The exhibit includes the following:

The six illustrated poetry books inside a display case (many
are first editions published between 1899 and 1906)
Facsimile editions of the illustrated poetry books, which can
be handled and browsed

Reproductions of the decorative book covers

Enlargements of selected poems, and the photographs that
illustrate them

A historical timeline that places Dunbar’s life into context,
during a period of racial segregation, lynchings and a

nascent civil rights movement

This event is of interest to students and faculty in many disciplines:

Art and photography

History

English and literature

Civil rights and African-American studies

Sociology



Near the end of his brief life, Paul Laurence Dunbar collaborated with his
publisher to release six volumes of poetry illustrated with photographs. Nearly all
of these poems were in Negro dialect, a style that was extremely popular among
Dunbar’s primarily white readership. The photos were taken by members of the
Hampton Institute Camera Club, and by Leigh Richmond Miner, a white instructor

of art at Hampton.

The Hampton Normal and Agricultural School was founded in 1868 to educate
former slaves, and is known today as Hampton University. Situated on the
Virginia coast, the school taught agricultural and industrial skills, as well as
education and academic subjects. One of its most prominent graduates was
Booker T. Washington. Because the Hampton Institute Camera Club included
white as well as black photographers, the images cannot be easily categorized
as either documentary or stereotypical portrayals of African-American life at the

turn of the twentieth century.

Though they were very popular at the time, these books are little known today,
even in Dunbar’'s hometown. This exhibit seeks to raise awareness of and
provoke discussion about this obscure aspect of Dunbar’s literary career. It also
helps to illuminate race relations during Dunbar’s era, providing context for
understanding the progress that has been made toward (and the obstacles

hindering) diversity and equality in modern America.

Dr. Ray Sapirstein received his Ph. D. in American Studies in 2005 from the
University of Texas at Austin. His dissertation was titled Out from Behind the
Mask: the lllustrated Poetry of Paul Laurence Dunbar and Photography at
Hampton Institute. He is an Assistant Professor in the History department at the
State University of New York at Albany. He recently participated in a conference
commemorating the centennial of Dunbar's death at Stanford University,
highlights of which will be published in a forthcoming issue of African-American

Review.



