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I, TOO
LANGSTON HUGHES, 1926 

I, too, sing America.

I am the darker brother.
They send me to eat in the kitchen
When company comes,
But I laugh,
And eat well,
And grow strong.

Tomorrow,
I’ll be at the table
When company comes.
Nobody’ll dare
Say to me,
 “Eat in the kitchen,”
Then.

Besides, 
They’ll see how beautiful I am
And be ashamed—

I, too, am America. 
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THE COLUMBUS MUSEUM OF ART is proud to present  
I Too Sing America: The Harlem Renaissance at 100, an 
exhibition and book celebrating the flurry of artistic 
activity that began in Harlem at the close of World War I 
in 1918, now one hundred years ago. Its title is drawn from 
the opening line of Langston Hughes’s potent poem  
“I, Too,” first published in the author’s debut book, The 
Weary Blues, in 1926. Hughes wrote those words as a 
rejoinder to Walt Whitman’s ode to democratic ideals,  
“I Hear America Singing,” and as a proclamation of his and 
all black Americans’ rightful place as citizens and creative 
individuals. In the years since his first book, Hughes’s  
name has become synonymous with what is now often 
referred to as the Harlem Renaissance. This era continues 
to be one of the most widely discussed periods of 
American art and literary history not only because of 
ongoing scholarly debates, but also because of its 
fundamental importance to American thought and culture. 
 This original exhibition and its accompanying 
book have its origins in September 2015, when the Lincoln 
Theatre Association and the King Arts Complex in 
Columbus celebrated the release of Wil Haygood’s book 
Showdown: Thurgood Marshall and the Supreme Court 
Nomination That Changed America. For those in the 
audience, it became clear that so much of Haygood’s 
writing has been connected to New York’s Harlem 
neighborhood, including his award-winning biographies  
of Adam Clayton Powell Jr., Sammy Davis Jr., and Sugar 
Ray Robinson. As a young journalist at the Boston Globe  

in 1983, Haygood was dispatched to Harlem to write a 
three-part series on the magic of the Harlem Renaissance, 
which gave him opportunity to track down some of the 
actual writers and artists. That evening, we conceived the 
idea to invite Haygood to collaborate with the museum 
and the city on a project—an idea that was made possible 
by Larry James, President of the Board of Trustees at the 
Lincoln Theatre Association, who proposed the exhibition 
and book to Haygood.
 Although it has been more than a decade since  
the last major exhibition and publication on the Harlem 
Renaissance, the history of its arts is well documented in 
numerous publications. Therefore, this publication does 
not attempt to replicate those previous studies. I Too Sing 
America offers instead a fresh reading of the period from 
the perspective of a major twenty-first-century writer of the 
black experience in the United States. In thematic chapters, 
Haygood captures the range and breadth of the Harlem 
Renaissance—the lives of its people, the art, the literature, 
the music, and the social history. Both the exhibition  
and book explore the Harlem Renaissance as a movement 
not confined to either upper Manhattan or the interwar  
period, but as a historical moment of national and inter-
national significance that continues to have reverberations 
far beyond its typically noted end date in the mid-1930s. 
 In this regard, I Too Sing America echoes philoso-
pher and patron of the arts Alain Locke in his conception 
of the “New Negro” movement during the 1920s, which 
was to be international in scope, inter genera tional in 
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JAMES VAN DER ZEE (1886–1983)

‡ Sunday Portrait, c. 1925
Collection of Donna Mussenden 
Van Der Zee

‡  Indicates a work that is included 
in the exhibition.
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key works from the museum’s own collection, such as 
paintings by Romare Bearden, Jacob Lawrence, and 
Archibald Motley, as well as photographs from the New 
York Photo League’s “Harlem Document” project of the 
late 1930s, which reside in the museum’s renowned Photo 
League Collection. In addition to notable loans of paintings 
and sculptures by Elizabeth Catlett, Aaron Douglas, 
Augusta Savage, and many more, these pages present a 
large selection of photographs by studio portraitist James 
Van Der Zee and dozens of vernacular photographs from 
the collection of Ralph DeLuca. Books, journals, and  
other print culture from the collection of Dr. Walter Evans, 
along with music, films, and posters from the period, 
further showcase the innovative and expansive cultural 
output produced in Harlem and elsewhere. The range of 
work sheds light on the ways in which artists, writers, 
filmmakers, and performers transformed contemporary 
representations of black experience in the United States. 
 I Too Sing America has also been a true collabor a-
tion between the Columbus Museum of Art and the  
city in which it resides. The project is part of a citywide 
celebration that would not have been possible without the 
support of Mr. James and Suzan Bradford at the Lincoln 
Theatre Association; the late William B. Conner, President, 
the Columbus Association for the Performing Arts;  
and Steven Anderson, Executive Director, CATCO. Like 
New York and many other northern cities in the United 
States, Columbus experienced a dramatic increase in its 
African American population between 1900 and 1940. 

 We would like to thank the generosity of the 
lenders to the exhibition, who have entrusted us with their 
works and allowed them to fill these pages. For their 
assistance in securing loans and invaluable feedback, we 
would like to specially thank Christopher Harter, Director 
of Library and Reference Services at the Amistad 
Research Center; Valerie Gerrard Browne; Jessica Roscio, 
Curator, and Kristina Wilson, Collections Manager, at the 
Danforth Art Museum; Ralph DeLuca; Randall Burke, 
Curator of African American Collections at Emory 
University’s Rose Library; Dr. Walter O. Evans; Jamaal 
Sheats, Director and Curator, and Nikoo Paydor, Assistant 
Curator, at the Fisk University Galleries, Nashville; 
Donzella Maupin, Archives Manager at Hampton 
University; John and Susan Horseman; Chris Chapman, 
General Trustee at the Loïs Mailou Jones Trust; Susan 
Larsen; Michael Rosenfeld and Halley Harrisburg at 
Michael Rosenfeld Gallery; Leslie J. Ureña and Asma 
Naeem at the National Portrait Gallery; Tricia Laughlin 
Bloom, Curator of American Art at the Newark Museum; 
Storm Janse van Rensburg at the Savannah College of Art 
and Design Museum of Art; Virginia Mecklenburg and 
Melissa Ho at the Smithsonian American Art Museum; 
Fabienne Powell, Curator of the State of NY/Adam 
Clayton Powell, Jr., State Office Building Collection; and 
Donna Van Der Zee. 
 Finally, we would like to thank Wil Haygood  
for dedicating his valuable time and contagious passion 
and energy to this unique project. 

Nannette V. Maciejunes
EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR

COLUMBUS MUSEUM OF ART

duration, and multi-ethnic in character—Locke, for  
example, was a supporter of not only black artists like Aaron 
Douglas but also artists like the German-born Winold 
Reiss, whose beautiful portraits are reproduced in these 
pages. While Haygood’s narrative focuses on the impact  
of important intellectual, artistic, and political figures 
located mostly in Harlem during the interwar period, the 
accompanying visuals and material culture reach beyond 
New York to include works by artists from San Francisco to 
Chicago to Boston. It is this broader view, rather than  
the definition of the Harlem Renaissance as a historical 
period roughly from 1918 to the Great Crash of 1929,  
that has inspired this project and continues to inspire  
artists today.
 The collaborative spirit of the Harlem Renaissance 
is reflected in I Too Sing America, which illuminates the 
cross-disciplinary nature of artistic practices through 
paintings, prints, photographs, sculpture, books, graphic 
design, music, film, and contemporary documents and 
ephemera. The objects were selected by Haygood in 
concert with members of the Columbus Museum of  
Art’s curatorial staff, including Drew Sawyer, who was  
Head of Exhibitions and William J. and Sarah Ross Soter 
Associate Curator of Photography at CMA during 
production of this book, and is now the Phillip Leonian  
and Edith Rosenbaum Leonian Curator of Photography  
at the Brooklyn Museum; David Stark, Chief Curator;  
Carole Genshaft, Curator-at-Large; Anastasia Kinigopoulo, 
Assistant Curator; and myself. The presentation highlights 

One neighborhood grew substantially larger, the King-
Lincoln, originally known as Bronzeville. By the 1930s, the 
neighborhood had become a self-sustaining community 
centered on black businesses and life. This is where 
Haygood grew up, and he wrote of his family, his 
childhood, and the neighborhood in the decades after its 
peak in his book The Haygoods of Columbus. Thus, the 
project is also a celebration of Columbus’s own history, 
culture, and arts organizations.
 The staff of the Columbus Museum of Art as a 
whole deserves recognition for their professionalism and 
commitment to mounting exceptional exhibitions like  
this one. In particular, we wish to thank Tyler Cann, 
Curator of Contemporary Art and Head of Exhibitions,  
for overseeing the installation and presentation of the 
exhibition; Sarah Rogers, Executive Deputy Director, and 
Cindy Foley, Executive Deputy Director for Learning  
and Experience, for their guidance; Registrar Jennifer 
Seeds for her skillful oversight; Exhibition Designer Greg 
Jones and his team of David Holm and Darren O’Connor; 
Maureen Carroll, Grants and Public Relations Manager; 
and Melissa Ferguson, Director of Marketing and 
Communications. Furthermore, this project would not 
have been possible without the assistance and support of 
many individuals outside the museum. For the publication, 
at Rizzoli Electa we wish to thank Associate Publisher 
Margaret Chace and Editor Megan Conway, as well as 
Researcher Mimi Lester. Beverly Joel of pulp, ink. has 
provided an inspired design for this book.
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A FEW YEARS AFTER GRADUATING FROM COLLEGE, I walked 
into a bookstore on N. High Street in Columbus. On the 
table of new releases, a certain book caught my attention. 
It was Arna Bontemps—Langston Hughes Letters, 1925–
1967, selected and edited by Charles H. Nichols. Even with 
my dire finances, I knew I had to have that book, and I 
purchased it. It was five hundred pages of letters between 
the two Harlem Renaissance figures: “Dear Arna”; “Dear 
Lang.” I devoured the book because I had my own dreams 
of becoming a writer. I even went so far as to write a 
personal letter to Nichols, the book’s editor. The jacket 
flap said Nichols was a professor at Brown University, 
which is where I sent the letter. He wrote back, which 
astonished me. “You sound like someone we need  
to encourage to come to Brown,” he said in the letter.  
I chuckled; my undergraduate grades would not have 
allowed me anywhere near Brown. But back to the book:  
it was certainly the first of its kind, two writers celebrating, 
honoring, and sharing with one another the joys, successes, 
and surprises through the Harlem Renaissance and into 
the succeeding decades. I still own the book, having 
carried it from writing job to writing job across the years. 
When I started traveling in and out of Harlem in the 
mid-1980s on book projects, I walked with a familiarity 
about the landscape. I distinctly remember trekking over 
to look at the brownstone where Langston Hughes  
had lived.

 When Nannette V. Maciejunes, Executive Director 
of the Columbus Museum of Art, and Larry James, an 
attorney in Columbus—and also quite an astute African 
American art collector—approached me in 2015 to guest 
curate an exhibition at the Columbus Museum of Art 
celebrating the one-hundredth anniversary of the Harlem 
Renaissance, I enthusiastically accepted. In time, there  
was a mountain of material to sift through. There were also 
out-of-town trips to make. Anastasia Kinigopoulo, Drew 
Sawyer, and Carole Genshaft of the museum’s staff 
brought far more experience to the project than I did, 
kindly teaching me things along the way. I can’t thank 
them enough. I wish to convey the same sentiments to the 
museum’s staffers who worked on the exhibition. I would 
also like to thank Rizzoli publishers, so very distinguished 
for the beautiful books they bring into the world.  
 This book is dedicated, in loving memory, to 
Aminah Robinson, the acclaimed artist, and Bill Conner, 
longtime Columbus arts executive. They did not live  
to see the publication of this book. They certainly helped 
inspire it.

Wil Haygood

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

ELIJAH PIERCE (1892–1984)

Your Life’s a Book (And Every  
Day Is a Page), c. 1940s
Carved and painted wood,  
22 3/4 x 27 3/4 in.
Columbus Museum of Art, Ohio, 
museum purchase
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I
n order for a great cultural movement to endure, it must flow 
between generations, deepening itself across the decades. Time 
itself is not an enemy, but a gift and reward, altering the movement’s  
impact by way of deeper understanding and ever-heightening  

critical praise. There have been few movements in the history of arts 
and letters as profound and enduring as the Harlem Renaissance, which 
became the first collective salvo in the history of the Americas to herald 
the black experience. 
 It all flowered from northern Manhattan—and is often dated from 
1918 to the mid-1930s—in an intense period of creativity that centered on 
writing, art exhibitions, publishing, and activism. A cavalcade of artists 
would become famous in poetry, painting, sculpture, fiction, reportage, 
and music. Many now claim prominent space in books and cultural stud-
ies. It was nearly divine to spot Langston Hughes standing outside the 
Harlem YMCA with a parrot atop his shoulder; Florence Mills alighting 
from someone’s Cadillac dressed in fur; Countee Cullen gliding down 
135th Street on his way to meet an editor; or Bill “Bojangles” Robinson 
flipping a ten-dollar bill to a shoeshine man. There was so much jubila-
tion and excitement. Jazz was everywhere. Musicals born in Harlem base-
ments jumped to Broadway. And there were so many other figures: Arna 
Bontemps and Aaron Douglas, James Van Der Zee and James Weldon 
Johnson, Jessie Fauset and Walter White, the mesmerizing Zora Neale 
Hurston. Vanity Fair, Esquire, and The Crisis magazines were all early to 
the party, anticipating the movement. Mainstream (white) newspapers 
were slow to catch up. But the black publications couldn’t print the glories 
of the renaissance fast enough. Those who were there, who wrote and 
painted and gave speeches, were referred to as “the New Negro.” White 
America wanted to know: Who was this New Negro? Maybe it was not 
more than a very long night of incandescent time passing by, but it was 

Becoming 
Harlem
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glorious, and beautiful, and unforgettable. The impact of the movement 
during its time swept as far away as London and Paris.
 They were black artists who lit a torch. Men and women who 
made art—art that was often so potent it forced America to take notice. 
It was a renaissance, true enough, but nothing had come before it. And 
so it was also resistance. The movement was both something original and 
a renaissance of originality. Even today it all seems like a dreamscape, 
like something conjured up from someone’s feverish mind. But it hap-
pened; it took place. Hell, if you were lucky, and had a few connections at 
the time, you might have wrangled an invite to Louella Tucker’s Harlem 
rooftop, where the parties were swinging and writers were talking about 
their latest book contract. Champagne parties were thrown and literary 
prizes bestowed. Its height lasted a good solid decade, then it hung on 
for a few years more. Yet in the minds of its chroniclers, it lasted forever. 
In the annals of cultural history, it continues. It was, says Harlem writer 
Arna Bontemps—who was there, who was a boon buddy to Langston 
Hughes—a time of bliss: “In Harlem, it was like a foretaste of paradise. 
A blue haze descended at night and with it strings of fairy lights on the 
broad avenues.”1 
 Like many epochal moments in the journey toward black free-
dom, however, it was a renaissance that began in blood.

T
here is little argument that when the specter of war loomed in 
its history, the American government harshly questioned 
the patriotism of blacks. The government that had enslaved 
a whole race of people understandably grew paranoid: guns 

suddenly in the hands of the once powerless and enslaved? Notable slave 
revolts had occurred from Florida to Virginia to New York City. All of 
those uprisings received feverish coverage in the American press. Still, 
it is manpower that wins wars, and the enemy hardly discerns skin color. 
 In 1917 America entered World War I, three years after it had 
begun. It quickly became a conundrum for the federal government: the 
American military was a segregated institution. Yet, many prominent 
black leaders saw the moment as an opportunity for blacks to show their 
patriotism. W. E. B. Du Bois, the shrewdly insightful, Harvard-trained 
intellectual, found himself caught up in the emotion. Du Bois urged 
blacks to “close our ranks shoulder to shoulder with our white fellow citi-
zens.”2 He believed that by showing their selfless patriotism, blacks would 
gain “the right to vote and the right to work and the right to live without 

MALVIN GRAY JOHNSON 
(1896–1934)

‡ Negro Soldier, 1934
Oil on canvas, 38 1/4 x 30 in.
Schomburg Center for Research  
in Black Culture, Art and  
Artifacts Division, the New York 
Public Library
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insult.”3 Negroes were conscripted; there were cries of hallelujah. Maybe 
this was an overture toward real freedom. Aside from during the Spanish-
American War, the American government rarely moved black soldiers to a 
foreign land to fight for the freedom of its nation. Actually, official trans-
port of large numbers of blacks for any reason had occurred only during 
slavery itself. Du Bois realized this dilemma. A people once enslaved—
and still suffering from brutal segregation and rampant racism—were now 
engaged to fight on behalf of their oppressors. “One ever feels his two-
ness,” Du Bois wrote back in 1897, “an American, a Negro, two souls, two 
thoughts, two unreconciled strivings; two warring ideals in one dark body, 
whose dogged strength alone keeps it from being torn asunder.”4 
 In all, more than 360,000 blacks would end up being drafted into 
the United States Army in World War I, and more than 200,000 would 
land on the shores of Europe. The army segregated the black soldiers 
into two combat divisions: the 92nd and the 93rd. (The Marine Corps 
staunchly opposed the inclusion of blacks in their ranks.) Still, white mil-
itary leaders in Europe were circumspect about the ability of black sol-
diers to fight. So rather than lead them, they turned the Negro soldiers 
in Europe over to the French. It did not take long for the black soldiers 
to distinguish themselves. The French would bestow more than two hun-
dred individual heroism medals across various fighting units combined of 
black soldiers. 
 There were many things the black soldier in France came to 
admire: the French treated them with respect; they wanted to hear about 
black culture and music back in America; they wanted to know about 
black writers. Black soldiers, representing black America, suddenly—even 
amidst war—had an audience of willing listeners who wanted to know of 
their culture. Du Bois had made his way across the ocean to write about 
blacks at war, proving he was no dilettante. The four-year battle ended in 
late 1918 when the Germans finally agreed to stop fighting.
 Having tasted equality, black soldiers could not forget their war-
time experiences. Yes, war was hellish, but respect and being treated with 
dignity was also unforgettable. 
 Back on American soil, victorious and praised by many, the black 
soldiers celebrated. On the morning of February 17, 1919, the 15th New 
York National Guard Regiment marched into Harlem in a public parade. 
These were the men whom the Germans christened “Hell Fighters” 
and came to be known as the “Harlem Hellfighters.” Among them was 
Sergeant Henry Johnson. He had killed four Germans with a bolo knife 
and was responsible for capturing nearly two dozen enemy soldiers. He 
was one of the black soldiers awarded the Croix de Guerre. In Harlem 
that day, Johnson’s medal adorned his uniform. “The Fifteenth furnished 

MALVIN GRAY JOHNSON 
(1896–1934) 

‡ Sailor, 1933
Oil on canvas, 30 1/8 x 23 15/16 in. 
Fisk University Galleries, Nashville, 
gift of the Harmon Foundation
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the first sight that New York has had of seasoned soldiers in marching 
order,” James Weldon Johnson wrote of the march. “There was no militia 
smartness about their appearance; their ‘tin hats’ were battered and rusty 
and the shiny newness worn off their bayonets, but they were men who 
had gone through the terrible hell of war and come back.”5  
 Having bravely and ably served their nation by proving their 
patriotism, blacks in America—soldier and civilian alike—now fully hoped 
for better treatment from their fellow citizens. “The uniform of a fed-
eral soldier . . . is prima facie evidence of citizenship,” believed Mary 
White Ovington, one of the founders of the National Association for the 
Advancement of Colored People (NAACP). Ovington stoutly felt that 

because of their military service, “the Negro must demand this evidence 
of citizenship on exactly the same terms as other American citizens.”6 
 Something else coincided with the return of the black soldier 
to American shores: a massive migration from the American South to 
northern cities by blacks had gotten underway. Factories that made war 
munitions were still humming; now with war’s end they shifted to mak-
ing other goods. Crops had been decimated by the boll weevil plague, 
causing plantation owners to scale back their sharecropper numbers. But 
the roots of the migration went far deeper. The dehumanizing treatment 
that blacks had been enduring on a daily basis since the end of slavery is 
also what hastened the large-scale movement. Blacks headed for cities 
far and wide, such as Los Angeles, Chicago, Washington, DC, Cleveland, 
Detroit, and New York City. Southern planters, losing workers by the 
droves, complained to the federal government that “communists” had 
infiltrated their region and were duping blacks into leaving. But it was an 
exodus the federal government could hardly stymie. Northern newspa-
pers advertised factory jobs, calling forth more and more blacks. 
 It was a colossal movement. Known as the Great Northern Drive 
by readers of the Chicago Defender, one of the most widely read black 
newspapers in the country, it would forever come to be known as the 
Great Migration. And it would be made all the more intimate by news-
paper accounts, especially those in the Defender itself. The newspaper 
devoted entire sections to the migration. In one of its “Down in Georgia” 
columns—informing readers about the happenings in Rome, Georgia—
the following news was shared: “John Goodson has gone to Detroit. . . . 
Zell Nealy, who was shot in the mouth by a white man, is improving. . . .  
Miss Wilson Durham and Miss Ellen Humphries have gone to New York 
City. . . . Mrs. Sarah Byrd has gone to Chicago. . . . Will Stuart, Harry 
McAffee, Ed Malone, Joe Howard, Maurice Hall, Chas Jackson, Albert 
Love, T. E. Monroe, Art Hatcher and Louis Johnson have all gone to 
Detroit.”7 A column appeared in the Tifton Gazette in Georgia, both rare 
and stark in its summation of the effects that the migration would have 
on the white planters of the state: “If Georgia is injured, agriculturally and 
industrially, the white people here have no one to blame but themselves,” 
the newspaper opined. “They have allowed negroes to be lynched, five 
at a time, on nothing stronger than suspicion. When the negro is gone, 
his loss will be felt in every large agricultural section and every industrial 
economy of the South.” 8 
 The face of America, in a few short years, was dramatically being 
altered. Nearly 500,000 black Americans had fled the southern states 
during World War I. Black professionals—teachers, lawyers, doctors, art-
ists—couldn’t help but feel the momentum and followed the trek north. 

‡  Selections from the Ralph DeLuca 
Collection of African American 
Vernacular Photography,  
c. 1899–1950
Gelatin silver print postcards, 
approx. 3 1/2 x 5 1/2 in. each
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Sections of big cities suddenly took on a different cast: South-Central 
became known as a black enclave in Los Angeles; the same dynamic 
enveloped the South Side of Chicago and the Near East Side of Detroit. 
In New York City it was a section of northern Manhattan, long known as 
Harlem, that became a black metropolis. Before the art, however, came 
the shrewd businessmen and their designs on making housing available.
 Philip Payton was born in Westfield, Massachusetts, in 1876 to 
a middle-class black family. After high school, he enrolled at Livingstone 
College in Salisbury, North Carolina, the beneficiary of good family 
connections. Not long after finishing college, he departed for New York 
City, working a variety of odd jobs. One job—working as a porter in a real 
estate office—opened his eyes: he could make money in real estate if he 
learned the business. He had a fitful start, but by 1904 Payton had con-
vinced a group of other businessmen to join him in a real estate venture, 
which he named the Afro-American Realty Company. The following year 
the business opened and began to flourish. And while Payton’s company 
lasted only until 1908, it had unleashed a mind-set in Harlem that black 
real estate agents could make it. James Thomas, known as the most afflu-
ent black man in New York City9—he was an undertaker—began invest-
ing in Harlem rental properties and soon claimed oversight of dozens 
and dozens of properties.10 In 1913, the Property Owners’ Improvement 
Corporation of Harlem was founded. Another company, Nail and Parker, 
was born of this boom, making a name for itself by aggressively welcom-
ing blacks to rent in Harlem. Black churches that had been downtown 
began moving uptown, to Harlem, bringing their congregants with them. 
When a church property had finally been paid off, ministers were known 
to appear in their pulpits, holding the deed aloft before holding a lit 
match to it. Few could deny how good it felt to be free of debt.
 Artistic talent attracts more talent, and New York City was no dif-
ferent. Blacks were already in New York City by the time of the Harlem 
rental explosion: Du Bois, bandleaders James Europe and Noble Sissle, 
pianist Jelly Roll Morton, James Weldon Johnson, poet Paul Laurence 
Dunbar, and comedian and singer Bert Williams had already made names 
for themselves. Their incursions into friendlier Harlem did not go unno-
ticed. But other news events claimed headlines, and many pointed to 
the frightful rumblings across other regions of America when it came  
to equality.
 It was expected that black Americans would celebrate the news 
when it slipped out that Booker T. Washington, the esteemed black 
educator and founder of the Tuskegee Institute, had dined on October 
1, 1901, at the White House. President Theodore Roosevelt had qui-
etly invited him. Washington was the first Negro to receive such an 

ROMARE BEARDEN (1911–1988)

‡ Untitled (Harvesting Tobacco), 
c. 1940
Gouache on paperboard,  
43 x 30 in. 
Michael Rosenfeld Gallery, 
New York
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invitation. “Greatest step for the race in a generation,” came one of the 
telegrams about the meeting at the White House when it appeared in 
newspapers.11 But other communiqués were of a far different tone. “It is 
only very recently that President Roosevelt boasted that his mother was 
a Southern woman, and that he is half Southern by reason of that fact,” 
opined the Memphis Press-Scimitar newspaper, adding that by inviting 
Washington, Roosevelt “pays his mother small duty. . . . No Southern 
woman with a proper self-respect would now accept an invitation to 
the White House, nor would President Roosevelt be welcomed today in 
Southern homes.”12  
 Fourteen years later, in 1915—on the eve of the beginning of the 
great mass migration of blacks—another incident took place at the White 
House that all but showed President Woodrow Wilson’s mind-set when it 
came to the arts. Thomas Dixon Jr., a southerner and friend of the pres-
ident, had written a novel, The Clansman, in 1905 that painted Ku Klux 
Klansmen as heroes bent on rescuing a bevy of white women from ram-
paging blacks. The novel, artless and racist, found an admirer in filmmaker 
D. W. Griffith. Griffith’s father, a Confederate, had been a lieutenant- 
colonel in the Civil War and died due to complications related to wounds 
he had suffered; Griffith saw The Clansman as an act of cinematic revenge. 
After he filmed and edited the movie, an emissary contacted the White 
House, and President Wilson announced he’d be happy to screen the film. 
In the ensuing years, much debate swirled around Wilson’s reaction to 
the film. One thing, however, was certain: he never publicly criticized it, 
which energized his many southern admirers. Blacks across the nation 
were appalled. The NAACP staged protests; some marches morphed 
into riots. Certain cities and states—Ohio among those states—refused 
to show the film. 
 The fears that the film stoked could be felt in the months 
and years to come. And just as so much artistic talent was flowing into 
Harlem, the blood began to flow. So many bloody uprisings erupted 
across the nation that 1919 became known as “Red Summer.” All of the 
uprisings were steeped in racial confrontations, battles between blacks—
many of them back from World War I and newly emboldened—and white 
law enforcement. The issues ranged from a lack of workers’ rights to 
lynchings. In some regions, it felt as if the nation were exploding. The 
1919 calendar was highlighted by the bloody confrontations: on May 
10, the small town of Sylvester, Georgia, erupted, followed three weeks 
later by Monticello, Mississippi. In June there were riots in Connecticut, 
Tennessee, Maryland, and again in Mississippi. July was especially bru-
tal, with clashes in Arizona, Pennsylvania, Alabama, Texas, Maryland, 
Louisiana, Illinois, South Carolina, and New York. In Omaha, Nebraska, 

top:
Unidentified photographer

‡  Ku Klux Klan rally in Lincoln, 
Maine, 1923
Gelatin silver print postcard, 
3 1/2 x 5 1/2 in.
Ralph DeLuca Collection of 
African American Vernacular 
Photography

bottom:
LAWRENCE BEITLER (1885–1961)

‡  Lynching in Marion, Indiana, 1930
Gelatin silver print postcard, 
3 1/2 x 5 1/2 in.
Ralph DeLuca Collection of 
African American Vernacular 
Photography



36 37b eco m i n g  h a r l e m

Willie Brown, a black man, had been arrested and accused of rape. 
Although identified by the victim, he claimed innocence. Once Brown 
was inside the local jail, a mob formed outside, promising they would 
snatch Brown and quickly hang him. Police officers vowed to protect 
the jailed man. A gun battle broke out between mob and police. The law 
enforcement officers were dangerously outnumbered. When the mayor 
appeared, vowing nothing would happen to the inmate, he was attacked 
and beaten. The mob finally stormed the jail, assaulting policemen and 
whisking a terrified Brown away. Brown was strung up to a traffic tower. 
He was howling. As his neck began twisting, bullets were fired into his 
body. It was not unlike scenes that had occurred in other municipalities 
or rural towns. “The law is their only shield,” a newspaper editor wrote in 
defense of Omaha’s black populace, “as it is the only shield of every white 
man, no matter how lowly or how great.”13

 It was, nevertheless, against this painful backdrop that black 
Harlem came alive. War had emboldened everyone. Pride exploded in 
black communities across America. The victory in Europe had loosened 
the confidence of the black man and woman. Ideas and dreams that had 

once been unimaginable began to take shape. And then, into this charged 
and excitable landscape marched Marcus Mosiah Garvey. 
 Garvey was an enigmatic figure with a nomadic past. Born in 
Jamaica, he had been a precocious child. By his teenage years he had 
earned a printer’s apprenticeship. But he was restless and soon found 
himself working on a Costa Rican banana plantation. He was short, over-
weight, quite dark of skin, and extremely self-confident. The plight of 
low-wage-earning workers pained Garvey, and he began writing articles 
about their abuse. By 1913, he had moved on to London. There, he came 
under the spell of intellectual Africans who were advocating African inde-
pendence from colonial rulers. Garvey wrote for African Times and Orient 
Review, a magazine with a bewildering title but editors who were appre-
ciative of Garvey’s contributions. In 1914, he landed back in Jamaica, 
bolstered by travel and political maturity. He immediately founded the 
Universal Negro Improvement Association (UNIA). Its very title told 

above:
JAMES VAN DER ZEE (1886–1983)

‡ Garvey Parade, 1937
Collection of Donna Mussenden 
Van Der Zee

opposite:
JAMES VAN DER ZEE (1886–1983)

‡ Marcus Garvey in Regalia, 1924
Collection of Donna Mussenden 
Van Der Zee
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of its mission: to improve the lot of Negroes all over the world. It was 
a mighty mission. Looking around the globe for a place to make some 
noise with his organization, he was drawn to Harlem for many reasons, 
but two stand out: black servicemen, back from World War I, were in 
the region, and Harlem represented the highest concentration of wage- 
earning blacks in America. Harlemites had seen peculiar figures howling 
from street corners and dressed in colorful garb. But Garvey was a rather 
unique sight—so sartorially splendid he could seem both kooky and mes-
sianic at once. He wore military attire and medals; tracing why and where 
the medals had been presented was a rather difficult enterprise. Garvey 
often rode the streets of Harlem waving from the back of a convertible, 
all while in military regalia and wearing a hat adorned with white plumes. 
He garnered publicity coast to coast. He started offshoot organizations 
of the UNIA for black nurses and factory workers. Members from across 
America could send their dues to the UNIA offices in Harlem. In time 
there was a shipping line, the Black Star Line, which could take both pas-
sengers and goods back and forth from America to Africa. From Harlem 
to Liberia and back to Harlem! He operated newspapers and penned arti-
cles that were decidedly of a radical bent. The federal government did 
not sit idly by; it put Garvey under its watchful eyes.
 It did not really matter if you yourself had been in the trenches 
in Europe, or not: your people had been in those trenches, and they had 
returned heroes. You could feel the sensation of what was happening 
across the country. Black writers wanted to write more; black painters 
wanted to paint more. It was as if a kind of blast furnace of energy had 
been set loose. Du Bois was writing; Garvey was on the rise; saxophones 
were blowing in Harlem. All the steam and energy—artistic and political—
was finding a home. 
 The city of New York opened its underground subway system in 
1904. In the unfolding years, it became a preferred mode of travel to get 
uptown, to Harlem. Those artists who were now in Harlem, sensing the 
beginning of something the likes of which they had never sensed before, 
decided to stay put. And those who were not yet in Harlem, and who kept 
hearing so much about it, were now on their way.

WILLIAM HENRY JOHNSON 
(1901–1970)

‡ “Crute” Drill, c. 1942–44
Oil on paperboard, 24 7/8 x 32 7/8 in.
Smithsonian American Art 
Museum, Washington, DC,  
gift of the Harmon Foundation
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WILLIAM HENRY JOHNSON 
(1901–1970)

‡ Lucy, c. 1939–40
Oil on burlap, 36 x 27 1/8 in.
Smithsonian American Art 
Museum, Washington, DC,  
gift of the Harmon Foundation
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WILLIAM HENRY JOHNSON 
(1901–1970)

‡ Moon over Harlem, c. 1943–44
Oil on wood, 28 1/2 x 35 3/4 in.
Smithsonian American Art 
Museum, Washington, DC,  
gift of the Harmon Foundation
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MALVIN GRAY JOHNSON 
(1896–1934)

‡ Elks Marching, 1934
Oil on canvas, 16 x 19 in.
Amistad Research Center,  
New Orleans, gift of the  
Harmon Foundation

MALVIN GRAY JOHNSON 
(1896–1934)

‡ Harmony, n.d.
Oil on canvas, 24 x 30 in. 
Fisk University Galleries, Nashville, 
gift of the Harmon Foundation
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This self-portrait represents an early Harlem Renaissance 
painter, Malvin Gray Johnson. In style, it reveals dual 
influences of cubist-oriented modernism—the raised 
viewpoint, tilted perspective, and geometric approach to 
form—as well as African art, indicated by the painting  
of masks in the background. The pair of masks resembles 
those in a still life executed by Johnson two years earlier, 
titled Negro Masks (1932; Hampton University Museum, 
Virginia) and points to his alignment with Alain Locke’s 
notions about the importance of referencing the cultural 
heritage of Africa.
 Born in North Carolina, Johnson moved to New 
York with his family during his childhood. Formally trained 
at the National Academy of Design, he worked as a 
commercial artist by day and painted at night. Like many 
African American artists during the Depression, Johnson 
received support from the Federal Art Project. Eventually 
he gained recognition in 1928 with a prize from the 
Harmon Foundation, which was dedicated to funding and 
promoting African American artists. During his formative 
years, the artist’s initially conservative and academically 
grounded style gave way to the more expressive 
modernism seen in this self-portrait.
 Johnson’s subject matter included interpretations 
of spirituals; views of everyday African American life  
in both urban and rural environs, including a series 
chronicling the black community in Brightwood, Virginia; 
and portraits of black Americans, such as those of a soldier 

(page 26) and a sailor (page 29) who are seated like 
Johnson in this self-portrait. The uniforms of the military 
men identify their respective occupations, just like the 
easel behind Johnson calls out his profession. The artist’s 
thoughtful gaze here recalls a comment from art historian 
and artist James A. Porter about Johnson’s personality:  
“I shall never forget my first meeting with him, when his 
apparent relaxation and poise of mind masked for a while 
his more electric quality, with which I became more 
impressed at subsequent meetings.”14 Tragically, Johnson 
died suddenly during the year in which this painting was 
completed, at the age of thirty-eight.

MALVIN GRAY JOHNSON
DAVID STARK

MALVIN GRAY JOHNSON 
(1896–1934)

‡ Self-Portrait, 1934
Oil on canvas, 38 1/4 x 30 in.
Smithsonian American Art 
Museum, Washington, DC,  
gift of the Harmon Foundation46
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BEAUFORD DELANEY  
(1901–1979)

‡  Untitled (Self-Portrait with 
Odalisque), c. 1943
Oil on panel, 23 1/16 x 31 1/16 in.
Michael Rosenfeld Gallery,  
New York
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HORACE PIPPIN (1888–1946)

‡ Self-Portrait, 1941
Oil on canvas board, 14 x 11 in.
Albright Knox Art Gallery, Buffalo, 
New York, Room of Contemporary 
Art Fund, 1942



52 53b eco m i n g  h a r l e m

EDWIN HARLESTON (1882–1931)

‡ Portrait of Aaron Douglas, 1930
Oil on canvas, 32 1/4 x 28 1/4 in.
Gibbes Museum of Art/Carolina 
Art Association, Charleston, 
South Carolina, 1988.003
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Since photography was first introduced in the United 
Stated around 1839, the medium has played an increasingly 
important role in defining both the public and private lives 
of black Americans. This selection from the Ralph DeLuca 
Collection of African American Vernacular Photography, 
one of the largest private collections of its kind, offers a 
glimpse at how black Americans chose to represent 
themselves as well as how white Americans represented 
black Americans in the early twentieth century.
 Frequently anonymous and not made as art, 
vernacular photography is often defined as a genre of 
everyday image-making created by amateur photographers 
and intended as documents of personal histories. As 
this selection of photographs demonstrates, vernacular 
often comprises family and professional portraits  
as well as casually made snapshots, such as images of 
children, uniformed soldiers, athletes, and newlyweds. 
Although some of the sitters were celebrities of the  
day, like Josephine Baker (page 174), the majority of 
subjects are unidentified Americans. 
 Around 1900, W. E. B. Du Bois and other black 
leaders campaigned for the use of photography to  
affirm the culture and lives of black Americans and to 
challenge visual representations that supported prejudice. 
Since the majority of Americans did not own a camera,  
the increasingly common photo studio was where many 
indivi duals and families had their pictures taken. Some 
studios were operated by African American photographers 

who catered to African American clientele and 
communities, such as Harlem-based James Van Der Zee 
(see pages 176–77 and 222–37). The subjects of these 
photographs would come to characterize the “New Negro,” 
a term made popular by the 1925 book The New  
Negro: An Interpretation, by philosopher Alain Locke,  
that has since defined what has become known as the 
Harlem Renaissance. 
 Many of these photographs were in part counters 
to the racist and dehumanizing images that frequently 
circulated in the public realm. The DeLuca collection 
contains images of Ku Klux Klan rallies and lynchings, 
which often served as commemorations of public spectacles 
as well as warnings to African Americans, demonstrating 
the power of white Americans to manipulate and control 
the law. One example is a gruesome photograph of the 
lynching of Thomas Shipp and Abram Smith in Marion, 
Indiana, on August 7, 1930. The photographer Lawrence 
Beitler not only participated in the event but also profited 
from it by selling his image to publications and producing 
postcards (page 34, bottom). Yet, black Americans  
also appropriated these images, using them as evidence of 
white savagery and barbarity. The October 1930 issue of 
The Crisis, the magazine of the NAACP, reprinted 
Beitler’s image with the caption “Civilization in the United 
States.” In these contexts, the photographs no longer 
functioned as weapons of fear but became rallying cries 
for civil rights activism.

RALPH DELUCA COLLECTION 
OF AFRICAN AMERICAN 
VERNACULAR PHOTOGRAPHY
DREW SAWYER

pages 54–59:
‡  Selections from the Ralph DeLuca 

Collection of African American 
Vernacular Photography, 
c. 1899–1950
Gelatin silver print postcards, 
approx. 5 1/2 x 3 1/2 in. each
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B
ecause of their neighborhood’s proximity to downtown 
Manhattan—the epicenter of the American literary and music 
publishing world—Harlemites with artistic ambitions could 
not have been in a more fortuitous location. They were always 

hearing about books being published, musicals being worked on, shows 
opening on Broadway with black dancers.  
 Benjamin Brawley—Harvard educated, a member of the black 
middle class, and author of the 1918 book The Negro in Literature and 
Art—sensed all of this and shared an idea with James Weldon Johnson, 
the NAACP stalwart and writer. “We have a tremendous opportunity to 
boost the NAACP, letters, and art, and anything else that calls attention 
to our development along the higher lines,” Brawley told Johnson.15 Word 
got around about Brawley’s thinking. Many felt the possibilities had great 
potential. A group of writers soon convened, in 1924, at the Civil Club in 
Manhattan. It was a Who’s Who of the Negro art and intellectual scene 
from in and around the city. The white editors from the publishing houses 
knew it was not to be missed. Du Bois was there; so was esteemed scholar 
Alain Locke. The black artists were mindful that their world—in its infancy, 
as it were—needed the help and understanding of progressive-minded 
whites. Carl Van Doren was one of the white editors in attendance. He 
edited Century magazine, a much-admired literary periodical. Van Doren 
told the gathering that he had found “a genuine faith in the future of 
imaginative writing among Negroes in the United States.” There were 
excited nods of agreement. He wrapped his time up at the podium with 
both a clarion call and a challenge: “What American literature decidedly 
needs at this moment is color, music, gusto, the free expression of gay 
or desperate moods. . . . If the Negroes are not in a position to contribute 
these items, I do not know what Americans are.”16

In 
Feverish 
Motion
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AARON DOUGLAS (1899–1979)

Left to right: Bravado, Defiance, 
Flight, and Surrender, from 
The Emperor Jones series, 1926
Woodblock prints on paper,  
16 1/2 x 9 in. each
Collection of Jason Schoen
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WINOLD REISS (1886–1953)

‡  Cover of Survey Graphic:  
Harlem, Mecca of the New Negro 
(March 1925)
Walter O. Evans Collection  
of African American Art

 Van Doren knew well the recent history of black Americans: the 
horrific living conditions in the Deep South; the political pressures used 
to halt the anti-lynching movement; the scars still alive from nationwide 
rioting. The Negroes arrayed before him were indeed in a unique and  
desperate situation. Art, in its own way, could be as powerful as can-
non fire. As the crowd mingled in the aftermath of the dinner gather-
ing, minds began whirring. Contacts were exchanged. Future meetings 
were set up. In Harlem, journalist Paul Kellogg—who had attended the 
star-studded dinner—was destined to meet Alain Locke. Kellogg served 
as editor of Survey Graphic, a cultural magazine, and had been bowled 
over with the enthusiastic response to the dinner. Kellogg was determined 
to bring as many of the artists and writers who had been at the dinner 
in print together, featuring them in the pages of his magazine. Kellogg 
was a native of Michigan and had been involved in social surveys with 
his brother, Arthur, since the early 1900s.17 Their findings had been pub-
lished mostly for social workers. Kellogg had orchestrated a three-volume 
study of Pittsburgh’s social landscape that was published between 1909 
and 1914, combining analysis, investigation, and critique. The study was 
widely praised. The Kellogg brothers envisioned a periodical to rival the 
likes of the Nation and the New Republic, progressive periodicals with an 
aim of widening social thinking around the country. The brothers went 
on to form Survey Associates, which would publish “social fact” journals. 
In 1921, Survey Associates split into two publications, Survey Midmonthly 
and Survey Graphic; the brothers wanted the publication to be seen as 
a hybrid, one that would utilize art, photographs, essays, charts, and  
things that would surprise readers. “Survey Graphic bids you to a voy-
age of discovery,” Paul Kellogg said. “The magazine is founded in the 
belief that the drama of human living may be as thrilling as the tale of a  
battle; that the destiny of a million new citizens, the struggle for public 
health, the aspirations of workaday men and women are as colorful as a trip  
to the Fortunate Isles. . . . Its cargo will be the stuff of creative experience, 
observation and invention.”18 
 Kellogg was fully convinced that if he gave over an entire edition 
of his magazine to gifted black artists, and to black art, the country would 
be forced to take notice. Charles Johnson, a local sociologist who had a 
side gig as editor of Opportunity, the magazine of the National Urban 
League, wanted a role in Kellogg’s undertaking. Johnson—no relation to 
James Weldon Johnson—quickly announced that literary prizes would 
be bestowed by Opportunity magazine; The Crisis followed and pro-
nounced a similar set of prizes to winning artists of the upcoming Alain 
Locke–edited publication. It was the kind of news that gave the unfold-
ing enterprise a spirit not only of competitiveness, but of seriousness. 
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Every writer and poet wanted to contribute high-quality work. Attention 
quickly turned to Locke, the chosen editor.
 The writers and artists who gathered in and around Harlem had 
no doubt about the talents of Alain Leroy Locke.
 Locke was born in 1885 in Philadelphia into an upper-middle-
class home. His father, Pliny Locke, was a trained attorney and civil ser-
vant; his mother, Mary Hawkins, a schoolteacher. His parents expected 
much of young Alain. He started penning editorials while in high school. 
His parents and teachers thought he was the kind of young man who 
should set his sights on Harvard, which he did, and which is where he 
went. At Harvard, he proved a magnetic personality, a high-achieving stu-
dent who constantly drew praise from professors. Many on the Harvard 
campus were curious what the Negro from Philadelphia might do after 
graduation; even with a Harvard degree, his opportunities were going to 
be limited.
 The Rhodes scholarship, never before given to a black student, 
was an annually funded scholarship bestowed by the trust of Cecil Rhodes, 
a British-born magnate who settled in South Africa, where he helped fos-
ter that country’s racist apartheid system of government. Rhodes died 
in 1902. Five years later, in 1907, Locke became the first black Rhodes 
scholar. The scholarship provided for housing and study abroad. Locke 
journeyed to England, where he studied at Hertford College. The univer-
sity scene in England buoyed Locke. Other bright students and Rhodes 
scholars were there to mingle with, and they had come from, among 
other places, India, Egypt, and South Africa. Many had liberation on their 
minds, so they discussed cultural pride and how to end colonialism. Locke 
left England with a profound determination to make black pride matter, 
to spread the gospel about black culture and the hidden richness of it. He 
was lured to Howard University, America’s most esteemed black univer-
sity, where he joined the philosophy department. Locke’s reputation and 
academic prowess began to spread. By 1915, he had joined a lecture cir-
cuit sponsored by the NAACP. His main series of lectures was titled “Race 
Contacts and Interracial Relations: Lectures on the Theory and Practice 
of Race.” In 1918—just as noise was starting to hum in Harlem about its 
gathering of black artists and writers—Locke earned his doctorate degree 
from Harvard. 
 As the months rolled on in Harlem, Locke, among the black 
literati, realized he had found a home, especially with his assignment to 
edit Kellogg’s magazine. He went at his editing assignment with a cer-
tain gusto; not only was he looking forward to editing, he decided he 
would also write the opening essay. The names of judges—Fannie Hurst, 
Eugene O’Neill, Robert Benchley, Van Wyck Brooks, and James Weldon 

Johnson among them—were slowly leaked to the press. A lot of intrigue 
surrounded the forthcoming magazine. 
 When the magazine hit the stands in March 1925, it was all the 
rage. This special edition of Survey Graphic came with a muscular title: 
“Harlem: Mecca of the New Negro.” Locke himself penned the opening 
essay, “Harlem.” In it, he announced that Harlem was going to have “the 
same role to play for the New Negro as Dublin has had for the New Ireland 
or Prague for the New Czechoslovakia.”19 The entire issue was a thing of 
beauty, the likes of which had never before been seen in American let-
ters. The cover featured a drawing of opera tenor Roland Hayes that was 
etched by the portrait artist and graphic designer Winold Reiss. Born 
in Germany in 1886, Reiss arrived in America in 1913. He spent his early 
years drawing portraits of American Indians. Black America, however, 
seems to have genuinely captured his artistic soul. The well-dressed lit-
erary and artistic figures of Harlem were beautifully captured in his draw-
ings. (His portrait of a young Langston Hughes would come to be seen, in 
later decades, as a signature emblem of Harlem’s heyday.) He was asked 
and quickly accepted the job of designing the entire issue of the Locke-
edited Harlem edition of Survey Graphic magazine. Locke, as well, came 
out swinging in his essay “Enter the New Negro,” which served as both a 
call to arms of the black artistic masses and a warning that change had 
come. “In the last decade,” he wrote, “something beyond the watch and 
guard of statistics has happened in the life of the American Negro and the 
three norms who have traditionally presided over the Negro problem have 
a changeling in their laps. The Sociologist, the Philanthropist, the Race-
Reader are not unaware of the New Negro, but they are at a loss to account 
for him. He simply cannot be swathed in their formulae.” He went on: “For 
the younger generation is vibrant with a new psychology; the new spirit is 
awake in the masses, and under the very eyes of the professional observers 
is transforming what has been a perennial problem into the progressive 
phases of contemporary Negro life.” Locke swelled with pride in express-
ing this newfound sentiment: “By shedding the old chrysalis of the Negro 
problem we are achieving something like a spiritual emancipation. . . .  
But the decade that found us with a problem has left us with only a task. 
The multitude perhaps feels as yet only a strange relief and a new vague 
urge, but the thinking few know that in the reaction the vital inner grip of 
prejudice has been broken.”20 
 What was stunning about the array of contributors Locke had 
brought to the magazine—including, later, illustrations with elegant and 
Egyptian-inspired silhouettes by Aaron Douglas—was that almost all of 
them would become famous or renowned. Of thirty-eight contributors, 
all but four were black. In America at the time, it seemed impossible that 
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a black artist could make a full-time living by simply practicing art. But 
suddenly the thinking began swaying in a different direction. A tone of 
optimism floated about Harlem.  
 A dinner that was arranged by Opportunity magazine to cele-
brate these new writers and artists and to bestow prizes took place in May 
1925. More than three hundred guests attended the dinner. The event was 
the Mount Olympus for black artists in America. An event and gathering 
of its kind, where work by black artists would be honored and celebrated 
with prizes, had never taken place before. Langston Hughes won a prize; 
so did Countee Cullen and Frank Horne. Sterling Brown took a prize for 
his essay on singer Roland Hayes. Zora Neale Hurston won a prize for 
“Spunk,” a short story. All agreed afterward that it was a sublime evening. 
 The past few years suddenly felt like a movement. Black artists 
had come to Harlem and were still coming. They were working hard. They 
were being invited to dinners. But all of this noise—music and publish-
ing activity—did not yet have a name. Days later the New York Herald 
Tribune, praising that evening of gathered artists, remarked that America 
was “on the edge, if not already in the midst of, what might not improp-
erly be called a Negro Renaissance.”21 Others then coined another name, 
which they thought more appropriate: “The Harlem Renaissance.”
 The whole movement, of course, was far more than typewriters 
and easels and paintbrushes and manuscripts. A new mind-set was also 
unfurling before the body politic of America. The intellectual under-
currents of that renaissance had, to a certain degree, been ignited and 
propelled by an erudite figure from Massachusetts. After the death of 
Frederick Douglass in 1895, it took time for another figure of grand 
stature to emerge onto the American scene to engage in a go-for-broke 
advocacy on behalf of blacks. The gentleman who did emerge turned 
twenty-seven three days after Douglass’s death and meant to force soci-
ety to heed the ambitions and dreams of black Americans like never 
before. Little wonder that W. E. B. Du Bois had also made his way into 
the feverish world of this churning Harlem.

WINOLD REISS (1886–1953)

‡  Cover design for Alain Locke, ed.,  
The New Negro (New York: Albert 
& Charles Boni, 1925)
Walter O. Evans Collection  
of African American Art
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This pastel of two steely-eyed young teachers was one of 
a number of portraits that Winold Reiss created for the 
March 1925 issue of Survey Graphic, titled “Harlem: Mecca 
of the New Negro.” Alain Locke commissioned Reiss to 
contribute illustrations to the issue. Didactic impulse  
drove the decision as much as aesthetics. In choosing 
Reiss, already known for his realistic depictions of 
Blackfeet Indians and other cultural groups, Locke hoped 
to demonstrate to black artists the untapped potential in 
portraying themselves without the insidious gauze of 
caricature and stereotype. A month later, this work joined 
other Reiss portraits of “Harlem types,” many of working-
class men and women, in an exhibition at the 135th  
Street library, where they were viewed by hundreds of 
visitors, including schoolchildren. 
 Black and white audiences alike found the images 
shocking. Type Study, II (Two Public School Teachers)  
in particular sparked both controversy and contempt.  
It is a testament to both the intolerance of the period and  
the rarity of such images that at the reception held for 
Reiss at the 135th Street library, one man declared that the 
two women would have frightened him had he encountered 
them on the street. In reply, one of the teachers in atten-
dance at the event expressed her dismay at the possibility 
of scaring him and noted that she found her likeness 
accurate. Locke was informed that another critic found the 
works propagandistic, intended to “prejudice the white 
viewer.”22 Others took offense to the depiction of African 

Americans with darker skin or the fact that Reiss, a white 
German immigrant, had agreed to the endeavor in the 
first place. The portraits were a commercial failure—
galleries would not display them out of fear they would 
attract black clientele—and the upheaval led Locke to 
publish an article titled “To Certain of Our Philistines”  
that defended Reiss. Never theless, these works indelibly 
changed the visualization of race in the United States,  
and Reiss’s presence in New York during the 1920s had a 
profound impact on Harlem Renaissance visual culture, 
including the work of Aaron Douglas.

WINOLD REISS
ANASTASIA KINIGOPOULO

WINOLD REISS (1886–1953)

‡  Type Study, II (Two Public School 
Teachers), c. 1925
Pastel on Whatman Board,  
29 x 20 1/2 in.
Fisk University Galleries, Nashville, 
gift of the artist
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WINOLD REISS (1886–1953)

‡ Harlem Girl, c. 1925
Pencil, charcoal, and pastel on 
heavy illustration board, 21 x 14 in.
Museum of Art and Archaeology, 
University of Missouri,  
gift of Mr. W. Tjark Reiss
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opposite:
WINOLD REISS (1886–1953)

‡ W. E. B. Du Bois, 1925
Pastel on paper, 30 1/16 x 21 5/8 in.
National Portrait Gallery, 
Smithsonian Institution, Washington, 
DC, gift of Lawrence S. Fleischman 
and Howard Garfinkle with a 
matching grant from the National 
Endowment for the Arts

above:
WINOLD REISS (1886–1953)

‡ Boy of St. Helena, II, 1927
Pastel on Whatman board, 
29 x 21 in. 
Fisk University Galleries,  
Nashville, gift of the artist 
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Small in scale, these two untitled paintings of a jazz  
club are representative of Aaron Douglas’s embrace of 
modernism and his efforts to depict themes central to 
African American culture. In the club scenes, the central 
figures are strong and confident waiters who heroically  
lift their trays. The arms of the female figures mimic the 
geometric angles of those of the waiters, and all the 
figures interact with jagged asymmetrical elements that 
surround them, suggesting the rhythm and syncopation of 
jazz. The black faces, hands, and shoes stand out in stark 
contrast to the pastel tones of each background. White 
slits that represent the figures’ eyes relate to traditional 
masks from West and Central Africa. The overall 
composition, like so much of Douglas’s work, echoes the 
flat space and frieze-like format of ancient Egyptian art, 
the angularity of African sculpture, and the geometric 
reductions of cubism and art deco. 
 Created around the period when Douglas came to 
New York in 1925, these pictures typify the modernist style 
that became synonymous with the visual representation  
of the Harlem Renaissance. As in Douglas’s graphic 
designs for books (see pages 78–81 and 181), periodicals 
including the NAACP’s The Crisis (page 108) and the 
Urban League’s Opportunity (page 111), and his mural 
projects for schools and libraries, the shapes are bold, the 
diagonals dramatic, and the monochromatic palette 
attention-grabbing. Douglas was a leader in establishing 
the validity of African-themed imagery and contemporary 

black subject matter in the modernist art of the “New 
Negro” during the renaissance. 
 Born in Kansas, Douglas was the first African 
American to earn a degree in art from the University of 
Nebraska. In New York, he studied with German artist 
Winold Reiss, who encouraged Douglas to cultivate 
African design elements in his work. Like Reiss, Douglas 
was a master of both traditional representational art—
especially portraiture (see page 107)—as well as a 
modernist style. Douglas’s work came to the attention of 
New Negro movement leaders, and his illustrations 
routinely appeared in their periodicals, poetry, and prose. 
In 1937, Douglas founded the art department at Fisk 
University in Nashville, where he served as a professor  
of art until his retirement in 1966.         

AARON DOUGLAS 
CAROLE GENSHAFT

left:
AARON DOUGLAS (1899–1979)

‡  Untitled (Nightclub Scene in  
Blue and Black), c. 1925
Gouache on paper mounted to 
paperboard, 7 3/8 x 5 1/4 in. 
Michael Rosenfeld Gallery,  
New York

right:
AARON DOUGLAS (1899–1979)

‡  Untitled (Nightclub Scene in  
Pink and Black), c. 1925
Gouache on paper mounted to 
paperboard, 7 3/8 x 5 1/4 in.
Michael Rosenfeld Gallery,  
New York76
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above:
AARON DOUGLAS (1899–1979)

Dust jacket for James Weldon 
Johnson, God’s Trombones  
(New York: Viking Press, 1927)
Walter O. Evans Collection  
of African American Art

opposite:
AARON DOUGLAS (1899–1979)

‡ The Judgment Day, 1927
Gouache on paper, 11 3/4 x 9 in. 
SCAD Museum of Art, Savannah, 
Georgia, gift of Dr. Walter O.  
and Mrs. Linda J. Evans
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above:
AARON DOUGLAS (1899–1979)

‡ Illustration for “The Creation,”
in James Weldon Johnson,  
God’s Trombones (New York: 
Viking Press, 1927)
Walter O. Evans Collection  
of African American Art

opposite:
AARON DOUGLAS (1899–1979)

‡ Illustration for “Go Down Death,”
in James Weldon Johnson,  
God’s Trombones (New York: 
Viking Press, 1927)
Walter O. Evans Collection  
of African American Art
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Richmond Barthé created this sinuous bronze portrait of 
Senegalese dancer François Benga almost immediately 
after the artist returned from his first trip to Paris in 1934.23 
Barthé was drawn to France by the promise of seeing 
classical works of art. Like many African Americans abroad 
in the interwar period, he enjoyed the city’s racially 
tolerant atmosphere. The artist’s affinity for dance led  
him to the cabaret where he first encountered Benga, who, 
like Barthé, was an affable and popular gay man with 
connections in both New York and Paris. Though Benga’s 
pseudonym “Feral” is easily understood by English 
speakers, the word added a further layer of exoticism to 
the “untamed” and “authentic” persona that he constructed 
for his Francophone audiences. He appeared on stage at 
times with the dancer Josephine Baker and was later cast 
by Jean Cocteau in the 1930 film The Blood of a Poet. 
Known as an intelligent, shy man, Benga found himself a 
frequent target of unwanted sexual advances due to his 
race and occupation. Contradictory to Barthé’s repre-
sentation, he was not known to have danced in the nude.
  Black male nudes seldom appeared in works of art 
or reproductions when Barthé created this work. The 
popular 1937 exhibition Dance International at Rockefeller 
Center displayed Feral Benga alongside paintings by 
European modernists. Barthé’s works were the sole 
sculptures by an African American represented in the 
exhibition. The piece was not reproduced until three years 
later, when Alain Locke featured it prominently in The 

Negro in Art: A Pictorial Record of the Negro Artist and of 
the Negro Theme in Art. However, as Barthé’s biographer 
Margaret Rose Vendryes notes, Locke, though also  
gay, avoided mention of the sculpture’s nudity—let alone 
the overt sexuality—in his caption for the work, as did later 
critics.24 The history of carefully measured engagement 
with the sensual aspects of Feral Benga speaks to 
challenges of visibility that gay black artists faced during 
the Harlem Renaissance and throughout the decades  
that followed.

RICHMOND BARTHÉ
ANASTASIA KINIGOPOULO

RICHMOND BARTHÉ (1901–1989)

‡  Feral Benga, Senegalese  
Dancer, 1935 
Bronze, 19 x 7 1/2 x 4 1/2 in. 
Newark Museum, gift of  
Mr. and Mrs. Charles W. 
Engelhard by exchange, 1989
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RICHMOND BARTHÉ (1901–1989)

‡ Stevedore, 1937
Bronze on marble base, 31 1/4 x  
14 5/8 x 21 in. 
Michael Rosenfeld Gallery,  
New York
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One of the earliest paintings that Loïs Mailou Jones 
completed, The Ascent of Ethiopia—with its silhouetted 
figures, simplified and layered shapes, and restricted color 
palette—evokes her first career as a textile designer in 
Boston, where she was born. The subject matter was 
inspired by Jones’s admiration for the Afrocentric work  
of sculptor Meta Warrick Fuller25 and by painter Aaron 
Douglas’s bold patterns and radiating lines, which are 
suggestive of jazz music and dance. In a single artwork, 
Jones chronicles African American history from its roots in 
ancient Africa to the cultural blossoming of the Harlem 
Renaissance with “ART” at its apex, as is written at  
the top of the canvas. Jones’s use of “Ethiopia” in the title 
is a symbol for the whole of Africa, and a monumental 
Egyptian pharaoh dominates the composition. The 
pyramids and the bent figures nearby suggest the slave 
experience of African Americans as a parallel to the 
biblical Exodus. The climbing and erect figures represent 
those on their “way up” to freedom in the modern 
American city. With its skyscrapers and bright orb of light, 
the city becomes the backdrop for a burst of creativity in 
the arts. This narrative echoes Alain Locke’s exhortations 
for “New Negro” artists, dramatists, and musicians to 
create work reflective of the African American experience.  

 Jones graduated from the School of the Museum 
of Fine Arts, Boston, in 1927 and taught design and 
watercolor at Howard University in Washington, DC,  
from 1930 to 1977. Her work was often included in shows 
organized by the Harmon Foundation, one of the 
foremost exhibitors of African American art at the time. 
Jones traveled to France and Haiti for extended and 
repeated periods. Her fondness for both countries is 
reflected in the numerous landscapes, cityscapes, and 
figure studies based on each location. In contrast to  
The Ascent of Ethiopia, those more traditional paintings 
and many compassionate portraits of African Americans 
(see Jennie, page 90) are indicative of her academic 
training. After visiting eleven countries in Africa between 
1968 and 1970, Jones pursued a style based on African 
textiles, masks, and sculptures. This work is a direct link  
to her earlier explorations of African art. 

LOïS MAILOU JONES
CAROLE GENSHAFT

LOÏS MAILOU JONES  
(1905–1998)

The Ascent of Ethiopia, 1932
Oil on canvas, 23 1/2 x 17 1/4 in.
Milwaukee Art Museum, purchase, 
African American Art Acquisition 
Fund, matching funds from 
Suzanne and Richard Pieper,  
with additional support from 
Arthur and Dorothy Nelle Sanders, 
M1993.191
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LOÏS MAILOU JONES  
(1905–1998) 

Africa, 1935 
Oil on canvas board, 24 x 20 in.
The Johnson Collection, 
Spartanburg, South Carolina
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LOÏS MAILOU JONES 
(1905–1998)

Jennie, 1943
Oil on canvas, 41 3/4 x 34 in.
Howard University,  
Washington, DC

LOÏS MAILOU JONES 
(1905–1998)

‡  A le Petit Dejeuner, 1937
Oil on canvas, 18 1/8 x 22 7/16 in.
The Harmon and Harriet Kelley 
Foundation for the Arts
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The Subway by Palmer Hayden depicts commuters in a 
crowded New York subway car in the 1930s. It represents a 
slice of everyday life that is in keeping with Depression- 
era American scene painting, with particular emphasis on 
racial diversity. The focal point is an African American man 
clutching the metal handrail that anchors the composition. 
Two juxtaposed hands—one black, one white—grasping 
the vertical pole are emblematic of racial integration in the 
North, at least insofar as transportation and public facilities 
were concerned, versus the segregated South. Hayden  
was born in Virginia, moved to Washington, DC, as a teen, 
and pursued various odd jobs, including that of a circus 
roustabout, before entering the US Army. The military hat 
of the black passenger toward the rear of the composition 
may reflect Hayden’s experience in the armed services.
 Hayden moved to New York in 1920 and 
supported himself as a postal worker as he sketched  
and painted, occasionally receiving art instruction. After 
gaining recognition through a first-place medal in a 
competition sponsored by the Harmon Foundation, which 
supported promising black artists, Hayden moved to  
Paris for five years, where direct exposure to European 
modernism and contact with African art exerted a 
pronounced influence on his style that persisted after his 
return to New York in 1932. In The Subway, the flattened 
space and emphasis on geometric form, for example, 
indicate an affinity to aspects of cubism; and the face  
of the central male figure bears similarity to African 

sculpture, such as the stylized features of Dan masks. 
Notable as well, and typical of Hayden’s mature style, is 
the prominence of pattern: the woman’s flowered skirt  
on the left, the central figure’s striped shirt (similar to 
Picasso’s iconic Breton pullover), and the checkered flat 
cap of the passenger next to him. The inclusion of  
printed words—on newspapers, magazines, street names, 
and ads—recalls both cubism and the urban views of 
American scene painter Reginald Marsh.

PALMER HAYDEN
 
DAVID STARK

PALMER HAYDEN (1890–1973)

‡ The Subway, c. 1941
Oil on canvas, 31 x 26 1/2 in.
New York State Office of  
General Services92
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A
merican blacks were hungering for a continued conver-
sation about its freedoms and second-class citizenship 
following the death of Frederick Douglass. Booker T. 
Washington had made plenty of noise, but his achieve-

ments, and writings, were centered on blacks and education. He rarely 
ventured aground politically, hewing to a conservative and mostly  
agrarian-based prophecy of personal uplift. Washington was fond of pro-
nouncing that blacks could lift themselves up by their bootstraps if given 
a decent chance. Others—notably, blacks—countered by saying they had 
been all but robbed of their boots! An ascendant W. E. B. Du Bois would 
fill the void, providing a far more progressive and challenging voice.
 William Edward Burghardt Du Bois was fortunate to have been 
born in the New England town of Great Barrington, Massachusetts. 
Massachusetts had long held progressive views on race. In the early 
spring of 1863, the state was among the first in the North to form an all- 
Negro volunteer army unit to fight in the Civil War. The 54th Massachusetts 
Volunteer Infantry Regiment consisted of more than one thousand sol-
diers. Although the black soldiers were under the leadership of white offi-
cers, including Colonel Robert Gould Shaw, their participation in the war 
sent waves of pride throughout black communities around the country. 
Two sons of Frederick Douglass were early enlistees in the regiment. 
 The Du Bois family of Great Barrington could trace their roots to 
a freedman once held by Dutch slaveholders. Du Bois’s mother, Mary, was 
a maid; his father, Alfred, a sometime-barber who took on odd jobs. Alfred 
abandoned the family when William was just two years old. Mary raised 
her son with the help of other family relatives. The boy was doted on, held 
to high standards, listened to his elders, and began to get noticed for his 
writing skills, even in high school, when he saw his byline appear in both the 
Springfield Republican newspaper and the New York Globe. High school 
administrators informed the Du Bois family that they would do everything 

The 
Fearless 
Scholar
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they could to help young William attend college. They went hat-in-hand 
around the community and raised enough money for Du Bois to begin 
studies in 1885 at Fisk University in Nashville. Fisk was an ideal place for 
the first-year student. The school had been founded after the Civil War 
for the purpose of educating freed slaves. Many faculty members at the 
time had roots in the abolitionist movement. Du Bois had never lived in 
the American South, and the virulent racism at play was in stark contrast 
to his Massachusetts upbringing. Nevertheless, for two summers, in 1886 
and 1887, Du Bois taught school in Tennessee. The pain and suffering of 
black folk seared Du Bois—they were thoughts and memories he could not 

shake. He graduated from Fisk and enrolled for a second bachelor’s degree 
at Harvard University, from which he graduated, cum laude, in 1890. A year 
later he earned a master’s degree from Harvard, and four years after that, a 
doctorate from the university. His doctoral thesis, “The Suppression of the 
African Slave Trade to the United States of America, 1638–1870,” was good 
enough that it was published, in 1896, in the Harvard Historical Studies 
series. The publication gained Du Bois attention from other scholars. 
 By 1894, W. E. B. Du Bois was teaching at Wilberforce University 
in Ohio. There, he met and married Nina Gomer in 1896, a Wilberforce 
student and native of Iowa. The young scholar began to focus more and 
more on the study of history and race. In 1898—never mind that he was 
Dr. Du Bois, a Harvard man—he sat in the blacks-only section of a train 
during a trek through the South. He sat and talked with black farmers and 
sharecroppers. He took notes, filled up a pile of notebooks. Many of the 
men and women he met who were in their forties, fifties, and beyond still 
held raw and fresh memories of slavery. “This land was a little Hell,” a black 
man in Georgia confided to Du Bois. Using the language of the times, 
he continued, “I’ve seen niggers drop dead in the furrow, but they were 
kicked aside, and the plough never stopped. Down in the guardhouse, 
there’s where the blood ran.”26 To Du Bois, the South had showed him “the 
Negro problem in its naked dirt and penury.”27

 It did not take long for Du Bois to garner the attention of other 
academic institutions. His studies, which were a melding of sociology and 
anthropology, drew the attention of the University of Pennsylvania. In 
1896, the school asked Du Bois to come to Philadelphia and undertake 
a study in the predominantly black seventh ward of the city. He eagerly 
accepted, but had to have been dismayed at his given title of Assistant 
Instructor at the university, a title far beneath his academic credentials. 
 Du Bois landed in the city and went about his work, living with 
his wife in the seventh ward, where nearly ten thousand blacks resided, 
on Saint Mary Street in one of the poorer neighborhoods of the ward. 
Philadelphia had an interesting black history. Black churches grew in 
prominence during the early 1800s. By 1820, the city had all but rid itself 
of slavery. But the 1840s were marked by race riots, when whites deter-
mined that blacks were encroaching on job opportunities. Still, blacks 
fought onward for their rights in both religious and publishing circles. In 
1884, the Philadelphia Tribune began publishing and quickly became one 
of the more influential Negro newspapers in the country. 
 In his questionnaire, Du Bois asked the city’s African Americans 
about dreams, hopes, personal histories, and economic status. He roamed 
the seventh ward with his notebooks and pencils. A fastidious dresser, he 
sported a Van Dyke beard and had a scholar’s intensity. Some dismissed 

CARL VAN VECHTEN  
(1880–1964)

W. E. B. Du Bois, 1946
Kodachrome slide
James Weldon Johnson  
Memorial Collection, Beinecke 
Rare Book & Manuscript Library, 
Yale University, New Haven, 
Connecticut
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the stranger knocking at their door, abruptly closing the door in his face. 
But a great many people spoke to him. All in all, upwards of 2,500 houses 
were visited. The resulting book, The Philadelphia Negro, was published 
in 1899 and became a sensation. A study of such magnitude, delving into 
black life, had never been done anywhere in the country. And while the 
book’s title may have seemed parochial, it spoke to the Negro problem 
everywhere. The book’s chapter indexes told a kind of story themselves: 
“Property,” “History of Negro crime in the city,” “Pauperism,” “The drink 
habit,” “Color prejudice,” “The duty of the Negroes,” “The duty of the 
whites,” and “Enumeration of Negro domestic workers,” for example. 
America had never cared about a study exploring black culture and life, and 
now Du Bois had delivered it. It had the punch of a manifesto. The book 
put between hard covers the race woes of America. This was, in effect, the 
kindling to the fire that would help ignite the Harlem Renaissance.  
 W. E. B. Du Bois, however, was just getting started.
 By the time he landed at Atlanta University (today Clark Atlanta 
University) to begin teaching, shortly after finishing research for The 
Philadelphia Negro, Du Bois had firmly announced his arrival as a crit-
ical thinker and writer when it came to black life in America and white  
reaction—or lack thereof—to it. Another book was soon published, in 
1903, by the rising cultural thinker titled The Souls of Black Folk, which 
consisted of a variety of essays on black life. Like The Philadelphia Negro, 
it would also come to be seen as indispensable to understanding black life. 
Pain was moving hard and fast through black communities in America, as 
evident by the rise in racial confrontations. In time, Du Bois would grow 
impatient with teaching. In 1910, already a founder and board member 
of the NAACP, he moved to New York City. With that position came an 
appointment as editor of The Crisis magazine, the literary arm of the 
NAACP. It would prove to be one of the most joyful tasks in the life of 
Du Bois, as he allowed The Crisis to be decorated with articles ranging 
in subject matter from politics to culture to high art. He supported more 
radical magazines, such as the Messenger, that had drawn the ire of the 
federal government because he felt a duty to defend free speech. In Du 
Bois’s mind, it was “the duty of every Negro to see that the right of black 
men to think and write and criticize shall not be abridged and taken away 
under the guise of curbing revolution.”28 Du Bois drew the intense ire of 
southern politicians when he reported on the Red Summer riots of 1919 in 
the pages of The Crisis. South Carolina Congressman James Byrnes was 
so upset with The Crisis and its editor that he read one of Du Bois’s mus-
cular editorials into the Congressional Record, then blamed the riots on 
Du Bois himself. Du Bois responded in the pages of The Crisis, claiming 
that southern politicians were not only to blame for the bloody unrest in 

LAURA WHEELER (1887–1948)

‡  Egypt and Spring, cover of  
The Crisis (April 1923)
Walter O. Evans Collection  
of African American Art
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the streets, “but also of encouraging for fifty years the lynching of 4,000 
Negroes, the disfranchisement of a million and a half voters, the enforced 
ignorance of three million human beings and the theft of hundreds of mil-
lions of dollars in wages.”29 At one point during this time, readership of The 
Crisis hovered at 100,000 subscriptions, a landmark figure at the time for 
a magazine devoted to issues concerning the American Negro. Its pop-
ularity could be directly traced to Du Bois’s leadership of the magazine. 
 If one were to continue following The Crisis and its editorial judg-
ment in the early part of the 1920s, it was evident that Du Bois was prac-
ticing a mixture of investigative, cultural arts, and advocacy journalism. 
He liked to refer to the periodical as “a record of the darker races.”30 When 
the Tuskegee Veterans Administration Hospital was found to be operating 
under a fiefdom of southern white power brokers, The Crisis wrote about it. 
Allegations seeped out that Harvard University (“Fair Harvard,” went the 
appellation) was discriminating against blacks. And they were true, assign-
ing black underclassmen to certain blacks-only rooms, lest they upset 
the rising enrollment of southern white students. It was shameful. Abbott 
Lowell, president of Harvard, penned a letter to the New-York Tribune in an 
attempt to explain the school’s racism. Lowell agreed that Harvard should 
provide both blacks and whites with the same opportunity for a Harvard 
education, but went on to say, “we do not owe it to him to force him and 
the white into social relations that are not, or may not be, mutually conge-
nial.”31 It was just the kind of story The Crisis lived for. And Du Bois indeed 
came out swinging. What Harvard had done, Du Bois felt, was to foster 
“the renewal of the Anglo-Saxon cult; the worship of the Nordic totem, the 
disfranchisement of Negro, Jew, Irishman, Italian, Hungarian, Asiatic and 
South Sea Islander—the world rule of Nordic white through brute force.”32  
 Such was the sway and verve of Du Bois’s Harlem-set editorial 
pen that he considered the whole of America his journalistic and writ-
erly beat. An explosive case in Detroit in the fall of 1925 quickly drew 
his heightened attention. Ossian Sweet was a doctor who had obtained 
his medical school degree from Howard University. In 1921, he settled in 
Detroit. He met his wife, Gladys, the following year. They lived in a down-
trodden area of the city known as Black Bottom, the lost-on-no-one joke 
being that blacks lived in a wretched area of town at the bottom of the 
socioeconomic ladder. The Sweets were middle class and wished to move 
from Black Bottom. They found a nice home on Garland Street. Everyone 
else on the street was white. The white couple who sold the Sweets the 
home assured them there would be no problem when they moved onto 
the block. It was either a cruel joke or the couple was bizarrely naive: the 
Sweets began hearing rumors that they would be attacked, and crude 
posters threatened them should they move onto the block, even though 

FRANK WALTS (1877–1941)

‡  Cover of The Crisis  
(November 1920)
Walter O. Evans Collection  
of African American Art
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they had purchased the home. To assuage his worries, and those of his 
wife, Dr. Sweet arrived on move-in day with gun-toting defenders to 
protect him and his family. People strolled by, gawked, and then hustled 
off with menacing looks on their faces. They encountered no problem 
on the first night. But the second day, as darkness swirled, was a differ-
ent story. Several hundred whites had gathered and they began throwing 
stones and pieces of coal. Glass shattered; those inside the home bent for 
cover, then started firing weapons. The city had never seen anything like 
it: a black man—a doctor, no less—and his cohorts holding off a band of 
whites. Two whites were hit by gunshot, one fatally. The police entered 
the home, weapons drawn, and arrested eleven of the black occupants, 
Dr. Sweet and his wife and some relatives among them. Thousands of 
whites by now had gathered, hurling epithets.33 

 The Sweets immediately claimed self-defense, allowing as to how 
they were defending their home. None of that much mattered to the struc-
ture of white law enforcement in Detroit; indictments were handed down 
for first-degree murder. The Sweets sat in jail for several weeks, fretting 
about their legal strategy. Du Bois picked up the story. “Dear God! Must 
we not live?” he cried. “And if we live may we not live somewhere?”34 The 
first trial drew the attention of blacks nationwide. It ended in a mistrial. 
From Harlem, Du Bois launched a fund-raising campaign for the defense 
of the Sweets. “No listless foolishness, no carping criticism, but to work! 
Pay! Sacrifice! Be men and women! Be free!” the riled-up editor told the 
masses. He added: “The cost of freedom to the Negro today is $50,000.”35 
Clarence Darrow, famous for the Scopes monkey trial—and a lawyer who 
cared about civil rights—was hired to defend the Sweets. Du Bois and 
the NAACP eventually raised $71,000. The case was galvanizing black 
Americans everywhere. “Negroes the country over await the outcome of 
this case,” opined the Pittsburgh Courier. “If . . . favorable to the defendants 
it will be a signal to other Negroes to hold their own against all odds.”36 The 
Philadelphia Public Journal weighed in: “The time has come when it is more 
glorious to die for principle than for some high-sounding meaningless 
phrase coined during the war only to be forgotten after the war is over.”37 
Inside the courtroom, Darrow, who had been aided by several of Detroit’s 
best black attorneys, made a masterful closing argument. He offered, 
according to NAACP stalwart and Harlem Renaissance figure James 
Weldon Johnson, “a complete panorama of the experience, physical and 
spiritual of the American Negro, beginning with his African background, 
down to the present—a panorama of his sufferings, his achievements, his 
aspirations.”38 Darrow was addressing an all-white jury; many in the court-
room sat in rapt attention. Some of the blacks wept as they listened to the 
famed attorney. Then they rejoiced when the “not guilty” verdict echoed 

throughout the courtroom. To James Weldon Johnson, the victory repre-
sented “the most dramatic court trial involving the fundamental rights of 
the Negro in his whole history in this country.”39 No one was more delighted 
than W. E. B. Du Bois; the Harlem sage trumpeted the acquittal of the 
Sweets as a landmark moment in democracy for black Americans. What Du 
Bois and The Crisis had undeniably shown in the Sweet drama was that the 
Harlem-based magazine had genuine and ongoing clout. 
 Du Bois waded into other battles in the ensuing years, taking on 
segregationist labor leaders, along with school officials and racist judicial 
court nominees. 
 In 1930, United States Supreme Court justice Edward Sanford  
died, giving President Hoover an opening to fill on the high court. At that 
time, few beyond the confines of North Carolina had heard of John Parker. 
Parker was a federal Court of Appeals judge in North Carolina. Hoover chose 
Parker to fill the opening. NAACP officials launched a probe into Parker’s 
background and came up with a stinging revelation: in a 1920 gubernatorial 
campaign—which he lost—Parker expressed his feelings about blacks and 
voting, stating that “the participation of the Negro in politics is a source of 
evil and danger to both races and is not desired by wise men in either race or 
by the Republican Party of North Carolina.”40 The civil rights organization 
saw danger in allowing a man with such sentiments to proceed to the high-
est court in the land without expressing their dismay. Perhaps Parker wished 
to retract the statement? The NAACP sent him a list of questions, all of 
which he refused to answer. Blacks rose up around the nation and sent let-
ters to the Senate Judiciary Committee, opposing the Parker nomination. 
Southern senators scoffed at the idea that the Parker nomination might be 
derailed. But the NAACP revelations were damning; some big newspapers, 
the Washington Post among them, wrote editorials opposing the nomina-
tion. The vote was both close and startling: John Parker’s nomination went 
down to defeat in a forty-one-to-thirty-nine Senate vote. It gave the NAACP 
the type of influential victory it had never had before. The Christian Science 
Monitor proclaimed that the Parker defeat was “the first national demon-
stration of the Negro’s power since Reconstruction days.”41 The words of Du 
Bois—who had left Harlem for a spell to go on an anti-Parker tour, where 
he appeared in church pulpits in front of emotional blacks—felt that the 
anti-Parker crusade had been “conducted with a snap, determination and 
intelligence never surpassed in colored America and seldom in white.”42 
 The Du Bois story took a twisty turn in the 1930s, and it had to do 
with Communism. Communism was a taboo word in the American political 
mind-set, but aggrieved minorities sometimes crossed the road and enter-
tained the spiel offered by Communists, especially when it came to expos-
ing American racism. The Communists gallivanting about Harlem in those 
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years, dropping off leaflets and philosophizing in coffeehouses, thought 
they had a cause célèbre in the case of the so-called Scottsboro Boys. 
 The case unfolded on an Alabama train, March 25, 1931, where a 
skirmish took place between white and black hoboes. By all accounts, the 
whites had been whipped; embarrassed at being beaten by blacks, they told 
the authorities they wished to press charges. When the train was stopped 
in Paint Rock, Alabama, nine young blacks stood facing law enforcement, 
ready to explain the fighting they had engaged in. But just as quickly, two 
white women—they were known prostitutes—who had been sharing the 
boxcar with the black youths claimed that they had been raped. The wild 
charge caused convulsions among local law enforcement, and as soon as 
word seeped out, there were threats of a lynching party. The trials were 
swift and the death sentences meted out—to all but Leroy Wright, who 
was only twelve years old. It shocked many across the nation. Nervous 
about the mixture of sex, white women, and black youth, the NAACP was 
slow in its reaction to come to the defense of the Scottsboro Boys. But 
the Communist newspaper the Daily Worker was not. Its staff began rais-
ing funds for the legal appeals and writing stories about the travesty of 
the case. The moment also gave the Communist Party an opportunity to 
siphon NAACP members away to join its cause. “The masses cannot be led 
by the NAACP towards anything but slavery,” suggested Robert Minor, who 
was editor of the Daily Worker, the party’s press organ.43 Langston Hughes, 
the Harlem poet, followed the case closely and recoiled at what he deter-
mined was ineffective leadership from the NAACP. The International Labor 
Defense (ILD) had been legally aligned with the ongoing appeals of the 
Scottsboro Boys, but it was a Communist-linked legal group and it made 
many blacks nervous. It would take years for the United States Supreme 
Court to reverse the death sentences of the Scottsboro Boys, though they 
continued to languish in prison for years thereafter. It became the mar-
quee case, however, in which blacks found succor in the relationship with 
Communism, believing the Communists had exposed more forcefully than 
ever before the hollowness of southern justice. And Du Bois himself was 
bold enough to give a Crisis-sponsored symposium an eye-catching title: 
“Negro Editors on Communism.” “The world is ill,” Du Bois wrote. “It has 
desperate economic problems intertwined with its problems of racial prej-
udice.”44 In 1933, not long after he penned those words, Du Bois departed 
Harlem to take a job as a professor at Atlanta University. 
 There were many figures left behind in Harlem willing to pick up 
the gaping wound of Du Bois’s absence. Two of those figures, both min-
isters, a father and his son, had been making quite a lot of noise inside 
the contours of the Harlem Renaissance from the pulpit of the Abyssinian 
Baptist Church.
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The most widely read and distributed of the Harlem 
Renaissance “little magazines,” The Crisis: A Record of the 
Darker Races began publication in November 1910 under 
the sponsorship of the NAACP and remains in print  
today. As chief editor, W. E. B. Du Bois maintained 
significant control over the magazine’s contents and tone 
until his 1933 resignation. The Crisis tackled issues of racial 
prejudice and served as a platform for many rising authors 
and artists, including Aaron Douglas, Laura Wheeler, 
Langston Hughes, and Gwendolyn Bennett. From the 
outset, Du Bois also used the magazine to assert his 
beliefs regarding appropriate subject matter for black 
artists. His essay “The Criteria of Negro Art,” published in 
the October 1926 issue, urged African American artists  
to take up the mantle of social and political activism  
in their work. As a result of Du Bois’s influence, The Crisis 
often favored representations of uplift and middle-class 
accomplishment rather than unbridled creative expression. 
Frustration with these limits was one of the factors that 
eventually led to the creation of the artist publication 
FIRE!!, with its decidedly subversive, proletariat bent. 
 Nevertheless, The Crisis was crucial in the 
promotion and dissemination of African American art and 
literature during the Harlem Renaissance, thanks in part to 
the presence of author Jessie Fauset on the editorial  
board between 1919 and 1926. Fauset’s support of writers 
who unflinchingly tackled issues of race later earned her 
the reputation as a “midwife” of the Harlem Renaissance. 

Sponsored prizes for literary and visual arts also provided 
support and a vital stage for many black writers and artists.  
In 1927, Aaron Douglas briefly took over as the artistic 
director of the magazine. Under Douglas, The Crisis 
expanded its format, modernized the typography, and 
published lavish full-page frontispieces in addition to  
the cover illustrations.45 Whereas earlier covers frequently 
featured portraits of high-achieving or sharply dressed 
women, Douglas introduced a striking run of covers by 
talented young black artists who grappled with Afrocentric 
and modernist aesthetics.

THE CRISIS
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What immediately catches the eye on this magazine  
cover is the title itself, with its two exclamation points: 
FIRE!! It’s the illustration of an unforgettable—and short-
lived—Harlem Renaissance periodical. Harlem writer 
Wallace Thurman had first dreamed of such a publication; 
he wanted a magazine founded by Negroes, edited by 
Negroes, and kept afloat by Negroes. (Zora Neale 
Hurston had another term for such a class of people:  
the Niggerati. And in those intimate black circles of the 
time, the term wasn’t seen as offensive.) 
 FIRE!! was to be a melding of folklore and prose.  
It was aimed as a challenge to the contemporaneous 
magazines The Crisis and Opportunity, which were both 
often seen as insufficiently rebellious by the younger set  
of renaissance artists. Thus, the subtitle was “Devoted to 
Younger Negro Artists.”  Thurman’s maiden issue boasted 
some glittery contributors, among them Langston Hughes, 
Zora Neale Hurston, Countee Cullen, Arna Bontemps, 
and Gwendolyn Bennett. “Fi-ya, Fi-ya, Lawd, Fi-ya gonna 
burn ma soul,” Hughes and Thurman wrote in their joint 
introduction to the first issue.
 But it is Aaron Douglas’s cover that can stop you 
in your tracks. It is an Afrocentric cover, in bold orange 
and black. A lion in silhouette sits at the base of the 
composition. Something jewel-like rises from the end of 
the lion’s backbone. Douglas might well have been 
thinking ahead with his eye-catching design. The dramatic 
coloring might have caught you as you were gliding 

through a Harlem drugstore or by a newsstand. But the 
eye didn’t always agree with the one-dollar-per-issue price 
tag in those Depression-era times, especially when other 
magazines were half the price or less. Still, FIRE!! looked 
beautiful, and even W. E. B. Du Bois—who wondered if the 
upstarts at the magazine were questioning his political 
skills with some of their commentary—had to concede it 
was “a beautiful piece of printing” that had been “strikingly 
illustrated by Aaron Douglas.”46

 Door-to-door sales of the magazine abetted 
newsstand sales. But it was never enough; FIRE!! flopped 
after one issue. The unsold copies were stored in a 
basement. Irony doesn’t adequately capture the sadness of 
what happened next: all those gorgeous remaining copies 
of the magazine were turned to ash in an actual fire. 

FIRE!!
WIL HAYGOOD
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The 
Two 
Reverend 
Powells 

I
t was one of the most haunting and poignant photographs ever 
seen in Harlem. Shot by James Van Der Zee, Harlem’s gifted go-to 
photographer during the renaissance, the picture was taken inside 
Harlem’s Abyssinian Baptist Church. Because the composition is 

from a high angle, Van Der Zee had obviously positioned himself in an 
adjoining alcove or loft above the church congregation and pews. On the 
church stage there is a bone-white casket. The casket is surrounded by a 
forest of roses. Above the stage stands the church choir, hymnals in their 
hands. Above the choir are the tall church windows, slants of light filter-
ing through. The deceased is Blanche Powell, the twenty-eight-year-old 
daughter of Reverend Adam Clayton Powell Sr. and Mattie Powell, and 
sister of Reverend Adam Clayton Powell Jr. They are one of the most 
esteemed and respected church families in Harlem and New York City. 
The only daughter of the Powells died on March 26, 1926, from a rup-
tured appendix. But what is transfixing about the Van Der Zee photo is 
his decision to insert a picture of a smiling and adult Blanche Powell her-
self into the photo. She stands above the congregation—as if floating—in 
a white dress. The mood is both angelic and slightly beguiling. The death 
was a sad moment in Harlem history—Blanche Powell left behind a young 
daughter—but it also highlighted the significance of the Powells to this 
rising community. The Powells were a family that had a fascinating back-
ground, and a son who would take to the world stage in due time.
 The Powell narrative began in Franklin County, Virginia. Llewellyn 
Powell was a slave owner who considered himself a true Virginian. When 
the state seceded from the Union, Powell hardly winced. He actually led 
men on horseback who set out on patrols aiming to capture or kill Union 
soldiers. Powell impregnated one of his slaves, Sally Dunning.47 She gave 
birth on the raw side of freedom—May 5, 1865—to a boy, and she named 
him Adam Clayton Powell. Sally Dunning married Anthony Dunn in 1867—
he had been a former plantation slave as well—and they made their way to 
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West Virginia, where life was hard. Sally lived seventeen years after reach-
ing the state. Her son, Adam, tall and light-skinned, wanted desperately 
to make something of his life. He surfaced as a water hauler at a mine 
in Rendville, Ohio, a hard-luck town on the Ohio–West Virginia border. 
There was drinking and gambling; friends told young Powell he was going 
to ruin his life. A local minister convinced Powell to join the ministry and 
take up studying it, which he did. He was nineteen years old. Three years 
later, feeling confident and learned, he moved to Washington, DC, and 
entered the Wayland Seminary. In the summer of 1889, he married Mattie 
Fletcher, a girl he had met back in West Virginia. In the next few years, 
there were fits and starts at finding a permanent church to pastor. Powell 
finally did in 1893 at the Immanuel Missionary Baptist Church in New 
Haven, Connecticut. The congregation quickly became impressed with 
Powell. He invited Yale students to the church and his home. Then he 
enrolled at the Yale Divinity School and studied there for a year. It was 
a nice link to have on one’s curriculum vitae, and Powell used it for all it 
was worth: he was not only the minister of a thriving black church, he was 
also a Yale man. The first of the couple’s children, a daughter, Blanche, 
was born in New Haven in 1898. Reverend Powell’s reputation grew. He 
was invited to conferences. He went to Paris. The years rolled onward; the 
calendar showed they had been in New Haven for fifteen years. Mattie 
Powell became pregnant again. At the same time, Adam Clayton Powell 
received an offer to pastor a large—but troubled—church in New York 
City. The restless congregation of Abyssinian Baptist Church had driven 
its minister, C. S. Morris, to a nervous breakdown. There were battles 
over finances, and a desire by the congregation to relocate the church. 
Powell was offered and accepted the Abyssinian pulpit. He arrived in 
New York City with his wife, daughter, and newborn son, Adam Clayton 
Powell Junior.
 The church was located on West 40th Street, inside a red-light 
district of the city. Powell loathed the presence of pimps and prostitutes 
and began sermonizing against them. His sermons were loud, theat-
rical, and boisterous affairs. Visitors from other churches came to hear 
him preach. Reporters wrote stories about him and his anti-vice cru-
sades. Powell’s sermons may have drawn the curious, but they did not 
serve to rid the area of its undesirable elements. Powell decided that to 
save itself, the church must relocate. He had heard the rumblings about 
black Harlem—that businesses were opening and other black churches 
were relocating there. Across many late-night meetings and dinners in 
living rooms, Powell finally convinced the congregation it should take 
his advice and move. Powell found and bid on land at 138th Street and 
Seventh Avenue, in the area that was then becoming black Harlem. The 
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groundbreaking ceremony took place on April 9, 1922. There were thou-
sands who attended the outdoor festivities. 
 The church, of Tudor and Gothic architecture, with blue stone 
and Italian marble, opened for worship in 1923. In a city with quite a bit 
of handsome architecture, Abyssinian stood out for its beauty and con-
struction. The elder Powell had come a long way; his teenage son was 
eyewitness to what his father had done.  

P
owell Sr., his reputation growing and thriving right at the 
blossoming of the Harlem Renaissance, took advantage of 
the charged artistic and political environment. He invited pol-
iticians and artists to appear in the Abyssinian pulpit. Activist 

groups who needed meeting spaces found a home in the basement of 
Abyssinian. These included many of the people who converged on the 
church that heartbreaking day in the early spring of 1926 to attend the 
funeral of Blanche Powell. 
 The younger Adam Powell—handsome, fond of nice clothes, 
doted on by the church ladies—had begun studies in 1925 at City College 
of New York. But he found it hard to concentrate in happening New York 
City: uptown was the intoxicating Harlem Renaissance; downtown was 
lively Manhattan. He lasted less than a year at City College, a time inter-
rupted by the shock of his sister’s death. In the fall of 1926, Powell Jr. 
arrived on the campus of Colgate University, in Hamilton, New York. He 
knew not a single student. But having been raised in Baptist church sur-
roundings, he had a gift of gab and was quick to make friends. Howard 
Patterson was Powell’s roommate. Patterson was white; he imagined 
Powell, quite light of skin, was also white, a thought Powell did nothing 
to dissuade him from believing. Adam Clayton Powell Jr., son of a black 
Harlem minister, was quietly “passing” on the Colgate campus, a shame-
ful act of pretending to be white to curry favor and acceptance. It was the 
ruse of the biracial, forgoing one’s blackness. Powell’s sister, Blanche, had 
not been above passing for white when the need suited her.
 There were four black students on the Colgate campus. One 
of them, Daniel Crosby, and some others, soon heard that this was the 
same Powell son who belonged to the black Abyssinian Baptist Church 
in Harlem and whose father was a celebrated black minister. The black 
students confronted Powell. The meeting both exposed and shamed him. 
Powell later tracked down the four students, “apologizing and asking for 
friendship,” according to Crosby.48 In time, Powell moved in with one of 
the young black men on campus. Then he proceeded to overwhelm them 
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with his kindness and New York City connections. Before long, they were 
all sitting inside the Abyssinian Baptist Church, regaled by the Powell 
family. Young Adam took his classmates out to dinner and to Harlem hot 
spots; he introduced them to poets and artists. Back on campus, Powell’s 
own reputation grew. The student who had once been shamed was now 
a shameless raconteur. He sat in corners and wrote letters back to his 
friends in Harlem. He started telling classmates that if he did go into 
the ministry, like his father, he was going to put a racial spin on it and 
advocate for social justice. Powell received his college degree in 1930, 
promptly sailed for Europe as a gift from his parents, and then returned 
to Harlem, where a job awaited him inside Abyssinian Baptist Church. 
 The elder Powell, like everyone else, sensed the gnawing devas-
tation of the Great Depression and financial crisis sweeping the nation. A 
jobs program was set up in New York City, paying fifteen dollars a week. 
The suffering was everywhere. “No man can be moral in Harlem on fif-
teen dollars a week,” the senior Powell said.49 He came up with an idea: 
the church had the opportunity to become part of a charitable effort that 
was set up from donations to help feed the hungry. Powell put Adam Jr. in 
charge of the effort. Suddenly, the basement of the Abyssinian was buzz-
ing: free food and clothing were being handed out. The elder Powell and 
his wife, Mattie, beamed with pride watching their son direct the effort. 
“Have you heard about Adam, up in Harlem, feeding the hungry?” one of 
Daniel Crosby’s Colgate classmates asked him.50 The elder Powell was 
quick to let people know that in a few short months his son had directed 
an effort that had dispensed 2,000 pairs of shoes and more than 28,000 
free meals. It was becoming quite obvious that Reverend Powell was 
grooming his successor—the young Reverend Powell Jr. 
 Hard times or not, the music went on in Harlem. Isabel 
Washington was one of the local showgirls who had danced on stage 
at Connie’s Inn and the Cotton Club, both staples of Harlem nightlife 
during the renaissance. Young Adam Powell saw her dance on Broadway 
in the chorus of Harlem and swooned over her. They began dating. The 
elder Powell was aghast; he did not want his son marrying a showgirl. 
In addition, Isabel Washington was a divorcée, having married young 
and divorced quickly. This was the making of a Harlem scandal—not to 
mention a church scandal. Father and son argued over the relationship, 
their anger exploding when Adam Junior announced plans to marry 
the divorcée. Powell Senior confided to his wife, Mattie, that he might 
have a mental breakdown because of his headstrong son. Mattie, forever 
grieving over the loss of her daughter, warned her husband she could not 
imagine losing another child: young Adam threatened to flee Harlem and 
marry Isabel. His father finally relented. 
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 The young couple were married on March 8, 1933, inside Abyssinian. 
When Isabel walked down the aisle, the shrieks from the balcony were  
from her showgirl friends. They honeymooned in Martha’s Vineyard.
 Back in Harlem, Adam Powell Junior, slowly and surely taking 
over more of the ministerial duties from his father, set about refashioning 
the role of Abyssinian minister. He wished to protest, march, and agitate. 
Allegations of patient abuse at Harlem Hospital? Too few black doctors 
on staff? Young Powell led the protests. Some of them drew throngs 
that stopped Harlem traffic. They made headlines; politicians inquired 
about young Powell. Soon, there were odd sightings in Harlem, Sunday 
after Sunday: a handsome young black minister strolling down the street, 
entering bars on Sunday. “Missed you in church today brother,” Powell 
would say to startled onlookers.51 He’d pull lapsed souls back to the 
church. Once there, he’d single them out with praise from the pulpit.  
 Little wonder that Powell—bolstered and inspired by the Harlem 
Renaissance, which gave blacks a full measure of wielding artistic and 
political muscle—was quite eager to take the helm of Abyssinian. And 
in 1937, his father turned the pulpit over to him full-time. The moment 
unleashed several nights of church celebrations. Such had become the 
power of Harlem’s Abyssinian Baptist Church that it was as if the younger 
Powell was ascending not just to a pulpit, but to a throne. Artists and show 
people came by the church to salute him. “Preach with all the power of 
your soul, body, and mind the old-time simple Gospel,” the elder Powell 
told his son, “because it is a fountain for the unclean, food for the hun-
gry, drink for the thirsty, clothing for the naked, strength for the weak, 
a solace for the sorrowing, medicine for the sick, and eternal life for the 
dying.”52 Powell was eager to travel and raise his Harlem-cemented pro-
file even more.
 Samuel Proctor was a student at Virginia Union University 
when Powell appeared onstage at the campus. Proctor would remem-
ber Powell speaking about “brotherhood and justice and the fallacies of 
white supremacy.  .  .  . This was before we won any civil rights victories. As 
college students, we were impressed. In the South we didn’t hear many 
speeches like that.”53 
 Back in Harlem, Powell began to ratchet up the protest marches. 
Many were aimed at the stores that refused to hire blacks. “We walked 
down Lenox Avenue,” church member Olivia Stokes later recalled of the 
Powell-led marches. “The employment campaign was really a stirring thing. 
It was the kind of thing that was very significant. It stirred up Harlem.”54 
Aside from the church itself, Powell was now leading an activist organi-
zation known as the People’s Committee. The group visually checked 
inside stores, looking for proof that blacks were employed. Harry Sease, 

a member of the People’s Committee, often traveled alongside Powell. 
“[We] went floor to floor, checking to see whether there was a Negro,” 
Sease would recall. “Made pawnshops hire Negroes.”55 New York City’s 
utility company Consolidated Edison wouldn’t hire blacks. Harlemites 
rallied behind Powell and darkened their homes one night a week as he 
suggested, which would lower their bills. They used candles instead. Con 
Ed still wouldn’t budge. The next tactic was to have Harlem households 
pay their Con Ed bills in pennies. Con Ed did not think the tactic funny. 
The pennies kept coming. Finally, the electrical giant relented and began 
to hire blacks. Lloyd Dickens, a young black Harlem businessman at the 
time, watched Powell with awe. “Everyone was crazy about him,” he said.56 
 There were critics who thought Powell was just a grandstander, a 
publicity hound. He brushed them away. In 1938, he landed on the campus 
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of Shaw University in Raleigh, North Carolina, where he was awarded an 
honorary degree. “The hour for Negroes to move ahead has long since 
struck. We’ve got too many Uncle Toms among our leaders,” he told the 
graduates, his preacher’s voice high and roaring. “We’ve got to streamline 
our race and come to realize that mass action is the most powerful force 
on earth.”57 

 Adam Clayton Powell Jr.’s father may not have seen a way into 
New York City politics—an avocation he thought far too grubby anyway—
but his son had a different mind-set. There were rewards in being an elec-
trifying presence in the pulpit, and also in carving out a reputation beyond 
New York City and Harlem. Politicians were born from such talents. In 1941, 
Adam Clayton Powell Jr. announced he was running for a New York City 
Council seat. Powell donned the cape of patriotism and howled about the 
threat of Nazism. His campaign staff consisted of church aides, eager and 
progressive New York City political operatives, and Harlem Renaissance 
veterans. “We started going up and down the street with a bandwagon.  
We took the city by storm,” Acy Lennon, one of Powell’s aides, would 
remember.58 It seemed as if the whole of Harlem was suddenly canvass-
ing for the upstart Powell campaign. At the end of the voting, Powell had 
garnered 45,568 votes, enough to become the first black person elected 
to the New York City Council. The victory surprised many. Time magazine 
opined that Powell’s surprise win had “amazed Manhattan politicians.”59 
 Harlem’s newest elected politician was sworn in to his seat on 
January 1, 1942, by Mayor Fiorello La Guardia. It was a momentous time 
in the nation’s history, as the country was then at war. Neighborhood prob-
lems did not catch the attention of Powell as much as national issues did. 
The woes of blacks and the war effort on the home front drew his notice. 
“You cannot isolate the Negro in this war!” he thundered before an audience 
in Boston. “You must make America safe for democracy before you go out 
to make the world safe for it.”60 Maurice Rosenblatt was a Powell ally who 
witnessed many of the councilman’s speeches. Rosenblatt was present in 
1942 when Powell, appearing with Eleanor Roosevelt, gave a speech at the 
Mecca Temple (today New York City Center) in Manhattan. “Everybody,” 
Rosenblatt would recall, “was giving these routine speeches. Adam throws 
in this sour note—‘The Negro people are not sold on this war!’ Sure, he 
supported the war, but he was cutting out his own message too.”61 
 The heady aura of being in New York City politics energized 
Powell. He could be spotted at a Harlem nightspot one evening— 
surrounded by the likes of James Van Der Zee, Lena Horne, Paul 
Robeson, and Langston Hughes, among others—and the next evening be 
seen holding court downtown at the Waldorf Astoria. He was in fine form 
at a Salute to Negro Troops rally, shouting from the podium that blacks 

must be “taken out of the glory holes of battleships and put on the deck 
and into the pilot seats of planes.”62 
 Powell the councilman lamented that he did not have a pen or 
writing forum during the heyday of the Harlem Renaissance. So while 
he was on the city council, and to make up for that missed opportunity, 
he started a weekly newspaper. It was called the People’s Voice and was 
unabashedly liberal in its views. Its office sat right across the street from 
the Apollo Theater in Harlem. Powell had no problem recruiting writ-
ers and editors; there were plenty of them still about in the afterglow 
of the renaissance. He hired, among others, the onetime actress Fredi 
Washington, former Amsterdam News staffers Marvel Cooke and St. 
Clair T. Bourne, and the gifted cartoonist Ollie Harrington. Harrington 
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had studied at Yale. The paper’s first issue hit the stands in February 1942; 
the gala publication bash was held at the Golden Gate Ballroom. “I think 
that Powell saw it as a political asset more than anything else,” Harrington 
would say of Powell and the newspaper. “It was quite obvious he was using 
the paper for his own purposes, but nobody minded it. That’s what the 
paper was for.”63 Perusing the paper on any given week, one might have 
thought it but an extended rallying cry of the Harlem Renaissance: there 
were poems by Langston Hughes, prose by Richard Wright, columns by 
Paul Robeson. And there were plenty of stories about Powell himself; he 
was proud of his own column. “When Powell called me and said he was 
coming in,” staffer Doxey Wilkerson would remember, “I knew he had a 
story about himself. Of course we fully cooperated.”64  

 In 1941, something happened in Albany, New York, that would 
change the political history of the state: legislation was created to draw a 
new congressional district. It would mostly cover black Harlem. Blacks in 
Harlem had been battling for years for political representation—now they 
were going to get it. The election to fill the seat would take place in 1944. 
Many thought the seat would be A. Philip Randolph’s for the asking. He 
was a local labor leader; his work with the Pullman manufacturing com-
pany had been outstanding and well respected by many in the district.
 On the summery evening of June 16, 1942, a massive freedom rally 
was under way at Madison Square Garden. While the cause was to be for war 
support, many expected it to also be a kind of veiled tribute to Randolph 
and his work on behalf of civil rights. Councilman Powell Jr. was invited, 
as the organizers realized it would have been discourteous not to include 
him. Randolph’s lieutenants were always wary of Powell, believing him a 
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publicity seeker. The gathering numbered upwards of 20,000—“all but 
one end of the very top packed solid with Negroes,” as an attendee would 
recount.65 The onsite band was playing the union song “Hold the Fort, for 
We Are Coming.” Randolph, ever a gracious man, had allowed others to go 
first addressing the crowd, leaving him to wrap the evening up. Perhaps, 
his lieutenants were thinking, he might even use this forum to announce 
he was going to run for the newly created congressional seat. When Powell 
rose—Randolph was still seated—there was wild applause. Powell launched 
in a broadside defense of civil rights and the protest movements he had 
led in and around New York City. “It was because we protested that Negro 
people in New York have a councilman in City Hall,” he said. He was only 
just getting warmed up. He went on, bringing forth his stunning announce-
ment: “And it is because of the new Negro that I must, regardless of time 
and energy or previous commitments, run for the Congress of the United 
States, so that we may have a national voice speaking from the national 
capital. . . . It doesn’t matter what ticket or what party—the people demand 
a forthright, militant, anti–Uncle Tom congressman!” With throngs of 
Powell’s church followers and admirers among the crowd, the eruption at 
his surprise announcement was nearly volcanic. “My cry today and until I 
die,” Powell went on, in wild theatrical fashion, “is let my people go—now!”66 
The Randolph partisans were livid; they cursed Powell under their breaths; 
this was seen as disrespectful and even craven. To add to the insult, so much 
time had elapsed that Randolph never even got a chance to speak! 
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 The following morning, Harlem, and the rest of New York City, 
was noisy with what had taken place at Madison Square Garden. In that 
whiplash of a moment, Powell was suddenly seen as the front-runner for 
the congressional seat. Harlem, already on the artistic map of the nation, 
was about to be put on the political map. Singers and bandleaders and 
actors joined the Powell bandwagon. They joined his rallies. The figures 
seen at those Powell rallies ranged from Duke Ellington to saxophonist 
Coleman Hawkins to Hazel Scott, the beautiful jazz pianist. “I helped  
you with your strikes,” Powell began to one gathering, “when many other 
leaders scurried like rats during the Depression.”67 Campaigns cost 

money. The Abyssinian Baptist Church poured $10,000 into Powell’s 
campaign kitty. The Negro Labor Victory Committee came forth with a 
$15,000 contribution. The committee also unleashed its 300,000 work-
ers to canvass on Powell’s behalf: even if it was suspected to be an inflated 
number, there was little doubt the organization had thousands of work-
ers. Powell was leaving the other candidates vying for the seat far behind 
in both donations and, judging by his crowds, support of the people. The 
Republican Party found its candidate in Sara Pelham Speaks. She had a 
law degree from New York University. Speaks was low key and announced 
she had no plans to change her demeanor. “You get nowhere by rab-
ble-rousing,” she said.68 It was a curious mode of attack in Harlem, which 
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come out together,” he bellowed to one gathering.71 Days before voters 
went to the polls, the New York Times took note of a Powell walk through 
Harlem—“cheered by crowds along the way.”72 
 If there was a misstep in the final weeks, Powell himself cre-
ated it. He began an affair with Hazel Scott, the Trinidad-born Harlem 
pianist. The two were seen ducking in and out of nightspots. Scott was 
suspiciously present at a good many of the Powell rallies. Isabel Powell, 
the candidate’s wife, heard about the goings-on and decided to confront 
her husband. Powell confessed to his wife that he was in love with Scott. 
Isabel was devastated. She ran for comfort and support to Abyssinian 
church members. But she could hardly sway them away from the affection 
they had for Powell, who had grown up inside the church since childhood. 
Powell himself had a disarming way of dealing with the fracas. “I thought 
you were a man of the cloth,” one church member asked him, full of con-
tempt. “I am,” Reverend Powell the candidate answered. “Silk.”73
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had a penchant for flair and liked those who did. With withering attacks 
almost daily leveled against them, Powell’s three Democratic opponents 
abandoned the race. That left only Powell and Speaks. 
 The campaign hired poet Langston Hughes to write Powell’s 
campaign theme song, titled “Let My People Go—Now.” 
 On Sundays outside Abyssinian, church workers would press lit-
tle postcards into the palms of passersby: “Let’s go friend. Make Adam 
Clayton Powell the first Negro Congressman in the United States from 
the East.”69 

 On the last leg of his campaign, Powell lured actor Ralph Cooper 
to help. Cooper had made a name for himself introducing acts at the 
Apollo Theater. Now he was called on to introduce Powell at the remain-
ing rallies. “I just introduced a sort of theatrical note to the entire presen-
tation,” Cooper would remember. “I was the equivalent of the warm-up. 
Lot of laughs. When we got them into the proper frame of mind, we 
would introduce Adam.”70 

 Would Harlem give the nation its first black congressman from 
the East Coast? Many across the country were now watching. In the clos-
ing days of the congressional race, the pews of the Abyssinian Baptist 
Church were overflowing. Powell wrapped his campaign around the 
themes of a civil rights movement and the call for continued patriotism. 
“During the past six years we have come out of the valley and we have 
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 President Roosevelt’s White House also weighed in during the 
closing days of the campaign, sending political operatives in to help 
Powell in the home stretch. He hardly needed them; he cruised to his 
election victory, galvanizing Harlem’s political muscle as never before. 
This was the aim and fruit of the Harlem Renaissance. Quite likely such a 
victory in the eastern region of the country could have happened only in 
black Harlem.  
 The newly elected congressman arrived in Washington at the 
beginning of 1945 along with Hattie Dodson, who had been a longtime 
and dutiful church employee. She would set up the office. Because he had 
campaigned vocally against segregation in the American South, politi-
cians below the Mason–Dixon line had already begun excoriating Powell. 
They quickly set their sights on him. Dodson and Powell stepped into a 
congressional elevator during one of those first days in the nation’s cap-
ital. There were two other white men in the elevator. Powell was so light 
skinned that some—especially whites—often mistook him for being white. 
“We’re just waiting,” one of the white men in the elevator began saying, 
“for that nigger to come down here from New York.” Dodson and Powell, 
while shocked, had heard this foul language before. However, it was truly 
unsettling to hear it inside the House office building. Hattie Dodson 
shot Powell a look. “His face turned red; mine turned red,” Dodson would 
recall. “He didn’t say a word.”74 
 Some of Washington’s well-heeled black couples threw soirees 
for Powell. They caused a bit of gossip, because he would arrive to them 
with Hazel Scott on his arm. “She was a sensation,” Marjorie Lawson, who 
hosted a Powell get-together, would remember of Hazel Scott. “People 
were titillated.”75 
 The bigger controversies came quickly, and they came because 
southern segregationist congressmen began attacking Powell. When 
Mississippi congressman John Rankin, a loud racist, went on a tirade 
against Jews and blacks, Powell went on the offensive. “The time has 
arrived to impeach Rankin,” Powell said, “or at least expel him from the 
Democratic Party.”76 For such an attack to come from a first-year con-
gressman was seen as abhorrent; for it to come from a black congressman 
was seen, by southerners, as blasphemous. Oscar DePriest, the only other 
black congressman, dared not wade into the same waters as Powell. “He 
acted as if he were their superior,” Marjorie Lawson would recall of Powell’s 
attitude toward other congressmen. “I think he overwhelmed them.”77 
 Powell decided it best to put the ongoing turmoil surrounding 
his abandonment of Isabel Powell behind him, and announced that he and 
Hazel Scott were going to be married. The couple married in Stamford, 
Connecticut, in the summer of 1945 at the Bethel AME Church. The guest 
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list resembled a Harlem Renaissance reunion: Langston Hughes, Carl Van 
Vechten, Bill “Bojangles” Robinson, and many others from those smoky 
days were there. Life magazine dispatched a photographer and gave the 
wedding a two-page spread in its August 13, 1945, edition. It was rare for a 
black gathering of any kind to be given such ample space in the magazine. 
The couple spent their wedding night at the Waldorf Astoria in New York 
City before alighting for a honeymoon out on Long Island. 
 Congressman Powell was quite proud of his wife’s musical tal-
ents. He wanted her to play the best venues. She had already performed 
at Carnegie Hall. Constitution Hall was one of the grandest stages in 
Washington, DC. And that is where Powell wanted his wife to make her 
Washington debut. Bookings for Constitution Hall were controlled by the 
Daughters of the American Revolution (DAR). This was the same DAR that 
did not allow Marian Anderson to perform on the stage at Constitution 
Hall back in 1939. At the time, the Anderson snub created such uproar 
that First Lady Eleanor Roosevelt abruptly quit DAR. (Anderson went 
on to perform a celebrated concert in 1939 at the Washington Mall on 
Easter Sunday. The concert was widely covered by the media and seen 
as a rebuke to the segregationist policies of DAR.) The matter of Hazel 
Scott and DAR, which at the outset had received an uncommon amount 
of press coverage, did not vanish from the news. Congressman Powell 
demanded a meeting with President Truman to talk about DAR’s segre-
gationist policies. The subject was touchy with Truman; his wife, Bess, 
was a member of DAR. Given that Powell was a freshman congressman, 
his telegram might have seemed full of chutzpah: “Request immediate 
action on your part in the situation of my wife Hazel Scott concert pianist 
being barred from Constitution Hall because she is a Negro.”78 Truman—
although most likely a staffer—wired Powell back, saying he could do 
nothing, and DAR was a private organization with the strength to bar 
whomever it wished to bar. Additionally, Bess Truman, a southerner, was 
proud of DAR and had no intentions of causing a contretemps because 
of the noise being made by some Harlem congressman whom she knew 
next to nothing about. Mrs. Truman did allow that she did not condone 
discrimination. She also, shortly after, strolled merrily into the private 
Sulgrave Club, where DAR was hosting a tea party. Newsweek jumped 
into the fray with a story: “Tea for Fifty Ladies,” the magazine’s headline 
said, the mockery all but oozing off the page. Powell, always quick with a 
good quote, told reporters that Bess Truman was no longer the First Lady 
of the land, but because of her support for the DAR, was “the last lady 
of the land.”79 When word got out of what Powell had said of the presi-
dent’s wife, Truman was livid and immediately barred Powell from social 
activities in the White House for the remainder of his term. But Powell 
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had touched a nerve. Letters poured into the White House, and many 
supported his attacks on the DAR, all while having pointed words for First 
Lady Bess Truman. One letter talked about blacks and the sacrifices they 
had made in the war effort: “In light of their sacrifice it is a shocking fact 
to realize that you refused yesterday to give up a cup of tea and a box of 
cookies to support the thesis for which they died.”80 A similar sentiment 
was expressed in a New York Times editorial: “It [the DAR] can’t stand for 
the American patriotic tradition and close its doors to the descendants of 
Crispus Attucks, the first American to fall in the Boston Massacre.”81 
 What the White House—and certainly the DAR—did not seem 
to gauge was that Adam Clayton Powell Jr. was standing up for all the 
art and music and poetry that had ever flowed out from Harlem and the 
Harlem Renaissance. His actions were in defense not only of liberty, but 
of artistic maturity and bravery. “On the other hand,” opined a Missouri 
newspaper in Truman’s home state, “Powell has certainly seized a dra-
matic way to strike at prejudice, and like Cato (who had warned of the 
cracking of the Roman empire) is serving the nation by calling attention 
to danger.”82 Harlem’s congressman had been in Washington less than a 
year. He had already caused quite a ruckus.  
 If Adam Clayton Powell Jr. could cement his political reputation 
in Harlem, the seat could be his for a very long time. The longer a mem-
ber of Congress is in office, the harder it becomes to oust him or her. 
Powell’s most difficult re-election campaign would be his first, in 1946, 
when he was pitted against Grant Reynolds, a law school student who had 
a charming disposition. Reynolds was bolstered by endorsements from 
both the Republican and Liberal Parties; the latter thought Powell had 
become too uppity. Reynolds stole a page from the Powell playbook and 
began rolling around Harlem in a flatbed truck with loudspeaker in hand. 
“It was exciting,” Reynolds later remembered about the campaign. “We’d 
put signs up, go from street to street. Every night we were out on the 
streets, because that’s when people were available. I’d never get home 
until one or two o’clock in the morning. I was so exhausted when I’d get 
home that a hot bath would send me to bed. Nothing for me to do except 
get my vocal cords tougher and get ready for the next night’s crusade.”83  
 There were those who sensed Powell’s demise. But days before 
the election, Powell, accompanied by Eleanor Roosevelt, glided into the 
Golden Gate Ballroom. From the podium, he revealed that he had gotten 
hold of Reynolds’s army medical records, which showed that Reynolds 
had had psychiatric counseling. Powell implied that Reynolds was men-
tally unstable; the accusation sent shock waves through the gathering. 
“There wasn’t anything I could do but call him a scoundrel,” Reynolds 
would recall of the episode. “I denounced him for using his influence to 
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get my files. It destroyed me.”84 It would be the last real election battle 
that Adam Clayton Powell Jr.—who had learned the ways of dirty poli-
tics—would face for years to come.
 Powell gained a seat on the influential Education and Labor 
Committee. It was a committee that could do a lot of good for the voters 
of Harlem. But its chairman was Graham Barden, a North Carolina segre-
gationist who rarely called meetings of the committee—and when he did, 
would not assign duties to Powell. So Powell languished all through the 
Eisenhower years. His moment came in 1960 with the presidential victory 
of Massachusetts senator John F. Kennedy. Powell ascended to chairman 
of the Education and Labor Committee. He now had real power, and used 
it to bring attention and anti-poverty funds to poor whites and blacks in 
the country. When Kennedy was assassinated, President Lyndon Johnson 
entrusted Powell with guiding large segments of his War on Poverty pro-
gram. There were more than sixty pieces of significant legislation that 
Chairman Powell steered into reality. Harlem—and the giants of the 
Harlem Renaissance—had given the nation the most powerful black poli-
tician it had ever seen. 
 But the anger and jealousy toward Powell, especially from south-
ern and conservative politicians, never really abated. There had been 
reports of ethics violations, taking secretaries on overseas trips, which 
caused members of Congress to refuse to seat him in 1967. Many had 
warned Congress that it must first seat Powell if it wanted to deny him 
his seat; formal procedures would have to be abided. But the clamor for 
Powell’s ouster was huge. In a shameless reach beyond its power, the United 
States Congress denied Powell his seat in 1967. It was a mortal blow to the 
citizenry of Harlem, who were now without political representation. One 
had to look all the way back to 1807 for the last time Congress had denied 
an elected member his or her seat. Powell languished for two years, all the 
while launching a lawsuit against the United States Congress. There were 
those who thought such a lawsuit impossible to win. The public clamor 
for Powell’s reinstatement kept rising. Finally, in 1969, he was given his 
seat back, but with a stiff fine and a loss of seniority. On June 16, 1969, 
Powell’s lawsuit finally made its way to the United States Supreme Court. 
In a stinging rebuke to the Congress that had ousted him, the court ruled, 
in a seven-to-one decision, that Powell had been wrongfully stripped of his 
seat and that Congress had exercised a “dangerous” misuse of its powers.85 
 Around the same time, an aging poet, Langston Hughes, who 
had written that memorable campaign ditty for Powell, “Let My People 
Go—Now,” was up in Harlem thinking of new poems and new stories to 
tell. He was also sickly. 
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Archibald Motley painted Brown Girl after the Bath the 
year he turned forty. Executed in the months following his 
Guggenheim Fellowship in Paris, Brown Girl extends 
Motley’s dialogue with the tradition of Western European 
painting that he began in 1914 as a student at the School of 
the Art Institute of Chicago. In an interview two years 
before his death in 1981, Motley still remembered that 
what had impressed him most about the art world of 1929 
Paris was the Louvre.  
 “Oh I spent so much time there! The biggest thing 
I ever wanted to do in art was to paint like the old masters. 
There are no modern painters . . . none of them have  
ever influenced me. I’ve gone back far beyond them to 
men like Rubens, Michelangelo, Rembrandt, a lot of the 
Dutch masters, Frans Hals, men like that. I gained so much 
in the faces, especially in the flesh tones. It’s remarkable 
and beautiful if you understand art and you understand the 
way the light travels on the pigmentation of the skin. . . . 
You’ve got to study a painting a long time to realize what 
the artist really is doing. Light is very, very important.”86  
 The soft enveloping glow of the dressing-table 
lamp is integral to our understanding of Brown Girl, whose 
composition in turn was inspired by popular seventeenth-
century Dutch genre paintings of women at their toilet by 
artists such as Gerard ter Borch and Gerrit Dou. The 
figure in Motley’s painting also bears the impress of the 
long back of Ingres’s Valpinçon Bather of 1808 and the 

direct, knowing gaze of Manet’s Olympia of 1863, both of 
which Motley would have seen in Paris.
 Despite his allegiance to the old masters, Motley’s 
purpose, particularly his choice of portraiture, was fully 
modern. His stated intention as a painter was to integrate 
the faces and lives of African Americans into the canon  
of Western art and to explore what it meant to live a 
modern African American life. Like the Harlem 
Renaissance philosopher Alain Locke, Motley believed 
passionately that art was a tool to achieving social change 
and racial equality. He believed that portraiture could  
help us truly “see” each other and develop sympathy and 
understanding of our mutual humanity.  
 A rare painted nude of a modern African American 
woman (an artist’s model whose name we no longer  
know), Brown Girl is imbued with the human empathy so 
vital to the artist’s meaning. He allows his pensive figure to 
hover between the particularities of an individual and  
the generalities of a social type. The act of looking is at the 
heart of the picture—its psychological complexity lying  
in the competing questions of who is doing the looking  
and who has been given permission to look. Motley disrupts  
the traditional expectations of his vanitas subject. The 
eroticism of the male gaze is still present, but the woman is 
no longer simply a passive object of desire. She actively 
participates. Self-aware, she looks back at us, calmly, 
meeting our scrutiny with an appraisal of her own.  
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While studying at the California School of Fine Arts in  
San Francisco, Sargent Claude Johnson learned the 
technique of creating sculptures with hammered copper 
sheet metal. He used the method to produce a series that 
was suggestive of African masks, including this one of a 
young girl. In it, Johnson merges the simplified lines and 
clean geometric shapes of reductive modernism with 
themes from African art. The round face of the child is 
framed by a hair treatment of stylized flat braids and 
bangs in the style of art deco architectural friezes. Johnson 
celebrated the physical beauty of African Americans 
by emphasizing the young girl’s serene gaze, wide eyes, 
and full lips, and he used the copper to indicate the rich 
brown color of her skin. The form of the mask itself is  
a link to those used in rituals and dances of West Africa, 
and the smooth, simplified features resemble those of 
limestone “reserve heads” found in non-royal tombs  
of ancient Egyptians.
 By the time he was fifteen, Johnson had lost both 
of his parents and temporarily went to live with his uncle  
in Washington, DC. His uncle’s wife, May Howard Jackson, 
a sculptor known for her traditional portrait busts of 
African Americans, may have influenced Johnson’s interest 
in sculpture and surely affected his dedication to depicting 
racial subjects. In his twenties, Johnson moved to the West 
Coast and lived most of his life in San Francisco. He was 
very much a part of the Harlem Renaissance phenomenon 
that flourished well beyond the borders of Harlem. 

 Mask of a Young Girl was created the same year 
that Alain Locke served as guest editor for an issue of the 
periodical Survey Graphic, titled “Harlem: The Mecca of 
the New Negro,” in which he urged African Americans  
to develop a black consciousness and racial pride in “fields 
of creative expression.” During this same period, the 
Harmon Foundation began including Johnson’s work in the 
exhibitions it organized and presented throughout the 
country. In 1935, Johnson described his goal for creating 
figurative art in the San Francisco Chronicle: “It is the pure 
American Negro I am concerned with, aiming to show  
the natural beauty and dignity in that characteristic lip and 
that characteristic hair, bearing, and manner; and I wish  
to show that beauty not so much to the white man as to 
the Negro himself.”87
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Dozens of girls, all sporting Mary Jane shoes and colorful 
knee-length dresses, stream onto the sidewalks and  
streets of Boston’s South End in Allan Rohan Crite’s 1936 
painting School’s Out. The dense, simplified composition, 
solidly painted forms, and flattened surfaces recall the 
aesthetics of both American folk art and fifteenth-century 
Dutch and Flemish painters such as Pieter Bruegel the 
Elder. Crite made the painting the same year he graduated 
from the School of the Museum of Fine Arts, Boston, 
where he spent his life observing and chronicling the city’s 
predominantly African American neighborhoods.
 Beginning in 1936, Crite developed a series of 
“neighborhood paintings” under the patronage of the 
Federal Art Project (FAP), a government-funded program 
in support of the visual arts that was a part of President 
Roosevelt’s New Deal policy. Although he participated  
in FAP for a little less than a year, between February  
and December, Crite used that opportunity to create a 
substantial body of work. In September 1936, Holger 
Cahill, the director of FAP, included School’s Out in the 
exhibition New Horizons in American Art at the Museum  
of Modern Art in New York, which showcased art made 
under the auspices of the federal program. As a 
representation of Boston’s black middle class, Crite’s 
painting fulfilled Cahill’s desire to encourage cultural 
nationalism through the visual arts and to champion a 
democratic and pluralist vision of American society.

 When the philosopher and cultural critic Alain 
Locke published Negro Art: Past and Present later that 
year, he reiterated Cahill’s call in the exhibition catalogue 
for an “imaginative realism” that was rooted in modern 
American experiences. Locke agreed that such an 
approach “might profitably be adapted as today’s creed 
and gospel for the younger, progressive Negro artist.”88 
Crite shared the opinion of contemporary black 
intellectuals, writers, and artists who felt that an art 
focused on the everyday lives of African Americans could 
raise black consciousness, as the art historian Julie Levin 
Caro has shown. In 1936, Crite wrote in his diary: “For 
almost without exception I have painfully observed my 
people as represented by both white and colored artists . . . 
in terms of the jazz Negro or as the typical backwoods 
Southerner.”89 Instead, Crite referred to himself as “an 
artist-reporter” whose assignment was “to show aspects of 
life in the city with special reference to the use of the 
terminology ‘black’ people and to present them in an 
ordinary light, persons enjoying the usual pleasures of life 
with its mixtures of both sorrow and joys.”90

ALLAN ROHAN CRITE
DREW SAWYER
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‡ School’s Out, 1936
Oil on canvas, 30 1/4 x 36 1/8 in. 
Smithsonian American Art 
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L
angston Hughes’s childhood was peripatetic, which gave him 
a keen eye to look about his surroundings. He studied people, 
especially common people. Ordinary African Americans fasci-
nated him. Such skills would serve him well his entire life, espe-

cially on his way to becoming the avatar of the Harlem Renaissance. 
 He was born in 1902 in Joplin, Missouri. There was a rootless-
ness to the Hughes clan, and it affected the young Langston Hughes. 

The  
Poet 
Who  
Became  
a Star

CARL VAN VECHTEN  
(1880–1964)

Langston Hughes, 1932
Gelatin silver print, 5 1/2 x 3 5/8 in.
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When he was but a year old, Hughes was abandoned by his father, James 
Hughes, who fled to Mexico for work opportunities. His mother, Carrie, 
also hit the road, looking for work. Langston was shipped to his maternal 
grandmother, in Lawrence, Kansas, where he grew up. His grandmother 
told him stories about the slave rebellion led by John Brown at Harpers 
Ferry; her husband had been killed during the raid. So the boy grew up 
with a sense of black history and how its blood lay across the American 
landscape. Eventually, Hughes reconnected with his mother in Lincoln, 
Illinois. They subsequently moved to Cleveland, where he attended 
high school. In 1920, his senior year, he was chosen class poet. He had 

contributed stylized articles to the school’s literary magazine. Teachers 
and classmates thought him quite gifted. A short while later, Hughes, 
hoping to fashion a deeper relationship with his father, hopped a train 
heading for Mexico. On that train, while crossing rivers, he got out his 
pencil and paper and wrote a poem. He titled it “The Negro Speaks of 
Rivers.” His attempt to reconcile with his father went bust, but the poem, 
about the black experience in the haunted racial kaleidoscope of America 
(“My soul has grown deep like the rivers”) was published in The Crisis 
magazine a year later. How was he to know it would, in time, become so 
famously indelible, a kind of anthem of black America? 
 He made his way to Harlem, where he befriended artists and 
writers who were quick to celebrate him and his Crisis-published poetry, 
especially “The Negro Speaks of Rivers.” Carl Van Vechten, a white patron 
saint of the arts, was astounded by Hughes’s literary gifts. Following a din-
ner celebrating the new Negro artists, Van Vechten helped Hughes get a 
book contract with Alfred A. Knopf, the distinguished publishing house. 
In 1926 Knopf published The Weary Blues, a book of Hughes’s poetry. 
His poems were almost jazzy riffs, sweet and piquant odes to black life. 
They veered from humor to seriousness in just a few stanzas. There were 
echoes of Walt Whitman, Paul Laurence Dunbar, and Carl Sandburg, 
three figures whom Hughes greatly admired. Arthur Davis, himself a 
young writer new to Harlem in those years, would recall Hughes’s pres-
ence: “The first time I ever saw him he was standing in front of the Harlem 
Y with a red parrot on his shoulder. I think he had been to Paris. He had 
come back from one of his trips on a merchant ship. It must have been 
about 1926. It was bliss to be alive. You couldn’t throw a rock in Harlem 
without hitting a poet, a musician.” Davis went on: “Langston, I think, was 
the first professional black writer of the 20th century. What I mean by 
that is that before Langston other famous black writers had attach [sic] 
themselves to schools. Langston made it entirely as a writer. His house . . . 
was the home of a working writer. I remember he took me over there one 
night and showed me his study. All I remember were books.”91 
 Music was everywhere in Harlem in the 1920s and ’30s and it flu-
idly found its way into the work of Hughes. In 1926, Hughes—he would 
be prolific his entire life—wrote an essay titled “The Negro Artist and 
the Racial Mountain” that appeared in the Nation. In it, he discussed why 
music was so important to his work and other renaissance writers, and why 
youth would be served. “Let the blare of Negro jazz bands and the bellow-
ing voice of Bessie Smith singing the Blues penetrate the closed ears of 
the colored near-intellectuals until they listen and perhaps understand,” 
Hughes howled. “We younger Negro artists who create now intend to 
express our individual dark-skinned selves without fear or shame.”92 

CARL VAN VECHTEN (1880–1964)

Carl Van Vechten (detail), 1934
Gelatin silver print, 9 7/8 x 8 in.
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 Hughes left Harlem in 1927 to study at Lincoln University in 
Pennsylvania. He was the type of writer—sweet-natured, humble, unques-
tionably gifted—who attracted benefactors. Carl Van Vechten was one, 
Charlotte Mason another. Van Vechten had a novel published, Nigger 
Heaven, and the ensuing uproar about its title caused a stir in Harlem. 
Hughes supported him, defending the work and cementing their lifelong 
friendship. As for Mason, she was an elderly white woman who had inher-
ited money after her husband’s death. The plight of blacks transfixed her 
and she decided to fund black artists. Alain Locke pointed writers and 
artists out to her. She met with them and if they were to her liking, she 
doled out stipends. Hughes was rewarded with upward of $150 a month. 
Mason also purchased nice clothes for him.93 Another benefactor was the 
Harmon Foundation, which also gave money to talented black artists. 
 Hughes arrived on the Lincoln campus with a reputation as a 
Harlem hepcat. After all, he was a published author and had kept com-
pany with actors and actresses who had appeared on Broadway. The 
desire for a formal degree seemed to be to quiet his father, a tyranni-
cal man who thought his son’s writing career would never lead to any-
thing. Lincoln University was set amidst the rural landscape of Chester 
County, Pennsylvania. Hughes was older than most of his classmates. “I 
like the school out here immensely,” he wrote to his Harlem friend Carl 
Van Vechten. “We’re a community in ourselves. Rolling hills and trees and 
plenty of room. Life is crude, the dorms like barns but comfortable, food 
plain and solid, first bell at six-thirty, and nobody dresses up—except 
Sunday. . . . I room with the campus bootlegger.”94 Hughes had accumu-
lated credits at Columbia University before landing at Lincoln University. 
One of his classmates was Thurgood Marshall, the future United States 
Supreme Court justice. Hughes got his degree in 1929. 
 During the next several years, Hughes wrote and traveled. His 
novel Not without Laughter came out in 1930. He journeyed to Haiti, Russia, 
and Cuba. While abroad, his admirers saw the publication of two of his 
earliest children’s books, The Dream Keeper and Popo and Fifina. By 1934, 
he had stopped moving for a spell, settling in Carmel, California. That 
year saw publication of the short story collection The Ways of White Folks. 
The following year, Hughes, as a writer, struck more gold: not only did he 
receive a Guggenheim Fellowship to financially support his writing, but 
his play Mulatto landed on Broadway, playing at the Vanderbilt Theatre. 
Hughes was pulling away from the older crowd of Harlem Renaissance  
figures such as W. E. B. Du Bois. He had already won fellowships and been 
published and stormed Broadway. He was in his mid-thirties.
 To follow the life and work of Langston Hughes over the next 
several years alone is akin to following a one-man publishing enterprise. 

He hustled off to Spain for the Baltimore Afro-American to cover the 
Spanish-American War. Back in the states by 1938, he founded two 
theater companies, the Harlem Suitcase Theater and the New Negro 
Theater; the latter was based in Los Angeles. In Hollywood he tried his 
hand at scriptwriting, but quickly found it was an inhospitable place  
for blacks. White screenwriters, of course, got chewed up as well. But 
there had accumulated enough curiosity about Langston Hughes that 
many started egging him on to write a memoir. There would ultimately be 
two volumes, The Big Sea, published in 1940, and I Wonder as I Wander, 
in 1956. 
 In 1942, Hughes found himself in Saratoga Springs, New York, 
having been awarded a Yaddo fellowship. Yaddo, created in 1900 by a 
wealthy New York family and set amidst 400 acres, opened its doors in 
1926 when it began inviting talented writers, painters, poets, and musi-
cians to come and create. The prize of a Yaddo fellowship was considered 
an honor; any Harlem Renaissance writer who received one made news. 
There would be a going-away party. Hughes fell in love with the Yaddo 
setting. “This is really a delightful place to work . . . with rose gardens, rock 
gardens, fountains, lakes for boating . . . and a couple of dozen studios 
scattered about in the woods where nobody can bother you all day long,” 
Hughes confided to his friend and fellow writer Arna Bontemps. “Mine is 
so far in the woods I can’t see a thing inside except by electric light.”95 
 For all of their notoriety, the successful Harlem Renaissance 
artists more often than not still struggled with finances and income. In 
Hughes’s correspondence to fellow artists and friends, there is often the 
pang of worry about royalties and future income. All he could do was keep 
going. In 1946, Hughes received a $1,000 cash award from the American 
Academy of Arts and Letters. He needed every penny of it. Three years 
later, he was mounting an opera, Troubled Island, and a year after that, 
another operatic production, The Barrier, which was based on his dra-
matic play Mulatto, opened in New York City. 
 Hughes’s literary presence and output had become so wide-
spread and notable that it gave him the ability to promote other artists. 
One such figure was E. Simms Campbell.
 Campbell was a graduate of the renowned Art Institute of 
Chicago. In the 1930s, living in Harlem, he desperately tried to get work 
in downtown Manhattan, offering his drawings—many of them cartoons 
and sketches—to ad agencies. It was difficult for him to get beyond the 
reception area, even if an employee or two would compliment him on his 
portfolio. His being black was holding him back. Arnold Gingrich, one 
of the founders of Esquire in 1933, was looking for a good cartoonist for 
the magazine. Russell Patterson, an artist who knew Gingrich, suggested 
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Campbell. “He knew that this kid was from hunger,” Gingrich would 
say of Patterson’s feelings about Campbell.96 Gingrich ventured up to 
Harlem to personally visit Campbell. Campbell led Gingrich to a back 
room where he had stored his cartoons and drawings. Gingrich slowly 
began looking at them, raising them to his eye. He’d lay one drawing 
down, then pick up another. He repeated the process for minutes on end, 
complimenting Campbell. He knew the young man had genuine talent. “I 
wanted to yell Eureka,” Gingrich would recall, “because I saw at a glance 

that my troubles were over.”97 Gingrich pulled a $100 check out of his 
pocket and handed it to Campbell: he was hired. 
 Campbell’s work—jazzy figurines on the page, often in motion—
began appearing in Esquire. When his work started appearing as illus-
trations alongside Hughes’s short stories and fictional pieces, his talent 
was even more recognized. And Hughes kept letting it be known how 
much he admired Campbell’s work. Together, the Hughes-Campbell duo 
proved mesmerizing. 
 Langston kept moving, carrying the Harlem Renaissance with 
him, drilling himself deeper into the soul of black America—and the con-
sciousness of white America. At least that part of white America that was 
paying attention. The poems became more political. In 1951, Hughes 
wrote “Harlem,” a poem so powerful and prescient it would take on many 
iterations for those reading it. The first line of the poem asked: “What 
happens to a dream deferred?” It goes on: 
  
 Does it dry up
 Like a raisin in the sun?
  
And the final line:
  
 Or does it explode?
  
  Such was the reach and imprimatur of Langston Hughes that a 
line from the poem would come to play a role in the creation of a seismic 
Broadway play.
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I
n 1956, Lorraine Hansberry—born in 1930 in Chicago, educated at 
the University of Wisconsin—had begun working on a play. It was 
about a black family in Chicago caught in the throes of making a 
decision about their home and a real estate opportunity. She would 

title the play A Raisin in the Sun, a slice of homage to the Hughes poem. 
In 1959, just before the play opened on Broadway—among its cast were 
Sidney Poitier, Diana Sands, Ruby Dee, and Louis Gossett Jr.—Hansberry, 
in a Connecticut hotel room, wrote to her mother. “Mama, it is a play that 
tells the truth about people, Negroes and life and I think it will help a lot 
of people to understand how we are just as complicated as they are—and 
just as mixed up—but above all, that we have among our miserable and 
downtrodden ranks—people who are the very essence of human dignity.”98 
At the Broadway opening, the cast received a standing ovation; Poitier 
got the elegant Hansberry up on stage; the next morning’s reviews were 
ecstatic. Hansberry became the first black woman to receive the New York 
Drama Critics’ Circle Award for play of the year. “Everybody,” Hughes 
gushed to his friend Arna Bontemps, “was at the Raisin opening.”99 
 The late 1950s and early 1960s were full of wander and won-
der for Langston Hughes. His play Simply Heavenly had runs both on 
Broadway and abroad in London. In 1959 came an edition of The Selected 
Poems of Langston Hughes, which included some of his most remarkable 
poems written during the Harlem Renaissance period. A man both pri-
vate and gregarious, Hughes never married, and biographers grappled 
with his sexuality; evidence suggests he feared coming out as a gay man. 
Another play, Black Nativity, would arrive in 1961, and continues to enjoy 
near-annual productions. The books and collections kept coming, as did 
the travel. In the mid-sixties Hughes traveled to Europe on behalf of the 
US State Department. Foreigners nearly wept at the sight of him, the 
old man of the Harlem Renaissance. He died May 22, 1967, in his beloved 
New York City. He was a singer of words, a jazzman who changed both 
black literature and American literature. 
 From that moment on, beyond his death, every racial uprising 
and rebellion in America has seemed to summon the prose and verse of 
Langston Hughes: What happens to a dream deferred? 
 If artists can be known for being sometimes prickly and private, 
the renaissance offered plenty of instances where generosity was on dis-
play. In 1929, during the feverish days of the renaissance, the rising Zora 
Neale Hurston wrote Hughes, asking him a simple and direct question: 
“Do you need some money?”100 

E. SIMMS CAMPBELL (1906–1971) 
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D
espite the fanfare and jubilation of an arts movement, every-
one needed money. So mothers became showgirls, kicking up 
their heels in Harlem burlesque houses, trying to keep food 
on the table. Fathers who caught gigs with bands stayed out 

too late, blaring their horns deep into the night. Children appeared on 
stages in vaudeville, paying a tricky price for the loss of childhood. For 
all the sweet joy that singer Florence Mills gave Harlemites, she couldn’t 
quite shake her childhood memories:

  When I was born, I was just a poor pickaninny, with no prospects 
but a whole legacy of sorrow. . . . One day, when I was playing  
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in the street with a number of other children, a white comedian 
who was appearing close to my house saw me and took a  
fancy to my face. From him I learned my first song, “Don’t  
Cry My Little Pickaninny.” . . . At the age of four, I appeared 
with him on the stage with the proud intention of singing  
my little song. Half-way through I saw a black-faced comedian 
standing in the wings waiting to go on. His make-up was  
so startling that I broke off in terror and had to be led off the  
stage weeping bitterly.101

  
 Elvera Sanchez wanted to become a dancer badly. But no one 
would give her a break beyond the occasional background role in a 
Harlem dance revue. She met another dancer with dreams. His name was 
Sammy Davis; he had made it to Harlem by way of Wilmington, North 
Carolina. Davis was appearing in shows with Will Mastin, a dancer from 
Alabama. They were two young black men who had a smooth little tap 
dancing revue they’d perform in Harlem and wherever else they could 
get gigs. Sanchez married Sammy Davis, and on December 8, 1925, in the 
midst of the Harlem Renaissance, Elvera gave birth to her first child. He 
was named Sammy Davis Jr. By the time the little boy was three years old, 
he was performing with his father and Will Mastin; his mother had gone 
off, in another direction, still pursuing her showbiz dreams. The little boy, 
who had a natural gift for strutting in front of audiences, drew laughs out 
on stage. He also wore blackface. So he was a little black boy, in blackface, 
giving the appearance of a small white boy impersonating a white man—
all while dressed in blackface. Audiences howled. Though there were 
those who cringed in private. Vaudeville for the black performer came 
with a heavy price.
 Bert Williams had been among the earliest stars of Harlem 
vaudeville. A black man, he applied his blackface makeup in his dressing 
room in silence. “Bert Williams was the funniest man I ever saw and the 
saddest man I ever knew,” comedian W. C. Fields said of Williams. “I often 
wondered whether other people sensed what I did in him—that undercur-
rent of pathos.”102 Even as he became financially secure, Williams turned 
to alcohol. He died in 1922 amidst the sounds of the nascent renaissance.
Will Mastin and Sammy Davis Senior kept working little Sammy into their 
act. In 1933, they even got him the title role in a movie called Rufus Jones 
for President. Ethel Waters was a co-star. The movie explores the dream of 
a little boy, Rufus Jones, who wants to be president of the United States. 
It’s fraught with stereotyping. “VOTE HERE FOR RUFUS JONES—Two 
Pork Chops—Every Time You Vote,” a billboard crowed in the movie. 
Little Sammy, who would appear in one more childhood movie, bounced 
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around the country, in and out of Harlem, sometimes looking forlornly 
about for his mother. “Only the details changed, like the face on the man 
sitting inside the stage door, or which floor our dressing room was on,” 
he later wrote in a memoir. “But there was always an audience, other per-
formers for me to watch, always the show talk, all as dependably present 
as the walls of a nursery.”103 
 Before all the worldwide fame that came with adulthood, little 
Sammy Davis Jr. was a child with an absent mother and a grandmother in 
Harlem who loved and missed him deeply when he was out on the road. 
Russ Howard worked some vaudeville shows as an emcee in the 1930s 
in Boston. He found himself working a show with Will Mastin and the 
father-son duo of Sammy Davis Senior and Sammy Junior. “Sammy used 
to come home with me. We used to see that he got good meals,” Howard 
would recall. “He was only about six years old and a real trouper. Stopping 
off at a Cambridge restaurant where the politicians gathered in the eve-
ning, Sammy would go into his act for the boys. He collected a good 
handful of dollar bills and would delight in showing them to his dad the 
next day.”104 
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Modeling a fur-trimmed dress with a matching boho 
bandeau, this “beau” likely visited James Van Der Zee’s 
portrait studio on his way to one of the numerous costume 
or drag balls that were a fixture of Harlem’s nightlife 
during the 1920s and ’30s. The Hamilton Lodge Ball,  
held annually in the neighborhood since 1869, became 
known as “The Fairies Ball” during those years. In 1926, the 
year Van Der Zee made this photograph, the New York 
Age noted that half of the 1,500-person crowd at the ball 
appeared to be men dressed in “gorgeous evening gowns, 
wigs, and powdered faces.”105 The participants and 
spectators comprised not only Harlemites but also white 
“Bohemians from the Greenwich Village.” The ball 
continued to grow over the course of the next decade, 
attracting more than 7,000 visitors and becoming the city’s 
largest gathering of what the press frequently called  
the “queer sex,” “pansies,” and “perverts.”106 Women also 
appeared in drag, and audiences flocked to see nightclub 
impresario Gladys Bentley, attired in a man’s tuxedo  
and top hat, perform new renditions of popular songs 
(page 174, left).
 Beyond nightlife, queer social networks played a 
key role in fostering the Harlem Renaissance, as has  
been noted by numerous scholars, including George 
Chauncey and Eric Garber. Two of the renaissance’s main 
critics and patrons, Alain Locke and Carl Van Vechten, 
often took more than a purely literary or artistic interest in 
the young men whom they brought to the attention of 

publishers and other benefactors. Among the influential 
writers and artists were Countee Cullen, Wallace  
Thurman, Richard Bruce Nugent, Claude McKay, and 
possibly Langston Hughes. Many of them included gay 
characters in their works. Yet, in their personal lives,  
few were as public as those who participated in the drag 
balls, revealing the different pressures of social propriety 
that were placed on individuals of middle- and working- 
class backgrounds.
 The figure in Beau of the Ball clearly revels  
in his visibility, and Van Der Zee, one of Harlem’s most 
prominent studio photographers, strove to record the 
personality, character, and intrinsic beauty of his client. 
The photographer took great care in posing, lighting, and 
setting up the environments and objects around all  
his sitters. But his photographs did not merely capture 
their outward appearances. His portraits interpreted their 
dreams and aspirations, revealing how his subjects saw 
themselves and how they wished to be seen (see pages 
224–37).
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I
f you were there, in Harlem—alighting from the A train or maybe 
hopping from a jitney cab or just strutting across St. Nicholas 
Avenue—during one of those halcyon days of the Harlem 
Renaissance, you might have seen and heard anything come 

nightfall: there was Charlie “Yardbird” Parker blowing his horn—even in 
the grip of his drug addiction—like his life depended on it, which, actu-
ally, it seemed to. There was Ethel Waters wailing; Paul Robeson giving 
speeches; the father-son duo of Adam Clayton Powell Sr. and Adam Jr. 
in the Abyssinian Baptist Church pulpit. Sometimes it seems as if it all 
were just a myth, a dreamscape of time, stories and incidents and remi-
niscing drummed up from someone’s novelistic mind. But it was all real. 
It all happened. 
 You might have run into Walter White, a brave soul who waltzed 
about Harlem as a dynamic NAACP personality. White had earned much 
respect for his work investigating the Ku Klux Klan. He had gone into the 
southern states, passing as a white man, scooping up as much informa-
tion as he could. The book that resulted from his probing, Thirty Years of 
Lynching in the United States, 1889–1918, landed on the desks of many 
politicians in Washington. At any of the Jamaican-inspired eating places, 
you might have caught a glimpse of Claude McKay in a corner booth. He 
hailed from the Caribbean, but now made his home in Harlem, getting 
his work published in many places, among them the Liberator, a journal 
known for espousing leftist causes. One of McKay’s poems, “If We Must 
Die,” advocated fighting back against white vigilantes. Many considered 
it quite bold. 
 In 1920, if you were of a mind, you might have gotten hold of 
a ticket to catch Charles Gilpin, the gifted black actor, on Broadway in 
Eugene O’Neill’s The Emperor Jones. Gilpin had once performed with the 
Perkus and Davis Great Southern Minstrel Barnstorming Aggregation. 
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Broadway was a huge leap upward. Something rather strange happened 
one day to Gilpin while he was not performing the O’Neill play: he hus-
tled to The Emperor Jones ticket window. He wasn’t in costume. He 
wanted to get a ticket for a friend, a front-row ticket. This man—Gilpin, 
out of costume—was evenly told he could not purchase a ticket for the 
front row because Negroes were relegated to the balcony. 
 If you heard singing and dancing in one of those Harlem room-
ing houses late at night in 1921, it might have been one of the actors 

from Shuffle Along. A cadre of black writers—Eubie Blake, Noble Sissle, 
Aubrey Lyles, and Flournoy Miller—were behind the play. It was the first 
musical written by blacks to make it to Broadway. The cast was eye-pop-
ping as well; among its ranks were Josephine Baker and Florence Mills, 
both destined for great solo careers. That year, as well, Harry Pace 
got some money together and formed a record company. He called it 
Black Swan Records; Ethel Waters was one of the label’s first stars. The 
action—literary, political, artistic—kept heating up and it was impossible 
not to sense it. 
 It was in 1922 when publisher Harcourt, Brace introduced America 
to two Harlem poets and their work, Claude McKay’s Harlem Shadows 
and the James Weldon Johnson–edited Book of American Negro Poetry. 
They were the first two renaissance poets to have their work officially 
put out by a big New York publisher. The ladies of Harlem fussed over 
hosting their book parties. White intellectuals were starting to get a whiff  

left:
CARL VAN VECHTEN  
(1880–1964)

Claude McKay, 1941
Kodachrome slide
James Weldon Johnson  
Memorial Collection, Beinecke 
Rare Book & Manuscript Library, 
Yale University, New Haven, 
Connecticut

opposite, left:
AARON DOUGLAS (1899–1979)

‡  Cover design for Claude McKay, 
Banjo (New York: Harper & 
Brothers, 1929)
Walter O. Evans Collection 
of African American Art

opposite, right:
AARON DOUGLAS (1899–1979)

‡  Cover design for Claude McKay, 
Banana Bottom (New York: 
Harper & Brothers, 1933)
Walter O. Evans Collection  
of African American Art



182 183a l l  T h aT  S w e e T  n o i S e

of the Harlem momentum. “Damn it, man,” Sherwood Anderson said to 
H. L. Mencken, “if I could really get inside the niggers [sic] and write about 
them with some intelligence, I’d be willing to be hanged later and perhaps 
would be.”107 Anderson’s use of detestable language showed he was a man 
of his times. Born in Ohio, he had gone into business, suffered a nervous 
breakdown, and turned to writing. His book of short stories, Winesburg, 
Ohio, was published in 1919, and had many admirers. Anderson’s link to 
the Harlem Renaissance came by way of Jean Toomer, a writer whose 
articles Anderson helped get published in magazines. 
 Jean Toomer was quite a mystifying figure, a handsome black 
man who could—and often did—pass for white because of his extremely 
light skin. He had taken a job in 1921 as a substitute principal at the Sparta 
Agricultural and Industrial Institute, located near Augusta, Georgia. The 
school billed itself as “A Training School for Colored Boys and Girls.” 
Toomer, always confused by the racial mix of his own heritage, never-
theless became enamored of the blacks he met in and around the school; 
the way they lived and their powers of survival impacted him. After he 
left the school, he began writing vignettes about southern living based 
on what he had seen and heard in Georgia. The vignettes were a mixture 
of prose, fiction, and poetry, all of which he melded into a novel titled 
Cane, published by Boni & Liveright in 1923. The reviews were raptur-
ous. Toomer had, more unwittingly than wittingly, backed himself into 
the Harlem Renaissance: the praise of the novel’s racial dimensions fairly 
stunned him; he had warned his publisher he did not wish to be known as 
a “Negro” writer. But those who promoted the Harlem Renaissance had 
him in their clutches and wished to fervently claim him. Toomer rebelled. 
In the ensuing years, he would be spotted on various continents, chasing 
exotic religions, wishing to unmoor himself from black culture. It was a 
sad and rather tragic denying of one’s self. His subsequent writings, up 
until his death in 1967, were considered strange and hard to decipher, 
tantamount to ramblings and propaganda for whatever religion he was 
honoring at the moment. Cane survived him, and it still is, to this day, 
considered a minor classic. 
 The year of Cane happened to have been the year that a tall, ele-
gant figure first arrived in Harlem from Washington, DC. Duke Ellington 
found Manhattan and Harlem much to his liking, and began making a 
name in the nightclubs. The next year, 1924, saw publication of Jessie 
Fauset’s very first novel, There Is Confusion. Fauset attended Cornell 
University with the backhanded assistance of Bryn Mawr College, which 
is where she really wanted to go. Bryn Mawr didn’t want the gifted black 
coed because of its racial policies, and helped her get into Cornell. Fauset 
made her early writing reputation as the literary editor for The Crisis, the 
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NAACP magazine edited by W. E. B. Du Bois, who lauded her talents. 
At The Crisis, she had the clout to publish writers whose work she liked, 
and pulled in the work of Langston Hughes, Claude McKay, and Countee 
Cullen, among others. All would praise her as the years rolled on, remem-
bering the check that arrived in the mail for their accepted work, and 
their exposure in the magazine itself. Of course, 1925 was the season that 
saw publication of the Survey Graphic special edition “Harlem: Mecca of 
the New Negro.” Also that year came a snazzy collection, Exhibition of 
Recent Portraits of Representative Negroes, by the artist Winold Reiss, 
which was presented in a showing at the Harlem branch of the New York 
Public Library. 
 To be sure, there were other artistic movements—the Bohemia 
and the Lost Generation, to cite two—that had garnered national atten-
tion. But the Harlem Renaissance possessed the kind of depth and variety 
that both rivaled and surpassed those movements. The renaissance art-
ists had to create a new world and bring admirers and supporters to that 
world. “Here is an audience waiting to hear the truth about us,” Jessie 
Fauset concluded about those outside Harlem. “Let us who are better 
qualified to present that truth than any white writer, try to do so.”108 
 If you were there, you heard about Marcus Garvey’s arrest and 
imprisonment for mail fraud, and his subsequent release and 1925 depor-
tation. The NAACP crowd had always been skittish about Garvey, espe-
cially his Black Star Line, one of its purposes being its back-to-Africa 
movement. The renaissance writers and artists, of course, meant to make 
a mark here in America. They proceeded without Marcus Garvey.
 In subsequent years other dinners—beyond that Civic Club din-
ner—were held, hosted by Opportunity magazine, honoring the growing 
cadre of renaissance artists. “Everywhere we heard the sighs of won-
der, amazement and sometimes admiration when it was whispered or 
announced that here was one of the ‘New Negroes,’” writer Arna Bontemps 
would remember.109  

 On any given night in Harlem, a question might arise: Where to 
congregate? The artists and writers of the period met at various haunts 
and houses in Harlem. Wallace Thurman’s brownstone, at 267 West 136th 
Street, was a popular hangout; some referred to the dwelling as “the 
Niggerati Manor.” Thurman, one of the founders of that short-lived peri-
odical FIRE!!, arrived in Harlem in 1925. Born in Utah, he had attended the 
University of Southern California for a while, before leaving that school 
and getting work in a post office. He thought he was going nowhere in 
that job and ventured east, to New York City, where the lure of Harlem 
pulled him. Thurman liked the publishing side of the literary world. After 
the demise of FIRE!!, he started another magazine, Harlem, which offered 
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book and theater reviews, prose, and local gossip. Alas, it also went bust. 
Thurman struck many as a soulful sort, but he also appeared overly ner-
vous, a condition perhaps exacerbated by his desire to conceal his homo-
sexuality. To calm his nerves, he began drinking, far too much. He found 
publishing a difficult road to stay on. So more and more he turned to 
writing, which made him happy. His first novel was The Blacker the Berry, 
which appeared in 1929. Three years later came The Infants of Spring, a 
novel that cut close to home for renaissance writers and readers: it was 
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a fictional account of the trials and tribulations of keeping the Harlem 
Renaissance afloat. Some praised the novel; others dismissed it. 
 Friends thought it admirable that despite Thurman’s flaws, he 
never lacked confidence. He imagined an epic trilogy of dramatic plays 
wrapped around his experiences with the Harlem Renaissance. The first 
was, like the magazine he had started, called Harlem, which received a 
staging. The second and third dramatic installments of his planned tril-
ogy were called Jeremiah the Magnificent and Black Cinderella. Because 
of financial woes, Thurman never managed to get the latter two staged. 
Hollywood, in its periodic luring of Renaissance writers, confined them 
mostly to working on black-themed movies with paltry budgets. The 
results were disastrous. Thurman landed in Hollywood in 1934; he wrote 
two scripts, felt that he was floundering, and, again, drank too much. He 
returned to Harlem in late 1934, grandly announced plans for a holiday 
party, laughed, drank too much at that party, and collapsed.110 He was 
taken to City Hospital, located on what was then known as Welfare Island 
(now Roosevelt Island). Thurman had written a novel, The Intern, that 
told of the real woes at that very hospital, which is where he died, in 1934. 
Thurman’s death stunned renaissance followers not only because of his 
relative youth, but also because, four days later, it was met with news 
of another untimely death: that of Rudolph Fisher. Fisher was a doctor 
and writer who had made a mark for himself during the renaissance by 
writing what was believed to be one of the earliest novels that featured 
a black detective, The Conjure-Man Dies: A Harlem Mystery, which was 
published in 1932. Fisher was thirty-seven when he died on December 26, 
1934; Thurman was thirty-two when he died on December 22, 1934. And 
just as in the death of Thurman, Fisher’s death was not without its irony. 
A doctor, he had often worked with X-ray machines. His death has been 
attributed to the radiation from those machines.
 One of Rudolph Fisher’s biggest admirers was Zora Neale 
Hurston. Nine months before his death, Hurston wrote a letter to Dorothy 
West, yet another renaissance writer. “He is greater than the Negroes rate 
him generally,” Hurston told West of Fisher. “That is because he is too hon-
est to pander to our inferiority complex and write ‘race propaganda.’”111
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F
or much of its duration, the Harlem Renaissance lavished uneven 
attention on the men of the movement. It was a reflection of sex-
ism, of course, and so the names that became largely identified 
with the early segments of the movement—Langston Hughes, 

James Weldon Johnson, Countee Cullen, Aaron Douglas, W. E. B. Du 
Bois—were all men. But when they powered their way into recognition, it 
was all but impossible to ignore the gifted women of the renaissance. 
 Meta Vaux Warrick Fuller was one of the most beguiling female 
figures who made her work known and admired by patrons of the renais-
sance. She was born in 1877 in Philadelphia. Family elders told her that her 
grandmother had been a princess in Ethiopia. Whether told to her as fact 
or fairy tale, the story imbued her with a sense of regal pride. As a young 
girl with a Victorian sensibility, she became enamored of sculpture. Her 
middle-class parents, William and Emma Warrick, took her to museums 
and art galleries. She won a scholarship to the Pennsylvania Museum and 
School for Industrial Arts, where her teachers were dazzled by her talent. 
She concentrated on sculpture at the school and received a postgraduate 
award. After finishing her studies there, Fuller was quickly disillusioned 
by the American art scene and how black artists were treated. She sailed 
for France to further her studies. 
 Henry Ossawa Tanner, an artist living in Paris, was a family friend 
of the Warricks and became the young artist’s chaperone. In Paris, Fuller 
studied at the prestigious École des Beaux-Arts. W. E. B. Du Bois was 
gallivanting about Paris in the warm summer months of 1900 and was 
delighted to meet Fuller. The two talked a lot about the city and its rich 
art offerings. Du Bois impressed on her the beauty of the black figure in 
sculpture, and she would not forget those conversations. The following 
year, still in Paris, Fuller met the great sculptor Auguste Rodin, having 
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been invited to his home. He had heard of both her work and her regal 
beauty. “Mademoiselle,” Rodin said to the young artist, “you are a sculp-
tor. You have the sense of flow in your fingers.”112 In the ensuing months, 
Fuller’s work was featured in several Paris shows; French society praised 
her talent. America awaited her return.
 But Meta Fuller’s return to America was a rude awakening. White 
galleries shunned her work, despite her international reputation. The 
black community of Philadelphia eventually rescued her, buying her work 
and keeping her confidence intact. She became the first black woman to 
receive a federal art commission when she was chosen, in 1907, to cre-
ate sculptures for the Negro Pavilion at the Jamestown Tercentennial 
Exposition. Her contribution to the exposition consisted of 150 pieces. 
By 1909, she had married Solomon Fuller, a Liberian and trained psychia-
trist. The couple moved to Framingham, Massachusetts, and started rais-
ing a family. Her production of artwork slowed as she was raising three 
boys. She was devastated when news came that much of her artwork back 
in storage in Philadelphia was destroyed in a fire. Fuller seemed to soon 
recede from sight.
 From Harlem, W. E. B. Du Bois began asking around about 
Fuller: Where had she gone? Was she still creating artworks? Du Bois 
eventually tracked her down and pleaded with her to create a piece about 
the Emancipation Proclamation, celebrating its fiftieth anniversary. The 
piece, unveiled in 1913 and titled Spirit of Emancipation, rose eight feet 
high and featured a black boy and girl. Du Bois had propelled Fuller’s 
sense of cultural pride. A black aesthetic became prominent in her work. 
In 1919, Fuller’s sculpture Mary Turner (A Silent Protest against Mob 
Violence) received high praise both for its artistry and its connection to 
social justice. 
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 When Meta Fuller heard about the fate of Mary Turner, her 
resolve about justice only deepened. Turner was hanged. It all unfolded 
in rural Georgia.
 In 1917, a black man by the name of Sidney Johnson was ordered 
to the Brooks County plantation of white landowner Hampton Smith 
to work off a court fine. This was the southern practice known as using 
“convict labor.” A judge would fine a convicted person and, if he couldn’t 
pay the fine, simply send him to a local plantation to pay it off. On sev-
eral occasions Smith beat Johnson, a fact verified by others. Johnson 
later crept up on Smith’s home and shot him, killing him while wounding 
Smith’s wife. Johnson fled; whites launched an all-out manhunt. During 
the manhunt, more than a dozen blacks—who had nothing to do with 
the Smith killing—were murdered. Among the innocent blacks killed on 
May 18 was Hayes Turner. His pregnant and distraught wife, Mary Turner, 
howled and announced she would bring charges against the white men 
who had murdered her husband. Her threat badly backfired. A day later, 
the white mob kidnapped young Mary Turner, lynching her in the woods 
as they cut her unborn baby from her stomach. The NAACP sent its 
investigative report of the lynchings to Georgia Governor Hugh Dorsey. 
Some of the culprits were named in the report. It didn’t matter, as no one 
was ever charged in the killings. As for Sidney Johnson, who killed land-
owner Smith, he was shot to death in a shootout with Georgia police. The 
Turners were honored by Fuller’s 1919 sculpture and also referred to in the 
novel Cane by Jean Toomer. In addition to her art pieces that were dis-
played in Harlem, Fuller—without ever becoming a permanent resident of 
Harlem—also made her presence known to the community by serving as 
a juror for the Harmon Foundation, which dispensed financial awards to 
black artists. She also befriended Augusta Savage, a black sculptor who 
had a studio in Harlem. But life grew harder. In the mid-1950s, Fuller was 
forced to live in a sanatorium for two years because she contracted tuber-
culosis. Her husband also died, forcing her to fend off a numbing sadness. 
When she fully regained her health, Fuller once again poured her passion 
into her work, especially the burgeoning civil rights movement. 
 In 1957, Fuller produced ten sculptures of black women to be 
displayed at the Afro-American Women’s Council in the nation’s capi-
tal. The flow in her fingers—as Rodin himself had put it—produced The 
Crucifixion, a piece that commemorated the four little black girls who 
were killed in 1963 by Ku Klux Klansmen in a Birmingham, Alabama, 
church bombing. Fuller had a great deal of admiration for the bravery 
of Martin Luther King Jr. and those ministers who often traveled along-
side him. In 1965, she produced Good Shepherd, a sculpture that honored 
King and his clergymen. Fuller died on March 18, 1968. Seventeen days 
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later, Martin Luther King Jr. was assassinated while standing with fellow 
aides and clergymen on a hotel balcony in Memphis, Tennessee. Fuller’s 
work finally began receiving its long overdue appreciation in 1984 when 
the Danforth Museum of Art in Framingham staged the first of many 
exhibitions of her work. 
 While Fuller had found it impossible to relocate to Harlem, 
Augusta Savage welcomed the cocoon that Harlem provided her during 
its renaissance period. Like Fuller, she was a sculptor. Growing up in Green 
Cove Springs, Florida, Savage showed an early love of art by fashioning 
clay figurines. The hobby angered her father, a mean man who “almost 
whipped the art out of me,” she recalled.113 In her early twenties, Savage 
was already selling some of her artwork in small Florida venues. She was 
both widowed and divorced across two marriages while in Florida. The 
mental strains weighed heavily on her. She realized she was going to make 
an independent life of her own. 
 It was 1921 when Savage, hearing of the black artistic activ-
ity in Harlem, landed in that metropolis. She studied for three years at 
Cooper Union art school. Employees at the Harlem Branch of the New 
York Public Library got to know her and marveled at her sculptures. The 
relationship led to her being commissioned to sculpt a bust of W. E. B. 
Du Bois. The finished product drew praise, and the young sculptor was 
on her way. When Savage applied to study in a summer program that 
would take place in France, she had to go through a local selection pro-
cess. The committee applauded her work, and there was much optimism 
in Harlem that Savage would win one of the spots to study abroad. But 
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two American southerners who were chosen in the early process would 
bitterly complain to the all-white American selection committee that 
they would not travel as part of a contingent featuring a black artist. The 
committee chose cowardice above integrity, and Savage was not selected. 
The young artist did not take the blow lightly and complained to the New 
York press. “Democracy is a strange thing,” she said. “My brother was 
good enough to be accepted in one of the regiments that saw service 
in France during the war, but it seems his sister is not good enough to 
be a guest of the country for which he fought.”114 Savage kept working, 
buoyed by the thriving Harlem Renaissance, even as life was stressful as 
she welcomed her Florida family to Harlem to live with her. But Savage’s 
fortunes began to change dramatically in June 1929 when her sculpture 
of a young boy, Gamin (see page 206), graced the cover of Opportunity 
magazine. Shortly thereafter she won a Julius Rosenwald Fellowship to 
study—at long last—in Paris. 
 After spending most of 1930 and 1931 in Paris, Augusta Savage 
was ecstatic to begin studying at the Académie de la Grande Chaumière. 
Famous sculptors such as Charles Despiau and Félix Benneteau-Desgrois 
were among her teachers. In Paris she reconnected with Harlem acquain-
tances such as Countee Cullen, Claude McKay, and Nancy Elizabeth 
Prophet. 
 Once she was back on American soil in 1932, Savage began 
dreaming of a way to bring black artists more aggressively into the main-
stream. She thought one route to achieving that goal was to give them 
more early training. The idea drove her to open the Savage School of 
Arts and Crafts. Students flocked to her. It wasn’t just her reputation that 
drew them; it was also the price to study there. The classes were free. 
Two of her students, Norman Lewis and Jacob Lawrence, would forge 
their own reputations. Another student, Kenneth Clark, would become a 
renowned psychologist, his work providing critical testimony to NAACP 
lawyers fighting for school desegregation in the early 1950s. “Once I was 
doing this nude and was having trouble with the breasts,” Clark would 
remember. “Augusta came along and said, ‘Kenneth, you’re having trou-
ble with that breast.’ I said, ‘Yes, I am.’ And she simply opened her blouse 
and showed me her breast.”115 

 Along with Charles Alston, Savage cofounded the Harlem 
Artists Guild, a group whose mission consisted of securing funding for 
black artists. The Great Depression had hit Harlem like everywhere else. 
Money became more difficult to come by. In 1936, Savage found work as 
an assistant supervisor with the Federal Art Project, part of the Works 
Progress Administration (WPA). The WPA went into action in 1935, 
offering upward of three million job opportunities for the unemployed 

during the Depression. Under Savage’s guidance, the Federal Art Project 
identified almost 200 Harlem-area artists for jobs. Savage had acquired 
such a reputation that she was offered a commission to come up with a 
piece of work for the 1939 New York World’s Fair. She was to design a 
statue celebrating “the American Negro’s contribution to music, espe-
cially to song.”116 Only four women had been given commissions to create 
art for the fair. In 1939, Savage opened the Salon of Contemporary Negro 
Art in Harlem. Hundreds attended the salon’s opening. Bigger dreams 
were discussed that evening. But operating funds became a problem, and 
the gallery closed within the year. She died in 1962, a year before Martin 
Luther King Jr.’s “I Have a Dream” speech in Washington, DC.
 But of all the female artists who prospered during the Harlem 
Renaissance, there was one who singularly appeared to have soared above 
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all the rest, who—like Langston Hughes himself—seems to have been born 
to record the movement and their participation in it. It was a combination 
of drive, style, mystery, and flat-out writing talent that gave Zora Neale 
Hurston her enduring power in the Harlem Renaissance and beyond.
 Writers, for good or ill, remember their childhoods, often larding 
it with some kind of literary resonance. Zora Neale Hurston was born on 
January 15, 1891, in Notasulga, Alabama, and right away—for future biog-
raphers—a problem was established. She’d list more than a few birth dates 
(from 1898 to 1903) in the years to come. Maybe it was vanity; maybe 
it was bad record keeping on the family’s part. In any event, at thirteen 
years of age, her mother died, crushing her. Hurston would later say she 
was “passed around the family like a bad penny.”117 It was a Dickensian 
childhood. She became a maid for a theater company when she was four-
teen. She fled the troupe in Baltimore and had enough pluck to get herself 
enrolled in Morgan Academy, linked to Morgan State University, when she 
was twenty-four years old. By 1919, she had become a student at Howard 
University. She was lively, loud, and impecunious. Alain Locke, the power-
ful renaissance figure, became a mentor, noticing in her a writing talent. 
She was giddy upon getting published for the first time in Howard’s liter-
ary magazine, the Stylus. It was a short story titled “John Redding Goes 
to Sea.” When Hurston got published in Opportunity magazine in 1924, 
eventually winning a prize for her short story “Spunk” the following year, 
she raced into Harlem, positioning herself within the Harlem Renaissance. 

From then on out, Hurston’s life became a series of nearly unbelievable 
incidents, spiced with luck, fortune, anonymity, and poverty.
 In New York City, Hurston befriended Fannie Hurst, the Ohio-
born writer who had become famous, and famously well paid, for her short 
stories. Hurston became Hurst’s secretary. The two women, both stylish, 
were a sight to behold around the streets of Manhattan and Harlem. 
Hurst wouldn’t let the richness of the moment pass without recording 
it, at least in her mind, for novelistic purposes. (Her novel Imitation of 
Life, which was later turned into a movie, was known to be based on her 
relationship with Hurston.) Hurston acquired an affinity for the academic 
life. She got admitted to Barnard College. She was now thirty-four years 
old. She was also the only black person at the college. At Barnard she 
became fascinated with the study of anthropology, particularly the folk-
loric study of blacks, and most especially her own background growing up 
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in the South. In Harlem, at a distance from Eatonville, Florida, where she 
grew up, Hurston finally realized what ripe ground her background was to 
till: “I couldn’t see it for wearing it,” she would say of Eatonville. “It was 
only when I was off in college, away from my native surroundings, that I 
could see myself like somebody else and stand off and look at my gar-
ment. Then I had to have the spy-glass of Anthropology to look through 
at that.”118 She graduated in 1928. Hurston, just as Langston Hughes 
had, found a mentor in Charlotte Mason, who supported her off-and-on 
anthropological field work in the South. By her late thirties, Hurston 
had put to shame many other—and far less talented—writers who would 
achieve more fame than hers: she had already dived into collecting folk-
lore that included songs, sermons, voodoo rituals, children’s games, and 
even prayers from the backwoods. She was a sight to behold out in the 
field, tooling along in an old car, a floppy hat on her head, her car full of 
notebooks and her mind full of questions for strangers. She wisely packed 
a pistol for protection while on her sojourns.
 Harlem, however, stayed on her mind. She showed up at parties, 
praised and argued with writers, and wrote letters from the road after she 
had taken off again. (She and Hughes had a split over what he deemed 
insufficient credit she had given him for a play they collaborated on.) 
After weeks, sometimes months, she’d reappear again in Harlem, typing 
up her field notes, eager to hang with the “Niggerati” crowd (a term she 
coined). She meant to stand her ground as a black woman and interpreter 
of the lot of blacks. “We are ceremonial—lovers of color and magnifi-
cence,” she wrote to Lewis Gannett, a book critic, in an effort it seems 
to explain the whole breadth of black folk. “While white people strive to 
achieve restraint, we strive to pile beauty on beauty, and magnificence on 
glory. . . . But like all the rest of the world, we forgive a great artist much 
that would never be forgiven the mediocre.”119  
 Her first novel, Jonah’s Gourd Vine, was published in 1934. “I 
do not speak of those among us who have been tampered with and con-
sequently have gone Presbyterian or Episcopal,” she explained of the 
book’s themes. “I mean the common run of us who love magnificence, 
beauty, poetry and color so much that there can never be too much of 
it.”120 Hurston got fellowships that enabled her to continue her travels. 
In Haiti, she started working on another novel. That book, Their Eyes 
Were Watching God, was published in 1937 and remains the work that has 
cemented Hurston’s fame. It is a love story, and much of it in the stylized 
idiom of black southern speech. Its main figure is Janie Crawford, a black 
woman looking back and narrating her life. It becomes a story about sex-
ual awakening, self-empowerment, longing, regret, and that beauty and 
magnificence that for so long entranced Hurston. The town of Eatonville 

AARON DOUGLAS (1899–1979)

‡  Miss Zora Neale Hurston, 1926
Oil on canvas, 29 1/2 x 21 1/2 in. 
Fisk University Galleries, Nashville
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plays a major role in the novel. It was a seminal work of American lit-
erature, but its reception upon publication was not overwhelming. The 
reviews were mostly positive, but some black critics, notably Richard 
Wright, scorned the novel when it hit the bookstores. 
 Hurston took intermittent teaching gigs to sustain herself. Her 
romantic life had long been turbulent. Her first marriage, to Herbert 
Sheen in 1927, ended after four years. In 1939, she married Albert Price 
III. Within a year they were having marital woes; their union dissolved in 
1943.  She wrote a memoir, Dust Tracks on a Road, that came out in 1942. 
The reviews were fine, but book sales were not. And soon she was back 
to borrowing money from friends to survive. Howard University gave her 
an alumni award in 1943, but all the white universities across America 
ignored the gifted novelist and field worker who had shone such a light 
on southern rural life with her literary gifts. 
 A few years later, in the latter part of 1948, Hurston was rocked 
by excruciating public shame. She was arrested in New York City and 
charged with molesting three underage boys. During her ride to the 
police precinct, she sat bewildered, shocked, and confused. She was 
released on $1,500 bail. Hurston vehemently denied the charges. A grand 
jury proceeded to indict her. News of her arrest swept around the streets 
of Harlem and, because of her literary reputation, beyond Harlem as well. 
The case was linked to a dispute with the son of her onetime Harlem 
landlady. The boy was troubled, and Hurston urged his mother to have 
him taken to Bellevue Hospital for psychiatric treatment. The boy vowed 
revenge against Hurston; two other boys would join him, making similarly 

salacious charges against Hurston. Hurston provided evidence that she 
was out of the country during much of the time the assaults purportedly 
took place. She remained in limbo as the investigation took its course. 
She grew despondent, thought of harming herself. “I care nothing for 
anything anymore,” she confided. “My country has failed me utterly. My 
race has seen fit to destroy me without reason, and with the vilest tools 
conceived of by man so far.”121 Hurston’s lawyer besieged the New York 
district attorney to delve deeper into the case, given the fact of her for-
eign travels during most of the time in question. Investigators spoke to 
the boys again, and this time, under more intense questioning, they all 
confessed they had made the entire thing up because they had actually 
been having homosexual sex and were afraid it might be discovered.
 Freed from the shadow of the case, Hurston began traveling 
again, doing research, and writing when she could get magazine assign-
ments. In the last years of her life, she returned to Florida, living in St. 
Lucie County. Her writing slowed because of ailments. A steady income 
was difficult to come by, and she took work alternately as a substitute 
schoolteacher, a librarian, a weekly newspaper columnist, even a maid. By 
the summer of 1959, she was in need of financial help and had to apply 
to live in a segregated nursing home called the St. Lucie County Welfare 
Home. “I have served and been served,” she once wrote. “I have made 
some good enemies for which I am not a bit sorry. I have loved unselfishly, 
and I have fondled hatred with the red-hot tongs of Hell. That’s living.”122 
 She died on January 28, 1960. She was all but forgotten, nearly 
dismissed from American literary history. 
 Then along came Alice Walker, the Pulitzer Prize–winning nov-
elist of The Color Purple. Walker wrote an essay for Ms. magazine in 
1975 about Hurston and how she had been forgotten. Walker discovered 
her Florida grave did not even have a marker. The Walker essay began 
a re-evaluation of the work of Zora Neale Hurston and her role in the 
Harlem Renaissance. In the late 1970s, Harper & Row reissued Their 
Eyes Were Watching God. The book has now become a perennial fea-
ture on many college reading lists. Stage adaptations of her work have 
become commonplace throughout the country. In 2003 came Wrapped 
in Rainbows, an acclaimed and definitive Hurston biography by Valerie 
Boyd. Oprah Winfrey produced a TV adaptation of Their Eyes Were 
Watching God in 2005.
 They all lived in a time of unrelenting pressure. Equality was not 
a given for the artists of the Harlem Renaissance. Yet those artists—paint-
ers, editors, sculptors, poets, writers—had a story to tell. The blood that 
had been dripped in their paths, slavery and war, demanded an answer. 
They believed and knew it was their America as much as anyone’s. 

left:
Unidentified artist

‡  Dust jacket design for Zora Neale 
Hurston, Their Eyes Were 
Watching God (Philadelphia:  
J. B. Lippincott, 1937)
Walter O. Evans Collection 
of African American Art

right:
MIGUEL COVARRUBIAS 
(1904–1957) 

‡  Dust jacket design for  
Zora Neale Hurston, Mules and 
Men (Philadelphia: J. B. 
Lippincott, 1935)
Walter O. Evans Collection 
of African American Art
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Augusta Savage’s portrait of a young street urchin—
possibly her nephew—is one of the most recognized 
sculptures of the Harlem Renaissance. Exceptionally 
talented, Savage moved to New York City in 1921 to study 
with sculptor Solon Borglum. After he refused to teach  
a black woman, she enrolled at the Cooper Union, which 
had no restrictions on race or gender. Remarkably, she 
completed her coursework in only three years. Savage’s  
life during the mid-1920s was marked by a number of 
opportunities denied to her, either due to race or to 
financial hardship. Because she often lacked funds to cast 
her sculptures in bronze, surviving examples of Savage’s 
work are now rare. For instance, this version of Gamin is 
painted to look like bronze but is actually made of plaster. 
Gamin delineated a major turning point in Savage’s career 
when it earned her a Julius Rosenwald Fellowship—the  
first awarded to a visual artist—to live and work in Paris. 
After she returned to New York, Savage became one  
of the most influential teachers to come out of the Harlem 
Renaissance era. Her numerous students included artists 
Romare Bearden, Jacob Lawrence, and Norman Lewis. 
 Portraits and genre works were particularly well-
received categories of art by African Americans, especially 
for white audiences to the Harmon Foundation exhibitions, 
where a cast of Gamin was exhibited in 1930. As scholars 
Jacqueline Francis and Mary Ann Calo have both noted, 
this preference for portraits was in part due to the fact that 
portraiture allowed white Americans a simple means of 

connecting to what they considered a “primitive other,” 
which they otherwise found inscrutable.123 Often, critics  
of these exhibitions also favored works that affirmed 
preconceived notions of racial types, folk aesthetics,  
or visual equivalents of African spirituals, which were 
considered the epitome of “authentic” black expression. 
This, in turn, led to dissatisfaction with the Harmon 
Foundation, which many artists believed promoted 
sociological advancement at the cost of undermining 
aesthetic and technical mastery. These frustrations 
ultimately led the Harlem Artists Guild, of which Savage 
was a founding member, to adopt a policy of non-
compliance with the foundation.

AUGUSTA SAVAGE
ANASTASIA KINIGOPOULO

AUGUSTA SAVAGE (1892–1962)

‡  Gamin, c. 1930
Painted plaster, 9 1/4 x 6 x 4 in.
John and Susan Horseman 
Collection
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previous spread, left:
CHARLES ALSTON (1907–1977)

‡  Magic in Medicine: Study for 
Harlem Hospital Mural, NYC, 1936
Graphite on paper, 16 3/4 x 13 1/2 in.
Michael Rosenfeld Gallery, 
New York

previous spread, right:
CHARLES ALSTON (1907–1977)

‡  Modern Medicine: Study for 
Harlem Hospital Mural, NYC, 1936
Graphite on paper, 16 3/4 x 13 1/2 in.
Michael Rosenfeld Gallery, 
New York

opposite:
CHARLES ALSTON (1907–1977)

‡ Workers, c. 1940
Gouache, watercolor, and ink on 
Bainbridge board, 21 1/4 x 15 in.
Michael Rosenfeld Gallery, 
New York
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CHARLES ALSTON (1907–1977)

Midnight Vigil, 1936
Gouache on paper
19 1/2 x 15 in.
The Harmon and Harriet 
Foundation for the Arts
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Street Scene—Restaurant is a youthful work by Jacob 
Lawrence, a towering figure in the history of American  
art whose life and career stretched far beyond the Harlem 
Renaissance. The painting shows a sidewalk in Harlem 
populated by three black prostitutes and a white client. 
Lawrence reveals a commitment to unvarnished realism, 
exposing desperate conditions during the Depression that 
drove some women to prostitution. He uses modernist 
conventions: flat space and boldly simplified, geometri-
cally conceived form. By introducing the white client, 
Lawrence exposed, as he later stated, his dislike of 
“outsiders coming in to exploit the commu nity.”124 The 
man’s visible discomfort, one hand in his pocket, the other 
clutching his jacket, contrasts with the self-assurance of 
the women’s grinning faces and lubricious poses. This is 
one of a set of three paintings on the theme of prostitution; 
a second, set inside a brothel, is in the Columbus  
Museum of Art, as is Street Scene.
 Lawrence moved from Philadelphia to Harlem in 
1930 with his family. Early on, he benefited from instruction 
at the Harlem Art Workshop, which was run by the Works 
Progress Administration. In 1938, he was employed by  
the Federal Art Project of the WPA. Lawrence was familiar 
with major figures of the Harlem Renaissance such as 
Alain Locke, Aaron Douglas, and Langston Hughes. 
Influences on his style were broad and varied, from African 
art (note the mask-like face of the white man in Street 

Scene) to cubism and seventeenth-century Dutch painting 
(note Street Scene’s rectangular framing elements  
and the grid-like pattern of the bricks). Lawrence later  
gained fame for his paintings of everyday life in Harlem, 
especially for those of historic figures and events in 
African American history. The most celebrated of the 
latter, The Migration of the Negro, is a series of tempera 
paintings that were executed in 1940–41, several years 
after the smaller series of which Street Scene is a part.

JACOB LAWRENCE (1917–2000)

‡  Street Scene—Restaurant, c. 1936
Tempera on composition board, 
28 1/2 x 33 3/4 in.
Columbus Museum of Art, Ohio, 
museum purchase, Derby Fund, 
from the Philip J. and Suzanne 
Schiller Collection of American 
Social Commentary Art

JACOB LAWRENCE
DAVID STARK

214
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JACOB LAWRENCE (1917–2000) 

‡ Interior Scene, 1937
Tempera on composition board,  
28 1/2 x 33 3/4 in.
Columbus Museum of Art, Ohio, 
museum purchase, Derby Fund, 
from the Philip J. and Suzanne 
Schiller Collection of American 
Social Commentary Art

JACOB LAWRENCE (1917–2000)

‡ Shoe Shine Boys, 1948
Tempera on hardboard, 20 x 24 in.
DC Moore Gallery, New York
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JACOB LAWRENCE (1917–2000)

‡ The Long Stretch, 1949
Egg tempera on hardboard, 
20 x 24 in.
DC Moore Gallery, New York
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JACOB LAWRENCE (1917–2000)

‡ Antiques, 1946
Gouache on paper, 22 x 30 in.
Collection of Allan Petricof



222 R U N N I N G  F O OT E R 223

H
is photographic images are perhaps the most iconic to emerge 
from the Harlem Renaissance. The pictures—of blacks in 
military uniform, couples in raccoon coats, family members 
smiling sweetly atop plush furniture, famous ministers and 

protesters, writers and singers, a host of unknown souls—captured black 
life as it had never been captured before. He could not have dreamed of 
the recognition that would follow him. 
 James Van Der Zee was a documentary photographer, although 
the term did not yet have much vogue when he was rising in 1920s Harlem. 
He was also a portrait artist. His signature black-and-white photography 
utilized studio settings, aided and abetted by theatrical-like props. But he 
could capture street scenes with a dazzling eye and touch as well. He was 
born in 1886 in Lenox, Massachusetts. His parents worked in various jobs 
that catered to the New England summer communities and their wealthy 
seasonal patrons. Little James was an active child; he played musical 
instruments, swam in the ocean, learned to ice fish. Colorful scenery was 
everywhere and he seemed to want to capture it. In his teens, he pleaded 
with his parents for a camera. They relented and it came in a mail-order 
package. He became a self-taught photographer, reading books on the 
subject, looking at the texture and position of photographic subjects. 
But photography, even though he dreamed of pursuing it as a career, 
was a hobby. He had no idea how to make a living at it. So Van Der Zee 
worked dead-end jobs: a waiter, an elevator operator. In 1905, he moved 
to New York City and found himself pushing yet again the buttons in 
an elevator job. Then, in 1911, Van Der Zee talked his way into a job as a 
darkroom assistant at a department store in Newark, New Jersey. Finally, 
he was around photography professionals. The work intoxicated him. 
Eventually, and with customers always asking for “the colored fellow,” he 

And 
There 
Was the  
Photog- 
rapher
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acquired the position of photographer.125 The work gave him the inspira-
tion to open his own studio.
 In 1917, Van Der Zee and his second wife, Gaynella, opened 
a studio in Harlem on West 135th Street. One of Van Der Zee’s cagey 
moves was to present eye-popping window displays of his previous work. 
Strollers would stop, gawk, and he’d usher them inside. That is when Van 
Der Zee would make his spiel: everyone who was captured in his camera 
lens was made to feel important. They were fussed over, placed in just the 
right prop setting. Van Der Zee also became a master of “touching up” 
his photographs; he would superimpose another picture, as he did with 
Blanche Powell, sister of Adam Clayton Powell Jr.; he would use double 
negatives to make a single print, adding to the luster of the photograph. 
In time, Harlem businesses and organizations were seeking Van Der Zee 
out. He made photographs for the New York Black Yankees baseball 
team, Madame C. J. Walker’s Beauty Salon, the Monte Carlo Sporting 
Club, the Dark Tower Literary Salon. The sweeping photos of Marcus 
Garvey and his marchers are important in the Van Der Zee pantheon. 
Upon his death in 1983, a Van Der Zee revival had been well under way. 
It continues, that couple in the raccoon coats looking as fresh and free-
wheeling today as they did in 1932 when Van Der Zee froze them in time.

JAMES VAN DER ZEE (1886–1983)

‡ Garveyite Family, Harlem, 1924
Collection of Donna Mussenden 
Van Der Zee
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JAMES VAN DER ZEE (1886–1983)

‡  Two Soldiers (Needham Roberts 
and Henry Jonson), c. 1920
Collection of Donna Mussenden 
Van Der Zee
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JAMES VAN DER ZEE (1886–1983)

‡  Unity Athletic and Social  
Club, 1926
Collection of Donna Mussenden 
Van Der Zee

JAMES VAN DER ZEE (1886–1983)

‡  New York Sports Baseball Team, 
1927
Collection of Donna Mussenden 
Van Der Zee
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JAMES VAN DER ZEE (1886–1983)

‡ Future Expectations, 1926
Collection of Donna Mussenden 
Van Der Zee
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JAMES VAN DER ZEE (1886–1983)

‡ Untitled, 1926
Collection of Donna Mussenden 
Van Der Zee

JAMES VAN DER ZEE (1886–1983)

‡ Harry Prampin Music School, 1927
Collection of Donna Mussenden 
Van Der Zee
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above:
JAMES VAN DER ZEE 
(1886–1983)

‡  Victory Parade, 169th Street 
Regiment, 1919
Collection of Donna Mussenden 
Van Der Zee

opposite, top:
JAMES VAN DER ZEE 
(1886–1983)

‡ U.N.I.A. on Horseback, 1924
Collection of Donna Mussenden 
Van Der Zee

opposite, bottom:
JAMES VAN DER ZEE 
(1886–1983)

‡  Garvey Parade along 7th  
Avenue, 1926
Collection of Donna Mussenden 
Van Der Zee
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JAMES VAN DER ZEE (1886–1983)

‡ The Black Tower, 1929
Collection of Donna Mussenden 
Van Der Zee

JAMES VAN DER ZEE (1886–1983)

‡ U.N.I.A. Assembly, Liberty Hall, 
c. 1924
Collection of Donna Mussenden 
Van Der Zee
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I
n time they became quite notable figures, many even iconic. Some 
names—Richard Bruce Nugent, Jules Bledsoe, and Harlem dancer 
Earl “Snakehips” Tucker, for example—would get somewhat lost 
in the history of the era. But they and so many others were there, 

and they were indispensable to the texture and pedigree of the Harlem 
Renaissance. It is the marquee names that have stood tall through time, 
that have kept a black New York City community both in the grip of nos-
talgia and in the artistic gaze of the world. It is sometimes hard to believe 
they all flourished and came together in the same epochal period: Countee 
Cullen and Langston Hughes; James Weldon Johnson and Jessie Fauset; 
Arna Bontemps and Meta Fuller; Wallace Thurman and Alain Locke; 
Augusta Savage and James Van Der Zee; Bill “Bojangles” Robinson and 
W. E. B. Du Bois; Marcus Garvey and Rudolph Fisher; Zora Neale Hurston 
and Carl Van Vechten; Winold Reiss and Sterling Brown. Schools and 
streets would be named after many of them. Their images would show up 
on postage stamps; their books reissued and celebrated. Seminars would 
be arranged around their individual works. Foreign nations would host 
conferences to study them and their impact on world art. 
 It was a movement that unleashed a volcanic blast of talent from 
a once-enslaved people, from a people who had been jailed and some-
times lynched for the very act of attempting to read and write; from a 
people who had been told their art didn’t matter and their songs wouldn’t 
travel beyond the Big House on the plantation. They produced lasting art 
against a backdrop of lynchings, “Negro Only” and “White Only” sign-
age, hotels that wouldn’t accept them, and law enforcement that treated 
them as second-class citizens. They had found a home in Harlem and 
turned it into a destination, a happening, a resounding and years-long 
cultural event. It seems remarkable still that a history of a whole people—
and their art—could be written and produced between those renaissance following spread: 

ROMARE BEARDEN (1911–1988)

‡  Watching the Good Trains Go By, 
1964
Collage, 13 3/4 x 16 7/8 in.
Columbus Museum of Art, Ohio, 
museum purchase, Derby Fund, 
from the Philip J. and Suzanne 
Schiller Collection of American 
Social Commentary Art 1930–1971, 
2005.012.008

Why the 
Harlem 
Renais-  
 sance 
Endures
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years, 1918 to the mid-1930s, but it was, and few would argue otherwise. 
The winds grew colder with the crash of 1929 and the Great Depression. 
But by then the curtain had been opened; black Americans were on the 
national stage of art and culture with an undeniable presence.  
 The beauty and depth of it all, the appreciation of the Harlem 
Renaissance, seemed to wane in the 1940s and 1950s. And then came 
the cultural explosion of the 1960s, when colleges and universities began 
assigning renaissance writers to their course listings. Minority students 
could take responsibility for making it happen: they had begun marching 
on college campuses in hopes that their curriculums would be expanded. 
On some campuses there were sit-ins and clashes with school police. The 
students wanted diversity and inclusion. They wanted black professors, 
all but absent at most white American universities in the 1950s and most 
of the 1960s. It was hardly lost on the black students that they had been 
fed only the canon of white American and European writers—as if there 
were no history of black culture, of black writers and artists to study and 
learn from. Slowly, against the backdrop of protest, the renaissance writ-
ers began to emerge. It was as if they had been locked away, mothballed, 
and then sprung from captivity. Great art is defiant. These artists began 
reappearing on bookshelves, back in the bookstores, listed on English syl-
labuses in colleges and universities. There were massive reprintings. A 
whole world of black art was unlocked, and the virtues and electricity of 
the Harlem Renaissance were appreciated anew. 
 Arna Bontemps got a job teaching at the University of Illinois.
 Langston Hughes got invited to the Kennedy White House.
 Meta Fuller—and so many others—found themselves rediscov-
ered and given exhibitions. 
 And down in Florida, Zora Neale Hurston, thanks to Alice Walker, 
finally got a grave marker.
 

S
o the Harlem Renaissance lives. It sings. It continues to do its 
part to explain America to itself, and also to the world. Hardly 
a racially charged political moment has gone by since the 1960s 
when a poem or quote from the renaissance hasn’t been sum-

moned. It constantly reminds us of a group of gifted artists who had their 
backs against the wall within the borders of their own country, and how 
their genius took flight.
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