasm of the English reviews spilled over into the Australian and New Zealand press. In an article describing the concerts, the Melbourne Age in October 1928 commented that only a few weeks earlier no-one would have predicted that ‘a negro singer would, single-handed, crowd the great spaces of Drury-lane Theatre with several audiences come to hear him sing this one class of song’. But that, it went on, ‘is what has happened’; the theatre, with 3000 seats, had sold out twice. The article went on to list Robeson’s many accomplishments—university graduate, actor, and a man of ‘herculean stature’.27 The Auckland Star on 16 August 1928 ran a story headed ‘Critic captivated by Negro genius’ and subtitled ‘Vast audience sits spellbound while Paul Robeson sings’.28 Many other newspapers in both Australia and New Zealand reported the near-frenzy of admiration that ensued from the Drury Lane concerts.29


Now based in London, Paul went from one outstanding success to another. Less than two years after reading about Show Boat and the Drury Lane concerts, Australians and New Zealanders learned of his performances as the title character in Shakespeare’s Othello in a production at the Savoy Theatre. Opening on 19 May 1930, the play attracted attention and controversy and mixed reviews, but for Robeson himself, considerable acclaim.30 In one newspaper article, Stephen Roberts, professor of history at the University of Sydney, listed ‘the theatrical art of Paul Robeson’ as an example of the African American cultural revival.31 Robeson would appear twice more in Othello productions, one in the United States in 1942–43, and the other in the United Kingdom at Stratford-upon-Avon in 1959; taken together, these three productions changed thereafter the way the play was performed and assumptions about who should perform the role of Othello.32 It became identified with Paul throughout his life, and he often included in his concerts Othello’s final speech, given as the character commits suicide after killing Desdemona in a jealous rage and learning she had not, after all, been unfaithful to him. It begins, strikingly, with Othello saying, ‘I have done the state some service, and they know it’, and then asks whoever will tell his story to




Speak of me as I am; nothing extenuate,


Nor set down aught in malice. Then must you speak


Of one that loved not wisely but too well.





Always to much acclaim, Paul would recite this monologue frequently in Australia and New Zealand, both at commercial concerts and when speaking and singing more informally to workers.


Records, tours and radio


By the late 1920s, Australians and New Zealanders were not only reading about Paul’s success as a singer in London but were also able to hear for themselves, through phonograph records, him singing both spiritual and secular songs. By the mid-1920s, one-third of Australian households owned a gramophone and the records played on them were either imported or produced by the local Australian branches of multinational gramophone companies.33 Robeson began recording spirituals with His Master’s Voice (HMV) in late 1925, and by 1926 news of these records was being reported in Australia and New Zealand.34 Robeson records were occasionally mentioned in the press through 1927 and 1928, but it was really in 1929 that they seem to have become freely available.35 A music critic who signed themselves as ‘AHT’ enthused in the Brisbane Telegraph in January 1929 about Robeson’s recent two 10-inch HMV records of ‘negro songs’ and spirituals and said they were ‘the first of Robeson’s that have come to Australia’ and would be on sale at all record shops shortly. They would cost 4 shillings each, making them at the higher end of the market.36 Several more Paul Robeson records featuring spirituals and other songs appeared that year, notably a Gramophone Company record marketed as ‘plantation songs’, including ‘Old Folks at Home’, ‘Away Down South in Dixie,’ ‘Carry Me Back to Old Virginny’ and ‘My Old Kentucky Home’. These were old Southern songs and, as one newspaper commented, the ‘popularity of these songs never seems to flag, and in this record, Paul Robeson gives a really thrilling and moving performance’.37 More records became available when in June 1929 the record of Show Boat including ‘Ol’ Man River’ went on sale in Australia and New Zealand.38


By September, more Robeson records were on sale, including one featuring ‘Water Boy’, a song he would sing frequently on the Australian and New Zealand tour as he had throughout his singing career. This was a folk song composed by American songwriter Jacques Wolfe in the style of African American spirituals and subsequently arranged and popularised in the 1920s as a jazz song by Avery Robinson, expressing the call by a thirsty labourer on a chain gang for the water carrier to bring him water.39 It begins, ‘Water boy, where are you hidin’?’, continues with ‘If you don’t come I will tell your mammy’, and then has the rhythms of a prison gang breaking rocks: ‘There ain’t no hammer/That’s on-a this mountain/That ring-a like mine boy/That ring-a like mine.’


Through the 1920s and 1930s the Australian and New Zealand reception of spirituals crossed the high culture/popular culture divide, being both praised by musical critics and widely available on radio and gramophone records. The Brisbane Courier observed on 1 January 1930: ‘Robeson’s records have had phenomenal popularity, due to [his] splendid bass voice, sincere artistry, and interesting personality.’40


Another musical form closely associated with African American performers had a more mixed reception. Australians first heard of jazz in their newspapers in 1917; the first local band emerged in 1918, and from then on it rapidly grew in popularity. Visits by African American jazz performers began in 1923 with the arrival of the Royal Southern Singers, an African American group who performed a mix of jazz tunes and spirituals.41 As its popularity increased in both countries, jazz also gained in the United States a somewhat negative reputation associated with improper conduct in questionable venues, uninhibited dancing and, notably, Black and white people dancing together. As Alwyn Williams argues in his PhD thesis, many Black intellectuals at first distanced themselves from jazz, fearing it would ‘perpetuate the idea prevalent among whites that blacks were lascivious and primitive’, and much preferred the spiritual, ‘loaded with dignity and religious yearning’, that was also popular with white Americans and Europeans.42


In Australia, the idea that jazz was an inferior and sexually and racially dangerous form of music began to take hold among music critics and social commentators. When The Age, one of Melbourne’s leading newspapers, welcomed Edna Thomas’s plantation songs and spirituals in 1924, for example, it commented that they were ‘a great relief from the harsh jazz exhibitions, the usual offering of her countrymen’.43 To a concern about the moral influence of African American jazz was added strong opposition by the Australian Musicians’ Union (AMU) to American jazz band visits, fearing that local players were being displaced and angry that American musicians’ unions had excluded Australian bands and solo musicians from touring in the United States.44 The conservative Australian Government began refusing to admit African American jazz bands, excluding two in 1923 and several more in the following years.45 In 1928, as historian Deirdre O’Connell has explored in detail, it admitted Sonny Clay and his jazz band The Colored Idea, probably because they were presented by their promoters as theatre rather than jazz performers. The band conducted successful concerts in Sydney and Melbourne in early 1928, but its members’ social interactions in Melbourne in March with young white women were seen as a scandal, and in a moral panic the band was deported.46


From then on, the government screened visiting ‘coloured theatrical performers or vaudeville artists’ more rigorously, to the delight of the AMU and many who were devoted to the White Australia policy.47 The iniquitous ‘character test’ operated from the early 1920s. Designed especially to exclude jazz performers, it seems to have constrained but not eliminated visits by African American performers in other musical genres. As author Bill Egan shows, Australian audiences occasionally saw African American performers in these years, such as baritone Bob Parrish, whose concert repertoire included ‘Ol’ Man River’.48 Most notably, in August 1937, Nina Mae McKinney, one of Robeson’s co-stars in Sanders of the River, arrived in Australia for a tour with her revue Hello Harlem! and would stay for several months after the revue ended.


There remained uncertainty among musical entrepreneurs whether the new ‘character test’ applied to all, or only jazz-playing, African American performers. Though the racially discriminatory policy was surely inhibiting bringing African American performers to Australia, it does not seem to have applied to singers of spirituals. In August 1929 the Kentucky Jubilee Singers, a group of ‘eight coloured singers of spirituals and plantation songs’, toured without incident.49 I have found no speculation that the ban would affect Robeson, should he have wished to tour Australia.


From early 1929, Australians and New Zealanders could also hear Robeson on radio. The first radio broadcast in New Zealand occurred in Dunedin in 1922 and in Australia in 1923. In both countries there was in the early years a combination of government-owned and privately owned stations, a blend of the British system, where the BBC had a monopoly, and the American system, where radio stations were privately owned. This system persisted in Australia, while in New Zealand nearly all stations became government-owned. Music would be a feature on all kinds of radio. For several years it consisted of broadcasted live studio concerts, but from about 1926 radio broadcasters began to play gramophone records.50 Newspapers began to print radio programs, which in Australia from June 1929 indicate that the stations were scheduling programs, usually lasting half an hour, devoted entirely to Paul Robeson’s songs.51 Radio programs appeared from May 1929 in New Zealand noting various Robeson time slots, usually much shorter than was common in Australia, such as a nine-minute slot entitled ‘Paul Robeson, Plantation Songs’, on the Masterton program.52 Given the accessibility of radio, it seems likely that for many people this is how they heard and knew Robeson’s voice.


Fame in the 1930s


Two books would help spread Paul Robeson’s fame in the early 1930s. One was Eslanda’s biography, Paul Robeson, Negro, the first of her three books; it was published in England by Victor Gollancz on 20 May 1930, the day after Paul began his run in England playing Othello. At the time, Eslanda wanted to become a writer, and the sudden fame of her husband, with people wanting to know more about him, gave her a subject.


In her account of Paul’s life, she gave attention to the importance of the church and of a vividly described Harlem in African American life, and contrasted racial discrimination and segregation in the United States with what she saw as a lack of it in England.53 Yet at the time of writing the marriage was rocky, coming close to divorce, and though in the end they stayed together, things were never the same. The result was a book of apparently loving praise with an undertone of criticism, such as that Paul was lazy and flirtatious. Some commentators found Eslanda’s habit of referring to herself in the third person odd and distracting, and I would agree. Though Paul was only thirty-two, leading some to suggest he was rather young for a biography, most reviewers thought his international acclaim and fame as a singer and actor made the biography worthwhile.


The book was available in Australia and New Zealand but there were few reviews; one in the Sydney Sun liked it for its frankness ‘tinged with wifely adoration’ and thought it ‘a very strong plea for the advancement of the negroes’.54 In the United States, as scholar Robert Shaffer notes, several leading African American intellectuals praised the book and its subject. Langston Hughes thought ordinary black folk were proud of Paul’s achievements, while WEB Du Bois considered that although Paul was made ‘a little too perfect’, the triumph of a ‘fine black man’ was fascinating and unusual.55 Paul Robeson Jnr writes in his biography of his father that Paul did not see his representation as perfect at all, and was so angered by the book for harping on his faults, displaying him as immature and lazy and amplifying Eslanda’s own role in his success, that he never entirely forgave her.56


The other book contributing to Paul’s fame was written by the well-known New York drama critic Alexander Woollcott, a white American who wrote for the culturally influential New Yorker magazine. His best-selling collection of essays and anecdotes, While Rome Burns (1934), which was said to have sold a quarter of a million copies,57 included a chapter, ‘Colossal Bronze’, about his friendship with Robeson, with a particular focus on how ‘Ol’ Man River’ came to be composed and written especially for him. He writes: ‘of the countless people I have known in my wanderings over the world [Paul Robeson] is one of the few of whom I would say that they have greatness … Paul Robeson strikes me as having been made out of the original stuff of the world’.58 This comment was much quoted thereafter, starting, it seems, with ‘SEN’, the reviewer for the Sydney Mail in 1935.59 Woollcott’s comments were not forgotten: when the Robesons came to Australia in 1960, several newspaper commentators referred to his view of Paul, especially the idea of him as a great man.60


One indicator of Robeson’s fame in Australia in the 1930s is the way in which promising Aboriginal singers of that era would be dubbed ‘Australia’s Paul Robeson’. In Aboriginal communities in the 1930s, there was a growing culture of musical performance for both Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal audiences, including at commemorative events such as the opening of the Sydney Harbour Bridge in 1932 and a re-enactment of the First Fleet landing for the sesquicentennial celebrations in 1938. These performers combined a range of singing and playing styles and, as Anae shows, Indigenous singing groups in both Australia and New Zealand in the 1930s included in their repertoire songs they had learned from the Fisk Jubilee Singers.61


One of the most common musical styles in Aboriginal communities was the gum-leaf bands that emerged on Aboriginal missions in the south-east of the country in the 1930s, and in the west of the country in the Mt Margaret Native Minstrels.62 These bands, consisting of Aboriginal musicians and singers performing for a wide variety of audiences, sang minstrel songs such as ‘Swanee River’ and ‘Old Folks at Home’, along with Australian folk songs and Christian hymns.63 Yorta Yorta man Jimmy Little Snr, father of the famous Aboriginal singer Jimmy Little, led the vaudeville entertainment at the Cumeroogunga Mission, on the NSW side of the Murray River, which formed the border with Victoria; the repertoire included songs learned from the Fisk Jubilee Singers.64


In Victoria, Ted Mullett, a performer in the Lake Tyers Concert Party in the 1930s, was sometimes dubbed ‘Australia’s Paul Robeson’.65 Aboriginal singers were well known in the north, too; a report of one performance during Christmas celebrations in Darwin in 1937 referred to ‘a blind native who is known locally as the “Paul Robeson” of the compound’.66 This tradition would continue into the post-war period, when promising young Aboriginal singer Harold Blair would also be described as ‘Australia’s Paul Robeson’, signifying a mix of being Black with a wonderful voice, and musically gifted.67


Movies


Paul Robeson was also becoming known to Australians and New Zealanders through movies, especially ‘the talkies’, which cinemas began to screen in 1929. Through the 1930s, in addition to movie theatres in the main cities, there was a network across the country of small, wooden-seated picture theatres and community halls in country towns, the movies brought there by travelling showmen. In both city and country Robeson’s movies were popular, and very often they led to a surge of interest in his records. Two American movies starring Paul, The Emperor Jones in 1933 and Show Boat in 1936, were widely screened and both became hugely popular, especially Show Boat, which became one of the most popular movies ever screened in Australia. As in the United States and the United Kingdom, audiences loved the mix of serious romantic drama and well-known popular songs.


Popular, too, were Robeson’s ‘African’ movies of the 1930s. Like many films in this era, these movies, mainly British productions, featured white heroes in desert settings and extolled the benefits of British colonialism. Yet they also had African characters and some of them contained extensive ethnographic footage shot in Africa. Robeson was a huge figure in several of these movies, the best loved in Australia and New Zealand being Sanders of the River (1935). Directed by Hungarian-born, London-based director Zoltan Korda, it was set in colonial Nigeria and was a major commercial success. The Sanders of the title is a British administrator, and Bosambo, the role played by Robeson, is the educated and literate chief of the Ochori tribe who becomes Sanders’ ally in the struggle against gunrunners and slavers. When Bosambo’s wife, played by Nina Mae McKinney, is kidnapped by a rival tribe led by King Mofolaba, Bosambo is captured when he comes to her aid and Sanders arrives just in time to save both their lives—McKinney’s character is saved, that is to say, not by the charismatic African husband played by Robeson but by a white saviour, the colonial administrator. The movie has several songs sung by Robeson, most notably ‘The Canoe Song’, a Congo melody arranged with new lyrics in which Bosambo sings Sanders’ praises as a just and even-handed administrator: ‘Sandy the strong/Sandy the wise/Righter of wrong/Hater of lies’. The song has a stirring chorus: ‘So each for all/We stand or fall/And all for each/Until we reach/the journey’s end’. Australian audiences also loved a rather bloodthirsty battle song that Paul sings several times in the movie, its lyrics including ‘Off, off into battle/Make the war drums rattle/Mow them down like cattle/Onward, on, on into battle/Bite them into the dust, into the dust/Charge, cheer, shoot, spear, smash, smite, slash, fight, and slay’.


Sanders of the River began its antipodean run in August 1935 and reviewers in both Australia and New Zealand immediately loved it. The New Zealand Herald gave an enthusiastic review and noted that the audience had applauded the film at the end of its screening in the Regent Theatre in Auckland, while the Labor Daily in Sydney praised Robeson in the role of Mosambo for using ‘his fine voice to perfection in his war-stirring songs, and again in leading the canoes down the rapids ahead of “Sandi”’.68 Over the next eighteen months the movie was shown around both countries to appreciative audiences. It was still screening in Australia in January 1937 when, in the small northern town of Darwin, an Aboriginal audience rose to its feet and with chants, clapping and stamping joined in when Robeson sang the war songs.69


While Paul himself rejected and intensely disliked the movie, regarding it as praising British colonialism (which it did), it was easily his best remembered in Australia and, to a lesser degree, New Zealand, when he finally arrived there in 1960. Audiences appear to have loved its dramatic storyline, Robeson’s presence and singing, the stirring songs composed by Mischa Spoliansky, and the scenes of African tribes in conflict. In his last interview in Sydney, Paul, having become aware of the popularity of Sanders of the River in Australia, would take steps to set the record straight on his own feelings about the movie. He recounted how some African students had challenged him on appearing in such a film, which ‘shows Africans as children, needing European guidance’, leading him to view the film again and to see that they were right: ‘I had unwittingly helped create a symbol of imperialism.’ The artist cannot live in a vacuum and ‘must choose which cause he is going to serve’.70 Even after this disclaimer, Australian journalists would refer to Sanders of the River, one telling him that he had seen it when he was a young boy and the only thing he remembered about it was Paul Robeson.71


The appearance of four more African movies starring Robeson— Song of Freedom in 1936 and Big Fella, Jericho and King Solomon’s Mines, all in 1937—further increased antipodean knowledge of him and his wonderful singing voice. Paul sang in all these movies, and even people who did not see them may well have heard and enjoyed the songs on radio.72 Songs from Big Fella, for example, were broadcast on Australian radio in what was then dubbed a ‘film broadcast’ on 19 September 1937.73 The movies brought Robeson’s fame to new heights. As movie reporter Mary Olivier commented in The Queenslander in 1938, people had liked hearing his voice on gramophone records but knew little about him until the success of his movies. She pointed out: ‘In the last two years Paul Robeson has risen to extraordinary screen prominence, the more amazing because he is the first coloured actor to gain world-wide recognition in films, the only coloured man ever to reach stardom.’74


Two of the movies were British films directed by J Elder Wills, and in both Robeson played a dockworker. In Song of Freedom, his character, John Zinga, becomes a singing star and subsequently discovers he is a descendant of Queen Zinga of Casanga (an African island), whose local people ultimately accept him. In Big Fella, his character helps find a lost English boy who has disappeared from a vessel in the port of Marseilles. In this movie, in which, incidentally, Eslanda appears as a cafe proprietor, some songs, such as ‘Ma Curly Headed Baby’, were old favourites that Paul had sung in concerts, while others were written especially for him.75


Paul also sang in King Solomon’s Mines, a popular British movie directed by Robert Stevenson that was based on the 1885 novel by H Rider Haggard—one of the first African adventure novels to feature European encounters with hitherto unknown African kingdoms. Paul’s character is Umbopa, a Zulu man who helps a group of adventurers led by Allan Quartermain; they are searching for the missing father of one of their party, who had been looking for the fabled King Solomon’s mines, believed to contain a treasure trove of diamonds. When the party reaches Kukuanaland, Umbopa reveals that he is the lost heir to the throne and, together with local dissidents and the group of explorers, he overthrows the false King Twala. In the movie, Robeson sings several songs by Spoliansky, namely ‘Walk! Walk!’, ‘Climbin’ Up’ and ‘Kukuwana’. Although many background scenes were filmed in southern Africa, near Pietemaritzburg in Natal, Robeson and the other actors were filmed in London.


Perhaps the most striking of these movies to a modern audience is Jericho (1937), a British film directed by Thornton Freeland—a white American who made movies both in the United States and Britain. Jericho shares the Orientalist fascination of the era with desert settings, but its portrayal of race relations is distinctive and less clearly colonialist than other films of the period. It is the story of an educated African American who, through a series of events during World War I, escapes to Africa, where he remains and thrives. As the film opens, Robeson’s character, Jericho Jackson, is an army corporal with medical training on a ship transporting African American soldiers to France. When the ship is torpedoed, he saves many lives but accidentally kills an obstructive officer in the process. At the American base in Bordeaux he is subsequently convicted of murder and disobeying orders, but escapes by boat to North Africa where he joins the Tuareg people, among whom he heals the sick, marries and has a child, and eventually becomes their leader.76 Although not shown extensively in the United States, Jericho was widely exhibited in Britain and the Commonwealth, including in Australia and New Zealand, where it received enthusiastic reviews.77


While Australia’s film industry was small in the 1930s, there were some movies produced in the style of Paul’s African movies but situated in an Australian context. One of these was Charles Chauvel’s Uncivilised (1936), in which the white ruler of an Aboriginal tribe kidnaps Beatrice Lynn, a white female author investigating the tribe; after many adventures, the author falls in love with her kidnapper.78 Using footage of spectacular scenery in north Queensland, the film also featured Aboriginal performers, mostly from Palm Island but also including Bill Onus, a Wiradjuri and Yorta Yorta man then living in Sydney, who would three years later join and become a leading figure in the Aborigines Progressive Association. The Sydney Morning Herald film critic expressed the view that had the film been of the same high quality as the scenery, ‘Mr Chauvel would have fathered a new Sanders of the River’; as it was, ‘The aborigines in Uncivilised are responsible for whatever success the film attains.’79 That Sanders of the River was seen as the benchmark of good entertainment hints at just how popular this movie was in Australia in the 1930s.


‘The artist must take sides’: Fame and politics in the 1930s


Through the 1930s, Paul’s politics were taking a sharp turn to the socialist left and he was becoming increasingly outspoken on political matters. The political positions he developed at this time, some of them covered in the Australian and New Zealand press, would strongly influence the views he would later express during his tour.80 There were several dimensions to this political turn, including connection with British workers, admiration for the Soviet Union, condemnation of the rise of fascism in Germany, support for the beleaguered Republican government in Spain, and championing African nations’ independence. Paul and Eslanda were becoming socialists who were strongly critical of imperialism and colonialism.


Wales


Paul’s greater interest in the labour movement and socialist politics seems to have begun in Wales. During the Australian and New Zealand tour he often spoke about his special affinity with and love for Wales, a connection that had begun over thirty years earlier. In 1929 in Pontypridd near Cardiff, where he was performing in Show Boat, he encountered a group of unemployed Welsh miners from the Rhondda Valley singing as they walked to London as part of a ‘national hunger march’ organised by the National Unemployed Workers’ Movement, led by the Communist Party of Great Britain.81


Captivated by their singing, Paul immediately joined them. Fifty years later, one of the miners present recalled how stunned they had been; as author and activist Jeff Sparrow writes, they saw ‘a huge African-American stranger in formal attire incongruous next to the half-starved Welshmen in their rough-hewn clothes and mining boots’.82 After the march, he sang ‘Ol’ Man River’ and some spirituals, and donated enough money for them to take the train back to Wales.


Many times afterwards Paul visited mining towns and sang in Wales, and the reception was so warm and positive that he always regarded it as a kind of home away from home. He would later tell audiences in Australia and New Zealand that he could knock on any door in Wales and would be invited in and offered a cup of tea.


The Soviet Union, 1934 and after


One of the key turning points in the lives of Paul and Eslanda was their visit to the Soviet Union in 1934 at the invitation of the esteemed Soviet film director Sergei Eisenstein. Eisenstein had made Battleship Potemkin in 1925 and continued to make films in the Soviet Union through the latter 1920s. In 1931, he began thinking about making a film on Toussaint Louverture, the Haitian revolutionary leader, to be titled Black Majesty. As his close friend the English journalist Marie Seton recalled in a biography she wrote twenty-one years later, Eisenstein wanted to ‘reflect the developing genius of the Negro people’, who had attracted his warm interest on a visit to America a few years earlier.83 As a famous African American actor, Robeson seemed ideal for the role of Louverture, and Eisenstein was delighted when Paul agreed to come to Moscow to discuss the project. Both he and Eslanda had been interested in Russia for some years. Eslanda’s family was fascinated by the country, her mother having had an abiding interest in its culture and her two older brothers having already visited it.84 Paul had begun learning the language in 1931 and quickly became very proficient; he began introducing Russian songs into his concerts and commenting publicly on the affinity between Russian and African American music.85


When Paul and Eslanda arrived in Moscow accompanied by Seton, Paul and Eisenstein hit it off immediately. They had a lot in common, having been born in the same year and having both come to fame at the age of twenty-seven in 1925.86 They sat up, Seton recalled, half the night ‘discussing the evolution of languages; then they turned to music as the expression of comparative cultural development and played the African and Siamese records which Paul Robeson had brought as a present for Eisenstein’.87 They found a common interest in stadial theory, whereby humanity progresses through various stages—an indication, perhaps, of the growing influence of Marxism on Robeson’s thought. There followed a fourteen-day visit, with Eisenstein and Paul constant companions and having many long conversations. One evening, Seton writes, they ‘began to discuss the aboriginal tongues of Australia and the dialects of Africa and China’.88 The Robesons enjoyed a round of parties, receptions and film showings. One of the people they met was Herbert Marshall, a British theatre and film director then working in Russia, who was able to introduce Paul to leading figures in Soviet theatre and who would later become a close friend and colleague in London.89


Already well known in Russia as a singer, Paul was treated as a celebrity and invited to perform in an opera and sing Negro spirituals on radio and at government social events. The Soviet authorities used his rendition of ‘Sometimes I Feel Like a Motherless Child’ on the soundtrack of a short film about racism and labour exploitation in the American sugar industry.90 He sang to workers at a ball-bearing plant that employed many foreign and American workers.91 Paul and Eslanda’s friend and leading member of the US Communist Party (CPUSA) William L Patterson serendipitously met with them in Moscow in early 1935, and their several long conversations strongly influenced Paul’s turn to a more revolutionary politics.92


On leaving Moscow, Paul and Eslanda went to Leningrad (now St Petersburg), where they spent time with African American singer Marian Anderson, who had performed a concert there on 7 January.93 Robeson and Anderson had a great deal in common: they were close in age and were both pioneers in bringing spirituals to a wide international audience. As scholar Sharon Vriend-Robinette writes, they both ‘rose to prominence from limited means. Each had lived in Europe. Both used and popularized spirituals in an attempt to educate their audiences and to connect with an African American understanding of life and liberty.’94 Their paths, however, would diverge politically, as we shall see.


When he left Moscow, Paul agreed to return to make Black Majesty with Eisenstein. With various competing pressures on each of them, however—Eisenstein to get a film made quickly and Paul with his many concerts and political engagements—the two men could not find a mutual time and the film was never made.95 Nevertheless, their meeting made, in Seton’s words, ‘an indelible impression’ on both of them. For Paul, his visit to the Soviet Union was a transformative experience. His politics became increasingly radical and socialist as he came to see the Soviet system as free of the racial hierarchy and oppression that marked his experience of the United States. As he would often say, he felt that for the first time in his life he had been treated not through the prism of race but simply as a human being. He commented to Julia Dorn from the radical theatre journal New Theatre, ‘In Soviet Russia I breathe freely for the first time in my life. It is clear, whether a Negro is politically a Communist or not, that of all the nations in the world, the modern Russians are our best friends.’96 This freer breathing generated a profound romantic affiliation with Russia and the Soviet Union for the rest of his public life that nothing would shift.97 Like many others on the political far left, he refused to believe negative reports of the Soviet Union, seeing them as disinformation spread by that nation’s enemies. The excitement and validation he received during this visit would create a loyalty that later events would not dislodge and the public expression of which would damage him politically, commercially and professionally.


Though Eisenstein’s film was never made, Paul did star in March 1936 as the Haitian revolutionary leader in Toussaint Louverture, a play written by CLR James, a Trinidadian writer and political activist based in London.98 It was performed in London on several Sunday evenings, to poor reviews.99 Yet Paul and James formed a friendship out of the experience, and James later said of Paul that he was a great man.100 ‘He was the most magnificent human being I have ever known or ever heard of,’ James said in an interview. ‘A man of tremendous powers, a man of remarkable gifts. A man who had achieved a great deal but was one of the simplest and one of the most gentle human beings.’101


As a fluent speaker of Russian and a prominent supporter, Paul received a warm welcome in the Soviet Union when he undertook a triumphal concert tour there in December 1936 and January 1937. This visit involved concerts in widely dispersed parts of the country— Moscow, then Leningrad in the far north, followed by Kiev (now Kyiv) and Odessa in the south.102 While in Moscow in early 1937 he saw at the Bolshoi a performance by the Uzbek National Theatre that combined the music of ‘Mussorgsky, Tchaikovsky, Prokofiev, Shostakovich’ with that of the Uzbeks, stemming ‘from an old and proud civilisation’. He was struck not only by the musical performance but also by the fact that Joseph Stalin was in the audience.103 On this visit, Paul would meet and observe the presence of Indigenous and peasant people in modern Soviet society—observations that would give rise to his thinking about Indigenous people and modernity that would have great significance during his Australian and New Zealand tour.


In her biography of Robeson, Seton describes this 1936 visit and summarises Paul’s understanding of these people who a generation before had no written language and who had now ‘built theatres where their own actors played in dramas in their own languages’. Seton quotes (without attribution) Robeson as saying, ‘I saw with my own eyes that people are not “backward” because of colour, but because they are kept back.’104 A few months later, he applied his thinking about Indigenous people and modern society to Australia. In April 1937, the Melbourne Argus, along with many other newspapers, printed a story from Australian Associated Press (AAP) mentioning Paul’s interest in visiting Australia and reporting views he had recently expressed about Australia’s record on matters of race. This interview provided Paul with his first known opportunity to talk about the achievements of Aboriginal people. It is hard to know his sources of information, but they may have included a book by pro-Aboriginal activist and writer Mary Bennett entitled The Australian Aboriginal as a Human Being, which had been published in London in 1930, or perhaps the work of anthropologists such as Alfred Radcliffe-Browne and AP Elkin. Now, he questioned the commonly held notion that Aboriginal people were ‘backward’, a theme he would return to during the tour more than two decades later. Any people, he said, can be lifted, ‘no matter how low their social position’; and in questioning the idea that Aboriginal people were ‘low’ he remarked: ‘It must be remembered that the boomerang introduced a new mathematical principle.’105 In this last comment, he was expressing a common view among those who had become interested in the principles of flight as aviation records continued to be made and broken. As O’Connell points out, Americans were especially fascinated by the boomerang, which they saw as straddling the modern and the ancient, and indeed, she says, ‘Black and White Americans’ knowledge of Aboriginal culture could be summed up in a single word—“boomerang”.’ During the 1920s and 1930s, when aviation adventures and exploits were all the rage, American magazines ‘celebrated the boomerang as the perfect marriage of a propeller and wing’.106


Eslanda shared Paul’s views on the Soviet Union and on much else. Though his affairs with other women made their relationship strained at times, he and Eslanda had a common political vision. They both admired and supported the Soviet Union to the full. They made no public comments about Stalin’s forced collectivisation policies that were in place during the 1930s and led to famine and the loss of millions of lives. As biographer Martin Duberman puts it, ‘Apparently the Robesons had still heard nothing, or chose not to credit the few rumors that might have come their way.’107
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