The Harlem Renaissance

The 1920s saw a flowering of black writing, art, music, and thought that came to be known as the Harlem Renaissance.  The entry of the United States into World War I had created a boom in American industry, and as a result many blacks moved from the South to take jobs in Northern industrial plants.  Blacks remained in large Northern cities, notably Chicago and New York.  Harlem, a section of New York, became the cosmopolitan center of black life in America.  Among the writers living in Harlem were the poets Countee Cullen, Langston Hughes, Claude McKay, Jean Toomer, and Zora Neale Hurston.

Countee Cullen (1903-1946) was born in New York City.  He graduated from New York University and received a master’s degree in English literature from Harvard.  After some travel and study abroad, he became assistant editor of the magazine Opportunity, in which many of his poems appeared.  During the last eleven years of his life, he taught French in New York schools.  Color, his first collection of poems, was published in 1925.  His other books include Copper Sun and The Ballad of the Brown Girl, both published in 1927.  Cullen wrote of his poems, “Most things I write I do for the sheer love of the music in them.”  He preferred old-fashioned poetic styles and looked to the English Romantic poet John Keats as a model.  He wished to be known as a poet first and a black poet second.  Yet he was also drawn to the subject of race: “Somehow I find my poetry of itself treating of the Negro, of his joys and his sorrows—mostly of the latter—and of heights and depths of emotion I feel as a Negro.”

(James) Langston Hughes (1902-1967), more than any other writer, is associated with the life of Harlem.  In his writing he depicted the joys, troubles, and hopes of its people.  Hughes was born in Joplin, Missouri, and grew up in Joplin, in Lincoln, Illinois, and in Cleveland, Ohio.  He attended Central High School in Cleveland, where he first began to write poems for the school magazine.  After graduation, he worked at various jobs, and in 1921, he went to New York to attend Columbia University.  A year later, he traveled as a seaman and cook’s helper on a steamer to Africa and Europe.  He took a variety of odd jobs in Paris and Italy and then returned to the United States where he worked in a Washington, D.C., hotel.  Hughes settled in Harlem and became part of the Harlem Renaissance.  He is also well known for his series of sketches about a citizen of Harlem named Jess B. Simple, known as “Simple” to his friends, who speaks his mind on a variety of subjects and issues.  Hughes was the most influential and most versatile of all the writers of the Harlem Renaissance.  He wrote opera, fiction, journalism, drama, poetry, essays, and he edited other black writers. 

One evening in 1926, the poet Vachel Lindsay was eating dinner in the Wardman Park Hotel in Washington, D.C.  The busboy, a shy twenty-four-year-old black man, left three or four poems near Lindsay’s plate. Lindsay liked the poems so much that he read them in his performance that night. The next morning, Washington newspapers carried enthusiastic stories about “The Busboy Poet” and the young writer, Langston Hughes, found that he had been “discovered” overnight. The publicity and Lindsay’s encouragement helped Hughes to publish his first volume of poems, The Weary Blues, which won him a scholarship to Lincoln University. By the time he graduated from college in 1929, the energetic young author had published a second volume of poetry and a novel. 


The Busboy who had so shyly approached Lindsay was no beginner. By 1923, Hughes has already published poems in prestigious black magazines Crisis and had been included in an anthology of the Harlem Renaissance, The New Negro. He spoke German and Spanish; had lived in Mexico, France and Italy; and had worked his way to Africa and back as a crew member on a ship. He was ambitious and energetic, and he had learned early to rely on himself. During the career that followed his “overnight” success, Hughes wrote fifteen volumes of verse, six novels, three books of short stories, eleven plays, and a variety of nonfiction works. 


His parents were well educated and ambitious. They separated when Langston was young, and for a number of years he lived with his maternal grandmother. When he was twelve, he moved with his mother and stepfather to Cleveland, where he attended high school. Here he read the great twentieth-century Midwestern poets--Edgar Lee Masters, Carl Sandburg, and Vachel Lindsay--and started writing poetry under their influence. 


When Hughes graduated from high school in 1920, he went to Mexico to live with his father, a successful businessman. His father, Hughes later said, “had great contempt for poor people,” and for this and other reasons the two men did not get along. When his father insisted that Langston study to become an engineer, he left to go to Columbia University in New York, in order to see Harlem. But the attractions of Harlem did not compensate for Hughes’ dislike of engineering; he dropped out of school and began to travel. Four years later, he was a busboy at that Washington hotel.


The most important early influence on Hughes’ poetry was Carl Sandburg, who sought to express the voice of the people in free verse, unrestricted by the formal restrictions or stylistic demands of the past. Encouraged by Sandburg’s example, Hughes tried to reproduce the voice of black people, especially the blacks of Harlem, the poor people for which his father had so little sympathy. 


Hughes often used jazz rhythms and the repetitive structure of the blues in his poems; toward the end of his career, he wrote poems specifically for jazz accompaniment. He was also responsible for the founding of several black theater companies, and he wrote and translated number of dramatic works. His work, he said, was an attempt to “explain and illuminate the Negro condition in America.” It succeeded in doing that with both vigor and compassion.    

Claude McKay (1890-1948) was the oldest of the Harlem Renaissance writers and the first to publish.  He was born in Sunny Ville, Jamaica, in the West Indies.  When he was fourteen, he moved to Kingston, where he later became a police officer.  In Kingston he began to write poems in the Jamaican dialect.  When he was twenty-two, he published two collections of poems and won a medal and an award of money from the Institute of Arts and Letters.  The money enabled him to emigrate to the United States, where he attended Tuskegee Institute and Kansas State College.  For some years he lived in Harlem, supporting himself with odd jobs, and in 1922 he published his most important collection of poems, Harlem Shadows.  In addition to poems, McKay wrote several novels, including Home to Harlem (1928).  Both his poetry and his fiction are marked by strong protest against the injustices done to blacks.

Jean Toomer (1894-1967) was born and raised in Washington, D.C.  After high school, he studied at colleges in Wisconsin, Illinois, Massachusetts, and New York, taking courses in physical education, agriculture, medicine, sociology, and history.  He taught school in Georgia for several years and then lived for a long time in Harlem.  During the 1920s, his work began to appear in literary magazines.  Toomer’s reputation rests chiefly on his novel Cane, which was published in 1923; he published little thereafter.  Cane is an unusual novel, as it consists of prose, sketches, stories, poems, and a one-act play.   One theme binds all these disparate elements—that most blacks are free when they recognize and celebrate their heritage.  When Cane was first published, it sold only about five hundred copies and dropped into obscurity.  More recently, literary critics and historians recognized it as one of the most important and accomplished creations of the Harlem Renaissance, a work that continues to influence black writing not only in the United States but also in Africa.

When Zora Neale Hurston (1891-1960) died in January 1960, she was buried in an unmarked grave in a segregated cemetery in Florida.  Today she is hailed as “the dominant black women writer” of the Harlem Renaissance; a cultural movement of the 1920’s centered in New York City’s community of Harlem.

Born in Eatonville, Florida, the first incorporated all-black town in America, Hurston was one of eight children.  She was, by her own account, a spirited, curious child who “always wanted to go.”  Her mother explained her daughter’s urge to wander by claiming that travel dust had been sprinkled around the door the day she was born.

Hurston’s childhood came to an abrupt end with the death of her mother when Hurston was nine.  Shifted from house to house of relatives and friends, Hurston went to school on and off, whenever she could.  She was about fourteen years old when she began to support herself, eventually getting a job as a wardrobe girl for a visiting Gilbert and Sullivan company.  After traveling with the company for a year and a half, she settled in Baltimore and returned to school.

Hurston went on to study at Howard University, where she began to write.  Encouraged by Charles S. Johnson, editor of the Urban League’s magazine, Opportunity, she decided to move to New York.  She arrived the first week of January, 1925, with “no jobs, no friends, and a lot of hope.”  Winning a scholarship to Barnard College, Hurston studied anthropology.  After graduation she began her career as a folklorist, returning to Florida to collect black folktales and research customs.
When funds for research dried up, Hurston returned to Eatonville to write Mules and Men, a compilation of Flordia folk tales and Louisiana folk customs.  She wrote her first novel, Jonah’s Gourd Vine, in 1934 at a pulisher’s request.  In 1937 she received critical acclaim for her second novel, Their Eyes Were Watching God, the story of a young black woman’s struggle to understand herself and to find a man who will treat her as an equal.

Hurston displayed in her work a lively imagination, a keen ear for dialect, and an appreciation for black culture.  In all, she published four novels, two books of folklore, a dozen short stories, two musicals, dozens of essays, and the prize-winning autobiography Dust Tracks on a Road.  Nonetheless her career lapsed into obscurity during the 1950s.  In August 1973 contemporary writer Alice Walker (The Color Purple) located and marked Hurston’s grave, recording the experience in a 1975 Ms. Magazine article (“In Search of Zora Neale Hurston”) and restored Hurston to her rightful place in American literature.

These writers, and others, were encouraged by Charles S. Johnson, who edited Opportunity.  Like other American writers during the 1920s, black writers reflected the spirit of the times, a sense of expanded opportunities, and the importance of personal fulfillment.  And like others, they reflected wide literary trends, including the struggle between traditional and experimental literature.  For example, whereas Countee Cullen favored traditional poetic forms, Langston Hughes incorporated blues and contemporary jazz rhythms into his verse.  But the writers of the Harlem Renaissance also had unique aims: to define and renew the black heritage; to protest oppression of blacks; and to make other Americans aware of black life. 

Responding to poetry—Choose 3
In “Harlem” name the specific hardships and injustices that the people of Harlem remember, according to the speaker of the poem.

What ideas about Harlem does the speaker suggest when he says that it is “on the edge of hell”?  Do you interpret final stanza in “Harlem” as an expression of powerlessness, or as a threat?

Use your creativity and write the opening paragraph for a newspaper article about the Harlem described in the poem.

“Dream Deferred” uses a series of metaphors to describe a dream that has been put off until another time.  Can a dream be deferred by a dreamer?  Can it be deferred by someone else?  A sore that festers hurts and takes some time to heal.  Does it also take time for something to dry up in the sun, or sag like a heavy load?  Name a dream that you have or had that was or might have to be “deferred.”  Explain your feelings about deferment of a dream in connection to the poem.

What attitude is expressed in the first two lines of “America”? Does the attitude change at the end of the poem.  Describe how America is personified in this poem.

What comparisons can you make between Hughes “Harlem” and McKay’s “America”?

In the “Tropics of New York” what does McKay remember about his youth in the tropics?  How do the images in stanza 2 suggest a broader picture of his home?  

In “November Cotton Flower” what besides the late autumn contributes to the withering of the cotton?  The word branch in line f refers to a stream.  How may a flowing stream be said to function in autumn as a rake? What dramatic even does the poem center on?  What feelings does it arouse?

In “From the Dark Tower” Cullen gives darkness a metaphorical significance.   What does the image of the starry sky suggest is the value of darkness?  Lines 11-12 refer to a plant like the night-blooming cereus, whose flower appears only in the dark.  What are these lines a metaphor for?  The poem begins and ends with images of tending seeds.  According to the last two lines, what must the speaker do to realize the hope implied in the first two lines?

In “Incident,” which line reveals the speaker’s mood at the beginning of the incident?  Who is involved in the incident?  What is the incident?  What would lead an eight year old boy to insult another child in the way described here?  In what way might a child’s prejudice be even more disturbing than an adult’s?  What ironic overtones does the title have? Cullen wrote poems “for the sheer love of the music in them.”  Which phrases suggest “sheer music”?  

The poem “As I Grew Older” uses what images in lines 5 and 7 to express the change from early years to later years?  The poem depends on an interplay between brightness and darkness.  What two phrases unite the speaker’s hopes with brightness?  The speaker says that the wall created a shadow.  In what lines does he identify his own dark color with the shadow?  What does the speaker imply by the metaphor of the wall?  In which lines does the speaker change from a passive to an active role?  What according to the poem’s conclusion will be the result of destroying the wall?  How is the conclusion linked to the poet’s dream?
Responding to the selection from Hurston’s autobiography--required.

Why do you suppose Hurston included her meeting with the Minnesotans in her autobiography?  What does Mr. Calhoun’s reaction to the white visitors suggest about the Southern social system at the time?  How does her tastes in reading compare to your own?  We can predict Hurston’s future based on this except.  What could someone predict about your future based on your childhood?
[See separate poetry document for poetry in two columns.}
Any Human to Another

Countee Cullen

The ills I sorrow at 

Not me alone

Like an arrow

Pierce to the marrow,

Through the fat

And past the bone.

Your grief and mine

Must intertwine

Like sea and river,

Be fused and mingle,

Diverse yet single,

Forever and forever.

Let no man be so proud

And confident,

To think he is allowed

A little ten

Pitched in a meadow

Of sun and shadow

All his little own.

Joy may be shy, unique,

Friendly to a few,

Sorrow never scorned to speak

To any who

Were false or true.

Your very grief like a blade

Shining and unsheathed

Must strike me down.

Of bitter aloes wreathed,

My sorrow must be laid

On your head like a crown.

From the Dark Tower

Countee Cullen

We shall not always plant while others reap

The golden increment of bursting fruit,

Not always countenance, abject and mute,

That lesser men should hold their brothers cheap;

Not everlastingly while others sleep

Shall we beguile their limbs with mellow flute,

Not always bend to some more subtle brute;

We were not made eternally to weep.

The night whose sable breast relieves the stark,

White stars is no less lovely being dark,

And there are buds that cannot bloom at all

In light, but crumple, piteous, and fall;

So in the dark we hide the heart that bleeds,

And wait, and tend our agonizing seeds.

Incident

Countee Cullen

Once, riding in old Baltimore,

Heart-filled, head filled with glee,

I saw a Baltimorean

Keep looking straight at me.

Now I was eight and very small,

And he was no whit bigger,

And so I smiled, but he poked out

His tongue, and called me “Nigger.”

I saw the whole of Baltimore

From May until December;

Of all the things that happened there

That’s all that I remember.

Harlem

Langston Hughes

Here on the edge of hell

Stands Harlem- 

Remebering the old lies, 

The old kicks in the back, 

The old “Be patient”

They told us before.

Sure, we remember.

Now when the man at the corner store

Says sugar’s gone up another two cents,

And bread one,

And there’s a new tax on cigarettes-

We remember the job we never had, 

Never could get,

And can’t have now

Because we’re colored.

So we stand here

On the edge of hell

In Harlem

And look out on the world

And wonder

What we’re gonna do

In the face of what

We remember.

I, Too

Langston Hughes

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.

The Negro Speaks of Rivers

Langston Hughes

I’ve known rivers:

I’ve known rivers ancient as the world and older than the flow

of human blood in human veins.

My soul has grown deep like rivers.

I bathed in the Euphrates when dawns were young.

I built my hut near the Congo and it lulled me to sleep.

I looked upon the Nile and raised the pyramids above it.

I heard the singing of the Mississippi when Abe Lincoln went

down to New Orleans, and I’ve seen its muddy bosom turn

all golden in the sunset.

I’ve known rivers;

Ancient, dusky rivers.

My soul has grown     deep like rivers.

As I Grew Older

Langston Hughes

It was a long time ago.

I have almost forgotten my dream.

But it was there then,

In front of me,

Bright like a sun—

My dream.

And then the wall rose,

Rose slowly,

Slowly,

Between me and my dream.

Rose slowly, slowly,

Dimming,

Hiding,

The light of my dream.

Rose until it touched the sky—

The wall.

Shadow.

I am black.

I lie down in the shadow.

No longer the light of my dream before me,

Above me.

Only the thick wall.

Only the shadow.

My hands!

My dark hands!

Break through the wall!

Find my dream!

Help me to shatter this darkness,

To smash this night,

To break this shadow

Into a thousand lights of sun,

Into a thousand whirling dreams

Of sun!

The Weary Blues

Langston Hughes

Droning a drowsy syncopated tune,

Rocking back and forth to a mellow croon,

I heard a Negro play.

Down on Lenox Avenue the other night

By the pale dull pallor of an old gas light

He did a lazy sway. . .

He did a lazy sway. . .

To the tune o’ those Weary Blues.

With his ebony hands on each ivory key

He made that poor piano moan with melody.

O Blues!

Swaying to and fro on his rickety stool

He played that sad raggy tune like a musical fool.

Sweet Blues!

Coming from a black man’s soul.

O Blues!

In a deep song voice with a melancholy tone

I heard that Negro sing, that old piano moan—

“Ain’t got nobody in all this world,

Ain’t got nobody but ma salf.

I’s gwine to quit my frownin’

And put ma troubles on the shelf.”

Thump, thump, thump, went his foot on the floor.

He played a few chords then he sand some more—

“I got the Weary Blues

And I can’t be satisfied.

Got the Weary Blues

And can’t be satisfied—

I ain’t happy no mo;

And I wish that I had died.”

And far into the night he crooned that tune.

The stars went out and so did the moon.

The singer stopped playing and went to bed

While the Weary Blues echoed through his head.

He slept like a rock or a man that’s dead.

Dream Deferred

Langston Hughes

What happens to a dream deferred?

Does it dry up

Like a raisin in the sun?

Or fester like a sore—

And then run?

Does it stink like rotten meat?

Or crust and sugar over—

Like a syrup sweet?

Maybe it just sags

Like a heavy load.

Or does it explode?

America

Claude McKay

Although she feeds me bread of bitterness,

And sinks into my throat her tiger’s tooth,

Stealing my breath of life, I will confess

I love this cultured hell that tests my

youth!

Her vigor flows like tides into my blood,

Giving me strength erect against her hate.

Her bigness sweeps my being like a flood.

Yet as a rebel fronts a king in state,

I stand within her walls with not a shred

Of terror, malice, not a word of jeer.

Darkly I gaze into the days ahead,

And see her might and granite wonders

there,

Beneath the touch of Time’s unerring hand,

Like priceless treasures sinking in the sand.

The Tropics in New York

Claude McKay

Bananas ripe and green, and ginger-root,

Cocoa in pods and alligator pears,

And tangerines and mangoes and grapefruit,

Fit for the highest prize at parish fairs,

Set in the window, bringing memories

Of fruit-trees laden by low-singing rills,

And dewy dawns, and mystical blue skies

In benediction over nun-like hills.

My eyes grew dim, and I could no more gaze;

A wave of longing through my body swept,

And, hungry for the old, familiar ways,

I turned aside and bowed my head and wept.
November Cotton Flower

Jean Toomer

Boll-weevil’s coming, and the winter’s cold,

Made cotton-stalks look rusty, seasons old,

And cotton, scarce as any southern snow,

Was vanishing; the branch, so pinched and slow,

Failed in its function as the autumn rake;

Drouth fighting soil had caused the soil to take

All water from the streams; dead birds were found

In wells a hundred feet below the ground—

Such was the season when the flower bloomed.

Old folks were startled, and it soon assumed

Significance. Superstition saw

Something it had never seen before:

Brown eyes that loved without a trace of fear,

Beauty so sudden for that time of year.
