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T H E  H A R L E M  R E N A I S S A N C E 

T
he Harlem Renaissance was an 
intellectual, social, and artistic 
explosion that sprang from the 
multicultural creative scene in the 
Harlem neighbourhood of Manhattan, 
New York City, in the 1920s. It began 
in the aftermath of World War I, and 

continued through into the Great Depression 
of the 1930s. 

During the turbulent Reconstruction era that 
followed the Civil War, racial inequality persisted 
in the American South. It was strengthened 
further by the segregationist policies known as 
‘Jim Crow laws’ that came into place in the late 

1800s and forced African-American people to 
adhere to strict, oppressive ‘Black codes’ and other 
racist systems and practices. 

When World War I broke out in Europe in 
1914, European immigration to the US slowed 
right down and cities in the North, Midwest and 
West of the country faced a shortage of workers. 
Companies reached out to Southern states, 
recruiting African-American labourers to fill the 
vacancies. By the end of 1919, approximately one 
million Black people had journeyed north and 
millions more would go on to follow over the next 
40 years. This mass movement of people became 
known as the Great Migration.

Meanwhile, although the Ku Klux Klan had 
been officially dissolved in 1872, in 1915 there was 
a resurgence. Violent attacks and lynchings were 
not uncommon.

The year 1915 also saw the release of DW 
Griffith’s film, The Birth of a Nation, which 
glorified the Klan as protecting White Southern 
women, and portrayed Black people as being 
better off enslaved. The film garnered much 
national publicity, and served its role of 
creating a justification for further prejudice and 
discrimination against African Americans. It 
was protested against by the recently formed 
National Association for the Advancement of 

THE HARLEM
RENAISSANCE 

Arguably the most important time period in 
African-American cultural and intellectual life, 

the Harlem Renaissance introduced Black culture 
and creativity to a mainstream audience
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Colored People (NAACP) and other civil rights 
organisations. Though their attempts to get the 
film censored were largely unsuccessful, it was 
banned in some cities.

During the first wave of the Great Migration, 
the majority of people moved to major northern 
cities, such as Chicago, Detroit, Pittsburgh and 
New York. There were segregation laws in most of 
these cities, meaning that Black people were only 
allowed to live in certain areas. In New York, one 
of these was Harlem. 

The newcomers brought with them blues music, 
New Orleans jazz and other cultural influences 
from a variety of Southern regions. Already living 

in Harlem, or nearby, were Black people from 
various places – including Caribbeans and Afro-
Cubans – with many different languages spoken, 
and varied cultural influences that began to 
merge with the ones brought by the Southerners. 
This diverse array of Black people all in one place 
resulted in an explosion of creative arts in the 
1920s and 1930s. 

The Harlem Renaissance touched every form 
of creative expression, including literature, music, 
theatre, visual art and critical writing. Its reach 
also affected the social development of the time, 
influencing politics and almost every aspect of the 
African-American experience. 

It would be difficult to pick out a singular 
uniting form that encompassed all the art that 
emerged from that time period. However, there 
were some common themes represented among 
the diverse styles of creative expression.

The effort to recapture the rural Southern roots 
and African heritage of the past corresponded 
with the rise of Pan-Africanism in African-
American politics. Poets such as Countee Cullen 
addressed their African heritage in their works, 
and artists like the Kansas-born painter Aaron 
Douglas used African motifs in their art. A number 
of musicians, including the jazz legend Louis 
Armstrong, introduced African-inspired rhythms 
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A busy street looking south 
from just south of 130th Street 

in Harlem, New York, 1929
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Hunted and penned in an inglorious spot…” – was 
written in response to mob attacks against African 
Americans during the ‘Red Summer’ of 1919 when 
there were dozens of racist attacks across the 
country over a few months. Much of the literature 
of the Harlem Renaissance avoided overt protest, 
and instead focused on the psychological and 
social impacts of race and racism, such as Nella 
Larsen’s novels – Quicksand (1928) and Passing
(1929) – which both included characters of mixed 
heritage who struggled to define their identity in 
a racist world. Langston Hughes addressed similar 
themes in his 1931 play, Mulatto. 

The Harlem Renaissance has sometimes 
been referred to as the ‘New Negro Movement’, 
epitomised in The New Negro, an anthology edited 
by Alain Locke (1925). The publication featured 
many of the big names in literature and poetry 

at the time, such as Countee 
Cullen, Rudolph Fisher and 
Jean Toomer, and presented 
a new African American 
who was proud, assertive 
and self-confident, unafraid 
to experiment and express 
themselves. W.E.B. Du Bois 
(1868-1963) took the opportunity 
to present Black Americans to 
White America with his story 
‘The Black Man Brings His 
Gifts’ and Langston Hughes 
encourages the Black youth 

to rise together 
in their self-
expression and 
claim their bright 
future, in his 
poem Youth. 

In 1926, a group 
of Black artists – 
including Wallace 
Thurman, Zora 
Neale Hurston, 
John P Davis, 
Gwendolyn 
Bennett and 
Langston Hughes 
– created a literary 
magazine called 
Fire!!, subtitled ‘A Quarterly devoted to the Younger 
Negro Artists’. The group, who also sometimes 
referred to themselves, with irony, as ‘The 
Niggerati’, intended to ‘scandalise the elders’ and 
express the changing attitudes of young African 
Americans. Fire!! explored controversial issues in 
the Black community, such as sexuality, interracial 
relationships, prostitution and colourism. The 
journal was heavily critiqued, but some celebrated 
its unique personality and diverse content. After 
just one issue, though, its quarters burned down 
and the magazine ended. 

As the creative scene blossomed in Harlem, and 
elsewhere, more and more White folks began to 
take notice. Suddenly White Americans were major 

An illustration by Winold Reiss 
from page 269 of The New 
Negro edited by Alain Locke

Performers on stage during a 
dance routine at the Cotton Club 
in Harlem in 1934

and themes into their compositions. Zora Neale 
Hurston explored rural Southern Black life – using 
her knowledge and experience as a folklorist – in 
her 1937 novel, Their Eyes Were Watching God.

The photographer James Van Der Zee 
documented African-American life in Harlem 
through his images – some formal, some candid 
shots taken in Harlem’s cabarets, restaurants 
and neighbourhoods. He became the unofficial 
chronicler of a diverse and thriving community. 
Many poets, including Langston Hughes and 
Claude McKay, drew on Harlem life for their 
verses, and McKay also used it as the setting for 
his first novel, Home to Harlem. 

The impact of race and racism on African 
Americans was a key theme of the Harlem 
Renaissance. McKay’s poem, If We Must Die
(1919) – “If we must die, let it not be like hogs / 

The writer Zora Neale Hurston (1891-1960) 
at a book fair, New York, circa 1937 “BLACK ARTISTS HAD AN OPPORTUNITY 

THEY HADN’T HAD BEFORE – TO BE HEARD 
AND SEEN BY MAINSTREAM AMERICA”
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Although not always acknowledged in the 
history books, many of the Harlem Renaissance 
key players were openly gay or identified as 
having nuanced sexualities – including Angelina 
Weld Grimké, Claude McKay and Alice Dunbar-
Nelson among others. Many more have been 
widely speculated about, such as Langston 
Hughes. In Harlem in the 1920s and 1930s 
there was “a sense of new possibilities,” as 
Octavio R González, a professor at Wellesley 
College and an expert on the Harlem 
Renaissance, explains, “Sexuality became a form 
of freedom… expressing sexuality became a 
form of emancipation”.

During the 1920s in Harlem, and indeed 
around the country, more and more people 
rebelled against the restrictions of Prohibition. 
The speakeasy culture of the time laid the 
foundations for LGBTQ+ nightlife and drag balls, 
which Langston Hughes described as “Spectacles 
in Color”.

Blues singer and pianist, Gladys Bentley 
(1907–60), was known for singing raunchy 
songs in a deep, growling voice and dressing 
in men’s suits. For many years, she regularly 
filled venues with loud, rowdy performances, 

during which she flirted with women in the 
audience. She claimed, during an interview with 
a gossip columnist, that she had married a White 
woman. Although there’s no record of the union 
taking place, this kind of unapologetic openness 
about sexuality – especially one with all the 
makings of an early 20th-century scandal – was 
unheard of at the time. 

One of the openly gay Black writers of the 
time, Richard Bruce Nugent, published a short 
story, ‘Smoke, Lilies and Jade’, which became 
considered a seminal work of gay Harlem. In 
it, Nugent explores bisexuality and depicts 
homosexual relationships between artists. 

Historian, Henry Louis Gates Jr, described the 
Harlem Renaissance as being “surely as gay as it 
was black”.

consumers of Black art, and Black artists had an 
opportunity they hadn’t had before – to be heard 
and seen by mainstream America. This created 
a dilemma for Black artists and there were many 
debates in the community about who Black art 
was produced for – purely for the entertainment 
of White audiences? Or should the focus be the 
experience of fellow Black people? 

The Cotton Club was a legendary nightclub 
in Harlem that showcased Black entertainers 
and performers to White audiences, and was the 
springboard to fame for musicians such as Duke 
Ellington, Louis Armstrong, Fats Waller, Adelaide 
Hall, Bessie Smith, The Mills Brothers, and Billie 
Holiday. The Cotton Club was a ‘Whites-only’ 
establishment, and Black people were only allowed 
in as performers or workers, with rare exceptions 
made for celebrities. Many other aspects of the 
club supported the racism of the era, with menus 
depicting imagery of naked Black men and women 
as savages in an exotic jungle and tribal mask 
illustrations around the border. 

The Harlem Renaissance brought the Black 
experience clearly into the White consciousness, 
and demonstrated the founding role that African 
Americans had played in the formation of the 
American cultural landscape. On a sociological 
level, it redefined how America, and the world, 
viewed African Americans. The full political 
consequences were arguably not apparent until the 
emergence of the Civil Rights Movement in the 
1950s, when there was a renewed interest in the 
works of the Harlem Renaissance.  

As a literary movement alone, the Harlem 
Renaissance laid the groundwork for all African-
American literature that followed, and had a 
crucial impact on Black literature worldwide. 
The work of writers such as Claude McKay, Jean 
Toomer and Wallace Thurman were both inspired 
by and fed the commercial growth of jazz music 
and a simultaneous flourishing of work by Black 
visual artists such as Aaron Douglas, Laura 
Wheeler Waring and Jacob Lawrence.  

It is hard to pinpoint a precise beginning or 
end of the Harlem Renaissance. In some ways, it 
gradually faded away in the late 1930s and early 
1940s during the Great Depression, when a lot 
of the venues closed down and people simply 
didn’t have the disposable income to purchase 
art, theatre tickets or magazine subscriptions. 
The 1935 Harlem Race Riot – which erupted 
after the death of a young Puerto Rican boy in 
police custody – also lifted the veil on bubbling 
frustrations. In spite of the presence of artists, 
nightclubs and entertainment, Harlem had become 
a place characterised by racial discrimination and 
poverty. Although musicians, poets and artists 
would continue to make their home there, Harlem 
gradually became less of a focal point of a creative 
movement. However, the ripples of expression and 
understanding that the Harlem Renaissance period 
created are still expanding today, and contribute a 
vital chapter in both African-American culture and 
Black culture worldwide. 

Gladys Bentley (pictured here, circa 1930) is now 
widely celebrated for the Black female masculinity 
that she exuded 

Jazz singer Billie Holiday and composer Duke 
Ellington rehearse ‘Symphony in Black: A 
Rhapsody of Negro Life’ in 1935

“AS GAY AS IT WAS BLACK”

� e freedom of expression and 
experimentation that was 
encouraged on the Harlem 
scene of the 1920s wasn’t all 
centred around creativity, it 
also included sexuality
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