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About This Volume
Christopher Allen Varlack

Largely noted for its unparalleled growth in the art and literature
of the African American community, the period of cultural rebirth
known as the New Negro movement, also known as the Harlem
Renaissance, has been a consistent source of interest for readers and
scholars alike. With its production of key authors, from Langston
Hughes to Claude McKay, among others, the Harlem Renaissance
saw the rise in creative endeavors by black artists and writers eager to
celebrate the unique characteristics of black life and to challenge the
institutionalized racial hierarchy pervasive within twentieth-century
$PHULFDQVRFLHW\7KHVHFUHDWLYHWKLQNHUVFHUWDLQO\LQWHOOHFWXDOVLQ
their own right, used their poetry, short stories, novels, and plays as a
vehicle to critique the longstanding issues within society that limited
socioeconomic mobility for blacks while perpetuating startling
stereotypes about a community too long oppressed. Because of its
undeniable impact in shaping the American cultural imagination
regarding blacks and on the larger American literary canon, the
Harlem Renaissance has since been heavily studied as the most
VLJQL¿FDQWSHULRGRIDUWLVWLFDVZHOODVFXOWXUDOH[SORVLRQWKHAfrican
American community has ever experienced. With a series of past
studies on this vital period, including $XVWUDOLD7DUYHUDQGPaula C.
Barnes’ 2006 New Voices on the Harlem Renaissance and Jeffrey O.
G. Ogbar’s 2010 The Harlem Renaissance Revisited, this volume
¿QGVLWVSODFHZLWKLQDQH[SDQVLYH\HWFRQVWDQWO\JURZLQJ¿HOGRI
scholarship seeking to trace the core themes (intra- and extra-racial
color politics, passing, the concept of the New Negro, etc.) that
remain the lasting legacy of an era so important to American life.
7KRXJK WKH ¿HOG RI VFKRODUVKLS VXUURXQGLQJ WKH +DUOHP
Renaissance is so extensive, there are noticeable voids that Critical
Insights: Harlem Renaissance seeks to correct, offering not only
expanded readings of the central themes that have long captivated
the attention of scholars across time, but also providing valuable
vii

insight into the texts, authors, and critical perspectives too often
overlooked. Early reviews of -HDQ 7RRPHU¶V Cane (1923), for
instance, criticized its fragmentary nature, citing it as the source of
the novel’s poor reception among both black and white readers rather
than recognizing its application of modernist principles akin to the
style of Irish novelist and fellow modernist, James Joyce. Similarly,
Claude McKay’s Home to Harlem (1928) has suffered from its early
criticism, too often described through the lens of primitivism that
has since clouded other critical views. As J. Martin Favor notes
in Authentic Blackness: The Folk in the New Negro Renaissance,
“By privileging certain African American identities and voices over
others, the critic of African American literature often restricts too
severely his or her scope of LQWHOOHFWXDOLQTXLU\´  ²DÀDZWKDWKDV
contributed to the perpetuation of these (and other) past oversights.
With Jean-Christophe Cloutier’s 2009 discovery of an unpublished
manuscript by Claude McKay, Amiable with Big Teeth, and the
renewed interest in the Harlem Renaissance that such a discovery
EURXJKWZLWKLWWKLVYROXPHLVDOOWKHPRUHLPSRUWDQWLQ¿OOLQJLQ
some of those persistent gaps, opening the scope of intellectual
inquiry, and adding to the necessary conversations the era advances
about race, class, and gender identity.
,QWKHLQWURGXFWLRQ³7KH+DUOHP5HQDLVVDQFH7KHNew Negro
Intellectual and the Poetry of the Sociopolitical Imagination,”
Christopher Allen Varlack, for example, examines poetry of the
time and the ways in which authors, from Sterling Brown to Claude
McKay, engage the overarching political motivations the progenitors
RI WKH PRYHPHQWVHW LQ SODFH7KURXJK ZRUNV VXFK DV ³+H:DV D
Man” and “America” respectively, these authors responded to the
hostile racial climate of the early to mid-twentieth century, most
evident through the rise in lynchings as well as membership in the
Ku Klux Klan. Here, Varlack traces the political impulse of the era’s
poetic works as a starting place for much larger conversations about
the Harlem Renaissance and its effort to add a new dimension to the
American racial debate. From there, the collection introduces four
critical contexts essays that expand these key themes by tracing the
history of the era in addition to introducing valuable critical and
viii
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comparative perspectives necessary to understanding the spirit of
the time. In “Dawn in Harlem: Exploring the Origins of the Harlem
5HQDLVVDQFHWKURXJK,PDJHDQG7H[W´&DURO\Q.\OHUIRULQVWDQFH
examines the intersections of visual and literary works in the era’s
most noted print publications, from the Harlem issue of Survey
Graphic to Fire!!. In an attempt to probe the ways in which art and
poetry combine to usher in a new dawn for the African-American
community, Kyler emphasizes the multiplicity of artistic visions
that comprised this diverse and celebrated period.
In his essay, “Apathetic Critiques Revisited: -HDQ 7RRPHU¶V
Cane and Its Importance to the Harlem Renaissance,” Gerardo
Del Guercio highlights the history of apathetic criticism regarding
the novel Cane by -HDQ 7RRPHU 1RZ FRQVLGHUHG DQ LPSRUWDQW
modernist work, Cane was heavily criticized upon publication for
what critics perceived as artistic missteps and inconsistencies within
7RRPHU¶VZRUN'HO*XHUFLRVHHNVWRWUDFHWKDWKLVWRU\RIFULWLFLVP
and the overall importance of the novel as a unique undertaking
in the Harlem Renaissance. Focusing on another author who often
GH¿HG WUDGLWLRQDO DUWLVWLF DQG UDFLDO FRQYHQWLRQV LQ ³6XJDU &DQH
and Women’s Identity in Selected Works of Zora Neale Hurston,”
$OO\VRQ 'HQLVH 0DULQR FDOOV DWWHQWLRQ WR +XUVWRQ¶V VKRUW ¿FWLRQ
and Their Eyes Were Watching God with a particular emphasis on
the presence of sugar cane in these works. For Marino, sugar cane
represents a history of racial and economic oppression for women
that is a core theme across many of the era’s most noteworthy texts.
She thus expounds upon a materialist, feminist, and postcolonial
OHQVLQRUGHUWRSUHVHQWWKLVFULWLTXH7KLV¿QDOFULWLFDOFRQWH[WVHVVD\
³0RELOH6XEMHFWVLQ)DXONQHU/DUVHQDQG7KXUPDQRacial Parody
and the White Northern Literary Field” by Cheryl Lester, examines
the urban North as an invaluable setting for the exploration of racial
DQ[LHWLHV DQG WKH UHFRQ¿JXUDWLRQV RI D QDWLRQDO LGHQWLW\ LQ HDUO\
twentieth century texts. Focusing on three novels with an emphasis
RQQDWLRQDQGUDFH²7KXUPDQ¶VThe Blacker the Berry, Faulkner’s
The Sound and the Fury, and Larsen’s Quicksand—Lester provides
a comparative perspective that helps us better understand the
intersecting artistic and LQWHOOHFWXDO WKUHDGV RI WKH WLPH 7RJHWKHU
About This Volume
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the four essays in this section offer a framework for understanding
the Harlem Renaissance, its criticism, and the overarching goals that
its authors sought to achieve.
In its endeavor to explore the key themes and directions
of the Harlem Renaissance period, Critical Insights: Harlem
Renaissance then engages fourteen critical readings essays across
IRXUVHFWLRQVZLWKWKH¿UVWHQWLWOHG7KH1HZ1HJUR7KH3ROLWLFV
and $HVWKHWLFVRIWKH+DUOHP5HQDLVVDQFH7KHVHHVVD\VLQWURGXFH
the core artistic and political movements that shaped the literature
of the time and inform our understanding of its central themes.
In his essay, “‘Hectic Rhythms’: Unseen and Unappreciated
Knowledge in Harlem Renaissance Fiction,” for example, Jericho
Williams examines Claude McKay’s Home to Harlem and Wallace
7KXUPDQ¶VThe Blacker the Berry as a response to the Du Boisian
concept of the talented tenth. Essentially arguing that these works
posit an alternative to classical education, he interrogates the era’s
debate regarding the educated elite and the merits of the “low down”
IRON,Q³7RZDUGD7KHRU\RI$UWDV3URSDJDQGD5H(YDOXDWLQJWKH
Political Novels of the Harlem Renaissance,” Christopher Allen
Varlack also seeks to examine the ideology of W. E. B. Du Bois,
discussing how Walter White’s The Fire in the Flint anticipates the
notion of art as propaganda, while George Schuyler’s Black No More
provides a clear political response to the history of lynching rampant
LQWKHWZHQWLHWKFHQWXU\)LQDOO\6HUHWKD':LOOLDPVLQ³µ7KH%LWWHU
River’: Langston Hughes and the Violent South,” traces the ways
in which the poet laureate of the Harlem Renaissance, Langston
Hughes, uses his poetry to call attention to the oppression and
exploitation of blacks. In doing so, Williams expands the timeframe
of the Harlem Renaissance, noting the much farther-reaching
discussion of O\QFKLQJWKDWFRQWLQXHVZHOOLQWRWKHV7RJHWKHU
these essays provide insight into the purposeful intellectual and
political projects of the Harlem Renaissance literary intelligentsia.
7KH QH[W VHFWLRQ$FURVV WKH &RORU /LQH 5DFLDO 3DVVLQJ DQG
the Harlem Renaissance, offers a look into one of the central
topics explored in much of the era’s literature: passing and the
notion of racial indeterminacy. In Holly Simpson Fling’s essay,
x
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“Racial Connections in ‘7LPH6SDFH¶$&KURQRWRSLF$SSURDFKWR
Johnson’s The Autobiography of an Ex-Colored Man,” she uses M.
M. Bakhtin’s notion of the chronotope as a vehicle to explore racial
passing in one of Johnson’s most celebrated works. For Fling, the
journey of the unnamed protagonist in the novel parallels the very
real experience of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, calling
attention not only the impulses that drive one to pass, but also the
fears of white society that gave life to the color line. Charlotte
7HDJXHLQ³)UDPLQJ5DFLDO,GHQWLW\DQG&ODVV0DJQLI\LQJ7KHPHV
of Assimilation and Passing in the Works of Johnson and Hughes,”
then expands upon this present discussion, exploring the ways in
ZKLFKOLWHUDWXUHRIWKHWLPHSUREHVWKHYHU\UHDOGLI¿FXOWLHVRIWKH
Negro question and the pervasive FRORUOLQH)RU7HDJXH-RKQVRQ
and Hughes integrate issues of assimilation and passing within The
Autobiography of an Ex-Colored Man and Not Without Laughter in
order to reach a better sense of conclusions about racial identity and
FODVV/LNH7HDJXH+ROO\7%DNHUDOVRDGGUHVVHVWKHFRPSOLFDWLRQV
of passing in one of the era’s most noteworthy texts. In her essay,
³µ:K\+DGQ¶W6KH6SRNHQ7KDW'D\"¶7KH'HVWUXFWLYH3RZHURI
Racial Silence in Nella Larsen’s Passing,” she examines the trend
of intra- and extra-racial silence or silencing that proves destructive
in American society. Under this lens, racial passing is not only a
source of discomfort for the white community, but also for those in
passing—a fact that reinforced the need for more open conversations
about race and racial indeterminacy as the American racial landscape
FRQWLQXHGWRFKDQJH7KH¿QDOHVVD\RIWKLVVHFWLRQ³-XVW3DVVLQJ
7KURXJK7KH+DUOHP5HQDLVVDQFH:RPDQRQWKH0RYH´E\-RVKXD
M. Murray, offers a comparative perspective on the era’s passing
novels, including White’s Flight, Jessie Redmon Fauset’s Plum Bun:
A Novel Without a Moral, and Nella Larsen’s Quicksand. By tracing
the racial and geographical shifts that each protagonist explores,
Murray highlights themes of liminality and transition as authors of
the Harlem Renaissance sought to probe the experiences of black
women in the United States.
6HFWLRQ WKUHH HQWLWOHG %ODFN :RPDQ%ODFN 0RWKHU 7RZDUG
D 7KHRU\ RI WKH New Negro Woman, is a particularly important
About This Volume
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VHFWLRQ LQ H[SDQGLQJ WKH GH¿QLWLRQ RI WKHNew Negro, typically a
¿JXUH JHQGHUHG PDOH 7KHVH HVVD\V WUDFH WKH YLWDO UROH RI IHPDOH
characters and female-authored texts in shaping the discourse of
the Harlem Renaissance. Lisa Elwood-Farber, for instance, in her
essay, “Grimké’s Sentimentalism in Rachel: Subversion as an Act
of Feminism,” traces Rachel’s refusal to marry and have children—
the traditional norms for women at the time—as an apparent form
of protection for her unborn children, given the era’s hostile racial
climate, but also as a move toward social change for the black mother.
Elwood-Farber highlights the unique concerns of black women far
different from the concerns of their white counterparts. Similarly,
LQ µ³:KHUH LV WKDW$UN XY 6DIW\¶"7UDFLQJ WKH 5ROH RI WKH %ODFN
Woman as Protector in Georgia Douglas Johnson’s Plays,” Brandon
L. A. Hutchinson also centers her discussion around the mindset
of the black mother at a time of rampant lynchings. Hutchinson
explores three works by Johnson, each tracing the ways in which the
black mother responded to this consistent threat. Similarly, in her
HVVD\³µ'RQ¶WNQRFNDWP\GRRUOLWWOHFKLOG¶7KH0DQWOHG3RHWLFV
of Georgia Douglas Johnson’s Motherhood Poetry,” Michelle J.
Pinkard highlights the shifting conceptions of black motherhood
DQG WKH FRPSOLFDWLRQV ZLWK WKDW GH¿QLWLRQ GXULQJ WKH +DUOHP
Renaissance era. In the process, she foregrounds the role of the
New Negro female poets in pursuing a type of sociopolitical agency
otherwise denied them twofold as a result of their gender and race.
7KH ¿QDO VHFWLRQ 7KH New Negro Revisited: New Readings
of the Harlem Renaissance, attempts to move beyond what Miriam
7KDJJHUW GHVFULEHV DV WKH ZRUQRXW WKHPHV DQG DSSURDFKHV WR WKH
Harlem Renaissance, offering new insights into the era’s most
controversial, as well as under-examined, texts (16). In “Writing
Across the Color Line: Carl Van Vechten’s Nigger Heaven and
the Insatiable Hunger for Literature of Black American Life,”
Christopher Allen Varlack attempts to review this text outside its
traditional primitivist lens. Here, he focuses on the often-ignored
discussion that the black intellectual Van Vechten incorporates into
his text and his engagement of one of the core discussions of the
time—how the black LQWHOOHFWXDO ¿QGV RU IDLOV WR ¿QG  KDUPRQ\
xii
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between the life of the folk and the life of the mind. In “Dancing
Between Cultures: Claude McKay and the Harlem Renaissance,”
/LVD 7RPOLQVRQ VWULYHV WR H[SORUH WKRVH LQWHUVHFWLRQV RI 0F.D\¶V
early Caribbean poetry and his later work after emigrating to the
8QLWHG6WDWHVRUWUDYHOOLQJDEURDG$V7RPOLQVRQDUJXHVVFKRODUVKLS
insisting on isolating these works vastly misrepresents McKay’s
artistic and intellectual project, as McKay expounds upon his themes
of class and race oppression in his most celebrated post-emigration
texts. In ‘“Blue Smoke’ and ‘Stale Fried Fish’: A Decadent View
of 5LFKDUG%UXFH1XJHQW´7LIIDQ\$XVWLQUHLQWURGXFHVWKHZRUNRI
WKHRQO\RSHQO\JD\+DUOHP5HQDLVVDQFH¿JXUHSODFLQJSDUWLFXODU
emphasis on Salome and a short story published in the only issue of
the Niggerati’s Fire!! Austin resurrects an author largely forgotten in
Harlem Renaissance scholarship, his novel, Gentleman Jigger, only
SXEOLVKHG GHFDGHV DIWHU KLV GHDWK 7KH ¿QDO HVVD\ LQ WKLV VHFWLRQ
³*RLQJ%DFNWR:RUN7KURXJK7KH5HWXUQWRFolk Origins in the
Late Harlem Renaissance” by Karl Henzy, then continues the work
of resurrecting and revisiting. Here, Henzy focuses on four key
novels from Hurston’s Jonah’s Gourd Vine to Arna Bontemps’ God
Sends Sundays. Henzy focuses on the novels’ return to folk origins,
the intellectual underpinnings of these works, and the ways in which
WKHVHDXWKRUVUHÀHFWRQWKH+DUOHP5HQDLVVDQFHDWODUJH
7KLV YROXPH FRQFOXGHV ZLWK DQ H[WHQVLYH FKURQRORJ\ RI WKH
Harlem Renaissance era—one that attempts to call attention to key
OLWHUDU\DQGDUWLVWLFZRUNVWKDWEHVWGH¿QHWKHVSLULWRIWKHDJH)HZ
past studies on this period include a detailed chronology—David
Levering Lewis’ 1994 The Portable Harlem Renaissance Reader
and George Hutchinson’s 2007 The Cambridge Companion to the
Harlem Renaissance, for instance—and so, with recent discoveries
DQGSXEOLFDWLRQVLQWKH¿HOGLQFOXGLQJVHYHUDOSRVWKXPRXVZRUNV
LWLVORQJRYHUGXHIRUDQXSGDWHGWLPHOLQHWRDFFXUDWHO\UHÀHFWWKH
era’s continued and evolving work. In its endeavors to push the
boundaries of critical thought regarding the Harlem Renaissance,
Critical Insights: Harlem Renaissance, we believe, is a valuable and
much-needed contribution, which seeks to expand our understanding
of an era that fundamentally resists boundaries to the core. “Like
About This Volume
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any complex cultural movement in which persons learn from each
other, the Harlem Renaissance (and its continuing study) must be
seen as a series of interrelated events, which reverberate down into
our present consciousness. It is for such reasons that we [too] return
to this project” (Kramer 1), as many have done before, in hopes of
offering a few new points of consideration on an era that continues
to heavily resonate in the American spirit and culture even today.
Works Cited
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“Don’t knock at my door, little child”: The
Mantled Poetics of Georgia Douglas Johnson’s
Motherhood Poetry
Michelle J. Pinkard

³2QHRIWKH/HDVWRI7KHVH0\/LWWOH2QH´
7KHLQIDQWH\HVORRNRXWDPD]HGXSRQWKHIURZQLQJHDUWK
A stranger, in a land now strange, child of the mantled-birth;
Waxing, he wonders more and more; the scowling grows apace;
A world, behind its barring doors, reviles his ebon face:
Yet from this maelstrom issues forth a God-like entity,
7KDWORYHVDZRUOGDOOORYHOHVVDQGVPLOHVRQ&DOYDU\ -RKQVRQ

Georgia Douglas Johnson’s brief poem is one of the featured
motherhood poems published in her 1922 collection Bronze: A
Book of Verse. Contained in these dense couplets are the gender
and race motives, ideologies and relationships that arguably
UHÀHFW WKH GULYLQJ IRUFH EHKLQG WKH +DUOHP 5HQDLVVDQFH 0DQ\
characteristics of Renaissance writing are included: a version of
spirituality that honors the virtues of the oppressed, vivid depictions
of the imprisoning forces of marginalization, and the push toward
VRPHWKLQJEHWWHUWREHVRPHWKLQJEHWWHU%XWEH\RQGIXO¿OOLQJPRVW
of the content criteria for Renaissance poetry, this poem includes
another cultural trope that is often overlooked as a component of the
movement by critics both within and beyond the era: motherhood
DQGVSHFL¿FDOO\WKHH[SHULHQFHRIPRWKHULQJZLWKLQDQRSSUHVVHG
reality. While the mother in this poem is not explicitly present in the
lines of Johnson’s work, it is she who is capable of viewing the world
through both the weariness of the oppressed and the innocence of an
infant. Her only source of solace to a child burdened by a “mantled”
ELUWKULJKWLVDGDXQWLQJFRPSDULVRQWRWKHFUXFL¿HG&KULVW-RKQVRQ¶V
“Don’t knock at my door, little child”
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poem is indicative of the work Harlem Renaissance women poets
were doing to articulate their individualized disillusionment with
their respective PDUJLQDOL]DWLRQDQGWRGH¿QHIRUWKHPVHOYHVWKHLU
unique gendered role in the burgeoning racial movement of uplift. A
close reading of her poetry will show that the conceptualization of
black motherhood is at the center of this poem and the progression
of the Harlem Renaissance Movement.
Johnson’s contribution to the literary movement is an
impressive feat. She is the most productive female poet of the Harlem
Renaissance, publishing three volumes of poems—The Heart of a
Woman (1918), Bronze (1922), and An Autumn Love Cycle (1928)—
between 1918 and 1938 at a time where few women published
even one volume. While Johnson also wrote short stories, one-act
plays, and songs, her reputation rests on poetry, as she was the most
anthologized woman poet in the New Negro movement. Claudia
7DWHVKHGVOLJKWRQWKHSRHW¶VSODFHPHQWLQWKH+DUOHP5HQDLVVDQFH
Neither a subscriber to Victorian ideology nor a fully modern woman,
Johnson stood between those of the generation who understood sex
DVWKHKXVEDQG¶VFRQMXJDOULJKWUDFHDV¿[HGDQGSRHWU\DVVHGDWH
speculative wonder on one extreme, and those of the next generation
ZKR DVVXPHG VH[XDO OLEHUW\ ÀXLG UDFLDO LGHQWLWLHV DQG SRHWLF
sensibility of social activism on the other. (xix)

Much of Johnson’s motherhood poetry presents a speaker
FRQIRXQGHGLQKHUUROHWRUDLVHD³PDQWOHG´FKLOG7KHZRUGmantled,
meaning “cloaked in darkness,” is a central motif in Bronze. What
distinguishes Johnson’s motherhood poetry from other women
poets of the era is her focus on the intra-cultural pressure to silence
gendered concerns. In this context, writing poems that break the
silence becomes a radical pursuit.
7KRXJKWKHFRQVWUXFWLRQRIEODFNmotherhood has long been a
pressing concern in cultural studies, few have considered the issue in
the context of the Harlem Renaissance. Scholars like Maureen Honey,
Cheryl Wall, &ODXGLD7DWHDQG*ORULD+XOOKDYHPDGHVLJQL¿FDQW
strides in rescuing New Negro women’s poetries from obscurity by
securing the placement of women writers in the Harlem Renaissance
218
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canon. However, examining New Negro Women poets and their
work through the analytical framework of intersectionality—which
considers the lived experience of those who embody multiple layers
of marginalization—illuminates the gendered aspects of this race
movement and the women writers’ responses to it. Intersectionality,
in turn, offers scholars the necessary tools to approach New Negro
women’s poetry as a contribution to a legacy of resistance via
strategic measures in representation. Revisiting poets like Johnson,
writers who were analyzing and theorizing their own Intersectionality
before Kimberlé Crenshaw coined the term in 1989, provides insight
LQWRWKLVKLVWRULFDOO\VLJQL¿FDQWPRPHQW
“The Damnation of Women:” Renaissance Leaders
Discuss Motherhood
7KHFRQVWUXFWRI%ODFNmotherhood is especially intersectional, as
it is both gendered and raced. Motherhood would become a central
focus of the Harlem Renaissance movement, at one time serving as
its primary symbol in its ability to personify uplift, strength, and
UHQHZDO 7KH PHQ RI WKH HUD ZHUH DFXWHO\ DZDUH RI WKH V\PEROLF
power of mothering in Black communities and often evoked the
FRQFHSW WR ¿JKW QHJDWLYH FXOWXUDO LPDJLQJ :KLOH JHQGHU KDV WRR
often been removed from race discussion, what has become clear is
that the New Negro woman’s primary gift, VDFUL¿FHDQGREOLJDWLRQ
to the racial uplift movement was motherhood. Kevin Gains depicts
this cultural atmosphere of the movement in Uplifting the Race,
explaining that “amidst the violent racism prevalent at the turn of
the twentieth century, African-American cultural elites struggling
to articulate a positive black identity developed the middle-class
ideology of racial uplift” (4). Ultimately, the belief that one could
escape social and political injustice by indoctrinating middle-class
values gained momentum within the Renaissance and beyond.
Notably, these values, which lauded education and a version of
sexual morality rooted in class, became the very premise of racial
uplift.
Intersectionality argues that it is reckless to review middle-class
ideology without peeling through its race and gender implications.
“Don’t knock at my door, little child”
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$ 'X %RLV HVVD\ SRLJQDQWO\ WLWOHG ³7KH 'DPQDWLRQ RI :RPHQ´
illuminates most sharply black women’s obligatory contribution and
VDFUL¿FHWRWKHPRYHPHQWYLDmotherhood:
7KHZRUOGZDQWVKHDOWK\EDELHVDQGLQWHOOLJHQWZRUNHUV7RGD\ZH
refuse to allow the combination and force thousands of intelligent
workers to go childless at a horrible expenditure of moral force, or we
damn them if they break our idiotic conventions. Only at the VDFUL¿FH
of intelligence and the chance to do their best work can the majority
RIPRGHUQZRPHQEHDUFKLOGUHQ7KLVLVWKHGDPQDWLRQRIZRPHQ
All womanhood is hampered today because the world on which it is
emerging is a world that tries to worship both virgins and mothers
and in the end despises motherhood and despoils virgins. (164)

As empathetic as Du Bois’ review may be, the essay ends with
the familiar lauding of an idealized strong black woman and her
ability to endure her predestined, “damned” role of Negro mother.
+HZULWHV³7RGD\WKHGUHDPVRIWKHPRWKHUVDUHFRPLQJWUXH:H
have still our poverty and degradation, our lewdness and our cruel
toil; but we have, too, a vast group of women of Negro blood who
IRUVWUHQJWKRIFKDUDFWHUFOHDQQHVVRIVRXODQGXQVHO¿VKGHYRWLRQ
of purpose, is today easily the peer of any group of women in the
FLYLOL]HGZRUOG´ 'X%RLV 7KRXJKVHHPLQJO\FRPSOLPHQWDU\
within Du Bois’ description are gender expectations tantamount to
VDFUL¿FH DQG VXEPLVVLRQ LQ WKH QDPH RI UDFLDO SURJUHVV 7KH FRVW
of this imaging would be that black women were socialized into
VDFUL¿FLQJWKHLUVH[XDOLW\DQGLQGLYLGXDOLW\IRUWKHUDFHPRYHPHQW
Yet, while many black women, informed and inspired by uplift,
would use motherhood/mothering as a site for resistance to raise
empowered children who reject racial stereotypes, they hardly
conformed to the patriarchal dicta that demanded they accept
maternal suffering in silence. Nor did they consider themselves
relegated solely to the domestic sphere. Even women like Johnson,
who arguably subscribed to tenants of Black Victorian respectability
and gentility, would become “race women” in their community
activism, educational aptitude, and professional success.
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For many women who struggled with negotiating the public
sphere of race and the domestic sphere of gender, poetry would
become an accessible outlet to express their disillusionment with
being asked to mother like the culturally idolized, middle-class white
mother, but without the access to white privilege—a salient concern
in working, middle, and “leisure” classes (McDougald). In the face
of crippling racist imaging, Black male leaders wanted to prove that
the New Negro woman was the epitome of femininity; she would
EHFHOHEUDWHGZLWKWKHFURZQRI³VWUHQJWK´IRUKHUDELOLW\WRIXO¿OO
gender roles under the shared umbrella of race. A comparison of
poetry by Langston Hughes and Johnson will help to illustrate this
JHQGHUVSHFL¿FDSSURDFKWRracial uplift.
Consider Hughes’ famed poem “Mother to Son.” Encased
in domesticity, as both the setting and metaphor of the poem is a
staircase, the mother’s sole purpose is to encourage her male child
toward progression by modeling her strength of character, her
determination, and her courage. In reference to her socially worn,
“splintered” condition, the mother asserts the following:
I’se been a-climbin’ on,
And reachin’ landin’s,
And turnin’ corners,
And sometimes goin’ in the dark
:KHUHWKHUHDLQ¶WEHHQQROLJKW +XJKHVOLQHV±

+XJKHV¶PRWKHUUHÀHFWVWKHDUFKHW\SDOEODFNPRWKHUZKRIUHTXHQWO\
appears in black male-authored literature. She is elevated through
an inner strength. Her modesty is larger than life. She survives by
putting her head down and burrowing forward. And, not as apparent,
but certainly understood, she is asexual. Her lack of reference to a
mate with the singular “I” equally depicts this women’s struggle
toward ascension as singular.
7KH SRHP LV WKXV SDUWLFLSDWLQJ LQ WKH DIRUHPHQWLRQHG racial
uplift response of confronting extremely negative race imaging with
extremely positive race imaging. Anne Stavney explains, “Defending
their women against these primarily white, racist assertions, black
males produced an idealized image of black womanhood in the
“Don’t knock at my door, little child”
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form of the ‘moral mother.’ From civic leader to politician to writer
to artist, black men of the 1920s and 30s promoted an ideology of
JORUL¿HG EODFN motherhood” (534). What Hughes is depicting, if
not arguably endorsing, in “Mother to Son” is the raced woman’s
intersecting role to nurture, sustain, and prepare her children for life
in a racist society. His speaker has mastered this technique as she
LV XQÀLQFKLQJ LQ ERWK WKH OLYHG UHVSRQVH WRoppression and in her
instructions to the son as she demands:
So boy, don’t you turn back.
Don’t you set down on the steps
µ&DXVH\RX¿QGVLW¶VNLQGHUKDUG
'RQ¶W\RXIDOOQRZ² +XJKHVOLQHV±

Hughes’ mother speaker not only overcomes her oppression in her
ability to continue to endure it; as noted in her closing remarks,
“I’se still climbin’ [emphasis added]” (line 19), she does so without
complaint. Her instruction, while inspirational on its face, is not
so much about change as it is about endurance. And, her gendered
H[DPSOH RI HQGXUDQFH ZRXOG DSSHDU WR EH KHU PRVW VLJQL¿FDQW
contribution to the movement.
By contrast, Johnson’s motherhood poems reveal a more
FRQÀLFWHG DQG YXOQHUDEOH ZRPDQ +HU FRQVWUXFWLRQ RI WKH New
Negro mother is not as absolute as Renaissance leaders often
SUHVHQWHG -RKQVRQ¶V PRWKHU SHUVRQD LV ÀXLG FRQWHPSODWLYH DQG
UHVSRQVLYH ,Q OLHX RI FUDIWLQJ D VWRLF PRWKHU ZKR SHUVRQL¿HV WKH
willing representation of racial uplift, Johnson’s motherhood poems
SULPDULO\SUHVHQWDZRPDQZKRLVDUUHVWHGLQGRXEW7KLVOD\HULQJRI
UDFHDQGJHQGHULVHYLGHQWLQ³6KDOO,VD\µ0\6RQ<RX¶UH%UDQGHG"´
7KHSRHPH[SORUHVWKHUHDOLW\RIKDYLQJWRPDNHFKLOGUHQDZDUHRI
their own oppressed existence. Unlike Hughes’ determined speaker,
Johnson’s mother-speaker experiences a doubt-ridden paralysis in
her inability to negotiate the gendered call to nurture with the racial
uplift mandate to educate. Consider the following lines of the poem:
Shall I say, “My son, you’re branded in this country’s pageantry,
%\VWUDQJHVXEWOHWLHV\RX¶UHWHWKHUHGDQGQRIRUXPVHWV\RXIUHH"´
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Shall I mark the young lights fading through your soul-enchannelled
eye,
$VWKHGXVN\SDOORIVKDGRZVVFUHHQWKHKLJKZD\VRI\RXUVN\"
Or shall I, with love prophetic, bid you dauntlessly arise,
Spurn the handicap that clogs you, taking what the world denies,
Bid you storm the sullen fortress wrought by prejudice and wrong
With a faith that shall not falter, in your heart and on your tongue!
(Johnson 121)

7KHgendered expectation to nurture and protect the male child is
GLVUXSWHGE\UDFLDOQRUPVDQGFRQGLWLRQLQJ7KHPRWKHU¶VWXPXOWLVLQ
conversation with the very principles of racial uplift. With this work,
Johnson questions the prioritization of race from both a mother’s
SHUVSHFWLYHDQGIURPDOLYHGH[SHULHQFH7KLVGXDOLW\DJDLQIUDFWXUHV
the mother-identity from the individual identity, all of which shows
the multidimensionality of the speaker’s experiences. She is not
solely a mother; implied in her indecision is an experience with the
ZRUOGWKDWSXVKHVEH\RQGWKHPDWHUQDOVSKHUH7KDWH[SHULHQFHKDV
inspired a series of questions that not only trouble her mothering,
EXWVSHDNWRWKHFRUHRIDPDUJLQDOL]HGLGHQWLW\7RZKDWGHJUHHGRHV
DZDUHQHVVRIWKLV³EUDQGHG´FRQGLWLRQKHOSWKHRSSUHVVHG"7RZKDW
GHJUHHGRHVWKHDZDUHQHVVKLQGHU"7KHTXHVWLRQLVQRWUHVROYHGLQ
this poem, but a point is made in the asking. While the speaker does
not come to a resolution, the mother’s frustration is understood with
the emphatic exclamation point that concludes the work. Johnson’s
intersectional analysis of New Negro motherhood offers a more
comprehensive review of gendered elements of racial formation.
Yet, despite efforts like those of Johnson, it was the image of
the strong, racial champion New Negro mother that prevailed during
WKH HUD 7KLV VXEVXPLQJ PRWKHU EHFDPH D V\PERO RI WKH HQWLUH
movement as evidenced in the 1925 publication of The New Negro.
Notably, at this Renaissance moment, the movement had found its
footing and was diving into the American conscience with a surge of
artistic creativity unparalleled by any black cultural movement that
preceded it. Artists strategically used literature, music, and art to
¿JKWVRFLDOLOOVWRJLYHYRLFHWRVLOHQFHGFRPPXQLWLHVDQGWRWHVWLI\
“Don’t knock at my door, little child”
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to their own humanness. Renaissance leader Alain Locke edited
and released The New Negro in a celebrated effort to document the
movement’s progression. 7KH FROOHFWLRQ¶V IURQWLVSLHFH WLWOHG The
Brown Madonna, which depicts a young Negro mother and her
LQIDQWFKLOGH[HPSOL¿HVZRPHQ¶VUROHLQXSOLIWZKLOHV\PEROL]LQJ
the spirit of rebirth that mobilized the movement.

Fig. 1. Winold Reiss, The Brown Madonna. The New Negro (1925)

Locke’s decision to use The Brown Madonna is particularly telling
when we consider the purpose-driven nature of the collection. While
SURFODLPLQJ WKH REMHFWLYH IRU UDFLDO UHQHZDO DQG UHGH¿QLWLRQ WKH
portrait also promotes a non-sexualized, domesticated version of
black womanhood. Emily Orlando points out that the image, created
by Austrian painter :LQROG5LHVVH[HPSOL¿HVWKHLURQLFDOO\YLUJLQDO
black mother role heralded by men of the era:
So here again the image of the Madonna is revisionist in that she
is Africanized—as a gesture of race pride—yet it serves to send a
PHVVDJH WR EODFN ZRPHQ WKDW WKH UROH RI VHOIVDFUL¿FLQJ DWWHQGDQW
is one of the few available to her. Further, the reference to the
Immaculate Conception recalls Christianity’s emphasis on the
Madonna’s reliance upon a male savior for redemption. She is not so
very empowered after all. (65)
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Chronology of the Harlem Renaissance
Christopher Allen Varlack & Karl Henzy

The Precursor to the Harlem Renaissance: 1903 to 1919
1903

April, W. E. B. Du Bois publishes The Souls of Black
Folk. September, : ( % 'X %RLV SXEOLVKHV ³7KH
7DOHQWHG7HQWK´

1905

7KRPDV'L[RQSXEOLVKHVThe Clansman: An Historical
Romance of the Ku Klux Klan, which contributes
to a rise in Klan membership and the negative
stigmatization of the African American community
post-Reconstruction. Jessie Redmon Fauset also
graduates from Cornell University with a Bachelor of
Arts in classical languages.

1906

September, the Atlanta Race Riots occur, resulting in
WKHGHDWKVRIWZHQW\¿YHWRIRUW\$IULFDQ$PHULFDQV

1907

Alain Locke graduates from Harvard University with
degrees in literature and philosophy, becomes the
¿UVW African American Rhodes Scholar, and attends
Hertford College, unable to obtain admission to
several colleges at Oxford University due to racial
discrimination.

1909

February, the National Association for the Advancement
of Colored People (NAACP) is founded.

1910

1RYHPEHU 'X %RLV SXEOLVKHV WKH ¿UVW LVVXH RI The
Crisis, originally titled The Crisis: A Record of
the Darker Races. 7KURXJKRXW WKH \HDU WKH Great
Migration begins as approximately 1.6 million African
Americans begin to migrate from the South by 1930.
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Works of the Harlem Renaissance
Autobiographies

Du Bois, W. E. B. Dusk of Dawn: An Essay Toward an Autobiography of
a Race Concept. 1940.
Hughes, Langston. I Wonder as I Wander. 1956.
__________. The Big Sea. 1940.
Hurston, Zora Neale. Dust Tracks on a Road. 1942.
McKay, Claude. A Long Way from Home. 1937.
Drama

Bonner, Marita. Exit: An Illusion. 1929.
__________. The Purple Flower. 1928.
Grimké, Angelina Weld. Rachel. 1916.
Hughes, Langston. Mulatto. 1935.
__________ & Zora Neale Hurston. Mule-Bone: A Comedy of Negro
Life. 1930.
Hurston, Zora Neale. Color Struck: A Play in Four Scenes. 1926.
7KXUPDQ:DOODFH :LOOLDP-RXUGDQ5DSSHarlem: A Melodrama of
Negro Life in Harlem. 1929.
Poetry

Brown, Sterling. Southern Road. 1932.
Cullen, Countee. Ballad of the Brown Girl. 1927.
__________. Color. 1925.
__________. Copper Sun. 1927.
__________. The Black Christ. 1929.
__________. The Medea and Some Poems. 1935.
Hughes, Langston. Fine Clothes to the Jew. 1927.
__________. The Weary Blues. 1926.
Johnson, James Weldon. God’s Trombones: Seven Negro Sermons in
Verse. 1927.
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