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Series Foreword

Worshipped and cursed. Loved and loathed. Obsessed about the world over.
What does it take to become an icon? Regardless of subject, culture, or era,
the requisite qualifications are the same: (1) challenge the status quo, (2) influ-
ence millions, and (3) affect history.

Using these criteria, ABC-Clio/Greenwood introduces a new reference for-
mat and approach to popular culture. Spanning a wide range of subjects,
volumes in the Greenwood Icons series provide students and general readers
with a port of entry into the most fascinating and influential topics of the day.
Every title offers an in-depth look at 24 iconic figures, each of which captures
the essence of a broad subject. These icons typically embody a group of val-
ues, elicit strong reactions, reflect the essence of a particular time and place,
and link different traditions and periods. Among those featured are artists
and activists, superheroes and spies, inventors and athletes, the legends and
mythmakers of entire generations. Yet icons can also come from unexpected
places: as the heroine who transcends the pages of a novel or as the revolu-
tionary idea that shatters our previously held beliefs. Whether people, places,
or things, such icons serve as a bridge between the past and the present, the
canonical and the contemporary. By focusing on icons central to popular cul-
ture, this series encourages students to appreciate cultural diversity and criti-
cally analyze issues of enduring significance.

Most important, these books are as entertaining as they are provocative.
Is Disneyland a more influential icon of the American West than Las Vegas?
How do ghosts and ghouls reflect our collective psyche? Is Barry Bonds an
inspiring or deplorable icon of baseball?

Designed to foster debate, the series serves as a unique resource that is ideal
for paper writing or report purposes. Insightful, in-depth entries provide far
more information than conventional reference articles but are less intimidating
and more accessible than a book-length biography. The most revered and
reviled icons of American and world history are brought to life with related
sidebars, timelines, fact boxes, and quotations. Authoritative entries are
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accompanied by bibliographies, making these titles an ideal starting point for
further research. Spanning a wide range of popular topics, including business,
literature, civil rights, politics, music, and more, books in the series provide
fresh insights for the student and popular reader into the power and influence
of icons, a topic of as vital interest today as in any previous era.



Preface

Many works and authors enjoy fleeting popularity. They may be included on
course syllabi for a while or appear on bestseller lists for a few weeks, but
then they fall into obscurity. While few authors and works have enduring,
iconic significance, those that do seem to remain recognizable and popular
despite the passing of time; they are mainstays in literature classrooms and
are continually the subjects of theses and dissertations. From early seminal
works such as Booker T. Washington’s Up from Slavery through contempo-
rary works such as August Wilson’s 10-play cycle that documents the African
American experience, iconic works and authors such as these have played a
tremendous role in the canonization of African American literature.

In fact, the contemporary interest in and recognition of African American
literature can be attributed, in part, to several iconic texts, writers, movements,
and literary ideals. Icons of African American Literature identifies and defines
24 of the most recognizable and popular subjects related to African American
literature. The subjects identified as icons are widely regarded and read and
are generally considered as canonical. Their appeal crosses literary boundar-
ies; they are not limited to studies of African American literature but can
be found in studies of American literature, women, history, and other areas.
These subjects have permanence, too; they are just as appealing and insightful
today as they were years ago. They continue to be the focus of contemporary
research and are the standard to which other works are compared. They are
the subjects and basis of film, theatrical productions, and critical texts.

In addition to canonical works and writers such as Toni Morrison, The
Color Purple, Ralph Ellison, and Native Son, movements such as Black Arts
and the Harlem Renaissance are also included because many African Ameri-
can writers and texts have been influenced by the cultural and social nuances
of those periods. A survey of any number of African American works will
reveal that many of them address or use as their subjects pertinent issues from
the Black Arts and Harlem Renaissance movements. It can also be argued that
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many African American literary works are symbolic of the periods. Included,
as well, are tropes such as signifying and the blues and jazz aesthetics. The
tropes are considered iconic because they are the legs upon which many of
the subjects stand, and they serve as the foundation for many other African
American works.

Icons of African American Literature has been written so that users will
find it helpful no matter their stage of research. Advanced high school stu-
dents, undergraduates, and users of community college and public libraries
will all find the information accessible.

Graduate students and seasoned scholars in the initial stage of research
will also find this text useful, for each entry includes primary and secondary
sources. Entries are written in chapter format, and vary in length from 5,000
to 10,000 words. The icons fall within three categories: writers/works, lit-
erary periods/movements, and forms. Writers/works include Maya Angelou,
best known for her autobiography, I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings; James
Baldwin, one of the first male African American authors to explore homo-
sexual themes in his work; Paul Laurence Dunbar, best known for his use of
dialect poetry; Henry Louis Gates, the literary scholar and critic who found
himself immersed in a national racial drama in 2009; E. Lynn Harris, the
former IBM salesman who popularized African American gay male fiction;
Langston Hughes, who is often referred to as the poet laureate of African
American poetry; Zora Neale Hurston, the major female writer of the Harlem
Renaissance; Invisible Man, Ralph Ellison’s novel that follows the psychologi-
cal journey of an unnamed narrator; Terry McMillan, the wildly popular fic-
tion writer who introduced readers to the independent black woman (IBW);
Toni Morrison, whose oeuvre earned her a Nobel Prize in Literature; Walter
Mosley, the mystery writer whose Easy Rawlins series was wildly popular in
the mid-to-late 20th century; Native Son, Richard Wright’s acclaimed pro-
test novel; A Raisin in the Sun, Lorraine Hansberry’s drama, which was the
first play by an African American woman to be produced on Broadway and
the first play staged on Broadway with an African American director; Souls
of Black Folk, W.E.B. Du Bois’s prose collection that spurred the genesis of
African American literary history; Up from Slavery, Booker T. Washington’s
acclaimed autobiography; Alice Walker, the Pulitzer Prize-winning novelist
who is credited with rediscovering Zora Neale Hurston; and August Wilson,
the dramatist from Pittsburgh who won two Pulitzer Prizes for Drama for his
10-play cycle that documents the 20th-century African American experience.

Movements/periods include the Black Aesthetic, the post—Civil Rights
Movement that encouraged African American writers to reject Western ideol-
ogy; the Black Arts Movement, which was closely associated with the Black
Power Movement; and the Harlem Renaissance, the early 20th-century move-
ment that took place in Harlem, New York.

Forms include the Blues Aesthetic, which takes its inspiration and themes
from blues music; the Jazz Aesthetic, which includes literature that incorpo-
rates the riffs and improvisation of jazz music; signifying, a form of verbal
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play that is widely used in African American literature; and the slave narra-
tive, a literary form that was popularized by former slaves but still influences
contemporary African American literature.

While arguably there are other works, writers, movements, and forms that
can be considered iconic, the entries that are presented in this book represent
the standard by which all others are measured.

xi
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“I will not allow anybody to minimize my life, not anybody, not a living
soul—nobody, no lover, no mother, no son, no boss, no President, nobody”
(119). These words spoken by Maya Angelou (1928-) to writer Judith Pat-
terson during an interview in the September 1982 issue of Vogue provide the
unofficial thesis for the writer’s entire career. Heralded as one of the great
contemporary writers of African American and women’s literatures, through-
out her life and career, Angelou has done it all. In a life that has spanned eight
decades and several continents, she has been a singer, dancer, actress, direc-
tor, the first black female railcar conductor in San Francisco, and part-time
madam.

The vast majority of what readers know about Angelou stems from her
six-volume autobiography that spans the nearly 40 years of her life, from the
day she boarded the train for Stamps, Arkansas, to the day she wrote the first
line of I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings. Angelou has turned the modern
autobiography into an art form. She accepted the challenge of friends who
encouraged her to write about her life. She set out, determined to bring liter-
ary value to the autobiography. She has done so by masterfully using language
and speech to articulate identity. Angelou’s iconic significance comes from her
extraordinary ability to tell her story as a black woman in America in a fash-
ion that validates the experiences of those like her. However, Angelou’s writ-
ings transcend race, sex, and class and simply speak to the human condition,
making her a favorite among scholars and everyday readers.

Angelou was born Marguerite Johnson on April 4, 1928, in St. Louis,
Missouri. Angelou was the second child born to Vivian Baxter Johnson and
her husband Bailey Johnson Sr. Angelou adored and idolized her brother
Bailey Jr., who was only a year older than she. It was her brother who gave
her the name Maya, which she would adopt professionally as an adult. As a
child, Bailey refused to call his sister Marguerite and usually addressed her as
“Mya sister,” which was shortened to “My” and eventually “Maya.” When
Angelou was three, her parents divorced, and she and her brother where sent
to live with their paternal grandmother in Stamps, Arkansas. This is where
I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings, the first of Angelou’s six-part autobiog-
raphy, commences.

I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings, Angelou’s most critical and commercial
success, chronicles her life from the age of 3 to 16. In addition to telling the
story of Angelou’s life, the coming-of-age story, whose title derives from a line
in the Paul Laurence Dunbar poem “Sympathy,” gives insight into the politi-
cal and social implications of race in the United States in the 1930s and early
1940s. The prologue of the book introduces the reader to the young Angelou.
As she tries to recall the lines to a poem during a church program, Angelou
wonders how surprised everyone will be when she wakes from her “black
ugly dream” and emerges with blond hair and blue eyes (Caged Bird 2). An-
gelou establishes herself as a young girl with troubles regarding her identity,
her looks, her purpose, and her place in the world. The young Angelou’s desire
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to be white establishes the prevalence of racism in the rural South and how it
affects even the smallest child. The young Angelou equates being white with
being better. This questioning battle with race and racism is a theme that is
carried out throughout the book.

In I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings, a three-year-old Angelou travels from
California to Arkansas accompanied by her brother Bailey, armed only with
their tickets and a note addressed “To Whom It May Concern.” The two make
the journey to Stamps assisted by the kindness of the black strangers who
watch over and feed them. Upon their arrival, the children are united with
their grandmother, Annie Johnson Henderson. The children’s grandmother is
a hardworking, independent, God-fearing woman. In a television interview
for Lifetime Television, Maya once stated that her grandmother talked to God
like he was her uncle. She started each day thanking God for allowing her to
see the new day.

Annie Henderson owns The Store, which is the center of the black side of
Stamps. The family, which also includes Maya’s Uncle Willie, lives in the rear
of The Store. Willie is partially paralyzed as a result of being dropped as a
child. Despite his physical limitations, Uncle Willie is strong and his mother is
always sure to tell people that he was not born that way. The importance of
family is emphasized in I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings. Before long, Maya
and Bailey begin calling their grandmother “Momma,” and they think of Un-
cle Willie as a surrogate father. Momma provides Angelou with her moral and
spiritual center. She teaches Angelou that she has the power to control her
own destiny, despite the personal tragedies life has dealt her.

Life in Stamps consists of working in The Store, going to school, and at-
tending church. The Store itself, always referred to with a capital “S,” serves as
a symbol of economic independence and prosperity. Although not rich by any
means, the Henderson-Johnson family is established and respected. During
picking season, Maya watches the pickers enter The Store early in the morn-
ing, optimistic and hopeful of the day’s work. However, when evening comes
around, they are defeated and disappointed, realizing that they cannot pos-
sibly pick enough to pay their debts. For Maya, these men represent the cruel
reality of black southern life. In I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings, Angelou
describes the segregation that exists in Stamps. The small town is divided into
two separate worlds. Angelou explains that most black children did not even
know what whites looked like. She explains that she personally did not be-
lieve they were real. The young Angelou does not think of them as people, but
rather as “whitefolks” (Caged Bird 26). They are not human beings.

In the small town, Angelou comes face to face with the harsh and painful
realities of racism. These encounters, which often enrage Maya, also teach her
about the prevailing spirit of black people. Momma maintains The Store dur-
ing the Depression era, providing a sanctuary of sorts for the black commu-
nity. Her attitudes about whites and how she interacts with them first cause
Maya to question her grandmother. In one instance, the young white girls who
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live on the property come into the front of The Store and proceed to mock
and imitate Momma. Momma does not react in the face of the mockery; in-
stead, she stands firm and hums a gospel hymn. Maya is enraged and bursts
into tears while watching the scene. However, when she returns to The Store,
Maya realizes that a gallant change has occurred in Momma. She realizes that
Momma is a survivor who is strategic in the battle she chooses to fight. Later
on, when Momma decides to protect a black man from a lynch mob, despite
the consequences, she proves herself to be brave and valiant. She is a pillar
in the community who is always respectfully addressed by blacks as “Miss,”
which was uncommon during the 1930s. From Momma, Maya learns a good
work ethic, patience, and that she controls her own destiny.

Despite the stable home that Momma provides for Maya and her brother,
Maya still has feelings of being unloved, unwanted, and abandoned. This
stems from her nonexistent relationship with her parents. As a young child,
Angelou has naturally assumed that her parents are dead. Her world is turned
upside down when she learned that they are not dead, and her father comes
to Stamps to collect Angelou and her brother. Angelou’s recollections of her
father are less than favorable. Maya describes him as an almost mythical fig-
ure that does not belong in the rural South. In addition to being an outsider
in Stamps, he is a stranger to Maya. When he arrives in town and then drives
Maya and Bailey to St. Louis to live with their mother, she is suspicious and
wary of his intentions. In her opinion, she is being shuttled from one stranger
to another. However, in St. Louis, Angelou is introduced to the Baxter side
of her family. Her mother Vivian Baxter, an outgoing beauty who wears red
lipstick, completely enraptures her children. Angelou is almost overwhelmed
by the similarities between her mother and brother. She does not believe that
she can be related to such a beautiful woman. Maya’s disconnection from her
parents echoes the feelings of displacement that she alludes to in the prologue
of the text. Throughout her life, these feelings continuously resurface.

St. Louis is also the scene of one of the most horrific incidents in Angelou’s
life. One morning, months after another incident of inappropriate fondling,
Angelou is sexually assaulted by her mother’s boyfriend, Mr. Freeman. Because
she is terrified by his threats to kill her beloved brother, Bailey, the young Maya
remains silent about the attack. When she reveals what has happened, her at-
tacker is arrested. During the trial, the attorney asks Maya whether Mr. Free-
man ever touched her before the attack. Scared, she replies, “No.” After the
trial, conviction, and subsequent beating death of her attacker, Maya retreats
and enters a five-year-long, self-imposed silence. She believes that her voice
and her lie caused the man’s death. As a result, from age 8 to 13, Maya refuses
to speak to anyone other than Bailey. Maya’s self-imposed silence leads to
many changes in her life. She and Bailey are sent back to Stamps, Arkansas to
live with Momma and Uncle Willie. Maya never knows whether Momma sent
for her or whether her St. Louis family sent her away. Regardless, her feelings
of being unwanted return. However, in Stamps her silence is more accepted.
During this time, a deeper bond and sense of understanding builds between
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Maya and Bailey. She understands his newly adopted penchant for sarcasm, a
result of his separation from his beloved mother, and he understands Maya’s
need for silence.

Angelou’s lifelong love of learning and literature is birthed while she is liv-
ing in Stamps. During Maya’s period of silence, the written word becomes
a needed escape for her. At age nine, she begins her love affair with writing.
She becomes a voracious reader and feels connected to the words of William
Shakespeare and Charles Dickens. Under the guidance of Mrs. Bertha Flow-
ers, a woman who Maya refers to as an “aristocrat of Black Stamps” (Caged
Bird 70), Maya reads all of the books in the school library. Starting with A and
continuing through Z, she reads for the joy of reading. It is Mrs. Flowers who
encourages Maya to use her voice again. After a visit that included cookies
baked especially for Maya, Mrs. Flowers assigns her the task of memorizing
a poem and reciting it during her next visit. Using the words of others helps
Maya to overcome her fear of using her own voice. For Maya, Mrs. Flowers
is the first female hero that she has encountered in her life.

Maya’s first assertion of self comes when she works for Mrs. Cullinan, a
white woman who calls her “Mary” because her name, “Marguerite,” is too
long. This infuriates Maya because her name is “Marguerite” and Mrs. Cul-
linan refuses to learn it. The white woman’s act of renaming upsets Maya
because it shows a lack of respect and is yet another attempt to minimize
Maya as a person. She rejects this notion and sets out to reclaim her identity.
Although she cannot confront the woman about her name, Maya forces Mrs.
Cullinan to fire her by breaking her china. This is just one example of the
racism, both overt and covert, that existed in the rural South. At her eighth-
grade graduation, Maya expresses displeasure at the speaker’s suggestion that
blacks succeed predominantly at sports and not in academics. Although sad-
dened by the blemish on her graduation, Maya is left feeling proud after the
singing of “Lift Ev’ry Voice and Sing,” led by the class valedictorian.

The effects of racism also take their toll on Momma and Bailey. When the
white dentist, Dr. Lincoln, refuses to treat Maya, Momma reminds him that
he owes her a favor for a loan that she gave him a while back. When the
man maintains that he paid his debt, Momma demands interest on the loan.
Although she knows that demanding interest after the fact is wrong, she main-
tains that the man deserved it. Later, when Bailey sees the body of a black man
pulled from a pond, he begins to question why white people hate black people
so much. Fearing for her grandson’s safety in the rural South, Momma makes
arrangements for the children to move to California to be with their mother.
Living in San Francisco during World War II provides Maya with many new
experiences. For the first time, she attends an integrated school. Additionally,
Maya studies dance and drama at the California Labor School. During this
time, Maya is becoming more aware of herself. In the ever-changing climate of
San Francisco during the war, Maya gains a sense of belonging.

Maya enjoys being reunited with her mother and finds her first real fa-
ther figure in her mother’s new husband, Daddy Clidell. She compares the
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relationship she has with her father and Daddy Clidell. These differences are
made more evident after she spends a summer with her father and his girl-
friend. Maya eventually runs away after her father’s girlfriend stabs her dur-
ing an argument. Instead of calling her mother and explaining what happened,
Maya spends a month in an abandoned junkyard with a multiracial group of
runaway teens. Ruled by a system of morals and guidelines, Maya finds a
sense of belonging with the group of castoffs. Of her brief time spent in the
junkyard, Maya explains, “I was never again to sense myself so solidly outside
the pale of the human race. The lack of criticism evidenced by our ad hoc
community influenced me and set a tone of tolerance for my life” (Caged Bird
254). When she returns to San Francisco, Maya feels as if she has changed.

Bored by school, Maya sets out to get a job as a streetcar conductor. She
eventually defies the odds and becomes the first black conductor in San Fran-
cisco. Maya suddenly finds herself on the fast track to adulthood when she
realizes that she is pregnant at age 16. After her high school graduation, she
tells her parents that she is eight months pregnant. Soon after, Maya gives
birth to a son. At the conclusion of I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings, An-
gelou is coming to terms with her new role as a young mother. In the closing
scene, aided by the guiding wisdom of her own mother, Angelou learns her
first motherly lesson as she shares her bed with her three-week-old son.

I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings finds Angelou moving from place to
place with no concrete sense of home. Her search for home and belonging is
mirrored by her search for self. Angelou sets out to exemplify the feelings of
loneliness and confinement that she feels as a child. Her desire to wake from
her “black ugly dream” echoes the experience of all blacks in the South during
the Great Depression era. Just as Angelou is trapped, the entire black commu-
nity is trapped by the pains of racism and poverty (Caged Bird 2). Although I
Know Why the Caged Bird Sings is essentially a story about a girl coming into
her own and learning what it means to be a black woman in the United States,
the book exceeds expectations and transcends racial and gender lines. I Know
Why the Caged Bird Sings broadens and redefines the American experience. In
1970, Angelou was nominated for the National Book Award for this work.

In 1974, Angelou published her second autobiography, Gather Together in
My Name. The book follows the three years after the birth of Angelou’s son,
Guy. The title is taken from the book of Matthew in the Bible, where God
states that “where two or three are gathered together in my name, there am I
in the midst of them” (18:19-20 King James Version). In the book, Angelou
chronicles her experiences through a series of colorful events, jobs, and rela-
tionships. Through it all, Angelou continues to explore the issues that arose
in [ Know Why the Caged Bird Sings, including racism, sexism, and the quest
for home.

The maturity that Angelou seems to gain at the end of I Know Why the
Caged Bird Sings is lost in Gather Together in My Name. Instead, Angelou is
portrayed as a somewhat reckless young woman who has good intentions but
oftentimes falls short of her intended mark. As the book opens, Maya is living
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with her two-month-old baby in San Francisco with her mother and stepfa-
ther. Adopting the moniker Rita, she looks for work when she decides not to
return to school. She finds work as a Creole cook and rents a room for her
and her son. In San Francisco, Rita experiences her first real love and her first
heartbreak. These experiences, coupled with the sage advice of her brother,
lead her to relocate to San Diego. There, while working in a diner, Rita meets
two lesbian prostitutes. This encounter leads her to become their madame
for a brief time. However, she soon realizes the legal trouble that she could
possibly get into and retreats to the only home she has ever known, Stamps,
Arkansas. Rita’s big city attitude eventually gets her in trouble with Momma,
and she is sent back to San Francisco to her mother. Again, Momma’s views
and approach to race relations between blacks and whites force her to send
her granddaughter away for her protection.

Determined to make a better life for herself and her son, Rita attempts to
enlist in the U.S. Army, but her past association with the California Labor
School prevents this from happening. The recruiters deny her application,
fearing that she may be a member of the Communist Party. Again, Angelou’s
story reflects not only her personal journey but exemplifies the experiences of
others during the time of her writings. This section of Angelou’s autobiogra-
phy evidences the troubles that plagued many perceived communists during
the pinnacle of the Red Scare.

After a brief stint as a dancer and another broken love relationship, Rita
falls in love with Lou “L. D.” Tolbrook, a gambling man who convinces her to
work as a prostitute to help get him out of debt. Believing that it is the least
she can do for love, she works and spends time with Tolbrook when she can.
Rita is then abruptly forced to leave her job and Guy in Stockton while she
tends to her ailing mother and her brother, Bailey, who has just lost his wife
to tuberculosis. However, she soon realizes that she has been taken advantage
of when she returns and discovers that the babysitter has taken three-year-old
Guy. She immediately goes to L. D.’s house for help, but before she can explain
her situation, he chastises her for coming to his house, where his wife lives.
Feeling defeated and rejected, Rita tracks down her son on her own.

At the conclusion of Gather Together in My Name, Rita has just witnessed
her latest lover shoot up drugs in the bathroom of a drug haven hotel room.
Forever changed by the situation, she realizes that despite the various experi-
ences she has had, she is still unaware of many things about the world. Hav-
ing reclaimed her innocence, she prepares to return to her mother’s house and
face her uncertain future.

Gather Together in My Name follows Angelou’s story as she travels from
place to place trying to establish a home for herself and her son, Guy. During
the course of the three years in which the story takes place, Angelou drifts
between San Francisco, Los Angeles, and Stockton, and even travels back to
Stamps, Arkansas. As she travels from each location, she also tries her hand
at various careers, although she generally ends up cooking in some sort of
diner or greasy spoon restaurant. It is usually in these restaurants that she
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encounters the characters that lead her down the wrong path. Each character
offers promises and opportunities for her to make money and provide for Guy.
However, each eventually leads to some sort of pain or heartache for Rita.

In Gather Together in My Name, the reader encounters a very different side
of Angelou. The Rita portrayed in this volume is more reckless and aimless
than the Maya seen in I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings. At a time when
many of her peers were entering college and discovering who they were as
adults, Angelou had to raise and support Guy when she herself was still a
child. In the book, her naiveté and lack of experience often affect her decision-
making process. Despite this, after each misstep, Angelou seems to learn some
life lesson that aids in her maturation.

Thematically, Gather Together in My Name focuses on many ideas that
will continue to be addressed in the subsequent volumes of Angelou’s story.
The experiences of motherhood and what it means to be a mother is one such
theme. Angelou’s desire to provide for Guy motivates her to make question-
able decisions and take several unnecessary risks. However, she rationalizes
these because she wants to create a better life for him. When he is abducted by
the babysitter with whom she has left him for a week, Rita realizes the conse-
quences of her actions. Her ultimate reunion with him changes her perspective
on motherhood and brings clarity to their relationship. Angelou writes: “Sep-
arate from my boundaries, I had not known before that he had and would
have a life beyond being my son, my pretty baby, my cute doll, my charge. In
the plowed farmyard near Bakersfield, I began to understand that uniqueness
of the person. He was three and I was nineteen, and never again would I think
of him as a beautiful appendage of myself” (Gather 163). Rita forgives the
babysitter and learns a valuable lesson from her mistakes.

Overall, Gather Together in My Name lacks the unity exhibited in I Know
Why the Caged Bird Sings. Angelou adopts a more anecdotal approach to her
life story. The episodes are generally short and highlight the more exciting and
sensational aspects of Angelou’s life after World War II. Several critics have
cited the episodic nature and Angelou’s changed character as flaws that exist
in the text. But Angelou is honest in her accounts and describes both good and
bad experiences with equal passion. Despite the oftentimes dark and bleak
existence that Angelou recounts, Gather Together in My Name concludes in
an ambiguous, yet hopeful manner. In the final line, Angelou writes: “I had
no idea what I was going to make of my life, but I had given a promise found
my innocence. I swore I’d never lose it again” (Gather 181). One can assume
that as her story continues, she will continue to grow and mature as a woman
and a mother.

Singin’ and Swingin’ and Gettin® Merry Like Christmas, published in
1976, chronicles Angelou’s early career as a singer and dancer. In the opening
chapter, Angelou proclaims, “Music was my refuge,” and she often spends
time at a record store and eventually works and meets her husband there
(Singin’ 1). Angelou explains how music allows her to escape her problems.
Like the written word served as a healing balm to the younger Angelou, music
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serves in the same capacity to the older Angelou. The impact of music in
her life will be seen throughout her career and manifest itself in her poetry.
Angelou oftentimes intersperses lyrics from songs through her text to give
specific moments more meaning and subtext.

In Singin’® and Swingin’ and Gettin’ Merry Like Christmas, Angelou re-
counts her marriage to a Greek ex-sailor named Tosh Angelos. During the
first year of their marriage, Angelou busies herself with cooking, cleaning, and
maintaining a suitable home for her husband and child (referred to in this text
by his given name, Clyde). She is happy that her son, Clyde, has a father figure
and she cherishes Tosh’s presence in young Clyde’s life. However, she is aware
of the issues that the difference in their race brings into their relationship. Her
mother expresses her concern about the relationship from the beginning, stat-
ing that the marriage will give them nothing but “the contempt of his people
and the distrust of your own” (Singin’ 25). Angelou also recounts the stares
and strange looks she encounters from whites and blacks alike. As a child of
the South, Angelou is fully aware of the troubles that could arise as a result of
the union. She rationalizes her own concerns by reminding herself that Tosh
is Greek, not white.

Although the marriage initially provides Angelou with the stability that
she longs for, she begins to have doubts and questions the impact that the
union is having on Clyde in terms of the development of his character and
the formation of his racial identity. These fears are heightened when he ques-
tions when his hair will begin to look like his father’s. Additionally, Angelou’s
relationship with her husband begins to inhibit her independence, and she
feels she is being stifled and trapped. Tosh’s strong opinions about having
people in their house and his disbelief in God leave Angelou questioning
herself and the marriage. In a desperate need to free herself from the caged
feelings she is experiencing, Angelou leaves her husband and eventually the
couple divorces. Consoling Clyde and making him happy again becomes An-
gelou’s top priority after the divorce. He is devastated when Tosh leaves and
questions his mother about his father’s absence. She answers as best as she
can but feels that Clyde questions whether she will stop loving him too.
Angelou understands better than most the impact of an absent parent on a
child. In an effort to quell her son’s fears, Angelou cooks his favorite meals,
spends extra time with him, and does only the things he likes. As time passes,
Angelou rebuilds the friendship with her son.

Angelou gets a job as the only black entertainer at a local strip club. An-
gelou, who dances but does not strip, becomes very popular and angers the
three white strippers. They accuse her of promising to sleep with the custom-
ers in order to earn extra money. Eventually, the women complain to the club
manager. Although she proclaims her innocence, Angelou is put on notice of
dismissal from the club. An encounter during her last few weeks at the club
leads to her next gig. When hired at the Purple Onion as a Calypso singer, she
adopts the name that will become her professional moniker, Maya Angelou.
At the Purple Onion, Angelou has great success. Several opportunities come
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her way, including an opportunity to star on Broadway. However, Angelou
turns down the offer for a chance to perform in the European touring com-
pany production of Porgy and Bess.

A significant portion of Singin’ and Swingin’ and Gettin’ Merry Like Christ-
mas is dedicated to Angelou’s travels with the touring company. In each
European country, Angelou chronicles her experiences as a member of the
close-knit community of black singers and dancers. As she recounts her jour-
ney, Angelou pays special attention to how black Americans are viewed and
how they are treated in the various countries. She discusses the treatment of
the cast by hotel personnel and the citizens of the countries they visit. Very
often, a distinction is made between black and white Americans in the foreign
countries. The black cast is often treated with respect, and Angelou also notes
that their status as Americans distinguishes them from the African blacks that
inhabit the countries, especially France. As with her previous autobiographies,
Angelou observes how race and gender affect her interactions with others.

In Singin’ and Swingin’ and Gettin® Merry Like Christmas, Angelou contin-
ues to address the theme of motherhood. After the dissolution of her marriage,
Angelou again finds herself living as a single mother faced with the challenge
of providing for her son, Clyde. As she contemplates taking the Porgy and
Bess job, she is faced with the decision of whether or not to leave her son. The
decision brings up issues with her own feelings of abandonment as a child.
Angelou writes: “The past revisited. My mother had left me with my grand-
mother for years and I knew the pain of parting. My mother, like me, had had
her motivations, her needs. I did not relish visiting the same anguish on my
son, and she, years later, had told me how painful our separation was to her.
But I had to work and I would be good. I would make it up to my son and one
day would take him to all the places I was going to see” (Singin’ 129). For the
first time since his kidnapping, Angelou is separated from her son when she
leaves him in California with her mother. Angelou continuously struggles with
her decision and the impact that it will have on Clyde in the long run.

Throughout the book, Angelou is conflicted between her duties and respon-
sibilities as a mother, her life as an entertainer, and her desire for personal
fulfillment. This guilt manifests itself in a state of depression that she goes
through upon her return to San Francisco. Nearly driven to suicide by sad-
ness, she seeks the help of a doctor, but feels that he will not understand her.
Instead, she goes to see an old friend and vocal coach who reminds her of the
many gifts she has been given. She returns home with a renewed sense of self
and purpose.

At the conclusion of Singin’ and Swingin’ and Gettin’ Merry Like Christ-
mas, a nine-year-old Clyde is coming into his own. In a marked sign of inde-
pendence, he announces that he wishes to be called Guy and will no longer
respond to his given name, Clyde. This act echoes the similar decision that his
mother made when choosing her professional name. Just as Angelou rejected
the nicknames “Ritie,” “Sugar,” and “Rita,” because they did not represent
who she wanted to be, her son takes similar actions.
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Singin’ and Swingin’ and Gettin® Merry Like Christmas, whose title recalls
the African American traditions of late partying and early praising, marks the
first time an African American female biographer had written a third volume.
This distinction would forever distinguish Angelou from all other female au-
tobiographers. The book also marks the emergence of Maya Angelou, the
woman. She has reached a level of maturity that had eluded her up to this
point. However, she still struggles with finding balance between fulfilling her
roles as mother and daughter and her desire to be a satisfied individual.

As the title suggests, Angelou’s fourth volume of her autobiography, The
Heart of a Woman, marks Angelou’s transition into full womanhood. The title
is taken from a poem by Georgia Douglas Brown, of the same name. In the
Douglas poem, a woman’s heart is likened to a caged bird. In classic Angelou
style, the author begins the book by framing the story both time wise and the-
matically. In The Heart of a Woman, Angelou continues to address issues such
as racism in her autobiography. One such encounter occurs when she tries to
rent a house in a predominantly white California neighborhood. The owner
tells her that the house has already been taken. However, the house miracu-
lously becomes available when her white friend tries to rent it on her behalf,
unbeknownst to the owner. Later, when her son Guy is denied school bus
privileges because he explained where babies come from to a group of white
girls, Angelou decides to move to a more integrated section of town. Angelou
refuses to let the school administrators’ racist attitudes affect her son.

Although she still stumbles at times during her journey, the woman that
emerges in The Heart of a Woman is more confident and secure. Angelou
decides to dedicate herself to becoming a professional writer and moves with
Guy to New York, where she becomes a member of the Harlem Writer’s Guild.
After her lukewarm reception the first time she shares her work with members
of the guild, Angelou works hard at improving her craft. During this time, she
interacts closely with members of the black literary world such as John O.
Killens and Paule Marshall. Angelou also returns to acting with a role in the
Jean Genet play, The Blacks. The play explores the idea of reversed racial
roles between blacks and whites. Angelou is initially hesitant about taking
the role because she feels that blacks would never treat whites as they have
been treated. But she eventually recognizes the satirical nature of the play and
agrees to play the role of the White Queen.

As her public persona develops, Angelou becomes a more involved political
activist. She meets Martin Luther King Jr. and becomes a key member of his
Southern Christian Leadership Conference. For the first time in her journey,
Angelou emerges as a leader and role model. She organizes fundraisers to
benefit the organization and eventually becomes the northern coordinator for
the group. Angelou also emerges as a champion of feminist causes when she
joins the Cultural Association for Women of African Heritage. She organizes
a sit-in at the United Nations General Assembly after the assassination of Pa-
trice Lumumba, the prime minister of Zaire. Angelou’s interest in the state of
affairs in African countries represents not only her dedication to politics but
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also her deep interest in the native land of black people. However, Angelou’s
primary concern continues to be her son Guy and what is best for him. She
goes as far as to threaten to shoot an entire family if a young man, the head
of a local gang, does not stop harassing her son. In an effort to be more pres-
ent in Guy’s life, Angelou settles down and refuses to tour any more. She finds
contentment and stability in her writing and political work.

However, this changes when Angelou meets Vusumzi Make, a South Af-
rican freedom fighter. She is mesmerized by him and believes he will make a
perfect father for Guy. Angelou disregards the fact that she is engaged to an-
other man and the couple joins in a spiritual (never legalized) union. Angelou
interrupts her life and joins her husband Vus in Cairo, Egypt. There, she finds
work as an editor for the Arab Observer newspaper. Professionally, it is here
that Angelou hones her skills as a writer. But her new husband is not thrilled
that his wife chooses to work. The idea is foreign to him and his traditional
African values. Likewise, Angelou soon realizes that her husband has financial
problems, and worse, a wandering eye. Angelou is confronted by some of the
same issues that ended her first marriage. She struggles with the idea of male
domination and is conflicted between being a wife and homemaker and being
a professional woman. In addition, Angelou is often left alone due to her hus-
band’s travels. It becomes evident that the union is nearing its end and when a
job offer comes from Liberia, Angelou jumps at the opportunity.

The theme and motif of motherhood and the “good mother” continue to
manifest themselves in this volume of Angelou’s story. The Heart of a Woman
focuses primarily on Angelou’s role as mother. The presence of her own mother
is limited after Angelou leaves California for New York. Angelou’s purpose
continues to be caring for her son. She faces her most challenging time as a
mother when Guy is involved in a terrible car crash in Ghana. This single ex-
perience is so poignant that Angelou revisits the event in her fifth autobiogra-
phy, All God’s Children Need Traveling Shoes. After Guy’s accident, Angelou
keeps vigil at his bedside. He eventually recovers and enrolls in university.
Angelou is determined to take care of every part of her son’s life. However,
he reminds her that it is his life and offers her the chance to grow up herself.
In The Heart of a Woman, like her previous volumes, Angelou examines the
plight of the black mother in America. Angelou is forced to come to terms
with the idea that her beloved son is growing into an independent man.

The Heart of a Woman captures Angelou’s talent as a master of the character
sketch, a talent that she is working on at the time the book is set. Through-
out the book, Angelou introduces readers to many well-known historical
figures and celebrities. Angelou begins with an encounter with the legendarily
troubled singer Billie Holiday. Throughout the course of their brief time to-
gether, the two women endure several tense moments. Angelou captures the
essence of Holiday and portrays her as moody and unpredictable. She pres-
ents a woman on the decline with equal empathy and disdain. The section of
the book dedicated to Angelou and Holiday’s interactions exhibit Angelou’s
values as a woman and mother. In contrast to Holiday, Angelou is rather
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serene. Many critics agree that of her subsequent autobiographies, The Heart
of a Woman comes closest to matching the level of depth and insight initially
displayed in I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings.

Angelou’s physical journey also continues in The Heart of a Woman. An-
gelou travels from Los Angeles, to Harlem, to Egypt, and eventually ends in
western Africa. Angelou offers a woman’s perspective and view of the world
in which she lives. More than in the previous volumes, Angelou reveals her
inner hopes, self-doubts, and regrets. Her honesty and pursuit of heart endear
her even more to the audience. In The Heart of a Woman, Angelou is much
more introspective than in her previous volumes. At the conclusion of this
volume Angelou finds herself alone, but not lonely.

In 1986, Angelou published the fifth installment of her autobiography, ti-
tled All God’s Children Need Traveling Shoes. The book is written as one long
narrative, giving the reader a continuous firsthand account of Angelou’s ex-
periences. All God’s Children Need Traveling Shoes has the same novelesque
feel as her previous memoirs. In this chapter of her emotional and spiritual
journey, Angelou recounts the four years she spent living in Ghana. Initially,
Angelou arrives in Accra, Ghana, in 1962 with the intention of enrolling her
son, Guy, at the local university before leaving for a new job at the Depart-
ment of Information in Liberia. However, he is involved in a car accident that
leaves him with a broken neck. A devastated Angelou stays in Ghana and
keeps vigil at his bedside. In time, Guy recovers and enrolls at the University
of Ghana, where Angelou eventually finds clerical work.

In All God’s Children Need Traveling Shoes, Angelou explores the black
American experience in a global context. Almost immediately, she expresses
the sense of happiness and pleasure she feels in Africa. She declares: “We
were Black Americans in West Africa, where for the first time in our lives
the color of our skin was accepted as correct and normal” (All God’s 3). For
the first time, Angelou is in a place where she looks like everyone else and is
not discriminated against or judged based solely on her skin color. With the
assistance of friends Julian Mayfield and Efua Sutherland, Angelou comes to
terms with all that occurs after she arrives in Ghana. Despite the less than
ideal circumstances, Angelou makes the best of her unexpected home. She
meets two fellow Americans, Vicki and Alice, and the three become house-
mates.

The concepts of home and acceptance are recurring themes in All God’s
Children Need Traveling Shoes. Angelou begins to feel more comfortable in
her adopted home. She achieves this with the help of the “Revolutionist Re-
turnees,” a group that often meets at Julian’s house to discuss politics, civil
rights, and Africa. The group is comprised of many black Americans who
have journeyed to Ghana for political and social reasons. Some have come
to Ghana looking to reconnect with their ancestral roots and find true accep-
tance. Several of the Returnees have come to Ghana specifically in support of
the new Ghanaian president Kwame Nkrumah, who supported black Ameri-
can migration to Africa. Despite the feeling of home, Angelou discovers that
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many Ghanaians do not share the same open door policy as their president.
The country is still in its reconstruction phase following its liberation from
Britain a mere five years earlier.

While searching for work at the Ghana Broadcasting Office, Angelou en-
counters a receptionist who openly criticizes black Americans as being crude.
As she reflects on the situation, she wonders if she is being discriminated
against because her ancestors were slaves. Again, the theme of home as a place
of unconditional acceptance arises. Angelou’s recognition of the cultural dif-
ferences between black Americans and Ghanaians comes when she decides to
have her hair styled in the same way that the Ghanaian women wear theirs.
The woman who comes to style her hair openly laughs when she finds out that
Angelou only has one child. Even in Ghana, where she looks like everyone
else, Angelou encounters more subtle forms of discrimination.

Racism is another overarching theme that Angelou establishes in All God’s
Children Need Traveling Shoes. In her personal life, Angelou has never been
one to tolerate racism against any group, black, white, or otherwise. In the
book, she recounts an episode in which an English professor, a Yugoslav
woman, and a Ghanaian are discussing the Civil Rights Movement in Amer-
ica. The Englishman expresses his opinion that it is ridiculous that the blacks
in America are still upset about their treatment so many years after the end of
slavery. He also makes a discourteous remark about the government of Ghana.
The Yugoslav and the Ghanaian agree with him. Angelou erupts in anger and
tells the group how ignorant she believes them to be. This incident is significant
in the narrative for several reasons. First, it once again brings slavery and its
effects to the forefront of the memoir. Additionally, it gives the reader insight
into attitudes of Europeans regarding the plight of the black American. Lastly,
the episode gives insight into Angelou’s character and her position on race.

Although not the most prevalent issue in the memoir, the role of women
in society is explored in Angelou’s relationship with her suitor, Sheikhali. Al-
though Angelou enjoys the company of the man, she cannot understand his
attitude toward women. Sheikhali is looking for a traditional, passive African
woman. He eventually proposes marriage to Angelou and suggests that she
become his second wife and educator to his eight children. The fiercely inde-
pendent Angelou is understandably outraged and refuses his proposal. Again,
Angelou’s relationship with the man in her life does not fulfill or satisfy her
personal life and goals.

An encounter with the family of Kojo, a boy hired by Angelou to work
around the house, gives her a deeper understanding of the Ghanaian and Af-
rican culture. She has been tutoring the young boy and helping him with his
homework since he was hired and expressed to her that he was in school. An-
gelou had assumed that Kojo came from a poor family. However, upon meet-
ing his family, she learns that his family is actually middle class. He has come
to work for Angelou because his family thinks it important for him to have
a proper white education. They thank Angelou with crates of fresh fruits and
vegetables from their farm. They promise more gifts as long as Kojo works
with Angelou. At first, Angelou feels as if she has been deceived, and questions



Maya Angelou

Kojo about why he had not been honest with her. However, Kojo does not
understand her questioning. He never thought to tell her about his family life.
To Kojo, it is a non-issue. Angelou immediately realizes the naiveté and in-
nocence of the African country. Once again, Angelou comes to recognize that
she is and may always be an outsider. Although Angelou desperately wants to
find acceptance in this home away from home and reconnect with her ances-
tral roots, she realizes that black Americans are perhaps too far removed from
their African roots.

The assassination attempt on Ghana’s President Nkrumah manages to fur-
ther drive home the disconnection between Angelou, the black American, and
her chosen home of Ghana. Although he is not injured in the attack, accusa-
tions are soon being hurled toward the black Americans. Many believe that
black Americans had been sent by the American government to infiltrate the
country, blend in with other blacks, and destroy the country from the inside.
During this volatile time, black Americans are deported, arrested, and some
are imprisoned. Many of the Returnees, although not directly implicated in
any conspiracy, feel betrayed by their chosen country and lose their desire and
passion for Ghana.

In All God’s Children Need Traveling Shoes, Angelou is forced to confront
her feelings about Africa’s willing participation in the slave trade. Part of An-
gelou’s inability to truly open up to the Ghanaian culture comes from the
nagging knowledge that some of the people sold into slavery from Ghana had
been sold by their own family members. Angelou finds it difficult to reconcile
this disconcerting fact. On a weekend trip to the village of Dunkwa, she passes
Elmina Castle, a known holding spot for captured slaves. Angelou is unable
to go near because she is haunted by the thought of her ancestors bound
and held captive. Although she longs to know about her past, the experience
proves to be too much and she continues to Dunkwa. In the village, Angelou
is mistaken for a native African and is pleased by the mistake. The next morn-
ing, while showering with the other women in the village, Angelou is again
teased for only having one child. However, this time she is less offended by the
statement. In fact, she views it as a glimmer of hope that she may be finally ac-
cepted unconditionally in Ghana. However, this is a false sense of acceptance
because the villagers believe her to be a native African.

The American Civil Rights Movement is discussed throughout All God’s
Children Need Traveling Shoes. Angelou’s friends in the Revolutionist Re-
turnees group keep constant watch over the events taking place at home in the
United States. In support of Martin Luther King Jr’s March on Washington,
the group decides to march at the American embassy. Just before the march is
to begin, news breaks that renowned scholar Dr. W.E.B. Du Bois has died. The
group is saddened and sings songs in honor of Du Bois. When the marchers
reach the embassy, they are confronted by two marines holding an American
flag. The marchers know that the flag and the concepts it is supposed to rep-
resent, freedom and equality, are not extended to the blacks in America. An-
gelou and Julian take a written protest inside. At the conclusion of the march,
Angelou leaves feeling dejected.
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Shortly thereafter, Malcolm X visits Ghana and speaks to a group at Julian’s
house. He tells the group of his pilgrimage to Mecca and the changes he has
made in his personal philosophy about whites in America. Angelou serves as
Malcolm’s guide throughout his time in Ghana. His visit challenges her to see
the issue of racism from the perspective of someone other than herself. When
she is angered by the refusal of Dr. Du Bois’s widow to meet with Malcolm
and arrange a meeting between him and President Nkrumah until the end of
his trip, it is Malcolm who gives her perspective on the situation. He reminds
Angelou that Mrs. Du Bois is newly widowed.

Angelou’s concept of home is again somewhat shattered when she has a
heated discussion with her son Guy. After learning that he has a girlfriend
who is older than his mother, Angelou attempts to lay down the law and as-
sert her motherly authority. However, she soon realizes that Guy is no longer
a child; he is a man. Guy walks away from the argument. Angelou painfully
accepts that she must let him be. The relationship between mother and son
has changed forever. Angelou is saddened by this discovery and retreats from
Ghana to refocus herself.

Angelou travels to Germany and the trip provides more perspective on the
issues of race and racism. She goes to Germany to return to acting in a play
titled Die Negers, which translates to The Blacks. While in Germany, she is
invited to share a meal with a German man named Dieter and his wife. He
allows her to bring a guest and she invites a black Jewish man that she met
during the trip. The breakfast the next morning is tense and uncomfortable.
Angelou suspects that Dieter is a Nazi, but the couple stays. As they trade
stories to lighten the mood and get to know each other, Angelou is disturbed
by Dieter’s story of the German worker and the bird (Gather Together in My
Name 169-71) and insists on leaving. This encounter sheds light not only on
racial prejudice, but also on religious prejudice; Angelou has very little toler-
ance for either of these things. Despite this situation, Angelou experiences a
healing moment when she sings in Egypt for the Liberian President. At the
end of her performance, she describes a scene where blacks from various
places in America and Africa collectively sing “Swing Low, Sweet Chariot.”
Back in Ghana, Angelou and her son reconcile with a greater understand-
ing of one another. She is finally able to accept that her son is a man with
his own life. He assures her that this in no way diminishes his love for his
mother.

Angelou receives regular updates about America from Malcolm X. When
a job opportunity arises to work with him setting up the office of the
Organization of Afro American Unity, Angelou agrees to return to the United
States. During her last days in Ghana, Angelou has a full-circle encounter that
reinforces her search for home. While in a local market place in the village of
Keta, Angelou runs into a woman who becomes visibly upset at the sight of
Angelou. Inside the marketplace, another woman appears equally disturbed
by Angelou’s presence. One of her companions is able to translate and informs
Angelou that the women are upset because she reminds them of an ancestor
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who was kidnapped and taken into slavery. They shower her with gifts as
many villagers stare and others cry. Angelou believes that she has finally found
her true ancestors, the place from where she came. This experience quells her
fears that her ancestors had been betrayed by their own family and cements
her feelings for Ghana as home. Upon leaving a few days later, Angelou feels
as if she will always have a piece of Africa with her.

As with her other memoirs, in All God’s Children Need Traveling Shoes,
through her personal experiences, Angelou shows the reader greater truths
that transcend race and gender. The narrative provides a balanced look at
racism and prejudice. In the text, Angelou demonstrates that these things
come from both blacks and whites and should not be accepted from either of
them.

It would be 15 years before Angelou would publish the sixth and final
installment of her autobiography. In 2002, A Song Flung Up to Heaven was
released. When asked about the lengthy delay between All God’s Children
Need Traveling Shoes and A Song Flung Up to Heaven, Angelou responded to
interviewer Sherryl Connelly, “I didn’t know how to write it. I didn’t see how
the assassination of Malcolm, the Watts riot, the break up of a love affair, then
Martin King, how could T get all those loose with something uplifting in it”
(2443). Despite her initial trepidation, Angelou does manage to create a final
volume that brings her story full circle. The volume covers the four years that
begin with Angelou returning to the United States to work for Malcolm X and
ends with her writing the first line of I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings, at the
place where her literary journey began.

In A Song Flung Up to Heaven, Angelou recounts the assassination of Mal-
colm X and its impact on her and the rest of the black community. Upon
hearing the news, she locks herself in her bedroom. Soon, she is coaxed out by
her beloved Bailey, who takes her out. Angelou, who believes the world will
be angered and devastated to the point of rioting, is shocked by the seeming
disinterest of the people they encounter. Angelou, who has returned to the
United States to work for the cause and join Malcolm’s fight, is baffled by the
indifference of her people. Her brother explains that in time, the world will
understand what Malcolm has done, and the very same people who did not
care now would become his biggest champions.

Angelou then moves to Hawaii and revives her career as a nightclub singer.
However, after hearing the legendary Della Reese, Angelou vows never to re-
fer to herself as a singer again. She decides to return to the mainland and move
to Los Angeles. There, she works as a surveyor in Watts. Angelou recounts the
despair that she observes in the mostly black Watts. As she asks the women
mundane questions about the household products they use, Angelou gains
insight into their personal lives. She encounters the hardworking women, the
struggles of their unemployed men, and the sense of hopelessness these two
factors breed. Angelou captures the sights, sounds, and smells of the Watts
riots with an in-depth, firsthand account of the destruction and the reactions
of the people in the midst of the chaos.
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Later, Angelou joins the Hollywood production of the play Medea, di-
rected by Frank Silvera. The play also features Angelou’s neighbor, actress
Beah Richards. While working on the play, she meets a man named Phil, who
teaches her one of the most valuable lessons of her life. An eternal prankster,
one afternoon while out for a drive, he parks the car on the train tracks, just
as the train is approaching. A terrified Angelou involuntarily relieves herself
on her clothes. She immediately gets out of the car and walks home. From
this experience, Angelou learns an important lesson: “Believe people when
they tell you who they are. They know themselves better than you” (Song 92).
This lesson continues to ring true in Maya’s life when her “husband” comes
to America to collect her. The two share some good times in America, and he
even manages to win over her friends and neighbors. However, Angelou soon
realizes that old habits die hard when she learns that he has another lover.
Ironically, the other woman, named Dolly McPherson, becomes one of An-
gelou’s lifelong friends.

Believing there is nothing else for her to do in Los Angeles, Angelou pre-
pares to move to New York. However, before she can leave, her brother in-
forms her that her son Guy has been involved in another car accident, a mere
three days after returning to San Francisco. Feelings of motherly guilt are
again awakened in Angelou. Despite having nothing to do with the accident
that has broken his neck a second time, she somehow feels responsible. The
relationship between mother and son has been somewhat strained in recent
times and she looks at him as a man who resembles her son. However, once
he is able to sit up, she leaves Guy in the capable hands of her mother and
goes to New York.

In New York, Angelou visits the Audubon Ballroom, the site of her friend
Malcolm X’s assassination. There, she tries to peer into the building as her
mind is flooded with “What if?” questions. Angelou does not explicitly state
whether she is able to find the peace of mind she seeks by visiting the site of
the crime. She simply walks away.

Angelou reconnects with friend Jerry Purcell, who becomes a patron, allow-
ing her to improve her writing skills without the burden of financial respon-
sibilities. Additionally, Angelou has the support of friends Rosa Guy, Dolly
McPherson, the members of the Harlem Writers Guild, and her dear friend
and surrogate brother James Baldwin. Angelou and Baldwin had met in the
1950s but grown much closer since then. He reminds her of her brother Bai-
ley in physical stature and personality. Angelou becomes a fierce defender of
Baldwin and opposes anyone who takes issue with him or his lifestyle. The
two remain best friends until his death.

In 1968, at a celebration marking the 100th anniversary of the birth of
W.E.B. Du Bois, Angelou hears friend Martin Luther King Jr. speak. After-
ward, he approaches Angelou about working with him to garner support for
the Poor People’s March that he is planning. She agrees to give him a month
of time following her birthday. On the day of her birthday, as she is making
preparations for her party, Angelou learns that Dr. Martin Luther King Jr.
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has been assassinated. As with the death of Malcolm X, Angelou retreats into
herself. Similarly, her friend James Baldwin forces her out, just as her brother
Bailey had done years earlier. Baldwin reminds Angelou that black people
survived slavery and would also survive their current predicament.

In 1968, Angelou writes a series of 10 one-hour documentaries for PBS
titled Black. Blues. Black. Although she has no formal training in television
production, Angelou teaches herself everything she needed to know and re-
turns to San Francisco to begin work on the series. Before leaving, Angelou
is contacted by Robert Loomis at Random House publishing. He speaks to
her about writing an autobiography. Angelou rejects the idea, believing that
at 40, she is too young. After several more attempts, Loomis finally convinces
Angelou by challenging her and telling her that it is nearly impossible to cre-
ate autobiography that is literature. Never one to back away from a challenge,
Angelou agrees to give it a try.

In the final scenes of A Song Flung Up to Heaven, Angelou sits in her moth-
er’s kitchen with her trademark yellow legal pad and ballpoint pen and begins
to reflect on the plight of the black woman. She recounts her thoughts as she
begins to write: “I thought if I wrote a book, I would have to examine the
quality in the human spirit that continues to rise despite the slings and arrows
of outrageous fortune” (Song 210). Throughout her six-volume autobiogra-
phy, Angelou manages to do this and much more. She ends her sixth volume
with the same line that begins her first “What you looking at me for? I didn’t
come to stay” (Caged Bird 1; Song 210).

A Song Flung Up to Heaven provides Angelou’s audience with greater in-
sight into the impact of some of 20th-century history’s most tragic moments.
Angelou personalizes events that many have only heard about in unemotional
news reports and history books. Thematically, A Song Flung Up to Heaven
deals with the state of the black community in the face of the assassinations
of Malcolm X and Martin Luther King Jr. Angelou compares the reactions to
these events as representations of the status of black people and the condition
of the black spirit. When Martin Luther King is assassinated, black people
are outraged, and Angelou learns that their reaction is for Malcolm as well
as Martin.

Overall, A Song Flung Up to Heaven provides a sufficient literary end to
Angelou’s story. She effectively accomplishes what she set out to achieve. The
full-circle ending gives a worthy feeling of completion. And despite the some-
what bleak subject matter of the text, Angelou maintains an air of faith and
hope for herself, her people, and all humanity. Angelou’s true gift lies in her
uncanny ability to recount even the ugliest of situations with a poetic beauty
that enhances the urgency of the situation at hand.

Several critics have questioned whether Angelou’s texts are actual autobiog-
raphies. They prefer to categorize them as autobiographical fiction, citing her
abundant use of dialogue. In her book, Maya Angelou: A Critical Companion,
scholar Mary Jane Lupton outlines the expected tenets of the autobiogra-
phy. And although Angelou’s work exceeds the standard length and thematic
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format, she does maintain the important tenets of structure. However, Lupton
suggests that because of the number of volumes, Angelou’s works belong in
the subgenre of serial autobiography. Lupton also categorizes Angelou in the
genre of literary autobiography. Ironically, that classification is in line with
the initial challenge she accepted from editor Robert Loomis. Angelou ac-
knowledges that her books do employ some aspects of fiction writing, but she
believes herself to be an autobiographer.

The journey motif is the dominant force that connects all six volumes of
Angelou’s story. I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings begins with Angelou on
a physical journey to Stamps, Arkansas. In each subsequent volume, Angelou
continues to journey from place to place on a quest for self and home. At the
conclusion of A Song Flung Up to Heaven, Angelou has literally travelled the
world, yet finds herself in a sense back where she started (at the beginning of
I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings). However, Angelou has morphed from a
naive child to a woman sure of herself and her purpose.

In addition to her autobiographies, Angelou has also written several volumes
of poetry including Just Give Me a Cool Drink of Water fore I Diiie (1971),
Obh, Pray My Wings Are Gonna Fit Me Well (1975), And Still I Rise (1978),
Shaker, Why Don’t You Sing? (1983), and I Shall Not Be Moved (1990). Of-
tentimes, Angelou’s poetry combines her musical and her social and political
background. She uses both to address the same themes that permeate her au-
tobiographies. Angelou focuses on social and political issues that are pertinent
to the black experience in America, such as discrimination, racism, survival,
and pride. Angelou primarily writes lyrical poems that are infused with the
musical rhythms of jazz, blues, and Calypso. She relies heavily on rhyme and
repetition, making her poems well suited for performance. She once told inter-
viewer Lawrence Toppman, “I write for the voice, not the eye” (1).

Angelou’s first volume of poetry, Just Give Me a Cool Drink of Water ’fore
I Diiie, was written at the end of the Civil Rights Movement and at the onset
of the Black Arts Movement. In Just Give Me a Cool Drink of Water *fore I
Diiie, Angelou divides her poems into two sections. In part 1, titled “Where
Love is a Scream of Anguish,” Angelou includes 20 poems about the ups and
downs of love. In part 2, “Just Before the World Ends,” Angelou angrily tack-
les issues of race and racial oppression in 18 poems. Overall, the collection
represents her personal and political experiences in the 1960s. In 1972, An-
gelou was nominated for a Pulitzer Prize for the collection.

In “Letter to an Aspiring Junkie,” featured in her first volume of poetry,
Angelou addresses what she perceives to be the contemporary effect of slavery
and racism. In the poem, she describes the life of the drug-addicted junkie.
The intent of the cautionary poem is to sway those who aspire to escape by
using drugs away from this path. In a later poem titled “The Pusher,” included
in Oh, Pray My Wings Are Gonna Fit Me Well, Angelou describes the role of
the drug dealer in society. In the poem, the dealer proclaims his powers, and
brags about his strength and smarts. Oh, Pray My Wings Are Gonna Fit Me
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Well is divided into five distinct, untitled sections. In the 36 poems, Angelou
continues to explore themes of love, social injustices, and other aspects of
black life. In the poems, she addresses growing old, lost love, disconnection
and isolation, and the effects of slavery.

In And Still T Rise, Angelou injects themes of identity and survival. Even the
title suggests an air of perseverance that gives the volume a sense of unity and
cohesiveness. The book is divided into three sections: “Touch Me, Life, Not
Softly,” “Traveling,” and “And Still I Rise.” In “Touch Me, Life, Not Softly,”
Angelou exemplifies the black female experience. The poems in this section
explore the wants, desires, and triumphs of the black woman. One of An-
gelou’s most popular poems, “Phenomenal Woman,” appears in this section.
The poem is a celebration of womanhood and female sexuality. In “Traveling,”
part 2 of the collection, Angelou again addresses the effects of discrimination
and racism on black America. Lastly, in part 3, “And Still T Rise,” Angelou
celebrates the resilience of the human spirit in the face of adversity. She begins
this section with the popular poem for which the section and collection are
named. The inspirational poem is a celebration of life. “Still I Rise” challenges
the world to say what it will about the speaker, because regardless of the out-
side opinion, she will flourish. The poem echoes the resilience of human spirit
that recurs throughout Angelou’s autobiographies and poetry.

In “And Still T Rise,” Angelou focuses on various aspects of love and the
romantic relationship. In “Where We Belong, a Duet,” Angelou celebrates the
joy and happiness of true love. In this poem, she uses rhymed couplets to
give the effect of song. In the end, the persona finds true love in a moment of
epiphany. In “Men,” she addresses the unpredictable nature of love between
men and women. Angelou also adopts several personas in her poetry to con-
vey her message. In the poem “The Memory,” Angelou adopts the persona of
a slave who has long since died. The poem captures the painful lamentations
of the slave and exhibits the dehumanizing effects of slavery. Likewise, in “To
Beat the Child Was Bad Enough,” Angelou creates the image of a slave master
exerting his dominating power over a slave child. And Still I Rise is Angelou’s
most critically acclaimed volume of poetry.

Shaker, Why Don’t You Sing? was published the year after Angelou’s di-
vorce from her third husband, Paul Du Feu. In this volume, Angelou exudes
a feminist perspective of empowerment. Many of the lyrical poems in this
collection focus on what it means to be a woman. In one of the highlights of
Shaker, Why Don’t You Sing? Angelou returns to the symbol of the captured
bird as a metaphor for the black race and the struggles they face in racist
America. In the poem “Caged Bird,” Angelou alternates between the images of
the free versus caged bird. The caged bird longs for the freedom that the free
bird experiences, but remains hopeful. In its allusion to a caged bird, the poem
is reminiscent of Paul Laurence Dunbar’s poem “Sympathy.”

Angelou’s poetry has been praised more for its subject matter than its style
and structure. Themes of the effects of racism, the joys and pain of love, the
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importance of family, the need for community pride, and the role of the black
woman in regards to each of these themes and how she is impacted by and af-
fects them make her poems accessible to the general public. As a poet, Angelou
is influenced by the events and experiences of her own life, as well as the po-
etic renderings of other black female poets. These influences make Angelou’s
poetry more suitable for performance. As a poet, Angelou has not experienced
the same critical or commercial success as with her prose writings.

Ironically, then, it is for her poetry that Angelou has gained her most signifi-
cant fame. In late 1992, president-elect William Jefferson Clinton requested
that Angelou compose a poem to be read for his inauguration. This marked
only the second time in history that a poet, and the first time an African Amer-
ican female one, had been asked to participate in a presidential inauguration.
On January 20, 1993, Angelou recited her poem “On the Pulse of Morning”
at the inauguration. In the poem, Angelou calls for a nationwide commitment
to unity in American society. In 1994, the poem was included in The Complete
Poems of Maya Angelou.

In 1981, Angelou was appointed the first Reynolds Professor of American
Studies at Wake Forest University in North Carolina. Initially, the position
was to expire in 19835, but the relationship proved to be so rewarding for both
parties that it was turned into a lifetime appointment. In the position, Angelou
teaches one semester a year, allowing her ample time to work on her own
writing. She has taught a wide range of topics over the years, including poetry,
philosophy, and theatre, to name a few. The Maya Angelou Film and Theater
Collection is housed at the university and contains the manuscripts of many
of Angelou’s works. In spite of never attending college, Angelou’s prolific
career and extraordinary life experiences have led to the bestowing of over
30 honorary degrees from schools such as Wake Forest University, Spelman
College, Columbia University, and Howard University. She also speaks six
languages.

Over the course of her illustrious career, Angelou’s has received many
awards and nominations. In 1972, Angelou made her Broadway debut in the
play Look Away, for which she garnered a Tony Award nomination. She also
wrote the screenplay for the film Georgia, Georgia. The film was the first
original script to be produced by a black woman. In 1977, she played the
grandmother of Kunta Kinte in Alex Haley’s Roots and was nominated for an
Emmy. She also has three Grammy Awards: she won for Best Spoken Word
Album with On the Pulse of Morning in 1993, Best Spoken Word or Non-
Musical Album with Phenomenal Woman in 1995, and Best Spoken Word
Album with A Song Flew Up from Heaven in 2003.

Angelou has also written and published two collections of essays: Wouldn’t
Take Nothing for My Journey Now (1993) and Even the Stars Look Lone-
some (1997), which won the 1997 NAACP Image Award for Outstanding
Literary Work, Nonfiction. In 1995, Angelou delivered the poem “A Brave
and Startling Truth” at the 50th anniversary of the founding of the United
Nations. In 2002, Angelou joined forces with Hallmark to create a signature
collection of cards and gifts titled Maya Angelou’s Life Mosaic. In 2004,
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at the urging of friends, Angelou penned a cookbook that she titled Hal-
lelujah! The Welcome Table: A Lifetime of Memories with Recipes. She has
also contributed to such magazines as Essence, Harper’s Bazaar, Ebony, and

Redbook.

Important Dates and Information

e Angelou has recorded two musical albums: 1957’s Miss Calypso
(Liberty Records) and 1968’s For the Love of Ivy (ABC Records).

¢ [ Know Why the Caged Bird Sings was adapted as a television movie
for the Columbia Broadcasting System in 1979.

¢ And Still I Rise was adapted as a television special by Public Broadcast-
ing in 1985.

e Angelou was a series writer on the short-lived television series, Brewster
Place.

e Angelou wrote all of the poetry for the 1993 film Poetic Justice.

* On October 16, 1995, Angelou delivered the poem “From a Black Woman
to a Black Man” at the Million Man March in Washington, DC.

e In 1998, Angelou made her feature film directing debut on the film
Down in the Delta, starring Alfre Woodard, Wesley Snipes, and Esther
Rolle.

¢ In 2003, www.mayaangelou.com was launched.

e In 2006, Maya Angelou played the role of Aunt May and read her origi-
nal poem “In and Out of Time” in the Tyler Perry film Madea'’s Family
Reunion.

In 2006, Angelou became a radio personality as part of the XM Satellite
Channel Oprah and Friends. Angelou and talk show host Oprah Winfrey met
in the 1980s in Baltimore, Maryland. The two became fast friends and An-
gelou has served as a mentor to Winfrey throughout her career. Over the
years, Angelou has made several appearances on The Oprah Winfrey Show.
Her books have also been selected for the Oprah Winfrey Book Club. In 2005,
Angelou was honored at Oprah Winfrey’s Legends Weekend, which celebrated
and honored 25 African American women in the arts, entertainment, and
civil rights. The weekend consisted of a luncheon, white-tie ball, and gospel
brunch. In 2008, in honor of Angelou’s 80th birthday, Winfrey hosted a lavish
party at Donald Trump’s Mar-A-Largo Club in Palm Beach, Florida. Angelou
had two other celebrations to mark the momentous occasion. One occurred
in Atlanta, Georgia, and raised money for the YMCA in her honor. Lastly,
her adopted hometown of Winston-Salem, North Carolina, hosted another
birthday celebration.
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Throughout her career, there have been several constants that have sus-
tained Angelou. She has followed the same routine when it comes to her writ-
ing. As she told interviewer Carol Sarler, she checks into a hotel room and
writes in longhand on legal pads while lying on the bed. She keeps a bottle of
sherry, a deck of cards (for solitaire), a Roget’s Thesaurus, and a Bible in close
proximity. She writes until the afternoon and edits in the evening. Addition-
ally, Angelou’s family and friends continue to be her primary focus and the
source of her strength. Both her mother and her brother spent their final days
in Winston-Salem with Angelou before their deaths in 1991 and 2000, respec-
tively. Today, Angelou has a grandson, Colin Ashanti Murphy-Johnson, and
great-grandchildren Caylin Nicole and Brandon Bailey. Her niece Rosa John-
son Butler, the only child of her brother Bailey, serves as Angelou’s archivist.

Angelou’s contribution to and role in the establishment of contemporary
African American literature has been compared to that of Frederick Douglass
in the 19th century. Like Douglass, Angelou has managed to articulate suc-
cessfully the joys and pain of her life while remaining accessible to a broad
audience. Angelou represents not only African Americans or women, but all
who are dedicated to creating a moral center for themselves, their people, and
their country. She has done this by rising above expectations and defeats by
telling her story and fighting for the rights of all. Maya Angelou is indeed an
American icon.
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Born in Harlem, New York, to his mother, Emma Berdis Joynes, and a father
he never knew, Baldwin (1924-1987) grew up with a minister stepfather who
adopted him, and was the oldest of nine children. James Baldwin stands out as
an icon in American literature because he paved the way for blacks and gays
alike. He made it okay to step outside the lines that said black men should be
what the majority in society said they should be. He served as a beacon and
a voice during a time when it was not cool to be black or gay; the combina-
tion of both was completely unacceptable and threatening. He famously said:
“The power of the white world is threatened whenever a black man refuses to
accept the white world’s definition.” On the heels of slavery, black men during
this time were still in the process of paving their way in a socially unjust soci-
ety, one where members were threatened by their very existence. As the oldest
in his family, it would seem that he was accustomed to carrying the burden
and being outspoken. His voice was temporarily muffled by his stepfather, as
their relationship was strained, but he reclaimed it for himself when he be-
gan preaching at the age of 14. Furthermore, it really came forward when he
walked away from the ministry and found it again in New York’s Greenwich
Village. It was here that he started rubbing elbows with the likes of greats like
Richard Wright, who helped him to secure a grant that helped him to travel
abroad where he found his writing voice.

Previous to that time, he worked as a freelance writer and editor. One reso-
nating trait that resounded after Baldwin walked away from the ministry was
his willingness to stand up and speak the truth and share his opinion, despite
opposers and naysayers. James Baldwin made it acceptable to be different.
Travelling abroad gave him a perspective and insight to put into words his
experience as a black man in white America. He cataloged his experiences in
numerous novels, short stories, and essays. The various extremes of emotions
and encounters influenced him. Being abroad gave him the leeway to consider
his personal convictions and decisions and brought him closer to social con-
cerns in contemporary America. As an author, Baldwin allowed himself the
space to question and to show and share his own insecurities and unknowns.
Despite his brilliant mind, he did not align himself with haughtiness or arro-
gance. He surrounded himself with people who questioned and did not con-
form, like Malcolm X and Martin Luther King Jr. He did not allow himself to
be selfish and self-centered; he stayed very connected with the movement and
the issues relevant to the times. The unapologetic Baldwin is iconic because
he did not seek to be.

Baldwin and His Sense of Responsibility

Baldwin carried a great sense of responsibility. For example, during an
interview with John Hall, he very candidly spoke about his personal senti-
ments concerning his status as a writer. During the initial part of the in-
terview, Baldwin, whose early influences not only included his father, but
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also the church and Charles Dickens, asserted that the strain as a writer
encompasses not only writing in simple terms, but also writing without
allowing the audience to lead, or in other words dictate what he is attempt-
ing to say. Because Baldwin lived according to his own personal standard,
he wrote in an unadulterated fashion and without modification.

Like many of his contemporaries, Baldwin wished to be viewed simply
as a writer. He refused to be labeled as an African American writer. For
example, in an interview with Francois Bondy, Baldwin frequently distin-
guished himself as a writer and not simply a Negro writer.

Reading Baldwin’s literature, one can see his ongoing dialogue and con-
versation with himself and simultaneously humanity. Baldwin’s use of third-
person pronouns helps his readers to become encompassed in his literature
and relate to his content. He was not embarrassed to address the matters of
the church, as if they were off limits; he did not adhere to social conventions.
No one thing was beyond comment if it was in the public space. His iconic
status is so appropriate and fitting because he did not seek it. He simply spoke
his mind intelligently and through his interactions and personal discourse
provoked and propelled original thought and discussion. Baldwin’s writings
implied and simultaneously declared that it was admissible not to know
everything. He rather silently encouraged others to be, to do, and to live who
they were in spite of what others deemed appropriate. Baldwin’s works are
also iconic because he wrote about the human experience, and this is always
relevant because there is no experience or emotion that we cannot all relate
to or share. Baldwin’s traveling abroad released him from the silent, confining
lines of social and racial injustice in America; it freed him and simultaneously
helped him to write and speak without inhibitions. This is something that a
lot of writers had to contend with, especially if they had sponsors or were con-
cerned with community backlash, something Baldwin cared nothing about
because he was not writing to be popular. Baldwin was a definite forerunner
of individualism.

Not knowing his biological father and having a strained relationship with
his stepfather may also have played a major role in his development as a
young man. His heavy involvement in the political did not necessarily mean
he was a Black Nationalist. He did not favor blacks over whites. He simply
spoke his truth and did not show favoritism. He used his experience to say
something about the larger society and to highlight the interconnectedness of
the human experience. Baldwin was a man who lived in obscurity in regards
to private matters in his personal life and was willing to stand in isolation to
live according to his personal convictions and standards. The majority of his
works cover racial and sexual issues and topics. Other influences include his
admiration of Beauford Delaney, Richard Wright, and Philippe Derome. Bald-
win met Lucien Happersberger; the two were involved in a close relationship
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until Happersberger married a woman three years later, which left Baldwin
heartbroken. Dealing with his experiences in the pulpit also shaped him as a
writer, even in his later years. Before dying of stomach cancer on December 1,
1987, he continued to travel abroad and within the United States, although
not as often as he did in his youth, penning and sharing his experiences. His
final writings were a collection of essays titled The Evidence of Things Not
Seen (1985), based on the 1980 Atlanta child murders.

Because of Baldwin’s thematic scope, which encompasses identity in rela-
tion to being a black man in America, homosexuality, interracial relation-
ships, and brotherhood, his works continue to be widely read and considered
in academic circles around the world. Baldwin discusses the plight and condi-
tion of the black American, not as a victim, but rather as an active agent who
can ascertain his own future despite hardship and socioeconomic status. The
underlying theme in Baldwin’s work entails a search for identity that essen-
tially leads to one’s own personal ideal. Baldwin actively participated in the
Civil Rights Movement and interacted with key and various fellow partici-
pants of the movement such as Martin Luther King Jr. and Malcolm X. He
also participated on the public speaking/lecture circuit. His extensive travel
and friendships with other key black leaders gave him a broad and expansive
scope. Unlike writers who had sponsors and wrote according to their guide-
lines, Baldwin wrote unapologetically according to his own personal stan-
dard, which displeased his critics, who did not agree with his liberal stance on
sexuality. His use of language and diction creates a strong cadence that can be
attributed to following in his stepfather’s footsteps and serving in the pulpit
as a preacher for three years. Until the time of his death, he was working on
a tri-biography about Medgar Evers, Martin Luther King Jr., and Malcolm X.
Despite the fact that he developed cancer of the esophagus, he continued to
interact and spend time with his family, to live, to write, and to work on other
projects until his passing. He died on December 1 and was buried in Harts-
dale, New York, on December 8, 1987.

Thematically, many of Baldwin’s works centered on the church, and the
lives his characters led showed the inward and outward manifestation of
those caught in confining standards of religion during that time. In his drama
The Amen Corner, through the creation of Margaret, the initial pastor of
the church, and her son, readers are able to view and consider what happens
when individuals are not balanced, or as the old saying goes, so heavenly
bound that they are no earthly good. Such is the theme in Go Tell It on the
Mountain, which is a book organized into prayers by each of the main char-
acters. The novel also discusses the hypocrisy of members of the church, who
from the outside looking in are supposed to be enlightened and know better.
Through dialogue and character description, each section allows the reader to
understand the thought process and possible reasons why Florence and Ga-
briel, for instance, conduct themselves as they do in their adult life. Baldwin
speaks to what happens when people use their religion to avoid dealing with
their demons and issues of the past. The plot of the novel can be compared to
the biblical story of Abraham, Isaac, and Ishmael.
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In his essay titled “Everybody’s Protest Novel,” Baldwin highlights how the
canonized novel Uncle Tom’s Cabin glazed over the truth and the reality of
slavery. The absence of characters who exercised agency should be considered
because their absence represented the acknowledgment, and the lack thereof,
of the black voice. According to Baldwin, author Harriet Beecher Stowe cre-
ated and constructed black characters according to her personal standards
and taste, which left them as a mere servant who had no issue with his station
in life. Baldwin contends that the protest novel, the novel that was supposed
to speak to the truths American slavery, fails in its purpose because it rejects
reality. Similarly, in Carmen Jones, according to the majority standard, the
Negro is amoral. When paralleled with whites, the Negro always ends up
on the extreme that paints him as the bad and unacceptable standard. Bald-
win argues that the movie Carmen Jones is stereotypical in that the writers,
through characterization and music, paint an implied and explicit depiction
of the Negro that when considered wholly, reveals the interior of America and
how deeply disturbed people are.

In his essay “Many Thousands Gone,” Baldwin not only discusses the role
of music in Hollywood film during this time but also highlights how the
American Negro has been situated in every aspect of life as separate from
humanity and thus has a separate dehumanization. Baldwin posits that the
Negro is not human because in order for him to become human, he must be
tamed in a manner that causes him to be acceptable. He must be tamed and
modified according to the majority standard in order to exist. Baldwin contin-
ues by asserting that Richard Wright’s Native Son is the only true celebration
of the American Negro.

In “The Harlem Ghetto,” Baldwin discusses the overcrowding and conges-
tion of Harlem and personifies Harlem as a careless human, a conundrum of
Negro leadership. Baldwin coins the term Negro leadership to question how
a Negro was to be a leader in the true sense of the word if at any moment
he could be confined to standards imposed on him by the majority. Baldwin
highlights Negroes’ hardships in conjunction with their lasting physical and
psychological effects, as well as comparing the plight and condition of Ne-
groes to the lives of the Jewish.

In “Journey to Atlanta,” written after visiting Atlanta, Baldwin shares the
fact that even though the Negro is not a priority in America, the state of
politics shows that change, however slow, is coming to the United States. At
this time, Negroes were used as pieces and pawns in the political game, did
not have power in the political process, and were not seen as American, but
change was still coming. Baldwin acknowledged how political parties, such as
the Progressive Party, outwardly embraced the Negro, but only did so in order
to push their political agenda. An example of this was the musical group Me-
lodeers, organized by members of the Progressive Party, who sang in various
churches on Sunday mornings. The Melodeers primed the hearts of the people
so that they would be open and receptive to the smokescreen promises of the
party; this is an example both of using the Negro for political gain and giving
no consideration to the Negro as an active agent, a human being.
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In “Notes of a Native Son,” Baldwin recalls being the oldest of nine children
and his responsibilities as a child. He talks in depth about his relationship
with his father growing up and how the two did not get along because both
were stubborn, which is referenced in his novel Go Tell It on the Mountain.
Baldwin’s father, who was a preacher, was a part of the first generation of
freed men who moved north in 1919. Just like the children in the novel, Bald-
win and his siblings grew up in fear of their father and did not invite friends
over because they might encounter his wrath. As a minor, Baldwin did not
understand why his father, who died of tuberculosis, was such a bitter man.
As an adult, once he traveled overseas and reflected on it, he realized that his
father died a bitter man because of his life and the power of white people in
the world. Baldwin, too, drank from this bitter cup in his adult life and fully
understood his father once he had left the country and returned. His return
led to an epiphany about the reality of the American Negro’s station in life.
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Poet Sonia Sanchez speaks during a news conference at the opening of
the Freedom’s Sisters exhibition at the Cincinnati Museum Center on
March 14, 2008. The Smithsonian traveling exhibit tells the story of
20 African American women who helped to shape the Civil Rights
Movement. (AP Photo/David Kohl)
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The term Black Aesthetic, most frequently used in reference to African
American literature, was coined during the 1960s, but represents an artistic
movement in African American literary history that dates back to writers of
the 19th century. The Black Aesthetic is iconic because it has given “value” to
artistic elements that are unique to the African American experience, leading
to the canonization of writers such as Langston Hughes, Zora Neale Hurston,
and Richard Wright. An understanding and appreciation of the Black Aesthetic
within the academy has also made it easier for the works of contemporary
writers like Toni Morrison to be added to the American literary canon.

“Black Aesthetic” delineates the elements and recurring tropes within African
American literature that distinguish it from other racial aesthetics. Broadly
speaking, the Black Aesthetic is characterized by the following elements:
(1) the black writer speaks directly to a black audience; (2) the work contains
a call for revolution; (3) the work emphasizes the rejection of Western ideol-
ogy; (4) the work rejects the notion of art for art’s sake and instead privileges
art that serves a social and political function; and (5) the work incorporates
African American musical styles and folk culture (i.e., black vernacular, blues,
jazz). To fully comprehend the Black Aesthetic, it is important to map its
evolution—from its inception in the 19th century to its apex in the 1960s.

Literary scholar Reginald Martin uses the term original Black Aesthetic
when discussing 19th-century African American writers whose work es-
poused similar aesthetic qualities to those on which late 20th-century African
American writers prided themselves. Martin positions Frederick Douglass and
David Walker as leaders in this movement because of the “call to physical
resistance of white oppression” within their literary works (21). Martin’s as-
sertion subverts the belief that the revolutionary element in African American
literature only manifested itself during the mid-20th century. Martin further
argues that the difference between 19th-century African American writers and
contemporary African American writers was the hope of the former to even-
tually assimilate into American society. Martin’s argument echoes the belief
of many contemporary African American writers who, as opposed to Martin,
deny the role of late 19th- and early 20th-century African American writers in
the Black Aesthetic. These writers usually accused their literary predecessors
of being too preoccupied with becoming “American” instead of appreciating
their unique African identity. W.E.B. Du Bois’ often quoted term “double
consciousness” expresses this tension that African Americans have dealt with
in regards to understanding their place within American society.

One author to consider when discussing this phenomenon is the 19th-
century poet Paul Laurence Dunbar. In his essay “Negro in Literature”
(1899), Dunbar expresses the belief that art produced by African Ameri-
cans will be very similar to art produced by white Americans, since blacks
in America are essentially more American than African. When asked by a
reporter if there was something native, or African within black art, Dunbar
responds by saying, “We must write like white men. I do not mean imitate
them; but our life is now the same” (172). Although many African American



Black Aesthetic

writers shared Dunbar’s sentiment, there were other writers who believed
that there was something essentially African about black art and the black
experience, and it was this element that empowered it.

Another writer whose work is evidence of the presence of an earlier Black
Aesthetic is the prolific author Charles Chesnutt. Chesnutt’s book The Conjure
Woman (1899) is one of the first African American texts that figures a main
character who is a positive representation of the African American folk. Uncle
Julius, the main character, speaks in black vernacular and uses his superstition
as a means to obtain what he wants from the white narrator, John. Chesnutt
juxtaposes Uncle Julius’s use of black vernacular to John’s use of Standard
English, and Julius’s superstition to John’s blatant disregard for black folk be-
liefs, in order to emphasize the relevance and potency of Julius’s folk culture.
Julius’s blackness does not hinder him but instead gives him agency.

Similarly, many of Pauline Hopkins’s texts espouse the Black Aesthetic be-
lief of rejecting Western ideology. Hopkins’s Of One Blood (1902) subverts
the myth of black inferiority by locating African American ancestry in Ethio-
pia, which Hopkins posits as the original birthplace of civilization. Hopkins
urges African Americans to take pride in their rich ancestry instead of disas-
sociating themselves from it. The text ends with the main character settling
in Ethiopia rather than returning to the United States. Hopkins uses her text
as a way to encourage African Americans to reject Western ideology and to
embrace their Africanness.

The Black Aesthetic notion of incorporating African American musical
styles was also relevant during these early years. James Weldon Johnson’s
The Autobiography of an Ex-Colored Man (1912) discusses the significance
of ragtime in the development of the American musical tradition. Through
his novel, Johnson suggests that the innate musical acumen of the African
American progenitors of ragtime is equivalent to the extensive training that
many classical artists have. In addition, when discussing ragtime, the narrator
asserts that it has an international appeal, suggesting that like classical music,
it has gained fame among people of all races and nationalities. Essentially,
Johnson’s text subverts the misconception that black art is lower than white
art and instead makes both equivalent.

As the 20th century progressed, African Americans continued to struggle to
validate their art in the eyes of white America. There were constant debates
within African American literary circles about the role of the black artist.
Langston Hughes’s seminal essay, “The Negro Artist and the Racial Moun-
tain” (1926), brilliantly addresses the issue of the black artist finding inspira-
tion for his work from within the black race. Consequently, there was a shift
among many African American writers toward the incorporation of the folk
and African American folk traditions in their work. Additionally, as Alain
Locke asserts in “Negro Youth Speaks” (1925), African American writers of
this generation became more aware of catering to a black audience. Race pride
was seen as essential to uplifting the black race—emotionally, psychologically,
spiritually, and socially—and accurate and favorable depictions of the folk
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were seen as essential to establishing a Black Aesthetic. Writers such as Claude
McKay, Zora Neale Hurston, and Sterling Brown positioned the folk as the
primary characters in their texts. For example, while McKay’s Home to Har-
lem focuses on the role of the folk in the North, Hurston’s Their Eyes Were
Watching God and Brown’s Southern Road, focused on the folk of the South.
Specifically, Brown’s Southern Road (1932), a collection of poetry, is a call for
African Americans to return to their southern roots. He criticizes the mindset
of blacks who have migrated north and have espoused the ideals of capital-
ism. Brown beckons for black people to return to the South—the place he
positions as the site of authentic black identity. One of the most powerful and
influential poems within the collection is Brown’s famous “Ma Rainey” poem.
Not only does Brown accurately portray the intense emotion embodied within
the folk, but more important, he also elevates the blues singer to the position
of messiah amongst her people. Thus, Brown follows in the tradition of black
aestheticians like Langston Hughes, who used African American folk music as
a medium through which to express the black condition in America.

The rejection of art for art’s sake, a critical component of the Black Aes-
thetic, and an emphasis on the political function of art, were especially promi-
nent during this period. With black people continually disenfranchised and
with the Ku Klux Klan in flux, many African American writers believed that
“art for art’s sake” was not useful in ameliorating the conditions of African
Americans. In “Criteria for Negro Art” (1926), W.E.B. Du Bois asserts that his
own writing “has been used always for propaganda for gaining the right of
black folk to love and enjoy” (259). Poets such as Georgia Douglas Johnson,
Countee Cullen, and Claude McKay used their poetry to bring issues about ra-
cial identity, segregation, class, and the many other injustices that plagued the
black community to the forefront. These writers understood the power of the
written word and sought to improve the status of their people by using their
work as both a call to revolution among blacks and a wakeup call for whites.

The onset of the Civil Rights Movement created new tensions in America
and caused African American writers to take a proactive approach to com-
bating social injustice. Richard Wright’s essay “Blueprint for Negro Writing”
(1937) was integral in establishing what would develop into the Black Aes-
thetic commonly associated with the last half of the 20th century. In this
seminal work, Wright argues that African American writers of the past were
too passive and suggests that they “went a-begging to white America” (1380).
Wright set a precedent with his novel Native Son (1940) of a militant, proac-
tive literature. Although many African American writers during the 1950s
such as Melvin Tolson and Gwendolyn Brooks strayed away from writing
“protest” literature as a result of integration (as Arthur P. Davis asserts in
his essay “Integration and Race Literature”), social conditions in the United
States would prove that despite what appeared to be social progress, there
was still much improvement to be made in regard to black/white relations.

Lorraine Hansberry’s A Raisin in the Sun (1959) is an example of how
African Americans still struggled during the time of integration. The play
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depicts various reasons why the incorporation of a Black Aesthetic was still
integral to combating racism in the United States. Hansberry was bold in
creating an African American family who, despite their struggles, committed
themselves to fighting against racism collectively. The Black Aesthetic idea
of embracing one’s African heritage is embodied primarily in the character
Beneatha. Beneatha’s rejection of George’s assimilationist ideology, and her
admiration and espousal of Asagai’s African heritage, challenge the dominant
ideology of the time that suggested that beauty and success were synonymous
with whiteness. What would follow in the 1960s would be a group of young
African American artists who would espouse Wright and Hansberry’s mili-
tancy and add a new dimension to the Black Aesthetic.

In his essay “The Black Arts Movement” (1968), Larry Neal, one of the
prominent voices of this movement, discusses the “new” Black Aesthetic and
argues that in addition to art speaking directly to the African American com-
munity, participants within this movement would create a “radical reorder-
ing of the western cultural aesthetic” (29). Neal further argues that what is
different about this generation of writers is that they understood that there
were two Americas—one white, and one black. Instead of espousing the hope
of their literary predecessors who believed in one united country, this “new
breed” of artists believed that their energy should be focused solely on cater-
ing to black America. What specifically distinguishes the Black Aesthetic of the
1960s from the original Black Aesthetic is the privileging of the oral and per-
formed (poetry and drama) over the written (prose), the use of a profane and
violent rhetoric, and the direct connection to a black political movement.

The privileging of poetry over other literary forms was linked solely to its
accessibility to the masses. Artists of this generation believed that the mes-
sage contained within their work was so critical to the betterment of African
Americans that lack of finances and education should not hinder one’s ac-
cess to this material; thus, poetry performances were popularized in order to
achieve this goal. The language that was used in poetry was also very distinct
to this Black Aesthetic. In addition to the espousal of the language of the
everyday black man, these artists also used very violent and profane words. As
Larry Neal suggests, this type of language was necessary because “Poems are
transformed from physical objects into personal forces” (37). Experimenting
with numerous Western forms of poetry was taboo; the artists wanted poetry
that would figuratively pierce the listener’s flesh. The metaphor of words as
bullets was common among the literature of this generation, and Amiri Ba-
raka’s (LeRoi Jones) poem “Black Art” is well known for its espousal of this
doctrine. Here, Baraka argues that poems are useless unless they “shoot,” or
are “daggers” or “fists.” Similarly, drama was also seen as a more accessible
art form than the novel.

During the 1960s, black theatre production groups were on the rise through-
out the country, and many African American writers turned to drama as a
form of artistic expression. Black Fire: An Anthology of Afro-American
Writing (1968), co-edited by Larry Neal and Amiri Baraka, is a testament to
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the influence of drama during this era. Out of the four sections in the anthol-
ogy, one section is devoted solely to plays written by established as well as
up-and-coming playwrights of this generation. The plays included in the an-
thology depict the tensions between the police force and the black community,
criticize the Western construction of black identity, and figure black women
as an integral part of the revolution. Similar to Black Arts poetry, the plays
are brief (usually one to two acts), espouse violent rhetoric, and call for black
people to take up arms in their fight against white America. Characters who
are pro-integration or considered Uncle Toms are murdered in the large ma-
jority of these plays. Baraka’s play Dutchman (1964) embodies many of these
elements and is one of the central texts of the Black Arts Movement. Clay,
the main character, is a 20-year-old, educated, well-dressed African American
male who encounters a white woman named Lula on a train in New York
City. Lula antagonizes Clay throughout the play, challenging both his identity
as a man and as an African American. Clay entertains Lula’s games until she
calls him an “Uncle Tom”; the result is a long monologue given by Clay that
explains why many African Americans present themselves in a manner that is
“acceptable” to white America. At the core of Clay’s monologue is the chill-
ing reality of the struggle of black artists: Clay argues that artists like Bessie
Smith and Charlie Parker used their art as a means to prevent themselves from
revolting against white people. Clay asserts “If Bessie Smith had killed some
white people she wouldn’t have needed that music. She could have talked very
straight and plain about the world” (35). Clay’s monologue is essential to
understanding the Black Aesthetic of the 1960s because through Clay, Baraka
suggests that the only way the black community can maintain its sanity is
through violence, which he argues is the language of the white Western world.
Baraka’s Madheart: A Morality Play (1967) embodies many of the same ele-
ments as Dutchman but instead primarily discusses black female identity in
relation to the white female body.

The violent rhetoric espoused by black aestheticians reflects their connec-
tion to the Black Power Movement. Although the works of Lloyd Brown,
Richard Wright, and Ralph Ellison often reflected Communist politics, what
distinguishes writers of the “new” Black Aesthetic from these writers is their
connection to a politics that, unlike Communism, was exclusively about the
improvement of the black race. Larry Neal clearly states that this aesthetic
was the artistic component to the Black Power Movement. Black women
writers, a central part of the movement, often espoused Black Power poli-
tics in their work. The spirit of Malcolm X was often invoked as well as the
“black is beautiful” ideology. Two prominent black poets of this era, Sonia
Sanchez and Mari Evans, used their poetry as a way to address the issues that
plagued the black community. The speaker of Sanchez’s poem “Blk/Rhetoric,”
asks “who’s gonna take/the words/blk/is/beautiful/and make more of it/than
blk/capitalism./u dig?” (18), ultimately challenging the black community to
move beyond the rhetoric of the Black Power Movement and actually yield
to its revolutionary cause against “the enemy/(and we know who that is)”
(18). Mari Evans’s poem “Vive Noir” talks of being frustrated with “hand me
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downs/shut me ups/pin me ins/keep me outs” (71), and the speaker suggests
that instead of accepting things as they are, she is going to “intrude/my proud
blackness/all/over the place” (71). In addition to Sanchez and Evans, many
of the prominent writers of this new Black Aesthetic were June Jordan, Haki
Madhubuti, Ishmael Reed, Alice Walker, Henry Dumas, and Lorenzo Thomas.
Poets, dramatists, novelists, and short-story writers, they were all committed
to the same goals of revolution.

Many African American novelists did not affiliate themselves with the Black
Arts Movement and its understanding of the Black Aesthetic, yet their work
was still influenced by it. For example, Toni Morrison was not directly affiliated
with the Black Arts Movement; however, Sula, the protagonist in her novel
Sula (1973), rejects Western standards of beauty and her rebellious black na-
ture influences the people she encounters. The person who is the most influ-
enced by Sula is her best friend Nel. Prior to meeting Sula, Nel would pinch
her nose with a clothespin every night so that it would look more “white.”
However, after Nel meets Sula, she “slid the clothespin under the blanket as
soon as she got in the bed. And although there was still the hateful hot comb
to suffer through each Saturday evening, its consequences—smooth hair—no
longer interested her” (55). Like the work of Morrison’s literary predecessors,
the espousal of the Black Aesthetic in Morrison’s text subverted the ideology
of white superiority.

Although Black Aesthetic values were milder in the years following the
Black Arts Movement, a Black Aesthetic was still espoused by African Ameri-
can writers in succeeding generations. In his discussion of the Black Aesthetic,
literary scholar William J. Harris describes the Black Aesthetic of African
American writers from the late 1970s to the 1990s and defines these two
groups as the “New Breed” and the “Neo-Black Aesthetic.” In short, Harris
suggests that the difference between the New Breed writers of the late 1970s
and the earlier writers of the 1960s was the incorporation of all marginalized
peoples within the New Breed movement—including Native Americans, Asian
Americans, and Hispanics. Harris further asserts that the participants within
the Neo-Black Aesthetic of the 1980s and 1990s differed from the New Breed
because, like their literary predecessors from earlier generations, they saw no
problem in finding inspiration from Western culture to include in their work.

There was a shift among writers of the Black Arts Movement toward this
New Breed aesthetic, since many writers related their plight in America with
the plight of people in the third world, thus furthering the idea of a third world
coalition. June Jordan is one poet whose focus shifted at the end of the 1970s
from solely addressing the issues of black Americans toward addressing the
issues women faced internationally. Jordan’s poem “Poem for South African
Women,” which discusses black femininity and motherhood and paints such
images as “mothers/raising arms/and heart,” ends with the declaration “we
are the ones we have been waiting for,” which encourages women throughout
the world to unite and fight for their liberation. On the other hand, novelist
Andrea Lee represents writers of the Neo—-Black Aesthetic. Lee’s Sarah Phil-
lips (1984) chronicles the life of a middle-class black woman and her journey
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toward self-discovery. Through her work, Lee criticizes the black middle class
yet does not glorify urban black life; instead, Lee’s novel challenges the be-
havior and beliefs of both of these sectors within the black community. Lee
also incorporates important nonblack characters such as Gretchen, the pro-
tagonist’s best friend in high school, a liberal Jewish girl who, along with her
family, is radical and opposes the unfair treatment of blacks in America.

Although African American writers of the 1960s denied the participation of
their literary predecessors in the Black Aesthetic, it is evident that the history
of this revolutionary cultural aesthetic dates back well into slavery. The Black Aes-
thetic ultimately represents a people who knew that in order to change the plight
of black people in America, it would be essential to combine the culture that dis-
tinguished them from other Americans with the written and spoken word. These
artists refused to espouse any ideology that would misrepresent their abilities
as an intelligent people. Ultimately, all of these writers proved that intelligence,
excellence, power, and unity can come out of the children of Africa.
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Amiri Baraka’s commitment to social justice for African Americans is mirrored
in his essays, poems, and plays, which seek to describe a coming revolution.
(AP/Wide World Photos)
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Closely associated with the Black Power Movement of the 1960s, the Black
Arts Movement is often cited as beginning with the move of Amiri Baraka
(né LeRoi Jones) to Harlem in 1965. Already an established publisher, poet,
playwright, and music critic prior to his move, Baraka’s split with the Beat
poets to work more closely with black writers serves as a symbolic beginning
of the movement.

Baraka is credited with founding the Black Arts Repertory Theater/School
(BARTS) and giving the movement its formal beginning. Artists who were a
part of BARTS, however, also came from an earlier group called Umbra. Peo-
ple such as Askia Touré, Charles Patterson, and Steve Young formed Umbra,
which was one of the first post—civil rights literary organizations to present it-
self in opposition to the white literary establishment. Although Umbra, which
produced Umbra Magazine, disbanded when members could not agree on
allowing the role of their art to be more political or aesthetic, some members
carried their ideology and passion to other organizations such as BARTS.

The creation of such organizations proved that African Americans were
seeking new ways to express themselves. Life in America was changing and
the artistic expression had to evolve as well. The social and political conditions
were ripe for the Black Arts Movement. By the mid-1960s, America, especially
black America, was at a crossroads. Coming out of the civil rights era, its end
marked by the passage of the Voting Rights Act in 1965, many black people
were calling for more radical and revolutionary action in the struggle for equal-
ity in society. Slogans such as “Arm yourself or harm yourself” were popular
among many, demonstrating the favorable reputation of armed resistance.
While the nonviolent movement had been popular and effective during the
1950s and early 1960s, many young black people grew disillusioned with
these methods of protest and became interested in the Nation of Islam (NOI),
the Black Panther Party for Self Defense, and the Black Power Movement, all
avenues for more radical activity. Individuals involved in these movements
and groups looked to Africa for wisdom and inspiration as they fought for
change within the black community through methods of self-empowerment.
The NOI, for instance, worked diligently and successfully to reform pimps,
gamblers, drug addicts, alcoholics, and ex-cons. This type of reformation pro-
vided a real model of community activism. Young people were inspired by the
NOTI’s focus on racial self-determination and the emphasis it placed on black
people and black life. They were also influenced by the NOI’s newsletter, Mu-
hammad Speaks.

Significant Cities, Theatres, and Publishing Houses
Major Locations of Black Arts’ Ideological Leadership

e California Bay Area
e Chicago
® Detroit
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Black Arts Theatres and Cultural Centers

e Black Arts Midwest—Detroit, MI

e BLKARTSOUTH—New Orleans, LA

e Ebony Showcase—Los Angeles, CA

e Inner City Repertory—Los Angeles, CA

e Kuumba Theatre Company—Chicago, IL

e National Black Theatre—New York, NY

* New Lafayette Theatre—New York, NY

® Organization of Black American Culture (OBAC)—Chicago, IL
e Performing Arts Society of Los Angeles (PALSA)—Los Angeles, CA
e Southern Black Cultural Alliance—Houston, TX

e Spirit House Movers—Newark, N]

e Sudan Arts Southwest—Houston, TX

e Theatre of Afro Arts—Miami, FL

Major Black Arts Presses

e Broadside Press—Detroit, MI
e Third World Press—Chicago, IL

Most significant from the Nation of Islam to the activists at the time, how-
ever, was Malcolm X. Considered the spiritual leader of the movement by
some, Malcolm X was fierce, proud, and unafraid to name the wrongs done
to blacks by white America. He called for black people to defend themselves
against racial tyranny while speaking directly to blacks. Young people were
impressed that he did not bother seeking an audience with whites or asking
their permission for equality. They were also impressed with his new vision
and the skillful and melodic ways in which he spoke about it.

The Black Panther Party for Self-Defense also concerned itself with com-
munity activism. Founded in 1966 by Bobby Seale and Huey P. Newton, the
Oakland, California—based organization created various programs in the
black community that administered free food and free medical and legal aid,
as well as service to the homeless and battered women. While a visible preoc-
cupation with weaponry and militancy were a large part of the Black Pan-
thers’ national reputation, and an actual part of their tactics, their goal was a
free America for the black community. This goal was one that resonated with
black youth who were calling for black power.

Black Power became the term for the movement that would grow out of
the Civil Rights Movement. Although initially used in the 1950s, it was popu-
larized as a political slogan by Kwame Ture (Stokely Carmichael) after the
shooting of James Meredith during the March against Fear from Memphis,
Tennessee, to Jackson, Mississippi, in 1966. At the time, Ture was the head
of the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC). Like many of
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his young contemporaries, he believed that the integrationist and accommo-
dationist path to liberation was flawed. Through the Black Power Movement
more aggressive tactics were employed to secure equality for blacks. Part of
this was to instill racial pride in black people, as well as to advocate for mili-
tancy and in some instances, racial separation.

While the change and turbulence of the 1960s made for a ripe environment
to begin the Black Arts Movement, the groundwork for it had been laid as
early as the 1920s. One can certainly see the correlations between the goals
and impact of the Black Arts Movement and the Harlem Renaissance in that
both promoted the artistic achievement of African Americans and that both
had as its cultural center Harlem, New York. While the Black Arts Movement
had a more nationalist tone, both movements worked to reclaim black culture
as a thing of power and to present opportunities for black artists to produce
and promote black creativity.

Perhaps lesser known, however, are the connections the Black Arts Move-
ment had to the Communist Left. In the 1920s and 1930s, Harlem was the
location of several political organizations such as Marcus Garvey’s Universal
Negro Improvement Association (UNTA) and the African Blood Brotherhood,
a black socialist organization with ties to Communism. Involved with these
groups as well as others, artists and other cultural workers purported to have
some ties to the Popular Front well into the 1930s and 1940s.

In the late 1950s, in spite of McCarthy-era persecution, there still remained
African Americans active in leftist politics. Actor, writer, and athlete Paul
Robeson, for instance, produced the leftist journal, Freedom, which published
writers and intellectuals such as W.E.B. Du Bois, Lorraine Hansberry, John O.
Killens, John Henrike Clarke, and Julian Mayfield. (Killens, Clarke, and Mayfield
would go on to mentor artists in the Black Arts Movement.) Other cultural lead-
ers such as Du Bois and Benjamin Davis also maintained their ties to Commu-
nism despite constant government harassment and internal strife among factions.

Maintaining these ideological ties, many of the leaders formed the Harlem
Writers Guild (HWG), which was responsible for the demonstration pro-
testing Congolese prime minister Patrice Lumumba’s assassination (and the
United States’ role in it) in 1961. In organizing this demonstration, they con-
nected a wide range of leftist and nationalist activists together. Among the
demonstrators were Baraka and Touré. Calvin Hicks and Sarah Wright, mem-
bers of HWG, went on to found On Guard for Freedom, which later merged
with Baraka’s group, Organization of Young Men. Individuals in this merged
group would go on to form the core of BARTS.

The goal of the Black Arts Movement was to transform the manner in
which African Americans were portrayed in literature. Previously, blacks were
presented in the media as criminal, servile, misfit, or dependent. The image of
the black man and woman was filtered through the lens of the white main-
stream and therefore was often considered illegitimate and/or inferior. The
movement sought to valorize African Americans and their cultural practices.
It also sought to bring awareness to the social inequalities of the era.
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Incorporating these goals, Maulana Karenga (creator of Kwanzaa) founded
The Organization Us, a social and cultural change organization which advo-
cated the philosophy of Kawaida. This philosophy was a multifaceted activist
idea that ultimately led to the seven principles, or Nguzo Sabo, associated
with Kwanzaa.

Larry Neal, one of the leaders of the Black Arts Movement, stated that the
goal of the movement was to create an art that spoke to black America’s needs
and aspirations. Artists of the movement not only believed it necessary to ac-
knowledge the spiritual and cultural needs of the community but also saw it
as their responsibility to respond to those needs through their art. For these
artists, one significant need was the re-creation of a standard that was more
in line with the black Americans’ experience and sensibilities. They saw them-
selves and the black community in separate terms from mainstream America.
Thus, the key concepts of the Black Arts Movement became the reevaluation
of Western aesthetics, the traditional role of the writer, and the social function
of art. They demanded a separate symbolism and mythology from mainstream
art, calling for a critique and iconology that was wholly different. Neal says in
his article, “The Black Arts Movement,” that the goal of the black artist was
to destroy the white way of looking at the world, eliminating white ideas from
black art. Unlike in Western ideology, art for these artists was not just for the
aesthetic pleasure of the artist or even the audience. For Black Art Movement
artists, art had to be functional as well as beautiful. More important, there
was little difference between one’s ethics and one’s aesthetics. The artist had a
social responsibility for his/her art and its effect on the community.

Black Arts Movement literary artists used various forms of writing to oper-
ate within that social responsibility. Writers such as John A. Williams in The
Man Who Cried I Am (1969) and James Alan McPherson in his short stories
effectively conveyed the message of pride through fiction. Similarly, Baraka
revealed the struggles of African Americans and a model for the new Black
Aesthetic in his play Dutchman (1964), proving that drama could also be a
compelling tool in the commission of the movement’s goals.

Poetry was viewed by many members of the movement as the most effective
means through which to speak to the needs of the people. Because of its suc-
cinct structure, poetry allowed for the writer to publish the work him/herself
and for the message to be written quickly and conveyed quite forcefully. For
instance, in Nikki Giovanni’s poem “For Saundra,” the poet is able to com-
municate the disparities in the life situations of black people and white people
by writing of her inability to write a nice rhyming poem about nature. Instead,
it becomes more important for her to take action with a gun and kerosene.
Poets such as Baraka and Haki Madhubuti also recognized the convenience of
the poem: a great deal of power could be conveyed in a short space. Largely
considered the first publication of the movement, Baraka’s volume of poetry
Black Magic (1969) illustrates the efficacy of poetic expression.

Poetry could also easily incorporate the language of the masses, which writ-
ers wanted to include. They used speech from sermons, everyday conversations,
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and jazz and blues. The folk were a significant part of the movement, and
validating their speech as well as their day-to-day life was a key factor in the
effort to reframe the picture of African Americans. Poets, as well as fiction
writers and dramatists, would also use folk vernacular in combination with
standard American forms such as the rhythms of the Beatniks and standard
musical strategies or with African forms such as praise poetry or the griot-
style of storytelling to create new styles of language.

The new style of language included creating new spellings and usage of
punctuation. For instance, in her choreopoem for colored girls who have con-
sidered suicide/when the rainbow is enuf (1975), Ntozake Shange frequently
uses the phonetic spellings of words (as evidenced even in the title with the
word “enuf”) and avoids using periods, commas, and capitalization. This al-
teration of standard edited American English was yet another tool that writ-
ers, and specifically poets, used in order to distance themselves from Western
European standards.

Perhaps because of poetry’s usefulness, poets made up the largest group
among the artists of the Black Arts Movement. This group included the afore-
mentioned Baraka and Madhubuti, as well as Sonia Sanchez, Askia Touré,
Tom Dent, A. B. Spellman, Bob Kaufman, Nikki Giovanni, Jayne Cortez, Ish-
mael Reed, Raymond Patterson, and Lorenzo Thomas, among others. While
many typically associate these poets, as well as the movement, with New York,
these writers have a diverse geographical background, coming from the South,
the Midwest, the West, and the Northeast. This diversity of background also
spoke to the impact of various regions on the movement. Writers immigrating
to New York from around the country and New Yorkers emigrating through-
out the nation created a sense of national cohesion. Writers were able to learn
what was taking place across regional boundaries. Additionally, the regional
journals and organizations that maintained longevity (as opposed to those
based in New York) helped to establish and promote the work of the artists.

The Liberator had a special significance to the Black Arts Movement because
it defined the ideology of the movement. Many mark 1965 as the beginning
of the periodical’s significance, because this is when Baraka and Neal joined
the editorial board of the magazine. Prior to Baraka and Neal’s commitments
to the magazine, however, the Liberator was already publishing essays and
poetry by Harold Cruse, Ishmael Reed, and Askia Touré. Based in New York
and distributed nationally, it aligned itself with domestic and international
revolutionary movements.

Other magazines of significance to the movement were Black Dialogue and
the Journal of Black Poetry. Black Dialogue began in 1964 and was the first
major publication of the Black Arts Movement. It was edited by Arthur A.
Sheridan, Abdul Karim, Edward Spriggs, Aubrey Labrie, and Marvin Jack-
mon (Marvin X). Out of Black Dialogue came the Journal of Black Poetry.
Based in San Francisco, it was founded by Black Dialogue’s poetry editor,
Dingane Joe Goncalves, and published over 500 poets including Haki Mad-
hubuti, Clarence Page, and Larry Neal. It was in the Journal of Black Poetry
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that Sonia Sanchez published her 1971 epic poem, “Malcolm/Man Don’t Live
Here No Mo.”

Negro Digest (later renamed Black World) was a nationally distributed mag-
azine published by the founder of Ebony and Jet, John H. Johnson. Patterned
after Reader’s Digest, Negro Digest was meant to give a voice to all black
people through its poetry, fiction, drama, theoretical essays, reviews, and criti-
cisms. The journal also provided opportunities for writers by hosting literary
contests and awarding prizes. Baraka’s highly anthologized “A Poem for Black
Hearts,” about Malcolm X, was first published in Negro Digest in 19635.

In addition to providing opportunities for publications, the Black Arts
Movement provided the impetus for creative leaders to create their own
presses. Nowhere was this more prevalent than in the establishment of pub-
lishing houses. Two of the most popular and sustained publishing houses were
Third World Press in Detroit and Broadside Press in Chicago. Before its de-
cline, Broadside Press was responsible for publishing over 400 poets in more
than 100 books and recordings. It was also instrumental in presenting older
writers such as Gwendolyn Brooks, Margaret Walker, and Sterling Brown to a
younger audience. While Third World Press continues to produce new material,
today Broadside Press mostly distributes older works from its back catalog.

These publications also encouraged mainstream white publishing houses
such as Random House and McGraw-Hill to revive out-of-print texts by black
authors. Because of the popularity of black writing and black artists, main-
stream publishers saw a viable market for such texts. In this way, the Black
Arts Movement was yet again responsible for promoting African American
writers and encouraging black artistry.

The Black Arts Movement had a significant and lasting impact on the acad-
emy. Because of the ideology its adherents maintained and practiced, they
were very instrumental in establishing Black Studies programs in the nation’s
universities and colleges. The first such program was established at San Fran-
cisco State in 1969 with the help of Sonia Sanchez and Nathan Hare. Hare, a
sociologist from Howard University, was called upon to coordinate the Black
Studies program there; after a five-month-long strike that included a multi-
ethnic group of protestors, the university finally instituted the program. Soon,
other universities followed suit. That year, Sanchez, after working to estab-
lish the program at San Francisco State, was allowed to teach “The Black
Woman,” the first college seminar ever on African American women’s litera-
ture at the University of Pittsburgh. The integration of Black Arts principles
with academia was not a difficult one, as many proponents of the Black Arts
Movement—Addison Gayle Jr., Darwin Turner, Eugenia Collier, Arna Bon-
temps, Carolyn Fowler, and George Kent—were already academically trained.
An example of the synthesis of Black Aesthetics and Western literature and/or
criticism can be seen in Gayle’s The Black Situation (1970).

For all of its positive effects, the Black Arts Movement was not without
its controversies. Accusations of anti-Semitism and homophobia were often
levied at publications and artists of the movement. While some scholars have
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attempted to identify the anti-Semitism as a substitute for protest against all
white oppressors or a response to wealthy whites who had orchestrated dis-
sension among minorities (to which both blacks and Jews belong), there has
been little explanation of the homophobia present in the movement. Similarly,
there have also been allegations of misogyny. Such sexism is due in part to the
nature of the Black Arts and Black Power Movements. As paramilitary move-
ments, they were often characterized by masculine bravado. (To some extent,
this could also explain the pervasive homophobia.) Cultural critic Michele
Wallace contends in Black Macho and the Myth of the Superwoman that male
artists of the movement internalized white American notions of masculinity as
sexually aggressive, causing them to enact sexist practices.

In spite of the misogyny present in the work, women’s issues were brought
to the forefront by the women writers themselves. Audre Lorde, for example,
who came into prominence in the Black Arts Movement with her first book
of poetry, The First Cities (1968), was a lesbian writer who explored issues of
sexuality in her work. Poet and essayist June Jordan also examined issues
of identity as well as race in her first collection of poetry, Who Look at Me
(1969). These women and others proved that the female presence was vital to
the movement’s artistic and political endeavors, from their early involvement
in sociopolitical organizations to the second Black Women’s Writers Confer-
ence at Fisk in 1967 (where many writers met for the first time) to the move-
ment’s dissolution and aftermath.

Scholars, critics, and members of the Black Arts Movement have attributed
its dissolution, which can be loosely marked as occurring in 1976, to several
factors, both external and internal. The federal government in the form of
the IRS, the FBI, and the Counterintelligence Program (COINTELPRO) of-
ten probed members, conducting numerous intrusive investigations into their
lives. COINTELPRO was part of an atmosphere of paranoia and harassment.
Artists and activists were taped, surveilled, and unjustly jailed because they
were believed to be rebellious and revolutionary. Such government actions
undermined the leadership of the movement and encouraged dissent among
the members.

Internally, factional beliefs caused problems as well. There was an ideologi-
cal split between Marxists and nationalists that had its roots in the late 1950s
and early 1960s. This split, along with the aforementioned dissension, made
it easier for capitalism and commercialization to completely sever the move-
ment. According to Kalamu ya Salaam, poet and cultural critic, mainstream
media agents identified the most salable artists and promoted them in a man-
ner that the black presses and theatres were unable to do because they lacked
the finances and connections of those mainstream media organizations. In do-
ing so, the mainstream effectively undermined the professional relationships
of the artists and aided in the demise of the movement.

Recent critics have denounced the Black Arts Movement as ineffective and
short lived. Some even hold little regard for the writing from this literary
period. The effects of this era, however, are long lasting. Not only did the
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artists shape the way society views literature; they also set forth a standard
that contemporary writers and scholars are still using to create their works.
Furthermore, emerging from this era are the examples of self-determination
and racial pride seen in the study of literature and the formation of fields of
academic study that other ethnic groups have emulated.

It should also be acknowledged that the Black Arts Movement’s focus on
orality has proven to be enduring. One of the most notable changes attributed
to the movement is the alteration of the use of the word “Negro” to “black.”
Trying to separate from the racism of the past that caused them to be called
“Negro,” the artists chose to identify as black in an effort to claim pride in
their African-inspired culture and race.

This one example of the transformation of language is indicative of a
commonplace but innovative practice found in the literature of the era. This
practice can also be found in the written work of contemporary writers and
modern spoken word poets such as those one might see at poetry slams or on
HBO’s Russell Simmons’ Def Poetry Slam. In addition, this innovation and fo-
cus on orality, as well as the integration of politics an aesthetics can be found
in the rap lyrics of many artists such as Common, Lupe Fiasco, and Mos
Def. In Mos Def’s “What’s Beef?” for example, the rapper, along with Talib
Kweli, tackles the concept of beef, which is commonly assumed to be dissen-
sion between various rap artists at any given time. In the song, however, they
define beef as the problems the black community faces: “Beef is the cocaine
and AIDS epidemic.” These artists demonstrate that the Black Arts Movement
was a movement that was not only influential in its focus on and inclusion of
the oratory power of the masses, but is also iconic in its enduring demand for
social change and creation of a nationalist political aesthetic.

Certainly, African American history and literature have benefited from the
trials and triumphs of the Black Arts Movement, as has the rest of America.
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The Blues Aesthetic, as defined by Kalamu ya Salaam, “is an ethos of blues
people that manifests itself in everything done, not just music” (Moses 623).
As an African American literary motif, the Blues Aesthetic is grounded in the
blues tradition and fortified by its connection to African American culture. In
fact, the blues has become emblematic of the modern African American expe-
rience, giving a voice to the hardships of slavery, the challenges in adjusting
to life beyond the plantation, of the Great Migration, of cultural immersion,
and of finding a place and space within contemporary American society—all
set against the backdrop of a guitar-laced melody. The blues is also known for,
and in earlier years, was criticized for, addressing subjects considered taboo by
mainstream society. Promiscuity, addictions, and criminal acts (such as mur-
der) have, at times, been metaphorically addressed within the more worldly
blues lyrics; however, as it grew in popularity and began crossing over onto
mainstream musical charts, critics and audiences alike began to recognize the
blues as a vehicle for the artistic expression of life’s complexities rather than
a conduit for the dangers of immorality.

Indeed, blues lyrics alternately celebrate and mourn the joys, sorrows, highs,
and lows of life in the same way that blues musicians draw from a variety of
musical traditions to create the accompanying melody. Similarly, by honoring
the oral tradition in African culture while adapting to the form and structure
of the Western written tradition, African American literature (which includes
an emphasis on local dialect found within the African American vernacular,
audible rhythmic variances, and lyrical intonations) has undoubtedly been
shaped by the Blues Aesthetic.

The Blues Aesthetic in literature is a reflection of its association with the
musical genre. Originally called the “folk blues” by southern musicians, it
would ultimately be referred to as simply “the blues” in later years, as its for-
mat changed along with its geographical location. The musicians migrating to
northern states during the Great Migration of the early 20th century intro-
duced the blues to newer and more diverse audiences, and its popularity grew
among both whites and blacks in major metropolitan cities. Classic blues, the
genre encapsulating the newer era of blues music, is a product of the post—
Civil War, post-slavery era in modern American culture, when African Ameri-
cans were adjusting to the changes accompanying life beyond the plantation.
This period in American history is reflected in the history of the blues largely
because it represents a musical transition from the group ethos of oppression
to the individual’s societal plight.!

As an outgrowth of several musical forms popular in the American South
(including spirituals and folksongs), the blues emerged in the African American
community during the late 19th and early 20th centuries, although no exact
date or point of origin has been identified (Baraka 101). However, the first of-
ficial blues recording was George W. Johnson’s “Laughing Song,” recorded in
1895 in the Mississippi Delta. Later, this branch of blues music became known
as the “Delta blues” and would remain consistent with its distinct artistic stan-
dards, namely the heavy reliance on the guitar and harmonica for musical
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support, as well as the accompanying lyrics, which frequently center on themes
of promiscuity and travel (the journeying theme). In the early years, from
about 1890 to 1920, the blues was a dominated by musicians from the South;
as such, most of the lyrical content was grounded in the local perspective. Its
growth necessitated the creation of additional branches within the blues um-
brella, including those identified by region (such as the Memphis blues and the
swamp blues), instrument (piano blues, electric blues), and style (jump blues
and boogie-woogie). The emergence of the blues in the country’s urban centers,
particularly during the war years, was both a welcome and painful reminder
of the past for many artists, thus prompting many of these transplanted artists
to pay homage to both their past and present experiences. This included an
increased presence of more modern musical instruments like electric guitars,
as well as a more vibrant lyrical content, reflecting city life as well as life back
home. Developments in the music industry further distinguished the various
branches; however, despite the changes that would mark the blues’ evolution
as a genre, the basic structure and form would remain relatively consistent.

Structurally, blues music incorporates features of traditional slave work
songs, field hollers, and Negro spirituals. The most frequent element is the
call and response technique common to most early forms of black music. This
component of the blues, however, is limited solely to the singer (or speaker)
of the song (or narrative)—starting a new trend in secular African American
music of the period that focused on the individual rather than the group per-
formance. The most standard lyrical structure of the blues as a genre of music
is the 12-bar progression. The term 12 bar refers to the numerical structure of
a blues song: there are four beats in every line, four lines in every stanza, and
three stanzas in every section of the song. A 12-bar progression is the standard
rhythmic appropriation for conveying the theme of a blues song, and each
stanza contains a measure of repetition in order to fully articulate the singer/
speaker’s particular message. The repetition often occurs in what is referred
to as an AABA pattern: The first two lines of the song are the same, and the
third line differs from the first two as a form of response to the first two lines.
The fourth line is typically a repetition of the first two lines. There are many
variations on this arrangement within the broad context of blues music; how-
ever, the 12-bar format is at the core of its foundation and has also proven
influential in other musical genres, such as jazz, folk, country, and rock and
roll.? Blues musicians such as W. C. Handy, Bessie Smith, and Muddy Waters
used this format to compose some of their more popular songs.

William Christopher Handy, known professionally as W. C. Handy, is often
credited as the father of the blues, as well as the architect of contemporary
blues lyrical form. He was also known for infusing his work with folksongs,
creating a unique sound that established him as an innovator among other
musicians. Some of Handy’s songs include “Memphis Blues” and “St. Louis
Blues,” which established the standard that would be followed by legions of
blues musicians in subsequent years. “St. Louis Blues” is a song about the
pain experienced by a woman whose husband has been stolen by another
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woman; “Memphis Blues” was a song inspired by a Memphis-based politi-
cal boss. Like Handy, Bessie Smith gained extreme and lasting popularity as
one of the most popular figures in blues history. Known as the Empress of
the Blues, Smith gained fame with songs such as “Downhearted Blues” and
“Empty Bed Blues,” as well as her own version of “St. Louis Blues.” Regarded
as one of the best singers in the era of classic blues, Smith’s vocal innovations
had a major impact on several notable jazz singers in later years. Similarly,
McKinley Morganfield, better known as Muddy Waters, was perhaps one of
the most genre-spanning and influential blues musicians, leaving an imprint
on artists ranging from Chuck Berry to Eric Clapton. Gaining early popular-
ity in the 1950s with songs like “Rollin’ Stone” (from which the legendary
rock and roll group, the Rolling Stones, derived their name) and “Hootchie
Cootchie Man,” Waters, who is credited as the father of Chicago blues, main-
tained a consistent presence on the American musical landscape even during
the late 1940s and early 1950s, when the blues appeared to have reached its
peak on the musical charts. However, its presence on the literary scene was
still rising in popularity—beginning in the 1920s during the Harlem Renais-
sance, with the introduction of blues poetry.

Blues poetry was ultimately the gateway for blues-inspired fiction, as the
latter category appeared much later within the historical timeframe. It is
widely accepted that blues poetry is an integral part of the history of African
American literature, and although most black poets have at some point ad-
dressed the blues in their work, not all of these works follow the traditional
blues form (the AABA format). Essentially, blues poetry, although most rec-
ognizable when constructed according to the traditional stanza and meter of
blues music, is not required to follow this pattern in order to be qualified as
blues poetry. Further, although the blues stanza used in select blues poetry is
symbolic of the blues in structure and meaning, relatively few African Ameri-
can literary poets actually utilize this device.® As a literary motif, however, the
blues signifies the larger African American experience via the African Ameri-
can oral tradition, which is based on the oral tradition of storytelling and
historical preservation in African culture.

In terms of literary analysis, according to Kalamu ya Salaam, the Blues
Aesthetic requires a “condensed and simplified codification” that includes the
following elements: a “stylization of process,” which signifies the transition
from communal to collective; “the deliberate use of exaggeration” that calls
attention to central thematic issues; “brutal honesty clothed in metaphori-
cal grace,” a strategy used to address oppressive social conditions for Afri-
can Americans such as racism; “the acceptance of the contradictory nature
of life,” such as the balance between good and evil; “optimistic faith in the
ultimate triumph of justice, and celebration of the sensual and erotic elements
of life” (“It Didn’t Jes Grew” 357). In short, the narrative structure of a blues
novel would “follow a pattern common to traditional blues lyrics: a move-

ment from an initial emphasis on loss to a concluding suggestion of the reso-
lution of grief” (Moses 623).
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The blues singer is comparable to the African griot (storyteller); the lit-
erature characterized by the Blues Aesthetic is often narrated from the first-
person perspective. Though most literary critics, scholars, and poets cite the
presence of iambic pentameter in blues poetry, the aesthetic shift in African
American culture that coincided with the publication of early works in this
genre requires a greater emphasis on the inclusion of the 12-bar lyrical struc-
ture. The classical iambic pentameter, often found in poetry and dramatic
verse, contains five syllabic groupings within each line of a stanza. To estab-
lish the rhythm in the iambic pentameter, an alternating emphasis is placed
on each syllabic group (with the short syllabic group preceding the longer
unit). Though the alternation in emphasis varies depending upon the specific
work or the culture from which it emerges (e.g., English vs. Greek poetry), the
structure of the iambic pentameter is relatively consistent, as is its function as
one of the more common forms used in poetry. Coincidentally, the alternating
rhythmic scheme of the iambic pentameter can be easily likened to the 12-bar
structure adopted by the blues, in large part because of the challenge in mak-
ing a literal transcription of the blues.

On the one hand, critics often cite the difficulty of transposing the essence
of blues music into literary form, finding that the true value of a Blues Aes-
thetic is located solely in the performance. On the other hand, many of the
lyrics to blues songs are written down and can thus be as easily articulated in
poetic form, using literary tools (such as alliteration) to compensate for the
absence of an oral component. Examples of this audio-scribal transcription
can be identified in the blues poetry of writer Langston Hughes.

Hughes, prominent among the group of avant-garde artists whose aesthetic
influences were taken from the culture at large, captured the essence of the
blues music popular among both black and white audiences, and his works
were among the first blues poems ever written. “The Weary Blues,” which de-
scribes an evening spent listening to the blues in Harlem, integrates lyrics of
blues songs with the elements characteristic of the genre, including the repeti-
tion of lyrics and the down-home language of blues musicians. Hughes also
articulates the emotion of the speaker in this poem—which, consequently,
is one of disillusionment. This feeling of inertia is a frequent component of
both blues poetry and blues music, and in “The Weary Blues,” the speaker
chooses to identify his feelings of weariness with the lyrics performed by a
blues musician.

In other works, such as “Blues Fantasy” and “Red Clay Blues,” Hughes
explores the blues as it reflects the emotional experience involved in mov-
ing from South to North. This is symbolic of the Great Migration—the pe-
riod during the late 19th and early 20th centuries when millions of African
Americans migrated from the South to the North (and in some cases, the
West) in search of greater opportunities for employment and social accep-
tance.* The mode of transport in many instances was by train, a symbol in
blues music representing a means of escaping the oppression prevalent in the
American South, as well as the angst caused by the separation from loved ones
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left behind. The train as a symbol is also found in many fictional works by
African American authors; most notably among these are Zora Neale Hurston
and James Alan McPherson. For example, in Hurston’s first novel, Jonah’s
Gourd Vine (1934), the train symbolizes many things for the protagonist,
John Pearson—including, but not limited to, his lust for “power, dynamism,
and mobility” (Washington 101). However, within the overall context of both
the novel itself and the period in which it was written, the train is a symbol
of the Great Migration and the blues, supported by the constant coming and
goings of the citizens of Eatonville, Florida (the town in which the bulk of the
novel takes place), the “worldly” behavior of the promiscuous protagonist,
and the songs being sung by the workmen. The short stories by James Alan
McPherson celebrate another aspect of the train in African American culture.

The train as both a symbol and a metaphor is prevalent in McPherson’s
works, recalling the people and experiences he encountered during his em-
ployment as a dining car waiter for the Great Northern Railroad (circa 1962).
McPherson (along with poet Miller Williams) famously related some of his
experiences as a railroad employee in his book of short stories, Railroad:
Trains and Train People in American Culture (1976). Though he aligned his
writing style with mainstream American literary tradition and rejected the no-
tion that literature should necessarily retain cultural influences, the recounting
of his experiences as an African American can be clearly linked with those of
other writers of the African American literary tradition whose works clearly
embodied the stylistic influences attributed to the Blues Aesthetic.

In blues-inspired works, the audience can be exposed to the inner dialogues
of the speaker via the expressions of the artists, and these dialogues contrib-
ute to a larger, ongoing conversation between African Americans in rural and
urban settings. The blues connotes a collective feeling of confrontation “with
the self, with the family and loved ones, with the oppressive forces of society,
with nature, and, on the heaviest level, with fate and the universe itself” (Hen-
derson 32). Through this confrontation, the artist seeks to find a level of inner
solace that can be transformed into a story to which anyone facing similar
experiences can relate. Generally, the writer is most successful in articulating
the artistic ideal encompassed within the Blues Aesthetic if the work follows a
structural pattern similar to that of the music.

The Blues Aesthetic in literature is also found in the overall narrative
structure—how it compares to blues lyrics, as well as in how it manifests the
relevant thematic content. Further, many of the writers whose works are char-
acterized by the Blues Aesthetic are also avid blues enthusiasts; through their
writings, authors such as Nikki Giovanni, John Oliver Killens, James Baldwin,
Richard Wright, Toni Morrison, Ralph Ellison, and Amiri Baraka establish a
strong link to the blues, the tradition of black music, and the social-cultural
evolution of African American culture.

Many of Nikki Giovanni’s writings, for example, have been dedicated to the
celebration of African American culture and identity. In her first two collec-
tions of poetry, Black Feeling, Black Talk (1968) and Black Judgment (1969),
Giovanni salutes the sometimes militant segment of the African American
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community during an era in American history when African Americans were
ferociously rebelling against the racism of U.S. society. While these works
are most recognized for their revolutionary qualities, they also noted for the
recurrent themes of love, loss, and loneliness—key thematic influences found
in the blues and works characterized by the Blues Aesthetic. Poems such as
“Nikki Rosa” and “Knoxville, Tennessee” are among the most popular of
Giovanni’s early works, offering both an introspective and observational
assessment of the state of the black community at large and the accompa-
nying feelings of joy and pain. Community is also a focus in the fiction of
writer J. O. Killens.

John Oliver Killens’s work runs the gamut in its representation of the black
experience: Youngblood (1954) is the story of a poor, black family struggling
to survive in the South during the Jim Crow era, and of its primary pro-
tagonist, Joe Youngblood, who mirrors the tragic male hero archetype found
throughout the canon of African American literature; And Then We Heard
the Thunder (1962) is a novel about the challenges for African Americans in
the military during the war years; The Cotillion; or, One Good Bull Is Worth
Half the Herd (1971) explores the intraracial conflicts arising from assimila-
tion and classicism, and their effects on the black community; and finally, the
novel A Man Ain’t Nothing but a Man: The Adventures of John Henry (1975)
is a retelling of the ballad of John Henry. A Man Ain’t Nothing but a Man
was written for a young adult audience; however, it is perhaps one of the best
examples of the Blues Aesthetic in his body of work due to its adaptation of the
folk ballads about John Henry, the mythical figure of heroic strength prevalent
in many African American folk tales. In many ways, the John Henry—esque
archetype is central to the blues tradition through its connection to the folk
genre and culture of the American South, as well as its representation of black
masculinity. Blues has also been a conduit for black masculinity, frequently
serving as a vehicle for bemoaning the challenges for black men in socie-
ties divided by racism or becoming the tool for empowerment. Writer James
Baldwin’s works typically revolve around a number of themes associated with
black manhood, as expressed through the blues.

The Blues Aesthetic in the work of writer/poet James Baldwin can easily be
identified in several of his most popular works. Go Tell It on the Mountain
(1953), a semi-autobiographical account of his own experiences as a teenaged
minister, highlights the age-old conflict between guilt, sin, and religion that
serves as inspiration for many musicians—particularly in the blues genre. Later
works such as Another Country (1963), If Beale Street Could Talk (1974),
Just Above My Head (1979), and the short story “Sonny’s Blues” (1965) pay
homage to the African American musical tradition. Baldwin’s one-time friend
and mentor, Richard Wright, also incorporates the African American musical
tradition in his early poetry; his fictional offerings contain elements of the
Blues Aesthetic largely from thematic, rather than structural, influences.

Though known largely for his novels, Native Son (1940) and Black Boy
(1945), Richard Wright is also notable for his incorporation of the African
American musical tradition in some of his early poetry. For example, the
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poems “King Joe I” and “King Joe II” (in honor of boxer Joe Louis) merge the
folkloric tradition of southern culture with the societies of the urban northern
cities—one of the primary characteristics of the Blues Aesthetic. These poems
were written in a musical format and later recorded by Paul Robeson and
the Count Basie Orchestra. Wright’s fiction narrated the challenges that ac-
companied the assimilation process (or lack thereof) for southern-born black
men living in northern societies typically dominated by racism. This experi-
ence, rife with travail and disparity, is also clearly articulated in the blues
music produced during the first half of the 20th century, and can be located
in the works of several other writers in the same period. For example, Ralph
Ellison’s seminal novel, Invisible Man (1952), narrates the journey of a young
black man through early to mid-20th-century America. The novel’s journey-
ing theme, moving from South to North and exploring all of the varying de-
grees of selfhood ostensibly defined for black men (also reiterating the theme
and construct of black masculinity), becomes a metaphor for the challenges
faced by all African Americans in the years prior to and immediately follow-
ing the Civil Rights Movement. The Black Arts Movement, which began dur-
ing the 1960s (at the height of the Civil Rights Movement), celebrated black
culture in all manifestations, and writers/poets such as Amiri Baraka, one of
the leaders of this movement, wrote extensively both on the African American
experience and the evolution of black music.

Baraka’s Blues People (1963) speaks directly about the ethos of the Blues
Aesthetic in literature as a representation of the collective African American
experience as articulated through blues music. An avid music fan, Baraka has
written extensively on the intersections between music and literature; much of
his work, particularly his early poetry, is reflective of a connection to the Af-
rican American musical tradition. Indeed, he is known to have hosted poetry
readings that consisted of works being read to the accompaniment of blues
or jazz music. He has also written several books about the influence of black
music, including The Music: Reflections on Jazz and Blues (1987). Though he
has written works of fiction (including plays) that encapsulate blues-related
themes, most of Baraka’s work on the blues is written from a theoretical and/
or rhetorical perspective. Other writers, such as Toni Morrison, have explored
the subject largely through fictional narrative.

Many of Toni Morrison’s novels have been linked with the Blues Aesthetic,
namely Sula (1973), Jazz (1992), The Bluest Eye (1970), and Song of Solo-
mon (1977). Sula, one of the primary protagonists in the novel of the same
name, represents the “promiscuous woman” scorned in many blues songs. She
and the other protagonist, Nel, were bound by a friendship that changes fol-
lowing a tragedy occurring during their youth. Despite the differences in the
socioeconomic statuses of their families (Sula’s mother was a loose woman,
while Nel came from an upstanding family), this bond initially seemed to
transcend these temporal barriers; however, as is often the case, the two girls
eventually drift apart and go on to become the women that society expected
them to be. Nel leads a traditional life, complete with husband and family,
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and Sula thwarts social convention and moves away from the Bottom, going
on to have several affairs with several men, both black and white—including
Nel’s husband. She ultimately takes up her mother’s social position in the Bot-
tom (which is the name of the community in which they live) and becomes
their collective target—uniting them in their hatred. The Blues Aesthetic in
this novel is heightened by Sula’s character and experiences. Sula is character-
ized as a woman of ill repute, despite the inherent hypocrisy of this label, and
it is only after she dies and the community (including Nel) has to face their
own culpability in the evil surrounding them that she can achieve some level
of redemption. Jazz has a similar basic plot structure in that the story revolves
around a single female figure; however, its location (in Harlem) and more
modern approach creates a marked difference between the two novels—much
like the difference between down-home folk blues and the city blues.

Jazz tells the story of a couple, Violet and Joe Trace, who are haunted by
the spirit of a young girl, Dorcas, who was Joe’s mistress and the object of his
obsession. As is common in many blues songs about domestic disharmony, Joe
ultimately kills Dorcas out of extreme jealousy—he fears that her youth and
appeal will lead her to leave him. Adding a strange twist to the plot, Violet
(also known as Violent) becomes obsessed with Dorcas, mimicking her hair-
style and exploring the various aspects of her life in search of some answers
for herself (Violet). The Blues Aesthetic in this novel is further emphasized
in the narrative structure in that Dorcas’s life and death are relayed in brief
flashbacks; the reader is not fully aware of exactly what happened to Joe and
Violet, or for that matter, to Dorcas, until at least mid-way through the novel.
A similar strategy is implemented in The Bluest Eye, where, notes writer Cat
Moses, “the catharsis and the transmission of cultural knowledge and val-
ues that have always been central to the blues form thematic and rhetorical
underpinnings...the narrative’s structure follows a pattern common to tradi-
tional blues lyrics: a movement from an initial emphasis on loss to a conclud-
ing suggestion of resolution of grief through motion” (623).

Blues Aesthetic in Film and Television

The Blues Aesthetic in film can be found in both early and contemporary
motion pictures, including, but not limited to, Lady Sings the Blues (1972)
starring Diana Ross, Richard Pryor, and Billy Dee Williams, The Blues
Brothers (1980) starring Dan Aykroyd and James Belushi, O Brother,
Where Art Thou? (2000) starring George Clooney, Ray (2004) starring
Jamie Foxx, and Black Snake Moan (2007) starring Samuel L. Jackson,
Christina Ricci, and Justin Timberlake. Lady Sings the Blues is a musi-
cal biography of Billie Holiday, the iconic yet tragic blues singer who is
regarded as a legend in both the genres of blues and jazz music.* The
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Blues Brothers is a unique commentary on the evolution of the blues
in the overall American musical landscape (circa 1980) through the two
main characters, who, ironically, are Caucasian musicians.” A modern
satire of Homer’s Odyssey, O Brother, Where Art Thou? is the story of
three prisoners who escape the chain gang and end up becoming folk/blues
musicians.*

The battle between good and evil is a common aspect of any blues-
inspired work, and Ray, the musical biography of blues musician Ray
Charles, highlights the singer’s struggle with his childhood demons and
a drug addiction.® This aspect of his life was not as publicized as was his
amazing musical talent; however, the story alone follows the structure
of any blues song, and the movie is clearly influenced by the Blues
Aesthetic—particularly in the search for redemption, which is a critical
thematic issue in this movie and many others (including Black Snake
Moan). Black Snake Moan is the story of a burned-out blues musician
who crosses paths with a troubled nymphomaniac, and somehow, they
save each other’s lives. Writer and director Craig Brewer, a blues enthusiast,
was criticized for his seemingly stereotypical portrayal of the characters in
this film; however, when analyzing the film from the blues perspective, it
is clear that the plot possesses many of the same ingredients that comprise
any work of art influenced by the Blues Aesthetic.

"Holiday is famous for many blues songs that speak to the highs and lows of
heartbreak, loneliness, and life in America for African Americans, such as the
legendary song “Strange Fruit,” which was written in response to the practice of
lynching in the South. The most fascinating aspect of this movie is that it gives
an insight into Holiday’s life, which seemed to be the inspiration for her songs.

Though the genre has many practitioners of all different ethnicities, it is
largely regarded as the territory of African American musicians, and this movie
comically explores the adventures of two white blues musicians.

*Though the musical influences in this film are largely linked with the folk
genre, it is closely related to the Blues Aesthetic in the large number of similari-
ties between the blues and folk genres—particularly with regard to the storytell-
ing within the lyrics. In addition, the film is set in the American South, and the
plot revolves around the strange, yet good luck of three prisoners who are also
forced to reconcile their good fortune and their troubled pasts with elements of
spirituality (i.e., good vs. evil).

SRay Charles witnessed the death of his younger brother, lost his sight, and
was sent away from home to find a better life at a young age, and he never re-
ally recovered until much later—despite his natural and extremely powertul
musical talent. In order to cope, he took heroin and was an addict for many
years until he was forced to either go to rehab or face jail time.
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The Bluest Eye has one narrator, Claudia, and she assumes the role of story-
teller for all of the trials and tribulations of the other characters. Though
not the main character—the protagonist of the novel is actually Pecola, who,
though largely silent throughout the narrative, is central to the plot—according
to Moses, Claudia is “the narrative’s blues subject, its bluest ‘I’ and rep-
resentative blues figure, and Pecola is the abject tabula rasa (blank slate) on
which the community’s blues are inscribed” (626). Claudia’s function in this
novel can be likened to the speaker and/or singer in a blues song, where the
speaker may be telling the story of one person but linking his/her experience
with that of the surrounding community. For example, the character arche-
type commonly known as a “Jody” in several blues songs typically refers to
a local Casanova, someone who has affairs with married or otherwise com-
mitted women. While the song may make reference to one particular kind of
man, the narrator is typically addressing all persons involved in the Jody’s
adventures—including the woman and her significant other.

By first isolating the Blues Aesthetic in The Bluest Eye, Moses succeeds in
locating the essential blues ideology that both drives the narrative and invites
the reader to participate in what Ropo Sekoni, author of Folk Poetics, calls
an “aesthetic transaction”—where both writer and audience engage in an in-
formal contract stipulating a mutual recognition of the writers “claim to a
communal ethos shared with the readership” (qtd. in Akoma 5). In further ex-
planation of her argument, Moses writes that “the novel’s central paucity is the
community’s lack of self-love, a lack precipitated by the imposition of a master
aesthetic that privileges the light skin and blue eyes inherent in the community’s
internalization of a master aesthetic. Claudia (the narrator) is the voice for the
community’s blues, and Pecola (the main character) is the site of inscription of
the community’s blues” (634). Basically, the Blues Aesthetic in The Bluest Eye
lies within Claudia’s perception of both Pecola and her community at large.

Song of Solomon (1977) is another one of Morrison’s novels that encap-
sulates several blues-related themes, specifically the challenges of geographi-
cal displacement and black masculinity. The story revolves around Milkman
Dead, the primary male protagonist, and his search for identity—undertaken
via an exploration of his family’s history. Milkman must confront the lasting
impact of slavery on his society through several painful encounters with his
immediate family—and this leads him to determine that the past is essential
in determining the future. Though Milkman is the general focus of the novel,
the most pivotal character is actually his father’s sister Pilate. Indeed, Pilate
is born without a navel: in the African American literary tradition, a charac-
ter with no navel is the carrier of history (Traylor 43). In addition to provid-
ing the insight that will propel Milkman’s journey, Pilate is symbolic of the
griot and/or mystic in traditional African culture—the living and breathing
testament to history critical to uncovering the past as a means of moving
forward. The blues is a genre of music that relies on its history as a way of
creating new forms and techniques; the Blues Aesthetic in other art forms
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can also be identified by their celebration of the past. As such, the Blues
Aesthetic in Song of Solomon is most evident by its use of folklore, travel,
and history as tools in one man’s search for identity.

There are many similarities between the analyses of blues in literature and
music, and the academic consideration of this genre has risen steadily over the
past three decades. Though nearly a century has passed since the blues first
appeared on the American musical landscape, after catching the attention of
musician W. C. Handy in a Mississippi train station, and over this period, this
unique musical genre has experienced a number of structural transitions and
settled into a comfortable niche that often borders other musical genres with
similar historical groundings—namely those of folk, soul, and gospel music.
The blues as a musical genre has remained popular since it was formally intro-
duced to American audiences; however, during the 1950s, its presence seemed
to plateau on the record charts. In the 1960s, following a period marked by a
sharp decline in popularity, blues music was revitalized by several British rock
and roll groups (such as the Rolling Stones). This reemergence brought even
greater attention to both the genre and the musicians who were still writing
and performing the blues in small clubs across America.

Though the blues maintains a stable contingent of ardent followers—
composed of fans and musicians alike—it fails to command the type of atten-
tion that it once did, largely due to the later appearance of musical forms such
as jazz, R&B, rock and roll, and hip-hop. However, the spirit of survival char-
acteristic of the blues, as well as the history of the community from whence it
comes, is still imbedded within each 12-bar progression. And contemporary
music—and African American literature—owes its popularity, in large part, to
the path laid by the Blues Aesthetic.

The blues, a universally representative art form,” works as a literary aes-
thetic for precisely this reason: what can be articulated through the music
can also be derived from the writing. From the dawn of slavery to the post-
slavery/Reconstruction era, through the Civil Rights Movement, and up to the
present day, the blues has survived the shifts in American society by chroni-
cling the evolution of black culture, both psychologically and artistically. As
an aesthetic principle, the blues initially symbolized the way in which African
Americans saw the world (and vice versa) during the most transitional periods
in American history. Later, the Blues Aesthetic would articulate the experiences
of African Americans in more modern societies, juxtaposing the feelings of joy
at the luxuries of the city with the sorrows of a lingering sense of oppression
experienced during the more devastating periods in rural southern America.
This blue mentality—which was not always downtrodden—would ultimately
impact mainstream American culture through its innovative techniques for
cultural expression. Through mediums of art, music, literature, and poetry, the
cultural backdrop of the United States experienced a significant shift in the ra-
cial climate, from the time of its first emergence in the late 19th century to the
present day, and the contributions of its most noted artists would be memori-
alized within the canons of both American and African American culture.
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Blues Documentaries

The blues has been the subject of many documentaries, including Red,
White, and Blues, Godfathers and Sons, The Soul of a Man, and
Warming by the Devil’s Fire. These documentaries are among the seven
produced by director Martin Scorsese focusing on the role of the blues in the
evolution of American musical culture. Filmmaker Robert Mugge has di-
rected and produced numerous tributes to the genre, including Blues Divas
(2004), a series of documentaries featuring footage of well-known female
blues singers at the Ground Zero Blues Club in Clarksdale, Mississippi,
which is co-owned by actor Morgan Freeman. The continued, celebrated
presence of the blues in American society is evidenced through these vari-
ous enterprises and artistic expressions.

In response to the growing influence of the blues as a literary aesthetic, sev-
eral volumes of criticism have been penned by scholars of both literature and
music. Most prominent among these scholarly texts are Blues, Ideology, and
Afro-American Literature: A Vernacular Theory (1984), Langston Hughes
and the Blues (2001), and The Blues Aesthetic and the Making of Ameri-
can Identity in the Literature of the South (2003). Blues, Ideology, and Afro-
American Literature, written by Houston A. Baker, explores the relationship
between the blues, American history, and African American literature from the
linguistic (language) perspective, citing the significance of African American
vernacular in storytelling. In Langston Hughes and the Blues, Steven C. Tracy
explores the presence of blues structures in the work of Langston Hughes. Fi-
nally, in The Blues Aesthetic and the Making of American I1dentity in the Lit-
erature of the South, writers Barbara Baker and Yoshinobi Hakutani analyze
the works of writers such as George Washington Harris, Charles Chestnutt,
and Zora Neale Hurston, among others, finding the links between many of
their central themes: racial identity, the place of the blues in the lives of the
characters, and the culture of the South. Amiri Baraka’s Blues People (1963),
Black Music (1968), and The Music: Reflections on Jazz and Blues (1987) can
also be referenced for further theoretical consideration on the topic of blues
and its aesthetic value.

James Cone’s The Spirituals and the Blues (2009), a comparative study on
these two genres of black music that were important in African American
cultural history, also examines the language (code-words) and other survival
tools of African Americans during pivotal eras in American history (such as
slavery, Reconstruction, and the Civil Rights Movement). Both of these works
help to fill in some of the existing gaps in the social history of the blues in ear-
lier texts. Another aspect of blues history that the writer found central to its
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development of the genre was the impact of location and/or migration. Robert
Palmer’s Deep Blues (1981), for example, narrates the rise of the blues tradi-
tion from the Mississippi Delta to the South Side of Chicago through some of
its best known practitioners (such as Muddy Waters and Robert Johnson).®

NOTES

1. A broader review of blues history can be found in The History of the Blues: The
Roots, the Music, the People (2003) by Francis Davis, which, in addition to a his-
torical overview, also assesses the ways in which racial tensions altered the per-
ception of the blues and its successes/failures within the larger American musical
culture.

2. Jazz is one of the earliest cited musical descendents of the blues; legendary perform-
ers such as Duke Ellington, Ella Fitzgerald, Billie Holiday, Dinah Washington, and
Charlie Parker are among the many noted practitioners of this art form during the
early 20th century.

3. Among the writers who use this device are Langston Hughes, Sterling Brown, Amiri
Baraka, and Sonia Sanchez.

4. The Selected Poems of Langston Hugbhes, first published in 1959, has a number of
blues poems that elaborate on the same (or similar) themes as expressed in those
listed in the text of this analysis.

5. For further discussion, please see Shadow and Act by Ralph Ellison (1953).

6. Lyndon and Irwin Stambler’s Folk and Blues: The Encyclopedia (2001) is an infor-
mative contemporary index of musicians and movements that have defined both
folk music and the blues. Debra DeSalvo’s The Language of the Blues from Al-
corub to Zuzu (2006), an exhaustive dictionary of blues terms/phrases, is quite use-
ful in the interpretation of most blues lyrics and related conversations. The writer
believes that interpreting the blues requires an emphasis on local dialect found
within the African American vernacular, audible rhythmic variances, and lyrical
intonations, as well as an allegiance to the art of storytelling. These academic texts
represent only a small sampling of the available literature on the blues and its
broad influence in a very wide range of fields.
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Paul Dunbar was one of the most popular American poets of the late 19th
century and the first African American poet to become known internationally. In
his poetry, Dunbar focused on the experience of African Americans in an effort to
humanize his people in the eyes of whites. (Ohio Historical Society)

Paul Laurence Dunbar
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Part of the first generation of African Americans born after the end of slavery,
Paul Laurence Dunbar (1872-1906) was the son of two former slaves who
moved to Dayton, Ohio, after the Civil War. Though he wrote plays, novels,
and short stories, he made his greatest impact as a writer of poetry, particu-
larly poetry in dialect. While Dunbar was the most successful and popular Af-
rican American poet before the Harlem Renaissance, several decades after his
death, his work was overshadowed by the work of Langston Hughes, Sterling
Brown, and others. His work remained popular with readers of poetry, how-
ever, and while at the beginning of the Black Arts Movement of the 1960s, his
reputation was as an old-fashioned, dialect poet, he was nonetheless influen-
tial on poets associated with this movement, including Nikki Giovanni and
Maya Angelou; by the 100th anniversary of his birth in 1972, his reputation
was on the rebound. Since then, critical interest in his work has continued to
grow, as evidenced by the organization of a Paul Laurence Dunbar Centen-
nial Conference at Stanford University in March 2006, marking the century
since his death; many of the papers at this conference were later collected in a
special edition of African American Review in 2007.

Born on June 27, 1872, in Dayton, Ohio, Paul Laurence Dunbar was the
son of former slaves Joshua Dunbar and Matilda Murphy. Joshua was Ma-
tilda’s second husband; an escaped slave from Kentucky who served in the
Civil War as part of the Massachusetts 55th Regiment, his marriage to Ma-
tilda would not last long. Married in 1871, the couple separated in 1874, filed
for divorce in 1876, and officially divorced the following year. Joshua died
in 1885 in a home for disabled soldiers. Matilda supported the family by do-
ing laundry, including working for the family of Orville and Wilbur Wright.
The only black student in his class at Central High in Dayton, Ohio—where
the Wright brothers were his friends and classmates—Dunbar excelled as a
student. He was editor-in-chief of the school newspaper, president of both the
school’s literary society and debating society, and the class poet who wrote the
lyrics for the graduating class of 1891.

Dunbar: Little Known Facts

® Both of Dunbar’s parents were born in slavery—one reason, perhaps,
that the conditions of the slave were a continuing inspiration to him.

® Dunbar’s mother, Matilda, was a fine artist in her own right, one whose
fine voice and love of music not only served as the basis for Malindy in
“When Malindy Sings,” but who no doubt inspired the love of music
that is evident in his poetry.

* Dunbar’s father, Joshua, was born a slave and trained as a skilled plas-
terer. Joshua’s story of escape was the inspiration for the “The Ingrate.”
Like the character in the story, Joshua would do skilled labor not only
for his master, but also for neighboring plantations to which his master
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would rent him out. To ensure that he would not be cheated, Joshua’s
master taught him some fundamentals of math and reading. He later
used these skills to plan and enact an escape to Canada on the Under-
ground Railroad. When the Civil War broke out, he enlisted in the 55th
Massachusetts Colored Infantry. While stationed on Folly Island, South
Carolina, with duties that mostly consisted of support duties for white
soldiers, Joshua was discharged due to varicose veins. Several months
later, he re-enlisted, this time in the 5th Massachusetts Calvary, a com-
bat unit. His company was active in the campaign against Petersburg of
1864-1865, and Joshua received two promotions, first to corporal, and
then to sergeant.

As a student, he had published some poems in the Dayton Herald; after
graduation, he applied for a job as a reporter there, but without luck. In-
stead, he found a job as a hotel elevator operator. He continued to read and
write widely, including during slow times on his job, and sold two stories to a
newspaper syndicate, which encouraged him to believe in himself as a writer
capable of professional sales. When a former teacher asked him to address the
Western Association of Writers meeting in June 1892, he wrote a poem as a
welcoming address, which led to his invitation to join the association. During
this time, he also founded a black newspaper, the Dayton Tattler.

In 1893, he published a collection of 56 of his poems titled Oak and Ivy;
selling copies himself for $1 apiece, he quickly recouped the $125 printing
cost. The same year, he was invited to recite his poetry at the World Colum-
bian Exposition, where he met Frederick Douglass, who became a strong sup-
porter, hiring the young writer as a clerk in the Haitian Pavilion and declaring
that he was the most promising young colored man in America. While in
Chicago, he also had the chance to meet some of the other leading black writ-
ers of his day, including Ida B. Wells and James Campbell, a poet who, like
Dunbar, frequently worked in dialect.

Upon Dunbar’s return to Dayton, he again suffered financial challenges. Two
friends and supporters of his work, psychiatrist Henry A. Tobey and attorney
Charles A. Thatcher, encouraged him to move to Toledo and not only arranged
for him to recite his poems at libraries and literary gatherings but also funded
the publication of Dunbar’s second book, the one that was to win him a na-
tional audience, Majors and Minors (dated 1896 but published 1895).

In the June 1896 issue of Harper’s Weekly, William Dean Howells, the nov-
elist and critic who was perhaps the leading tastemaker of his day, favorably
reviewed Majors and Minors but with a reservation that was to come back to
haunt the poet. Explaining that the “Majors” of the title were the poet’s Stan-
dard English poems, he declared that while none of them are “despicable,”
most are not especially notable. By contrast, in the dialect “Minors,” he found,
“a man with a direct and fresh authority.”
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The positive publicity led directly to his first commercial publication,
Lyrics of Lowly Life (1896) by Dodd, Mead and Co. A collection of 105
poems, most of which had been previously published in Oak and Ivy and
Majors and Minors, the volume contained an introduction by William Dean
Howells in which he again especially lauded Dunbar’s dialect poetry and
repeated from his earlier review the importance of such an accomplishment
by a man of “pure African blood.”

Buoyed by this success, Dunbar embarked on a reading tour of England in
1897. At his going away party, he met a woman, Alice Moore, with whom
he had been exchanging letters for months; the daughter of middle-class par-
ents, a graduate of Straight University (later known as Dillard University),
Moore was a teacher and short-story writer whose Violets and Other Tales
had been printed in 1895. He asked her to marry within hours of first meet-
ing her. Though his tour of England was not to prove to be the financial
success he had hoped for, while there he did begin writing his first novel, The
Uncalled (1898).

On returning home in 1898, he moved to Washington, DC, took a clerical
job at the Library of Congress, and married Alice Moore in secret because
her family disapproved of him. He published both his first collection of sto-
ries, Folks from Dixie (1898), and his novel, The Uncalled, and collaborated
with Will Marion Cook on the first African American musical to be presented
to a primarily white audience, Clorindy; or, The Origin of the Cake Walk
(1898), a collection of songs and sketches. After quitting his job to focus
on writing, Dunbar suffered a near fatal case of pneumonia in 1899, which
did not stop him from publishing his next collection of poems, Lyrics of the
Hearthside (1899).

Despite persistent ill health, Dunbar continued to publish at a rapid rate.
In 1900, he published a collection of short fiction, The Strength of Gideon
and Otbher Stories. Three novels in three years followed: The Love of Landry
(1900), a Western novel; The Fanatics (1901), a Civil War novel; and The
Sport of the Gods (1902), the novel which continues to attract the most ac-
claim, about a black family who leaves the South for the North, only to run
into a new set of problems.

In 1902, Alice and Paul separated. His health continued to be a problem.
He began drinking heavily, in part hoping to control his coughing. Yet even
as his health deteriorated, he kept up his prolific authorial pace. Several more
books of poetry followed; in 1903 he published a well-received book of plan-
tation stories, In Old Plantation Days, which relied heavily on the established
conventions of the plantation tradition, with varying degrees of success; in
1904, he published another collection of stories, The Heart of Happy Hollow.
By the end of 19035, his health grew worse, and he returned to Dayton, Ohio,
where he died in his mother’s house on February 9, 1906.

After his death, his reputation initially grew. As Lillian and Gregg Robinson
pointed out in a 2007 article, his widow, Alice Dunbar, promoted readings of
his works, and black schools and churches would frequently include works
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by Dunbar as part of their programs. Starting with the Harlem Renaissance,
however, an intellectual reevaluation of Dunbar began, and this followed up
on the criticism implicit in Howell’s early praise. Comparing him to Rob-
ert Burns (a comparison many others have since made), Howells had said
that Dunbar and Burns were least like themselves when they wrote literary
English. Following this comparison further, a line of criticism developed that
disparaged Dunbar for trying to write like an English Romantic poet. In the
breakthrough anthology The New Negro, published in 1925 as the Harlem
Renaissance was beginning to define itself, William Brathwaite accused Dun-
bar of writing from a general folk sensibility rather from a specifically racial
one. Several years later, in Negro Poetry and Drama, Sterling Brown (1937)
repeated and amplified this charge, claiming that in Dunbar’s writing, “Old
slaves grieve over the lost days, insisting upon the kindliness of old master and
mistress, and the boundless mutual affection. Treated approvingly, they grieve
that the freedmen deserted the plantation” (32). The suffocating influence of
dire poverty gets played down, he asserted, in favor of a sentimental assertion
of pastoral values.

While Brown nonetheless lauded Dunbar for the fullness with which he
treated black folk life, some later critics were not so kind. Melvin Tolson
thought that Dunbar’s writing was emblematic of plantation stereotypes that
had held back black writing. Ralph Ellison declared that Dunbar had repeated
the stereotypes of the minstrel tradition that came from white writers. Edward
Margolies declared flatly in 1968 that “No white racist has ever caricatured
Negro folk more grossly than Dunbar. His slaves are docile children™ (29).
Nor are these critiques isolated events; during the 1960s and 1970s, such crit-
ics as Jean Wagner, Robert Bone, and Henry Louis Gates Jr. all expressed se-
vere limitations on the value of Dunbar’s writing. One of the key moments in
beginning a reevaluation of this trend was a 1972 centennial celebration of his
birth sponsored by the University of California at Irvine. Several years later,
in 1975, came the publication of A Singer in the Dawn: Reinterpretations of
Paul Laurence Dunbar (ed. Jay Martin). In the Afterword by Nikki Giovanni,
a poet of the generation that had generally found Dunbar’s work wanting, she
declared that Dunbar “is peerless. There is no poet, black or nonblack, who
measures his achievement” (245).

Central to almost any discussion of the permanent value of Dunbar’s po-
etry has to be a consideration of his use of African American dialect. Toward
the end of his life, Dunbar wrote a short poem, “The Poet,” which seems to
summarize his deep ambivalence about the success of his dialect poetry at the
expense of his other writing. “He sang of life supremely sweet/With, now and
then, a deeper note,” Dunbar wrote, apparently of himself, and, “He voiced
the world’s absorbing beat” (1-2). “But ah,” he reflects, “the world, it turned
to praise/A jingle in a broken tongue” (7-8). The tone of the poem is ironic
and amused, but certainly reflects the frustrations that the author had felt
in trying to get his Standard English literature to be taken seriously. When
Dunbar was writing, use of dialect was very much a literary vogue; one of
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America’s enduring classics, Adventures of Huckleberry Finn, makes exten-
sive use of it. Joel Chandler Harris, a white reporter for a southern newspaper,
had become one of America’s best known writers by retelling African Ameri-
can folk stories he had heard as a child and as an adult in his popular Uncle
Remus stories, some of which faithfully recreated, to the best of the writer’s
ability, the various shades of dialect he remembered from childhood. Minstrel
shows, which featured white actors in blackface singing dialect songs of pa-
thos and comedy, had become one of America’s favorite forms of entertain-
ment. Thomas Nelson Page, a white writer who wrote dialect-heavy stories,
was leading a literary movement that was known as the plantation school,
in which the old South of slavery was sentimentalized. In African American
writing, William Wells Brown had made heavy use of dialect in his first novel,
Clotel; or, The President’s Daughter; and though he had yet to make an im-
pact, Dunbar’s contemporary African American writer Charles Chesnutt had
already begun to write his early dialect stories. Nor were the only dialects that
were popular necessarily southern or black; James Whitcomb Riley, a writer
who had directly influenced Dunbar, had frequently featured Hoosier dialects
in his writing.

By the time Dunbar started writing his poetry, dialect writing had already
developed a few conventions. Among these were phonetic spelling; words
would be deliberately misspelled to suggest the way the word might be pro-
nounced; often, these printed distortions would become so extreme as to
be almost unrecognizable to the eye, but not when read aloud, providing a
source of easy humor. Nonetheless, even the most authentic dialect writing
only suggests spoken language rather than completely reflecting it; dialect
writing rarely reflects the stammers, the false starts, the irrelevant interjections
that are a part of true human speech. This can especially be seen in poetry,
where the art of the dialect poet gives poems the shape and compression that
poetry demands, while still suggesting sounds and word choices close to how
a dialect speaker might sound. Because of the nonstandard nature of dialect
writing, certain themes tended to dominate, chiefly humor and pathos. Love,
too, was a common theme of dialect poetry, but with the lover often viewed
in a comic light. This limitation of theme led to the proliferation of certain
recognizable stereotypes, such as ex-slaves remembering the simpler days
of slavery, or ridiculous looking young men overdressing to impress a lady.
Mark Twain’s Huckleberry Finn was relatively unusual in its use of a dialect
character to voice a theme of common, shared humanity. During the Harlem
Renaissance, Langston Hughes and Sterling Brown, especially, would expand
the thematic range of dialect poetry in part by severely restricting the use of
deliberate misspellings, focusing instead on word choice to suggest dialect.
Similarly, Richard Wright would use dialect in fiction to voice the anger of
racial inequality, but this, too, was a 20th-century innovation, several decades
in the future for Dunbar.

To understand what Dunbar could do in dialect, and why all but his harsh-
est critics concede that he elevated the genre, there is no better poem to start
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with than one of his most reprinted dialect poems, “An Ante-Bellum Sermon.”
Told from the perspective of a slave preacher speaking to his flock about Mo-
ses and the Exodus, the poem’s speaker adopts a rhetorical trickster’s strategy
to assure his congregation that God hates slavery, and that he will end it,
even while he declares, in case anyone reports back to the master about him,
that he’s not “preachin’ discontent” (48) but only speaking “de’ fac’s” from
“scriptuah” when he says “a servant/Is a-worthy of his hire” (59-60; a line
taken from Luke 10:7). The Pharaoh of old had to come to learn that “Evah
mothah’s son” that God gave breath to was free, and that God’s “almighty
freedom/Should belong to evah man” (67-68). So if God sent a Moses once
to save people from slavery, he will again, because “his ways don’t nevah
change” (44). Many critics have found in this poem evidence of what W.E.B.
Du Bois, writing in The Souls of Black Folk, would come to call “double-
consciousness,” by which he meant an African American awareness of oneself
both as a self and as viewed by the white world. When used by this preacher
as a deliberate rhetorical strategy, this double consciousness creates a kind of
circle around those of his audience who understand that he is indeed saying
that African American slavery is against God’s law as he understands it, and
the distant white overseers who only see a slave preacher talking somewhat
comically about the Bible. In Dunbar’s own day, slavery had been over for 30
years; however, the racial discrimination of Jim Crow was on the rise. Though
Dunbar was popular among both black and white readers, it is not hard to see
that this poem may have held different meanings among these audiences. The
white audience might well have seen a comic presentation of a slave preacher
using dialect and the Bible to hearten his congregation, whereas the African
American audience would more likely have seen the implied comparison be-
tween the battle against slavery and the battle against Jim Crow discrimina-
tion. If one was wrong, so was the other; if God opposed slavery, he’ll oppose
segregation.

In interviews, Maya Angelou has often cited the percussive rhythms of Dun-
bar’s poem “A Negro Love Song” as a 19th-century forerunner of 20th-century
rap. Whether one agrees with this or not, her observation does call attention to
the importance of music to Dunbar’s poetry. The narrative of “A Negro Love
Song” tells of a young man walking his lady home, hoping and planning to
steal a kiss—which he does. The percussive refrain, “Jump back, honey, jump
back,” besides suggesting dance, serves to heighten and punctuate the feelings
of anticipation and accomplishment. Music, particularly in its ability to al-
leviate misery, but also its ability to celebrate good times, is one of the most
common themes in Dunbar’s poetry, evident in some of his best loved poems,
like “A Banjo Song,” and in numerous of his lesser known works—“Hymn,”
“Dirge,” “The Song,” and many others—especially in “When Malindy Sings.”

Widely considered to have been inspired by the singing of his mother, Ma-
tilda, “When Malindy Sings” begins with the narrator telling “Miss Lucy” to
stop practicing her singing; she’ll never be as good as Malindy because she
does not have the “nachel 0’gans.” When Malindy sings, fiddlers stop fiddling,
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birds stop whistling, and banjo players stop their fingers. Singing “Come to
Jesus,” she causes sinners to repent; when she sings “Rock of Ages,” the audi-
ence breaks into tears. Her singing is sweeter than the music of the most edu-
cated band, and holier than the music of church bells. The poem ends with
the narrator hushing his household, because he thinks he can hear the echoes,
through the breath of “angel’s wings” of “Swing Low, Sweet Chariot”—“Ez
Malindy sings.” Besides being a moving tribute to the power of one woman’s
singing, such a poem calls attention to the importance of the African Ameri-
can church traditions in celebrating and developing individual talent.

The way Dunbar celebrated music and its importance to black spiritual and
social life led many critics to find fault with his writing. The slave speaker in
“A Banjo Song,” for instance, begins by complaining about all of the worldly
aches and sorrows he has to swallow down—and then announces that to feel
better, all he needs to do is to take “My ol’ banjo f’om de wall.” Where a sym-
pathetic reader might see a celebration of culture as a survival strategy, critics
have sometimes seen a trivialization of black pain at a time when direct con-
frontation was called for. Worse, these images of slave life are very similar to
the images of African Americans that were being presented in minstrel shows,
where white actors would appear in blackface makeup and perform comic or
pathetic songs about life on the slave plantation. The stereotypes promoted
by such songs, the vast majority of which were written by white writers, were
frequently mistaken by white audiences as authentic expressions of black life.
It is clear that Dunbar was influenced by this tradition, in both his poetry and
his writing for musicals. The important issue, however, is what new perspec-
tives he brought to the material (such as the slave’s legitimate complaints
about having to bear the pains of slavery) to make it fresh and vital, which
most critics now believe he did.

Perhaps the best poem to turn to for clues in understanding his use of dialect
is his Standard English poem, “We Wear the Mask.” The double consciousness
evident in “An Ante-Bellum Sermon” gets a full treatment herein one of his
best-loved Standard English poems. It begins,

We wear the mask that grins and lies,

It hides our cheeks and shades our eyes,—
This debt we pay to human guile;

With torn and bleeding hearts we smile,
And mouth with myriad subtleties. (1-5)

The initial “we” is unstable. Is the “we” the sum total of humanity, and the
poem therefore a poem about people’s inability to reveal themselves to one
another simply and directly? Is the “we” of the poem the collective voice of
slaves? Is it the collective voice of African Americans? All of these interpreta-
tions are possible. The later lines,

We sing, but oh the clay is vile
Beneath our feet, and long the mile;
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But let the world dream otherwise,
We wear the mask! (12-15)

strongly suggests the experience of slaves, but without excluding other inter-
pretations. One way of interpreting the poem is as a statement of the human
experience drawn especially from the experience of slaves. Another interpre-
tation sees a key to his dialect poetry: The dialect tradition he will spend much
of his career working in is a mask, a survival strategy inherited from slavery,
and he is appealing to the reader to consider what lies beneath it.

There is no doubt that Dunbar’s writing, taken as a whole, conveys rural,
pastoral values as opposed to urban ones. In “At Candle-Lightin’ Time,” for
instance, a slave, Ike, comes in from working the fields to eat supper and
make shadow puppets on the wall to entertain his children. Even though set
during slavery, there is no hint of protest or anger at the brutality of the sys-
tem; instead, the poem celebrates hard work and simple pleasures, describing
details of life that would have been very familiar to the African American
sharecropping tenant farmers who were many of Dunbar’s contemporaries.
Rather than detailing the grievances of slavery, Ike, like the speaker in “When
De Co’n Pone’s Hot,” finds solace in the simple pleasures that life offers. Dun-
bar’s critic J. Saunders Redding finds such poems to depict “Negroes as folksy,
not-too-bright souls...whose problems can be solved by the emotional and
spiritual equivalent of sticks of red peppermint candy” (Redding, qtd. in Rob-
inson and Robinson 219). Such a critique, however, depends upon looking at
a few of his pastoral poems in isolation, and then projecting that they are to
stand in for Dunbar’s whole statement on the reality of the African American
experience. Such is clearly not the case. Instead, Dunbar’s pastoral poetry re-
flects small corners of the lived reality of black men and women of Dunbar’s
time, and their enduring popularity is in part testament to his success.

If some of these poems fail to break with the traditions of plantation writ-
ing, the same cannot be said of all his rural-themed poetry. Dunbar was very
capable of voicing protest, and he does so nowhere more lyrically than in his
ballad, “The Haunted Oak.” Written after a decade in which well over a thou-
sand black men had been lynched, often for false crimes or trivial offenses that
crossed the boundaries of Jim Crow standards, Dunbar adapts the traditional
English ballad form to dramatize this politically volatile topic. Based on a
story he had heard about a tree where one branch had withered and died af-
ter being used to hang an innocent black man, his poem begins with the tree
being asked why one particularly branch is bare. The tree answers with the
story of a man falsely accused of a crime who was forcibly removed from the
jail by a lynch mob, led by the judge wearing “a mask of black,” the doctor
wearing “one of white,” and the minister and his son dressed “curiously,” that
is, in disguise. The mob hanged the weeping man from the bough in question.
To this day, the oak says,

I feel the rope against my bark,
And the weight of him in my grain,
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I feel in the throe of his final woe
The touch of my own last pain. (49-52)

Whenever the judge rides by, the tree sees the soul of the innocent man haunt-
ing the judge, and every night feels the same soul haunting the tree. Perhaps
because the overriding mood of the poem is one of sorrow and the uncanny, as
opposed to anger, this poem has often been overlooked by critics who accused
Dunbar of being too accommodating to the politics of segregation. However,
in 1939, Billie Holiday would record the remarkable protest song “Strange
Fruit,” a song similarly detailing the uncanny horror of hanging black men
from trees; this has been rightfully recognized as a breakthrough development
in popular music and American culture in general, and we can now recognize
Dunbar’s achievement in “The Haunted Oak” as being an important precur-
sor to Holiday’s recording.

Dunbar’s dialect poem “When Dey ’Listed Colored Soldiers” provides
another interesting challenge to the plantation tradition, in part because it
uses many of the conventions of plantation poetry while avoiding some of
the worst stereotypes. Told from the perspective of a slave woman living
on a plantation, the poem tells the story of ’Lias, who, upon hearing that
the Union is accepting colored soldiers, immediately declares he will enlist;
the refrain at the end of each stanza repeats variations of “W’en dey ’listed
colo’ed sojers an’ my ’Lias went to wah” (8+). The narrator begs and pleads
for ’Lias not to go, but he is determined, and when she sees him in his blue
uniform, she can’t help but get caught up in pride. After he leaves, she recalls
how her mistress and her mistress’s daughter had reacted when the master
and his son went off to war: “I did n’t know dey feelin’s is de ve’y wo’ds dey
said” (26). At the time, she felt she did; now she realizes she didn’t know half
of how they felt till her ’Lias left. This stanza is crucial to understanding the
poem’s depth. On the one hand, it establishes a shared bond between the
women, based on their similar experiences of watching a beloved man go off
to war; on the other hand, it is a bond that only the narrator acknowledges.
The constraints of race and class are very much in place, even if the narrator
is able to see beyond them.

At the end of the poem, the father comes home sick and broken. The son
has died, and was left on the roadside. The narrator feels keenly the pain of
the white women of the house, because she has a man in danger. Then she
learns that ’Lias has died, but unlike the young master, was buried with full
military honor. She accepts his death because “dat’s whut Gawd had called
him for” (39), to fight and die for his freedom. Remarkably, the poem asserts
the value of cross-racial sympathy, even while it celebrates the struggle for
freedom from race-based slavery.

Perhaps the greatest expression of the importance of pastoral themes for
Dunbar comes in his poem “Sympathy,” in which he imagines what a caged
bird looking at open fields must feel. A poem whose popularity has increased
since Maya Angelou used a line from it for the title of her autobiography,
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I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings, it suggests in three successive stanzas that
the writer (and therefore the reader) knows what the caged bird feels as he
looks out at woods and streams, why he beats his wings flying against bars
again and again, and why he sings. The extreme anthropomorphism demands
that we see the bird not as a bird at all but as a slave. After the wistful sad-
ness of the first stanza and the extreme pain and frustration of the second, the
singing in the third stanza is surprising:

I know why the caged bird sings, ah me,

When his wing is bruised and his bosom sore,—
When he beats his bars and he would be free;

It is not a carol of joy or glee,

But a prayer that he sends from his heart’s deep core,
But a plea, that upward to Heaven he flings—

I know why the caged bird sings! (14-21)

This final stanza can in many respects be characterized as a poetic render-
ing of what Frederick Douglass said about slave singing in chapter 2 of his
first autobiography, Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass, an American
Slave. Explaining that slaves sing most when they are unhappy, he declared
that slave singing is “a testimony against slavery, and a prayer to God for de-
liverance from chains,” exactly as it is for the bird in the poem (Narrative 11).
While the song may be an articulation of the slave’s experience, the feelings,
Dunbar’s poem suggests, are well within the range of all human sympathy.

Dunbar’s most complex break with the literary tradition of plantation writ-
ing probably comes in his best-known and most critically acclaimed novel,
The Sport of the Gods. By 1902, when Dunbar published this novel, the
theme of young people moving to the city only to be seduced into immorality
had been developed in the naturalistic fiction of Stephen Crane’s Maggie and
Theodore Dreiser’s Sister Carrie; Dunbar’s novel develops a similar theme,
but with the important distinction that he is focusing on an African American
family, the Hamiltons.

At the beginning of the novel, the Hamiltons, led by Berry Hamilton, have
achieved apparent economic security through decades of loyal service to the
family of the former slave owning Maurice Oakley. As the Oakleys’ postwar
affluence increases, so do the material conditions of Berry and his family, all
of whom work for the Oakleys, and to an extent they grow apart from the
black community, who look with envy at their success. When Maurice’s half-
brother Francis takes money from Maurice, Berry is accused of stealing the
money, based solely on his race. After Berry is sentenced, his family, led by the
mother Fannie, decides to go to New York, a place none of them has been and
where they know no one, because what they have heard seems to offer hope
and glory.

The children, Joe and Kitty, immediately fall in love with city life. Joe be-
comes part of a drinking crowd, the Banner Club. Kitty uses her singing talent
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to break into Vaudeville Theatre and becomes a rising starlet. Joe falls in love
with a chorus girl and friend of Kitty’s, Hattie Sterling, whom he murders in a
jealous rage; like his father, he goes to prison. Fannie (believing she is divorced
from Berry) marries a gambler named Gibson who becomes abusive.

Eventually, Francis Oakley confesses his guilt and Berry’s innocence to
Maurice. Although Maurice tries to suppress the truth to maintain the family
name, a reporter named Skaggs working for the New York Universe discovers
the truth, and manages to get Berry free. Berry travels to New York to reunite
with his wife, and learns about his son’s imprisonment, his daughter’s life as
chorus girl, and his wife’s marriage to Gibson. Taking a job with the Universe,
he plots Gibson’s murder, but Gibson’s sudden death in a fight at the race-
track frees Fannie. Fannie and Berry reunite, and take up residence in their
old cottage near the Oakleys’, listening at night to the shrieks of the now-mad
Maurice. Their life, the narrator informs us, was not a happy one, but was all
that was left to them.

Many critics have viewed the The Sport of the Gods in the tradition of nat-
uralism. The Hamiltons are buffeted by socioeconomic forces far beyond their
control, and often beyond their understanding. Even Berry’s eventual freedom
is a quirk of fate; Skaggs is not presented as high minded but as ruthless, and his
ability to bring down Maurice is due to his lack of scruples and his employer’s
deep pockets; it is a triumph of northern capital over southern agrarianism.
Another important touchstone for interpretation is Booker T. Washington’s
1895 Atlanta Exposition (aka Atlanta Compromise) address, in which he as-
serted deep skepticism about the promise of northern cities, saying that only
in the South are blacks given a “man’s chance” to succeed. Though the novel
does not express Washington’s hope for a harmonized South, it clearly does
share his suspicions about the North. Bridget Harris Tsemo, however, reads
the Hamiltons” migration to and from the North against the confinement of
slavery dramatized in the poem “Sympathy,” and concludes that the novel is
ultimately about the inevitable conflicts African Americans would face in the
North or the South, but also the importance of having the choice of how to
face them, and the courage to face them with dignity, as the Hamiltons do in
the end. Certainly, the novel is a major break from the plantation tradition;
the Hamiltons start out as true believers in the bonds between wealthy white
aristocrats and their black servants, and are betrayed for their loyalty. In ad-
dition, as the first African American novel to take the obstacles of northern,
urban life as a theme, the novel serves as an important forerunner to Richard
Wright’s Native Son (1940) and Ralph Ellison’s Invisible Man (1953).

By contrast, two stories from The Strength of Gideon and Other Stories,
the title story and “Viney’s Free Papers,” are notable for maintaining some of
the conventions of the plantation tradition while still trying to create depth of
character. In “The Strength of Gideon,” Gideon, a loyal slave, makes a death-
bed promise to look after the family if anything should happen to the son.
When the son goes off to war, Gideon determines to make good on his prom-
ise. A year later, most of the slaves have left, and a nearby Union army camp
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is looking for servants to hire. His fiancée Martha intends to leave to work
as a nurse’s aid. Won’t Gideon leave too? Gideon is faced with the choice:
Go to freedom, or stay and fulfill his promise. He chooses to stay. It is not
that Gideon does not want his freedom; he does, and he expects it will come
eventually, and he certainly wants to marry Martha, but he needs to be true
to his promise. The point of the story is not to suggest that Gideon is making
the right or wrong choice, but to portray the dignity of a man making a hard
decision to be loyal to his word.

A variation on the same theme is “Viney’s Free Papers,” from the same col-
lection. In it, Ben Raymond, after working to save money to buy freedom for
himself and his wife, Viney, discovers he can only afford one; he buys free-
dom for Viney. Almost immediately, Viney begins to change. She changes her
last name from Raymond to Allen. Casting off a slave name upon achieving
freedom was an important passage for many former slaves (Sojourner Truth
and Frederick Douglass being two notable examples); in this case, it becomes
a point of derision among the slave community. Viney soon decides that she
is now better than her fellow blacks—*“I ain’ goin’ ’sociate wid slaves!” (65)
she tells Ben—and determines to go north. When Ben says he won’t go with
her, she plans to leave without him. Eventually, though, as she is packing to
leave, Viney realizes how much she has hurt Ben, and determines not only to
stay, but to burn her free papers, over her husband’s gasping objection. The
story ends with singing and banjo music coming from Ben’s cabin. In much of
Dunbar’s writing, music is presented as the soothing balm of a slave seeking
after a distant freedom; in this case, it is the celebration of having renounced
freedom. The story offers an interesting contrast to “The Strength of Gideon”
in that, although Viney’s choice is similar, the reasons are different; this time,
the personal loyalty is to her husband. Though set during slavery, stories like
“Viney’s Free Papers” and “The Strength of Gideon” do represent struggles
that African Americans of Dunbar’s time were facing, namely the difficult
transition from slavery to freedom, and the struggle between conflicting loy-
alties during a time when many were fleeing north, leaving behind defining
roots to family and community.

Two stories from the same collection that stand in stark contrast to the
plantation tradition are “The Tragedy at Three Forks” and “The Ingrate.”
Of these, the first is a bitter protest story about lynching. After a deliberate
fire is set, destroying one of the wealthiest men in Barlow County, a group of
citizens decide that this must be the work of black men. A newspaper headline
helps to stir up passions. Two blacks are arrested for the crime; the prosecut-
ing attorney tells them that if they persist in swearing their innocence, the mob
outside will lynch them, whereas if they confess, the law will see that they are
put in jail. They confess, word of their confession soon spreads, and a lynch
mob drags the men out to be hanged. After the hanging, a fight breaks out
between two men who are also rivals for the affections of the same girl over
the rope they each wants as a souvenir; one kills the other. The story ends
with an editor thinking, comparing Salem and its witches to the South and its
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lynching. In a collection that brings depth and dignity to slaves making com-
plex decisions, this story stands out for the sharpness of its anger over white
citizens taking foolish, brutal actions without depth or reflection.

While “The Tragedy at Three Forks” is about an issue contemporary to
Dunbar, “The Ingrate” goes back into slavery and family history. “The In-
grate” of the story is Josh Leckler, a skilled plasterer on the Leckler plantation.
Eager to earn $2,000 to buy his freedom, Josh has been doing side jobs locally,
giving most of his money to his master and saving the rest. When Mr. Leckler
discovers that some people may have been underpaying Josh, he determines
to teach Josh the basics of math and reading, so he will be able to tell if his
employers are being honest. Josh takes to the new learning with zest for a
year, until Mr. Leckler determines he can read and add, and on his next job
Josh points out that the employer, Mr. Eckley is $2 short in his payment; of
this, Josh himself only gets to keep 20 cents.

Soon after that, Josh is slow to return from a job; when Leckler goes to look
for him, he discovers that Josh used a pass—one he obviously forged using his
new skills—to board a railroad train. From there, he is smuggled into Canada
and, when the Union begins to recruit colored soldiers, he makes his way to
Boston to enlist, and is shortly made a soldier. The story ends with Mr. Leckler
reading the rolls of a colored regiment and seeing the name of his old slave;
“oh, that ingrate, that ingrate!” (681) he complains to his wife. The ironies
in this story go beyond the obvious, that Mr. Leckler’s clear motivation for
teaching Josh is for his own wealth, which is what empowers Josh to escape,
but also go to the less obvious story-telling strategy; the emphasis of the story
is not on the accomplishment of a slave planning and achieving his escape to
freedom, but rather on the greedy narrow-mindedness of the slave owner who
didn’t see it coming.

Throughout his career, Dunbar wrote a number of sonnets on men who
were important to African American history—“Booker T. Washington,”
“Robert Gould Shaw,” and “Frederick Douglass.” Of these, his poem to
Washington is probably the most straightforward, as it is a celebration of
racial uplifting as epitomized by the life story of the best known race leader
of his day. “A poor Virginia cabin gave the seed” (5) he writes, from which
came the “peer of princes” (7). Washington moves on, without looking back
at braying hounds, like the front of a forward-moving ship. As glimpsed in
this poem, Dunbar’s Washington is a heroic leader who will not waver from
leading the race forward.

The other two sonnets are somewhat less optimistic. “Robert Gould Shaw”
is his poem to the white, Ivy League—educated colonel who led the black 54th
Massachusetts Volunteer Infantry. Why, he asks, did fate call you from the
“classic groves” (2) to lead the “unlettered and despised droves” (7)? Dunbar
is writing an elegy to the dead, but not simply to eulogize him; his model for
the elegy is Milton’s “Lycidas” in which the poet not only laments the death
of a noble spirit but also the conditions of the present time. “In Robert Gould
Shaw,” Dunbar tells Shaw and those who died with him, “the Present teaches,
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but in vain!”—a remarkable line, one of Dunbar’s full-throated expressions
of disappointment with the developments of the Jim Crow era. Similarly, his
sonnet to Frederick Douglass, one of several poems he wrote to Douglass, not
only mourns the loss of the great man, but of the “evil days” but that have fol-
lowed his passing, a clear reference to the atmosphere of inequality and racial
violence. Now more than ever, the country needs someone from the “harsh
long ago,” whose voice once amazed the country and even not might sound
over the storm and provide comfort “through the lonely dark” days that lie
ahead (14).

Dunbar’s ability to write poems in African American dialect better than
anyone before had ever done may have been a mixed blessing; it certainly pro-
vided him an audience for his writing, but it made the audience unreceptive to
much of his output. Nonetheless, his achievements in that area can be seen not
only in the enduring popularity of some of his best-loved poems, but in the
ways in which subsequent generations of poets, including Langston Hughes,
Maya Angelou, and Nikki Giovanni, have built on his work. Moreover, as
the debate over the lasting value of his work in this specific area has receded,
readers have come to realize that he was a writer of diverse talents and serious
ambition who died in full bloom.
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One of the scholars/pubic intellectuals most responsible for establishing Af-
rican American literature and culture as a professionally respectable field of
academic study in the 1980s, Henry Louis “Skip” Gates Jr. (1950-) is the
chair of the W.E.B. Du Bois Institute for African and African American Studies
at Harvard University. He is a prolific author of monographs and scholarly
articles, editor of many essay collections and anthologies, and contributor to
magazines such as The New Yorker, Time, and various online journals. He
received his BA from Yale, and his MA and PhD from Clare College at Cam-
bridge University in England.

Professor Gates was born on September 16, 1950, in Keyser, West Virginia.
He was born to a family of modest means four years before Brown v. Topeka
Board of Education, and as a result, Gates lived through one of the most trans-
formative periods in American race relations. In his memoir, Colored People,
Gates describes the biographical and historical background that has clearly
informed much of his later work. The small community of Keyser was located
far enough away from the larger southern cities that were at the center of the
Civil Rights Movement that the changes convulsing the nation came slowly,
which means that many of Gates’s childhood memories feature a racially seg-
regated but close-knit community. Although not without the occasional rumor
of adultery and other scandals one might expect in any extended family rooted
in one location, both the class-conscious Colemans, on his mother’s side, and
the fun-loving Gates families as a whole appear to have been well regarded in
their local communities. It seems that one of the implicit aims of Gates’s mem-
oir is to re-create this sense of family for other African Americans, if seemingly
more for well-educated and middle-class African Americans who may find life
in the integrated professional classes sterile and alienating.

Significant Events

® 1987 and 1988: Publishes Figures in Black and Signifying Monkey,
two texts that bring postmodern theory in conversation with African
and African American vernacular culture and helps to bring the study
of that literature into the mainstream of academic discourse and thrusts
Gates into national prominence.

® 1990: Called as an expert witness in the case against rap group 2 Live
Crew where he testifies that the group’s lyrics employ language games
that are common in African American oral traditions, which qualifies
their music as art and not obscenity.

® 1991: Becomes the chair of the African American Studies Department at
Harvard University and begins transforming it from a small department
to a national and international powerhouse.

® 1994: Publishes Colored People: A Memoir, an autobiography that
charts Gates’s life and thought over the course of his life up to that point.
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® 1998: Begins a series of documentaries for PBS, Wonders of the Af-
rican World, that explores the contributions of Africa and people of
African descent to the world.

® 2003: Begins a series of documentaries for PBS, African American
Lives, that traces the family trees of famous Americans. African Amer-
ican Lives first focus on African Americans, but Faces of America,
released in 2010, includes a greater diversity of Americans

® 2009: Arrested for causing a disturbance after being locked out of his
own house. After a series of widely publicized events, he and the arrest-
ing officer, Sergeant James Crowley, are invited to the White House to
meet with President Barack Obama.

Gates’s father worked in the local paper mill during the day and as a custo-
dian at night. His mother, Pauline, did domestic work in addition to looking
after her two sons. She instilled in her sons a sense of self-confidence, and Gates
proclaims himself to have been a momma’s boy. She was very involved in her
sons’ lives, even becoming the first black member of the local PTA. However,
it was to get closer to his father that Skip joined the little league baseball team.
He quickly discovered that he was not an athlete and became a manager, then a
sports reporter for the school paper. (This was the beginning of a path that led
him to become staff correspondent for Time magazine for two years after grad-
uating from Yale.) It was while playing touch football at a church camp that
Gates felt a pain in his knee; this turned out to be a symptom of a slipped epith-
esis, or disconnected hip. He was taken to a doctor who concluded that the pain
was a psychosomatic symptom of Gates’s being an overachiever because of his
desire to be a medical doctor. The doctor asked him to walk and the pressure of
his weight sheared away the ball of his hip. His mother then rushed him to the
university hospital, but it was too late. As a result, one of his legs is two inches
shorter than the other, which is why he walks with a cane to this day.

Because Gates came of age when the walls of segregation were coming
down, he was one of the first wave of children bussed to schools in order
to integrate them. Gates took advantage of the opportunities, developing a
schoolboy crush on a white classmate who eventually rejected him, but who
along the way introduced him to reading literature, and rising to the top of
his class academically. He was offered a scholarship to the prestigious Exeter
Academy in New Hampshire, but he soon dropped out of the school due to
homesickness. After graduating from high school, Gates started at Potomac
State University, where he was strongly advised to take a class with a Mr.
Whitmore, who turned the young man away from his lifetime ambition to be
a medical doctor and toward a life of scholarship. This professor urged Gates
to go to an Ivy League university, and Gates chose Yale.
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While a student at Yale, Gates became involved in the Black Power Move-
ment that roiled the campus, and he reports that he was one of the brothers
who policed the blackness of his fellow students. He reveled in the us-ness
of black identity, yet rebelled against the determinism implicit in much Black
Nationalism. As Gates puts it, he “can’t construct identities through elective
affinity, that race must be the most important thing about me” (Colored Peo-
ple xv). While at Yale, Gates decided that he would not get caught up with
complaining about how the man has kept him down or robbed him of his
humanity. He argued that those who engage in excessive black radicalism
abdicate their responsibility by implicitly accepting the charge that they lack
humanity in order to lay the blame for their depravity at the feet of whites.
He attributes this perspective to his parents in that they were skeptical about
America, but they still deeply believed in its ultimate values. They denied that
antiblack racists had all the control of the nation’s wealth and opportunities,
which meant that there was a great deal of agency left for black people to
exert in the country and the world, a view denied by a victim mentality.

Interestingly, Gates appears to criticize the revolutionary spirit he celebrated
in Colored People by suggesting that as a black radical, he and others like
him were looking for a definite opponent, such as Bull Connors, and this po-
litical agenda did double work for them. On the one hand, having a definite
opponent gave them a real target to direct their outrage and indignation for
the continuation of segregation, but on the other hand it was a distraction
from the real work of trying to figure out who they were individually. Look-
ing back, Gates muses that much of the revolutionary rhetoric demanded an
ideological purity that would have ensured that he remained an alienated and
angry intellectual, and “as one for whom the warmth of a village was suste-
nance, I couldn’t begin to afford its ideological membership fee” (Future of
the Race 18). Gates notes the findings of Jennifer Hochschild’s study, which
reported that poorer African Americans were just as likely to attribute eco-
nomic success to political connections and gender preference as they were to
attribute it to racial preference, which is in contrast to wealthy African Ameri-
cans, who are more likely to focus on the race and poverty of less successful
African Americans. In his view, cynicism has become institutionalized among
African American elites because professional blacks have to interact with elite
whites more often, particularly at the higher levels, which means they are
more often exposed to subtle expressions of racism. Finally, since upwardly
mobile African Americans may feel stigmatized by both the larger African
American community and their white peers, they are more likely to develop a
psychological defense against the sense of isolation they feel.

In all of his major works, Gates touches on the theme of black struggle
to achieve some sort of middle-class respectability in the face of oppression,
whether through the mastery of the language of the written word or the as-
sertion of one’s self through political or financial success. Gates focused on
mastery of language earlier in his career as he sought to establish his reputation
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as a scholar of literature, and he appears to have incorporated other indices of
success in the documentaries where he traces the genealogies of people, mostly
famous ones.

In the introductory essay to “Race,” Writing, and Difference (1988), Gates
lays out the history of the perceived (non)relationship between black people
and literature. As Gates will repeat many times again in Figures in Black, The
Signifying Monkey, The Norton Anthology of African American Literature,
and elsewhere, the Enlightenment began with the privileging of reason over
other forms of human feeling, and the mastery of writing became the clear-
est sign of not just one’s own ability to reason, but the abilities of any given
race. Gates notes that even the most careful philosophers like Hume, Kant,
and Hegel fell into the trap of promoting the alleged inferiority of people of
African descent. This bias coincided with the early European experiences in
colonialism around the world, and it was deployed to help rationalize the
increasingly systematic oppression and exploitation of all nonwhite people,
but particularly people of African descent (Figures 3—41; Norton xxxviii—xli;
“Race,” Writing, and Difference 9-11; The Signifying Monkey 13, 127-32).

In Figures in Black, published the year after “Race,” Writing, and Differ-
ence, Gates argues that when America was still a colony, there were those who
experimented with the notion of black inferiority by attempting to educate
black children. The idea was to test the assumption that black people could
not reason and that the lack of a body of written works was proof of that
inability. If that were the case, the logic went, it would be impossible to teach
them how to write. Many of those who undertook this experiment quickly
discovered that there was little difference between black children and white
children. Yet, the myth of black inferiority continued unabated, and black
writers were repeatedly put into the position of having to prove their human-
ity through their writing. As a result, each time that a black writer sat down to
write, the act itself was overdetermined. Not only was the rhetoric profoundly
influenced by the need to directly address white supremacist assumptions that
blacks couldn’t write or that slavery was justifiable, but the mere act of writ-
ing itself was to act as an index of black intelligence.

At the dawn of the Enlightenment, those who wondered if people of Afri-
can descent could be educated and some families attempted the experiment.
What black people actually wrote was of little consequence at this time;
what was significant was the mere act of writing itself. Gates uses examples
of how literacy affected the treatment of some blacks, such as Amo, who got
a PhD from the University of Wittenberg in 1734 and proved to some that
sub-Saharan Africans had superior minds. This was an onerous task because
these writers were not competing with Newton, but were rather struggling
to prove that they were better than apes. In Gates’s view, this is the ori-
gin of the black literary tradition: To use literacy to argue for and to prove
one’s humanity. As Gates puts it: “What an ironic origin of a literary tradi-
tion! If Europeans read the individual achievements of black in literature
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and scholarship as discrete commentaries of Africans themselves upon the
Western fiction of the ‘text of blackness,’ then the figure of blackness as an
absence came to occupy an ironic place in the texts of even the most sober
European philosophers” (Figures 14).

For Gates, efforts for black political organization and artistic production
represent the “nether side” of the Enlightenment. Gates argues that the early
African American texts largely “signified” on three other texts in the West-
ern tradition, namely Peter Heylyn’s Little Description of the Great World
(1633), Willem Bosman’s A New and Accurate Description of the Coast of
Guinea (1705), and Kant’s Observations on the Feelings of the Beautiful
and Sublime (1764). Heylyn is the first to write that because Africans have
little wit and lack the sciences, they should not be considered human. Gates
claims that most writings about people of African descent through the early
20th century have been variations and elaborations on this theme. In his text
of 1705, Bosman relates a story about how black and white people were
given the choice between gold and literacy. Blacks chose gold first, leaving
literacy to whites, and God was so upset with black avarice that he made
the black an illiterate slave. In Observations on the Feelings of the Beauti-
ful and Sublime, an anecdote is told about a black man who observed that
white men give women too much power then complain that they drive them
mad; this seemed reasonable until Kant realized the man was black and
therefore what he said had to be stupid. Gates maintains that for W.E.B. Du
Bois and others writing through the beginning of the 20th century, literature
lost its metaphoricity and allegoricity in order to become social commentary
or outright propaganda. Du Bois makes this explicit in his address, “Criteria
of Negro Art,” delivered before the Chicago branch of the NAACP in 1926.
In that address, Du Bois famously declares that “all Art is propaganda and
ever must be, despite the wailing of the purists.... I do not care a damn for
any art that is not used for propaganda” (Crisis 290-97). In making this
stand, Du Bois implicitly restricts the creative range of the artist, specifi-
cally the black artist, to producing art with an explicit political agenda. In
other words, for a writer who happens to be black, skin color defines what
one can or should write about, and even the meanings available for inter-
preting those texts. Gates then criticizes three contemporary texts—Stephen
Henderson’s Understanding the New Black Poetry (1973), Houston Baker’s
Blues, Ideology and Afro-American Literature (1984), and Addison Gayle’s
The Black Aesthetic (1971)—that attempt to formalize this kind of black
theory. Gates criticizes Henderson’s Understanding the New Black Poetry
for its section on structure, which posits a literal reading of texts that is
belied by the existence of multiple meanings, irony, and the like. Had Hen-
derson discovered black vernacular forms, identified them as black, and then
shown how they impress themselves on black literature (which is what Gates
does himself), then he would have made quite a contribution, as far as Gates
is concerned.
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Gates criticizes Houston Baker for essentially claiming that blackness is
the repudiation of whiteness, and Addison Gayle for arguing that one must
be black in order to properly read black texts. These are what he calls race
and superstructure theorists, and what Gates finds so galling about them is
that their approaches are reductionist in that they hold to the theory that
race determines scholarly interest as well as the capacity to understand litera-
ture. Baker’s approach makes blackness simply a reaction to whiteness, while
Gayle’s approach makes it a matter of biology. Gates himself is interested in
blackness as a metaphor, as something that is rooted in the black vernacular
but is not determined by it, as the ability of race to incorporate other lan-
guages makes perfectly clear. Black literature, therefore, signifies on other
black texts as well as white texts, which makes it double voiced. Gates is
therefore a genuine scholar, interested in literature as literature that pursues a
particular trope that suggests blackness. As Gates himself puts it:

We urgently need to direct our attention to the nature of black figura-
tive language, to the nature of black narrative forms, to the history and
theory of Afro-American literary criticism, to the fundamental relation
of form and content, and to the arbitrary relationships between the sign
and its referent. Finally, we must begin to understand the nature of inter-
textuality, that is, the nonthematic manner by which texts—poems and
novels respond to other texts. After all, all cats may be black at night,
but not to other cats. (Figures 41)

Here, Gates shifts the theory of one’s capacity to recognize and understand
blackness to the disciplining of literary scholarship itself. That one is born
black or that one has had a range of experiences based on being perceived
as black can provide a useful background that one can employ in unpack-
ing black literature; however, what is most important is the study of black-
authored texts, vernacular language, and academic theory.

The following year, Gates published The Signifying Monkey in which he ex-
plains that it is his mission “to enhance the reader’s experience of black texts
by identifying levels of meaning and expression that might otherwise remain
mediated or buried beneath the surface” (xx). He not only wants to challenge
the conception that theory does not apply to noncanonical texts, but at the
same time seeks to establish a theory that is organic within African American
literature itself and just as distinct as he believes African American literature
to be. This is why he argues that black vernacular offers insight into a theory
that is autonomous from Western traditions. To establish how the vernacular
is rooted in Africa, Gates turns to “two signal figures, Esu-Elegbara [Yoruba
character| and the Signifying Monkey [African American character],” as rep-
resenting language games (xx). Gates argues that both are related as diasporic
phenomena, and that he does not create a canon and merely select texts based
on their suitableness for his aims. Instead, this is an attempt to come to a
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theory of the tradition of African American literature. Gates wants to show
how the black vernacular “informs and becomes the foundation for formal
black literature” (xxii). He states:

It is probably true that critics of African and Afro-American literature
were trained to think of the institution of literature essentially as a set
of Western texts. The methods devised to read these texts are culture-
specific and temporal-specific, and they are text-specific as well. We learn
to read the text at hand. And texts have a curious habit of generating
other texts that resemble themselves. (xxii)

Here, Gates seems to suggest that he hasn’t been influenced by those texts;
they’re texts by and about others that are irrelevant to his own experience.
Yet, all his values are of the bourgeoisie. He later accepts this critique, but
says that black texts register a difference in specific language use—the source
of which is, of course, the black vernacular. As Gates states, “To rename is to
revise, and to revise is to Signify” (xxiii); he sees the “proper work” of black
criticism to “define itself with—and against—other theoretical activities”
(xxiv). Black critics must always be comparativists because, free of the white
man’s gaze, black people created their own unique vernacular structures using
repetition and revision, which are fundamental to the black artistic forms. As
he puts it, “Whatever is black about black American literature is to be found
in this identifiable black Signifyin(g) difference” (xxiv).

To identify these differences, Gates goes on to discuss the black tradition
being double voiced and identifies four versions of double-voiced textual
relations: tropological revision, the speakerly text, the talking text, and re-
writing the speakerly. Tropological revision is a trope that is repeated (and
revised) from text to text. Examples of these tropes include the protagonist’s
descent underground, the vertical ascent from South to North, and figures of
the double, including double consciousness. The “talking book” is the first
major trope, starting with Gronniosaw’s 1770 slave narrative; this shows up
at least four times by 1815. The speakerly text is characterized operating in
the vernacular mode to speak to the reader, thereby deploying hybrid narra-
tive voices that are not exclusively that of the narrator or the protagonist. The
talking texts are texts that speak to each other, but indicate a shift from the
mimetic to the diegetic; or a shift from an effort to render life as accurately
as possible to one where the narrator asserts self-conscious control over the
narrative. Finally, rewriting the speakerly text refers to how Alice Walker’s
embrace of the diary form in The Color Purple is distinguished from Ishmael
Reed’s “motivated” effort to parody or critique the black tradition. In The
Color Purple, Walker uses the traditional white epistolary form to tell the
story of poor, black Celie; whereas Reed’s poetry uses the traditional styles
that were popularized by black poets of his day. Gates argues that literary
discourse is the most black when it is the most figurative, and that modes of
interpretation that are most in accord with the vernacular tradition direct
attention to the manner in which language is used.
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Gates lays out a range of definitions of signifying, all of which turn on the
notion of language play, playing the dozens—a ritualized form of insult—and
the like. It is supposed to be a deferral of meaning, yet it is tied to a sense
of meaning that those in the black community get, but whites do not. He
distinguishes between signifyin(g) and playing the dozens in that the dozens
are always about bringing someone down by insulting one’s opponent or a
family member, but signifying can serve to build up an interlocutor as well
as to tear him down. There’s an example where he relies on an early rapper,
H. Rap Brown, who gives a rap that Gates seems to read merely as express-
ing one’s feelings; however, he somehow fails to discuss the obvious turn to a
“you,” presumably white, that the rap castigates for not doing more to help
the less fortunate like himself. What Gates misses here is that there is less of a
rhetorical wordplay going on and more of a direct plea for the recognition of
humanity and expression of charity (Signifying 74).

Gates also promotes the notion of signifying as linguistic wordplay that oper-
ates as competition, which is perfectly in line with a capitalistic society, and even
goes so far as to refer to the “ironic” leisure class of black Americans that are
without gainful employment, a “leisure class with a difference” (Signifying 76).
Gates observes that much of the black tradition of criticism has focused too
much on treating language as transparent, rather than noting its use of trope.
Thus, signifying does not always simply mean wordplay; it also means ways
of meaning rather than meaning itself.

Metaphorical signifying is when the interlocutor gets the indirect message
implied by the speaker, while third-person signifying is when the interlocu-
tor is excluded from the message, but third party “insiders” listening in on
the exchange “get it.” Gates takes his eight characteristics of signifying from
sociolinguist Geneva Smitherman: indirection, circumlocution; metaphorical-
imagistic (images of everyday world); humor, irony; rhythmic fluency and
sound; “teachy but not preachy”; directed at person(s) in a situational con-
text; punning, play on words; and the introduction of the logically or semanti-
cally unexpected (Signifying 94).

Gates maintains that the slave narratives are “the most obvious site to ex-
cavate the origins of Afro-American literary tradition” (Signifying 127), and
stresses the importance of literacy in those texts. He notes the irony of the
“literature of the slave” because slaves were not supposed to be “human” to
the extent of being able to publish literature. They “stole” literature, therefore
making their learning “impolite learning”: “the texts of the slave could only
be read as testimony of defilement: the slaves representation and reversal of
the master’s attempt to transform a human being into a commodity, and the
slave’s simultaneous verbal witness of the possession of a humanity shared
with the Europeans” (Signifying 128). The text then explores several different
early slave narratives that use the theme of the talking book (in addition to
other objects, such as gold), and how each of these writers use that trope to
signal their elevation from slavery to humanity in their own eyes, as well as in
those of their captors. There is also an evolution away from religious import,
though most of these texts retain a strong religious element.
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In his discussion of Zora Neale Hurston, Gates notes that with the col-
lapse of slavery, black writers were left to address the scattered effects of a
splintered racism between the Civil War and the Jazz Age (Signifying 171).
A central concern is with the idea of an authentic black voice that could
challenge de facto and de jure segregation with its exceptionality, while at
the same time making a case for everyone caught behind the color line. Black
writers were forced to confront entirely new circumstances, yet had to revise
and rework many of the tropes from the antebellum period. Gates starts with
Hurston’s revision of Douglass’s dream of freedom as he stares longingly at
the sails of ships in the harbor. Here, Gates credits Douglass with contribut-
ing the important rhetorical of the “chiasmus” (Signifying 172) to the slave
narrative tradition, in this instance when Douglass tells his reader that the
reader have witnessed how a man has been made a slave, but he will show
how a slave will become a man. It is repetition and reversal. By the end of the
Civil War, black writers wrote almost exclusively about their social and politi-
cal position, but by the turn of the century another issue comes to the fore,
namely, how the black voice would be best represented in print. Here, there
is a question about what to do with the dialectical poetry written by Paul
Laurence Dunbar, especially as writers like EE.W. Harper begin to argue that
black writers are about more than just their plight—that they are also human
and can talk about other issues as well.

In 2003, Gates began making documentaries for PBS in which he looks into
the family trees of African Americans by examining birth certificates, prop-
erty deeds, and the like. He begins with the two-part African American Lives
series and explores the genealogies of famous African Americans, including
comedian Chris Rock, actors Don Cheadle and Morgan Freeman, Nobel Lau-
reate Maya Angelou, radio talk-show host Tom Joyner, legendary singer Tina
Turner, and others. Gates traces the genealogies of these individuals back in
time, in some cases to before the Revolutionary War. In his research, Gates
discovers that many of these individuals, some of whom knew nothing about
their family histories, had ancestors that were historically significant, such as
Chris Rock’s great-great-great-grandfather, who had been a slave, joined the
Union, and fought in the Civil War. He was elected to the state senate during
Reconstruction and was reelected in 1876, only to be ousted when the Hayes-
Tilden Compromise ended Reconstruction. He then went on to become a
property owner. By the end of his life he owned a lot of property valued at
thousands of dollars. Upon learning of all this, Rock claims that if he had
been told about it in his childhood, it “would have taken away the inevitabil-
ity that I was going to be nothing.”

The next step in Gates’s larger goal of demonstrating the centrality of the
African American experience to the American experience as a whole was his
2009 documentary, Looking for Lincoln, which commemorated the bicenten-
nial of Abraham Lincoln’s birth. Gates begins the documentary with a series
of man-on-the-street interviews in which he asks passersby who their favorite
president is and why. As expected, the interviews establish that Abraham Lin-
coln is still the most popular president, in large part because of his reputation
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as “The Great Emancipator,” and because he successfully prevented the United
States from being torn asunder. Gates recalls his own childhood admiration
for the man “who set my people free,” but now recognizes that a larger-than-
life myth can obscure as much as it reveals about an individual. The documen-
tary challenges many prevailing myths about Lincoln, but in the end asserts
that understanding the full complexity of Lincoln’s life, that he was someone
who struggled to find the right way rather than someone who just knew it,
makes him even more heroic.

Gates’s ideas have been controversial from the start. In terms of the collec-
tion of essays originally published in the journal Critical Inquiry that were
repackaged as an edited volume, “Race,” Writing, and Difference, Tzvetan
Todorov takes issue with Gates’s focus on how Enlightenment thinkers like
Hume, Kant, and others, implicitly or explicitly provided the intellectual
framework for the degradation of Africans and people of African descent.
Todorov contends that this amounts to a selective reading because these writ-
ers also provided the universalist perspective for which the Enlightenment is
famous, and that provided the intellectual framework and political platform
to launch an effective assault on slavery and racism. Moreover, in Todorov’s
view, Gates implicitly argues that black-authored texts require a specific set
of critical (indigenous) theories that only an indigenous critic with the experi-
ence of blackness can provide, in spite of Gates’s protestations to the contrary.
Houston Baker, on the other hand, chastises Gates for claiming to privilege
African American vernacular speech as the source for his indigenous theory
when he does not include one essay in the collection that actually does so.

Gates has been criticized by those who insist that African American elites
have a special obligation to directly address and to counter political and so-
cial realities faced by other African Americans, especially the “underclass.”
Perhaps the most famous exchange between Gates and one of his interlocu-
tors took place in the journal New Literary History in 1987, when Joyce A.
Joyce criticized Gates for his embrace of poststructural theory at the expense
of more radical politics. This exchange between Joyce and Gates, as personal
and vitriolic as it turned out to be, touched on many of the objections that
have since been raised about Gates’s scholarship and his impact on literary
and cultural studies over the years.

Joyce maintained that poststructural theory is irrelevant for black literature
because it divides the signifier of race from the signified of racial discrimina-
tion and oppression, turning the former into mere metaphor operating in the
abstracted worlds of literary and cultural production. This turns race into
more of a linguistic puzzle that black literary scholars try to solve in discourse.
She regards this as at best an unintentional evasion of the political imperatives
of black literature and pedagogy, and an outright rejection of that responsibil-
ity at worst. Joyce begins her indictment of the state of black scholarship with
an anecdote about an African American student who challenged James Bald-
win for publishing the article “On Being White...and Other Lies” in Ebony
magazine. The student could not imagine how a lay audience would be able to
understand the article, and Joyce relates that she sorted through the standard
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responses she was trained to offer as a literary scholar and found herself un-
able to offer a response worthy of the question. Joyce decided that she was
indeed guilty of the elitism that her student implicitly charged her with, and
identifies Gates as the scholar most responsible for making black scholarship
less sensitive to the immediate needs of the black community, contributing at
least in part to her own failure of this particular student.

Joyce observes that up to the 1980s, publishers did not rely on black aca-
demics, but instead relied on black creative writers to comment on black social
issues. After the 1980s, however, publishers started to look to black academics,
turning them into public intellectuals, including Gates, and Joyce apparently
feels this was a bad move. Joyce claims that Gates denies the political and
social fact of race as an important use of literary analysis, and she cites Fig-
ures in Black as evidence of how he focuses on literary texts and their formal
features. Where earlier efforts at canon building—such as the anthologies of
Stepto, Fisher, and Harper—privileged works that directly challenged white
oppression, Gates privileges those aspects of African American culture that
developed ways of evading social, political, and economic realities at a time
when there were few options for direct engagement. That is, where other crit-
ics focus on how texts directly challenged Jim Crow segregation and explicit
racism, Gates now wants to focus on the covert linguistic strategies as evidence
of creativity, while downplaying the centrality of the oppression that forced
the writer to adopt it. Now that black critics can directly confront the linger-
ing effects of slavery and Jim Crowism, glorifying and even reproducing those
evasive strategies makes one complicit in the ongoing oppression of other Af-
rican Americans. These critics, she insists, recognized that “the function of the
creative writer and the literary scholar was to guide, to serve as an intermedi-
ary in explaining the relationship between Black people and those forces that
attempt to subdue them” (“The Black Canon” 338-39). In the next sentence,
Gates and others are found wanting:

The denial or rejection of this role as go-between in some contemporary
Black literary criticism reflects the paradoxical elements of Alain Locke’s
assertions and the implicit paradoxes inherent in Black poststructuralist
criticism: for the problem is that no matter how the Black man merges
into American mainstream society, he or she looks at himself from an in-
dividualistic perspective that enables him or her to accept elitist Ameri-
can values and thus widen the chasm between his or her worldview and
that of those masses of Blacks whose lives are still stifled by oppressive
environmental, intellectual phenomena. (“The Black Canon” 339)

That is, black critics like Gates believe that their plight is not tied to that of
the race as a whole and begin to adopt the elitist perspective of the academy
and utilize its linguistic tools. Oddly enough, she then quotes Richard Wright,
who seems to have felt this would be a good thing, before she goes on to men-
tion some other texts that give the same sense of estrangement that Ellison’s
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article in Essence did. She clearly misreads Wright, who thought that blacks
writing as humans and not just as black people (which he regarded as an es-
trangement) would have a “healthy effect” on the culture of the United States,
to be saying that such a move would be an estrangement the critic perhaps
“never wanted” (“The Black Canon” 340). She assumes that the primary goal
of adopting a poststructuralist methodology was political.

Joyce acknowledges that such estrangement from the masses is true for
white critics as well, but the stakes are higher for black critics because the
black masses suffer more when the black critic fails to directly confront the
structures of white power. She argues that structuralism attempted to counter
the existentialist view of isolated humans by revealing how language binds
all of us together, and that it and poststructuralism recreate alienation by
suggesting that the words on the page have no relationship to the external
world. She uses some of the technical terminology to make her point. She
agrees with Gates when he claims that the social and polemical functions have
“‘repressed’” the structure of Black literature, but says she must part ways
with him when he outlines the methodology he uses to call attention to what
he refers to as ‘the language of the black text” (“The Black Canon” 342). She
seems to suggest that Gates approves of the way that blackness and absence
have been paired in Western thought.

For Joyce, the black creative writer has always attempted to bridge the
gap between self and other through shared experiences of blackness and the
language that was supposed to convey those experiences directly, and which
was intended to promote black pride and dissolve double consciousness. She
insists that black people are structuralists in that the signifier and signified
are linked, and she takes issue with poststructural theorists like Terry Eagle-
ton who claim that poststructuralism separates the two when he maintains
that nothing is ever fully present in signs—that the self is always dispersed in
the language trails one leaves behind. She asserts that the “‘poststructuralist
sensibility’ does not apply to Black American literary works” (341-42). She
reads Eagleton as claiming that “meaningful or real communication between
human beings is impossible” and such a stance contradicts the “continuity
embodied in Black American history” (“The Black Canon” 342). Because in
her view African Americans are always trying to overcome the failure of lan-
guage to convey meaning directly, she implicitly charges Gates with acting
white when he privileges the language games he argues is the hallmark of
African American literature.

Ironically, Gates, who has long represented himself as a trickster figure in
academic life, takes Joyce’s critique at face value when he could have simply
seen it as her calling him out, a la “the dozens,” and “paid her b(l)ack.” But he
doesn’t. Gates begins his two-pronged response by taking issue with her implicit
distrust of theory. In arguing for the primacy of uninterrogated experience, he
suggests, critics like Joyce fail to understand how language operates in delineat-
ing subjectivity. He takes aim at Joyce by distinguishing between “the critic of
African American literature” and the “black critic” (“What’s Love Got to Do
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with It” 346). The former is any critic who takes an interest in exploring how
race functions in the texts produced by and about African Americans; the latter
are those critics marked as black; who therefore posit a shared experience and
deploy a particular set of assumptions about how literature should be read and
what criticism should do to advance the cause of black Americans in general.
Joyce and critics like her, he argues, are ethnocentric in that they assume that
critics who are marked as “black” have a responsibility to engage in scholarship
that is political or even polemical (“What’s Love Got to Do with It” 354). Joyce,
on the other hand, implies that scholars who privilege Western theory accept a
type of “indenture” and adopt a pose of isolation from the community that art
is supposed to nourish and liberate (“What’s Love Got to Do with It” 349).

Gates counters that he has been using Western theoretical traditions to help
create a theory or set of theories that are responsive to the black texts under
consideration, not just to apply an existing theory and force black texts to
fit. By engaging in this double voicing of theory, he wants to defamiliarize
the text from the sense in which it is commonly understood—to lay bare its
workings to understand it better and give it the proper respect it deserves. He
maintains that “we have more in common with each other than we do with
any other critic of any other literature” (“What’s Love Got to Do with It”
353). Gates argues that the critic of black literature makes a fatal mistake in
racing language and theory as “white” and then avoiding it for that reason,
but he also recognizes the danger of “indenture” if one becomes too beholden
to it (“What’s Love Got to Do with It” 353).

In “A Tinker’s Damn,” published in Callaloo, Joyce updates her criticism of
Gates to include Signifying Monkey, which was published right after the pre-
vious exchange appeared in American Literary History. She begins by calling
into question Gates’s interpretation of his central figure of Esu, the Yoruban
Monkey, that plays on words. She cites a scholar who studies and practices
Yoruba in order to show that Esu is not about trickery, as Gates maintains,
but that he is a more straightforward character in Yoruban myth. She sees
literature as having a direct impact on black lives in a way that is presum-
ably different from the way literature operates for white people, and ends the
article by suggesting that Gates might be a little more responsive to the plight
of actual black people if he experienced black oppression himself, especially
at the hands of white law enforcement officers.

Other critics like Eric Lott, Kenneth Warren, and Adolph Reed criticize
Gates less from the position that he is in effect betraying “the race” than from
the position that he is in effect using the discourse of race as a way to secure
his own professional status as an academic and a public intellectual. Unlike
critics like Joyce who suggests that black scholars should be political advo-
cates for other African Americans, Lott, Warren, and Reed reject blackness as
having any claims on scholars, particularly those identified as African Ameri-
can. At the same time, however, they share Joyce’s concern with what they
see as Gates’s embrace of a culture of celebrity and his implicitly conservative
attitude toward notions of success.
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In 2008, the 20th anniversary of Gates’s “Race,” Writing, and Difference,
the Modern Language Association published a special edition of PMLA on
“Comparative Racialization,” and contributors were asked to comment on the
enduring legacy of that work. While the contributions included two laudatory
essays by Farrah Jasmine and Valerie Smith that describe the enduring impact
of “Race,” Writing, and Difference and Gates’s impact on the study of litera-
ture and race, respectively, Eric Lott argues that Gates’s recent turn to DNA
testing in his PBS videos reveals a larger conservative pattern that was always
implicit in his earlier work, including “Race,” Writing, and Difference.

Also in 2008, Kenneth W. Warren delivered the annual Du Bois lecture at
Harvard University in which he credits Gates with creating a space for African
American studies but names him as one of the scholars who have deprived
African American literature of some of its potency by focusing on it as an
aesthetic product rather than understanding it in terms of the moments of its
historical and political production. For Warren, Gates’s continuing efforts to
appeal to a sense of blackness, even a blackness that is largely metaphor, gets
in the way of current efforts to come to grips with and effect change in the
current historical moment. That race still matters is not disputed by many on
the left or right, Warren argues, so to insist that it does matter is not especially
illuminating.

The following year, in 2009, Gates became the center of a national con-
troversy when he was arrested for disorderly conduct after breaking into his
own house. Gates had returned from a trip abroad and discovered that he
had locked himself out of his house in Cambridge; he asked his driver to help
him get in. A neighbor spotted the pair and called police. Two police officers,
Sergeant James Crowley and Officer James Figueroa, arrived on the scene and
demanded proof that Gates was indeed the rightful owner of the house. Gates
produced the documentation, but he was also combative and loudly insisted
that the officers were being more aggressive because Gates and his driver were
black. This led to Gates’s arrest. In the ensuing media storm, President Barack
Obama, who is usually circumspect on issues of race, was quoted as saying
that Sergeant Crowley and Officer Figueroa “acted stupidly.” In an effort to
stem the tide of racial tension, Obama invited Sergeant Crowley and Profes-
sor Gates to the White House for what has since become known as “the Beer
Summit.”

The fact that Gates’s work has generated so much criticism and attention is
evidence of the importance of that work in the study of African American lit-
erature and culture. As noted at the beginning of this essay, Gates’s work has
fundamentally transformed not just studies of African American literature and
culture, but also the study of American literature and culture as a whole. When
Gates first took over the African American Studies Department in 1991, it was
very small. In a few short years, he turned it into perhaps the most prestigious
program in the country by luring luminaries in the field to Harvard, such as
Cornel West from Princeton and William Julius Wilson from the University of
Chicago, among many others. The scholarship produced by these academics
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has had an impact on virtually every discipline in the humanities and social
sciences. The study of race has become central in many of these fields, and
scholars of all phenotypes can now be found who explore issues pertaining
to race. Gates’s tireless efforts to bring marginalized art forms to the margin
has had a significant impact on other critics, such as those who study hip-hop
culture, a field that has rapidly expanded over the past two decades. Gates has
also singlehandedly recovered a range of lost black-authored texts, including
his detective work that determined that Harriet Wilson’s Our Nig was indeed
written by Harriet Wilson, and the discovery of Hannah Craft’s The Bond-
woman’s Narrative. Gates has become what is now called a public intellectual
because of his willingness to address the nation at large rather than just other
scholars. He writes blogs and has been a frequent contributor to numerous
newspapers and magazines, but the PBS documentaries have dramatically in-
creased Gates’s public profile. For instance, the success of African American
Lives surely helped in NBC’s decision to air the similarly formatted Who Do
You Think You Are?

BIBLIOGRAPHY

Monographs

The African American Century: How Black Americans Have Shaped Our Country.
Co-written with Cornel West. New York: Free Press, 2000.

Afro-American Women Writers. New York: Macmillan Library Reference, 1998.

Black Literature and Literary Theory. Co-written with Catherine R. Stimpson. New
York: Routledge, 1990.

Colored People: A Memoir. New York: Knopf, 1994.

Figures in Black: Words, Signs and the Racial Self. New York: Oxford UP, 1987.

Finding Oprah’s Roots, Finding Your Own. Phoenix, AZ: Crown, 2007.

The Future of the Race. Co-written with Cornel West. New York: Knopf, 1996.

Loose Canons: Notes on the Culture Wars. New York: Oxford UP, 1992.

The Signifying Monkey: Towards a Theory of Afro-American Literary Criticism. New
York: Oxford UP, 1988.

Speaking of Race: Hate, Speech, Civil Rights and Civil Liberties. New York: New
York UP, 1995.

Thirteen Ways of Looking at a Black Man. New York: Random House, 1997.

Edited Works

Africana: The Encyclopedia of the African and African American Experience. Ed. with
Anthony Appiah. Boulder: Perseus, 1999.

African American Studies: An Introduction to the Key Debates. Ed. with Jennifer Bur-
ton. New York: Norton, 2002.

The Classic Slave Narratives. New York: New American Library, 1987.

The Norton Anthology of African American Literature. Ed. with Nellie Y. McKay.
New York: Norton, 1997.



Henry Louis Gates Jr.

Race, Writing, and Difference. Chicago: U of Chicago P, 1986.
Schomburg Library of Nineteenth-Century Black Women Writers. New York: Oxford
UP, 1991. (A 10-volume supplement.)

Articles

“Academe Must Give Black Studies Programs Their Due.” Chronicle of Higher Educa-
tion 36.3 (1989): AS6.

“The African American Century: A Reality That Is More Complicated and More He-
roic Than the Myth.” New Yorker, April 29, 1996: 9.

“American Letters, African Voices: History of African American Authors.” New York
Times Book Review, December 1, 1996: 39.

“Black Creativity: On the Cutting Edge.” Time, October 10, 1994: 74.

“Blacklash? African Americans Object to Gay Rights—Civil Rights Analogy.” New
Yorker, May 17,1993: 42.

“Delusions of Grandeur: Young Blacks Must Be Taught That Sports Are Not the Only
Avenues of Opportunity.” Sports Illustrated, August 19, 1991. http://sportsillus
trated.cnn.com/vault/article/magazine/MAG1139954/1/index.htm.

“The Fire Last Time: What James Baldwin Can and Can’t Teach America.” New Re-
public 206.22 (1992): 37-43.

“How Do We Solve Our Leadership Crisis?” Essence, June 1996: 42-44.

“Introduction: ‘Tell Me Sir,... What is ‘Black Literature?”” PMLA 105.1 (1990).

“The Master’s Pieces: On Canon Formation and the African American Tradition.”
South Atlantic Quarterly 89.1 (1990): 11.

“Our Next Race Question: The Uneasiness between Blacks and Latinos.” Harper’s,
April 1996. http://www.highbeam.com/doc/1G1-18170233.html.

“What’s Love Got to Do with It?” New Literary History 18 (1986-87): 345-62.

“Words that Wound: Critical Race Theory, Assaultive Speech and the First Amend-
ment.” New Republic 209.12-13 (September 20, 1993): 37.

Videography

African American Lives. Kunhardt Productions and Thirteen/ WNET. PBS, 2006.
DVD.

African American Lives 2. Kunhardt Productions and Thirteen/WNET. PBS, 2008.
DVD.

America: Beyond the Color Line. Dir. Dan Percival and Mary Crisp. PBS, 2003. DVD.

Faces of America. Kunhardt Productions, Inkwell Films, and Thirteen/WNET. PBS,
2010. DVD.

Looking for Lincoln. Kunhardt Productions, Inkwell Films, and Thirteen/ WNET. PBS,
2010. DVD.

FURTHER READING

Appiah, Kwame Anthony. “The Conservation of ‘Race.”” Black American Literary Fo-
rum 23 (1989): 37-60.

Bentsen, Cheryl. “Henry Louis Gates: Head Negro in Charge.” Boston Magazine
July 23,20009.

101



102

Icons of African American Literature

Fuss, Diane. “‘Race’ under Erasure? Poststructuralist Afro-American Literary The-
ory.” Essentially Speaking: Feminism, Nature and Difference. London: Routledge,
1989. 73-96.

“Henry Louis Gates.” Answers.com. Web. 9 Jan. 2011. http://www.answers.com/topic/
henry-louis-gates-jr.

Joyce, Joyce A. “The Black Canon: Reconstructing Black American Literary Criti-
cism.” New Literary History 18.2 (1987): 335-44.

Joyce, Joyce A. “A Tinker’s Damn: Henry Louis Gates, Jr., and The Signifying Monkey
Twenty Years Later.” Callaloo 31.2 (2008): 370-80.

Lott, Eric. “Criticism in the Vineyard: Twenty Years after ‘Race,” Writing, and Differ-
ence.” PMLA 123.5 (2008): 1522-27.

Mason, Theodore O., Jr. “Between the Populist and the Scientist: Ideology and Power
in Recent Afro-American Literary Criticism; or, “The Dozens’ as Scholarship.”
Callaloo (Summer 1988): 606-15.

Reed, Adolph. “Tradition and Ideology in Black Intellectual Life.” W.E.B. Du Bois and
American Political Thought: Fabianism and the Color Line. New York: Oxford
UP, 1996.

Warren, Kenneth W. What “Was” African American Literature? Cambridge, MA:
Harvard UP, 2011.

Mark S. James



by

Many literary critics consider Jean Toomer’s Cane as the first text of the Harlem
Renaissance. (Library of Congress)

Harlem Renaissance




104

Icons of African American Literature

African American literature can conceivably be divided into three chapters
to which the Harlem Renaissance acts as the introductory agent of the last
chapter: the literature of self-identity and individual freedom. The first chap-
ter of African American literature—the literature of African aptitude—shows
the intellectual capacity of Africans through the use of English as a means of
expression. The primary writer of this chapter, Phillis Wheatley, ushered in
this period with her poetic volume, Poems on Various Subjects, Religious and
Moral (1773) with poems of perfectly crafted neoclassical European verse.
Because English neoclassical poetry relies heavily on the use of metrics, pro-
ficient execution of the poetic form is not easy, and her masterful completion
of the task was exponentially more difficult because it required near-native
familiarity in a second language. Wheatley’s volume addressed not only those
who declared African Americans as subhuman, but it also spoke to other Afri-
can Americans who followed her. Her example of literacy and language acqui-
sition inspired them to narrate tales that absolutely needed to be told.

Important Events Related to the Harlem Renaissance

® 1919: 369th Regiment marched up Fifth Avenue to Harlem.

® 1919: Marcus Garvey founded the Black Star Shipping Line.

e 1920: Universal Negro Improvement Association (UNIA) Convention
held at Madison Square Garden.

e 1921: The New York Public Library at 135th Street holds an exhibi-
tion of African American art, including Henry Tanner, Meta Fuller, and
Laura Waring.

e 1922: Lynching becomes a federal crime.

e 1923: Bessie Smith records “Down-Hearted Blues” and “Gulf Coast Blues.”

® 1923: Mobster Owney Madden opens the Cotton Club.

e 1924: Paul Robeson stars in Eugene O’Neill’s All God’s Chillun Got
Wings.

e 1925: Survey Graphic issue, “Harlem: Mecca of the New Negro,” ed-
ited by Alain Locke and Charles Johnson.

® 1926: The Carnegie Corporation buys Arthur Schomburg’s collection of
African American artifacts, which function as the foundation for the
Schomburg Center.

® 1926: Savoy Ballroom opened in Harlem.

e 1927: Harlem Globetrotters established.

e 1927: Lois Armstrong and Duke Ellington gain recognition.

® 1928: The Lindy hop is made famous at the Savoy Ballroom.

® 1929: Negro Experimental Theatre founded.

® 1930: The Green Pastures, with all-black cast, opens on Broadway.

e 1934: W.E.B. Du Bois resigns from Crisis and the NAACP.

® 1934: Apollo Theater opened.
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The second chapter of African American literature—literature for freedom—
is that of slave narratives, abolitionist novels, essays, and speeches against
slavery and included authors Olaudah Equiano, Frederick Douglass, Harriet
Jacobs, William Wells Brown, Harriet Wilson, Frances Harper, David Walker,
George Washington Williams, and others. They recounted the horrible expe-
riences plaguing Africans snared within the institution of slavery, and they
reflected the humanity of the victims by giving the enslaved a collective voice
and removing faceless sufferers from a faraway land to pages perused by white
readers in their own homes. These tales told not of slaves but fathers and hus-
bands who were unable to protect their wives and daughters from lascivious
lechers, of mothers who witnessed their children taken from them and sold
away into slavery, and of children who saw their mothers and/or their fathers
taken away never to be seen again. The second chapter of African American
literature shows how African Americans moved from a collective bondage to
a collective freedom.

Where the canonical works of the 18th and 19th centuries spoke of
progress, the third chapter of African American literature—the literature
of self-identity and individual freedom—is best characterized by the newly
found freedom that African American authors explore in their literature.
The turn of the century brought the last great slave narrative, Booker T.
Washington’s Up from Slavery (1901), and W.E.B. Du Bois’s forward-
looking treatise, The Souls of Black Folk (1903). Du Bois’s work set the
cornerstone for the literature of self-identity and individual freedom with
his description of how whites viewed African Americans, as well narrat-
ing the African American experience from the perspective of the African
American living in America. The work that Du Bois began eventually man-
ifested itself specifically within the Harlem Renaissance; his consideration
of double consciousness and understanding of what it was like to be per-
ceived as a problem led many African American artists to question who
they were and their purpose within American culture. This realization and
discussion largely describes what the Harlem Renaissance was: an exercise
in self-discovery that manifested itself in the arts that also offered whites
an opportunity to see how African Americans saw the world and their
place in it.

Artists from this period produced works that discussed grand and philo-
sophical questions as well as everyday experiences. The movement pro-
duced high and low art that genuinely reflected the community, and the
works revealed a people who were truly coming to see themselves as the
determiners of their destinies and not simply the victims of an awful fate.
The Harlem Renaissance was the introductory agent that led not only to
self-discovery but also to greater artistic works that would populate the
canons of African American and American literature later, throughout the
20th century.

The Harlem Renaissance—also known as the New Negro Movement—
was a cultural phenomenon that arose from specific historical and political
events culminating in the self-definition and further development of African
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American through literature, music, and theatre. The Harlem Renaissance
was not limited to Harlem, New York, but much of the demonstrable out-
growth from the movement was found there. From this movement came some
of America’s most distinguished and influential African Americans, including
W.E.B. Du Bois, Alain Locke, Jessie Redmon Fauset, Marcus Garvey, Langs-
ton Hughes, and Zora Neale Hurston. While much of the scholarship con-
cerning the Harlem Renaissance focuses on the literature and its authors, it
is important to note that the Harlem Renaissance was composed of political,
musical, and theatrical experiences along with the quotidian experiences of
Harlemites.

At the heart of Americanism is the Declaration of Independence’s proc-
lamation—“We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created
equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable
Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness.” And
as fundamentally understood as these rights are to anyone connected with
the country, so too is the fundamental understanding of the requirement of
economic prowess and sustentation for the procurement, concretization, and
maintenance of these rights. While life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness
were said to be unalienable, it was not until African Americans experienced
postbellum freedoms and the power to personally control and benefit from
the outcome of their labor that they obtained those rights and established
their new place within the American landscape.

Where the antebellum South had not been a great place for African Ameri-
cans, it was not much better afterward. During the new postbellum reality,
many whites occupied different socioeconomic lots in life. General William
T. Sherman with his field order number 15 took all lands from Charlestown,
South Carolina, to Jacksonville, Florida, and gave them to the slaves who had
been freed resulting from the North’s winning of the war. Whites who were rich
suddenly found themselves with little or no real estate and with a very small
and finite labor force. Wealth that seemed inexhaustible very quickly saw its
limits, and many southern whites became furious with their new plights. Even
though General Sherman’s order was countermanded, with the lands being
returned to its white owners only a few short months later, southerners had to
deal with the new Freedmen’s Bureau. This organization sought to systemati-
cally deconstruct southern culture to create a new paradigmatic structure that
set both whites and blacks as equals. That aim was fundamentally antithetical
to southern culture, which had well established that pigmentocracy was its
supreme maxim.

Some thought that the best means for improving the South was through
the economic upward mobility of African Americans. Theoretically, it was a
sound idea, because numerous ex-slaves had to support themselves; food and
shelter that had always been provided suddenly came with a cost. Former
slaves and slave owners entered the financial relationship of sharecropping,
where former slaves leased land from former slave owners and paid the lease
with a portion of the harvested crops.
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While the outward interactions changed, things beneath the surface re-
mained the same. Multiple factors, including unfair trade practices, land con-
tracts, and landowners’ outright stealing, prevented the two races from ever
coming to be counterparts. Sharecropping became another legally sanctioned
means of slavery. African Americans often found themselves attempting to pay
off debts that they could never pay, and land acquisition proved to be nothing
more than a dream. Furthermore, the initial goals of the Freedmen’s Bureau
never truly came to fruition, as the federal government later decided that the
project was worth neither the economic nor political capital needed to com-
plete the mission. The federal government no longer actively tried to enforce
equal protection laws, and the old paradigm of pigmentocracy returned.

Southerners needed to return to the antebellum status quo, where African
Americans were reassigned to subhuman ranks. Intimidation through violence
and Jim Crow laws were the preferred tools of choice. In the latter portion of
the 1800s, deaths by lynching rose dramatically for African Americans in the
South, reaching an apex of approximately 150 per year during the 1890s. Aug-
mented by Jim Crow laws that produced unjust trials for African Americans,
the South was a dangerous and unfriendly place for African Americans. Be-
yond that, there was a massive boll weevil infestation that led to the repeated
destruction of cotton crops during the summers of 1915 and 1916. The in-
festation’s result was a financial loss so significant that many African Ameri-
cans realized that there was little or no economic future for them in the rural
South. So, they moved north to its industrial cities and its neighborhoods.

The failure of Reconstruction, the inhospitable South, along with the chance
of greater economic fortunes and a better way of life in the North, in addition
to other drawing factors, fueled the Great Migration of African Americans.
With World War I came a halt to European immigration and its supply of
labor. The sudden void in cheap labor was something that African Ameri-
cans gladly filled. African Americans were going to change the landscape of
America in a big way. While many African Americans traveled to the Ohio
Valley, a great number made their way to a small section of Manhattan, New
York known as Harlem.

Even before the Great Migration, there were many African Americans in
New York City. During the antebellum period, the North was known as a place
of personal freedom. This sovereignty not only included unfettered movement
and independence of thought, but also involved the necessary means of self-
sufficiency in the way of paid labor. While the North was by no means perfect,
with African Americans suffering northern forms of racism and prejudices, it
offered more opportunity than what could be expected in the South. In the
North, African Americans had access to education, freedom of religion, and
a voice—be it a small one—in the political process. The North, even with its
shortcomings, was far better for African Americans than the South.

Wages for African Americans in the North were sometimes two to three
times higher than wages in the South. Combined with the growing recession
that the cotton industry produced for southern workers, the North seemed
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considerably better. While some African Americans worried about their fates
in the North, periodicals such as the Defender painted pictures that made
dying free in the North sound better than dying oppressed in the South. For
many, this was the catalyst necessary for the exodus out of the South. And
while southern blacks were heading north of the Mason-Dixon Line, the com-
munities that housed other African Americans in the North were swelling
almost to the point of rupture.

In New York City, most African Americans resided in Manhattan’s small
crowded communities of Tenderloin and San Juan Hill. A segregated area,
it continued to grow in population with each passing year and with every
new round of southern migrants. While this area was breaking at the seams,
other areas in New York were suffering with real estate depression. In Har-
lem, landlords owned apartments that desperately needed tenants. All that
mattered to landlords was profit; they cared about races only in so much as
that they knew that they could charge African Americans more rent. African
Americans, desperate to leave the overcrowded neighborhoods, willingly paid
the higher prices. The work that Phillip A. Payton, an African American real-
tor, started with a single residence at West 133rd Street in 1905 produced an
incalculable and unimaginable outcome.

Payton found a reliable group of tenants—most of whom were African
Americans looking to further improve their lots—and his filling of the apart-
ment house began a predictable pattern. When African Americans moved into
the neighborhood, the property value began to decline. Harlem, which was
originally named after the Dutch town Harlaam and once the home to many
rich whites and Jews, soon became the place for upwardly mobile African
Americans. Harlem’s current residents objected to the new neighbors because
they saw a direct correlation between the presence of African Americans and
the loss of property values, but it was too little too late. And true to what
many thought, with one group came another and another until the demo-
graphic nature of Harlem changed.

Where all of New York City consisted of a little more than 20,000
African Americans between 1890 and 1900, it contained more than 220,000
by 1930. Where the African American population once occupied only two
small sections of Manhattan and a single apartment house in Harlem, by the
end of the 1930s the black portion of Harlem included almost two square
miles concentrated between 114th Street and 156th Street and St. Nicholas
Avenue and the East River (Wintz 14). Harlem had exploded to become a me-
tropolis for African Americans, a city within a city. It had its own businesses,
churches, recreation, and its own social structure; Harlem became a Mecca
for African Americans seeking an experience in self-determination. With the
establishment of the new metropolis came politics, arts, and the life of the
quotidian man. However, the glory of Harlem began to decline with the fall-
out of the Great Depression, and it all but came to an end in 1935 with the
city’s race riots.
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The Harlem Renaissance was not without its own movers and shakers.
The period contended with issues within the African American community,
as well as issues beyond it. Because the Renaissance spontaneously occurred,
having its participants arrive at a specific point was not an easy task. Some
members of the African American community thought the Renaissance was a
great opportunity for African Americans to become more greatly accepted in
mainstream America, while others thought the time was a great opportunity
for African Americans to assert a greater independence. These ideas were set
against the backdrop of white America’s appointment of Booker T. Washing-
ton as the recognized leader of the African American community.

Washington, race leader and educator, was born a slave on a Franklin
County plantation in Virginia circa 1856. Because his mother was a planta-
tion cook and his white father unknown to him, Washington had a real and
intimate knowledge of the South’s relationship with its African American resi-
dents. While he missed the harshest elements of slave life with the emancipa-
tion of 1865, Washington did not miss the callous life of Reconstruction. After
his family moved to West Virginia in 1865, Washington worked hard in salt
and coal mines as a preteen.

Enriched by his mother, who bought him his first spelling book, and further
educated at the local elementary school that he attended while working in the
mines, Washington came to be literate and quite interested in procuring the
best life that his education could offer him. To that end, he took a position as
a domestic in the home of Viola Ruffiner. Her persistent demands of industry,
frugality, and cleanliness were enough to drive other youths away, but not
Washington. He embraced her maxims, and she came to respect him and his
hard work.

In 1872 at age 16, Washington enrolled in the Hampton Normal and Ag-
ricultural Institute. Some 500 miles away from home and with only enough
money to cover half of the traveling expenses, Booker T. set off on the month-
long journey determined to gain admittance at the new school, which was
less than five years old. When he arrived he had only 50 cents, and with that
money he asked for admission. It was at this moment that his previous life
experiences with Ruffiner demonstrated their greatest usefulness. Before he
would be accepted, Washington was given a task of cleaning a specific room.
Suspecting, but unsure, that his success would be the criteria for entrance, he
cleaned the area until it was spotless (Washington 28). His suspicions were
confirmed; after his successful completion of this task, he was indeed a Hamp-
ton student.

He did well at Hampton, not only mastering the labor skills of brick ma-
sonry and agriculture, but also the school’s academic curriculum. Beyond sim-
ply learning skills, Washington totally absorbed the philosophy of General
Samuel Chapman Armstrong—the school’s founder. Armstrong believed the
freedman’s future rested with a practical education as well as a strong moral
fiber. This philosophy would become the cornerstone for Washington and his
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future work as an educator and race leader. And when Alabama’s education
commissioners approached Armstrong seeking a white principal for the new
school for Negroes, he persuaded them to employ Washington. Upon arriv-
ing, he discovered that he had only enough money for salaries; there were
no facilities, nor was there any campus. Washington assuaged the concerns
of whites in the area and recruited African American students. He taught his
first class in a shack, and with help from his white connections at Hampton,
Washington learned how to fundraise in general and specifically how to court
white benefactors. With these skills and funding, he bought the land on which
the Tuskegee Institute would later stand. On that land, students built the first
buildings of the institution, as well as growing the food necessary to feed
those in the new territory of learning.

Tuskegee grew to have 2,000 acres of land, 100 buildings, and a distin-
guished faculty composed of the black intelligentsia. The all-black faculty and
administration of Tuskegee were the products of Hampton and Fisk Univer-
sity. Some of these great minds were the scientist George Washington Carver,
the sociologist Nathan Work, and the educator Olivia Davidson. By all ac-
counts, Tuskegee was a success, and syllogistically, so too was Washington. As
the institute expanded beyond its original goals, it began to encompass aiding
poor black farmers and encouraging business ventures. By the mid-1880s,
Washington had established great popularity on the lecture circuits. His ap-
pearances secured additional funding for Tuskegee and granted him more
power. Washington slowly became the accepted voice for African Americans
in the United States (Muggleston 847-49).

In 1895, Washington made his most famous speech, the “Atlanta Com-
promise,” where he masterfully painted a picture of the state of affairs in the
South. He reminded southern whites that they needed African Americans, es-
pecially in the labor market, and he encouraged blacks to remain in the South,
become educated, and be accepted by their white neighbors. Washington also
included the powerful trope of a hand; he noted as the separate fingers make
up the entire hand, so too was the capacity of the society to be truly separate
yet unified and equal. He argued that attempting to force changes in the law
with respect to segregation was unwise and dangerous for African Americans
in the South. Some critics suggest that Washington’s speech provided a tacit
agreement from African Americans that separate but equal was an acceptable
posture; furthermore, some believe that his speech affected the outcome of
Plessy v. Ferguson (1896) (850-51).

In 1903, an African American scholar from the north—W.E.B. Du Bois—
publicly challenged Washington’s beliefs in his philosophical treatise, The
Souls of Black Folk. In this work, Du Bois pressed for the necessity of black
scholars to fight against the racial injustices suffered by African Americans in
the country. He believed that having black thinkers was just as important as
having black laborers. Du Bois was interested in forcing Justice to release her
spoils to the forgotten and mistreated Negro rather than offering small tokens
from time to time.
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Du Bois, scholar and race leader, was born in 1868 and reared in Great
Barrington, Massachusetts. In Great Barrington, there were fewer than 5,000
people, and Du Bois was one of the no more than 50 black members of that
small community (Du Bois, Autobiography 83). Du Bois tells conflicting sto-
ries about the exact moment of his racial self-discovery, but his epiphany
unquestionably sets Du Bois’s life apart from that of Washington, who knew
suffering from the earlier moments of his consciousness. After the realiza-
tion of his racial identity, Du Bois claimed that he committed his life to the
advancement of his race. After finishing high school, Du Bois was further
educated at Fisk University; his educational voyage to Fisk was Du Bois’s first
experience with the South and its African American population.

This experience was significant because it gave Du Bois an opportunity
to connect with a part of the black experience that he never knew. He went
from a community of being one of 50 in 5,000 to being surrounded by an
entire community of people who looked like him. While they did look like
him, however, they were definitely from a culture that was foreign to him.
His experiences during the three years that he was in the South led to Du
Bois’s further appreciation of the racial divide and injustice that existed in the
country, and it motivated him to continue his work for the advancement of
African Americans. He returned to the North and entered Harvard. There, he
earned another bachelor’s degree and completed his master’s work in 1891.
Afterward, he studied abroad at the University of Berlin in Germany.

During his time in Europe, he had the chance to see how its development
and the further development of the United States with its practices of system-
atic racism in the North American continent, as well as that on the continents
of Africa and Asia, were all interrelated. Only a single semester away from
finishing a doctoral degree at the University of Berlin, Du Bois was forced to
return the United States because of financial limitations. He returned to the
United States to become the first African American to graduate with a PhD
from Harvard; his dissertation, “The Suppression of the African Slave Trade
in America,” was an important new contribution to the world and specifically
the American Negro.

After Harvard, Du Bois spent two lackluster years at Wilberforce teach-
ing. In 1896, he conducted research through a grant-funded project for the
University of Pennsylvania. Scientifically studying the habits and patterns of
African Americans in Philadelphia’s seventh ward, Du Bois authored The
Philadelphia Negro (1899), which discussed the lives and the lifestyles of the
African Americans living there. Beyond being subjects in a study, Du Bois’s
study subjects became a means by which he himself came into contact with
other African Americans. This was an important opportunity for him to spend
time with African Americans of the metropolitan North.

Du Bois finished this project and returned to the South, where he taught
sociology at Atlanta University for 13 years. It was then that he had his ini-
tial contacts and philosophical differences with Booker T. Washington. Wash-
ington promoted moderate social advances with a concentration on limited
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knowledge acquisition specifically focusing on agricultural and domestic
skills, while publicly discounting the need for higher scholastic and political
advancement for African Americans. Du Bois, in contrast, saw those ends as
quintessential to the survival of the black race. In 1903, Du Bois publicly chal-
lenged Washington in “Of Booker T. Washington and Others” in The Souls of
Black Folk, where he analytically and systematically dissected, discussed, and
deconstructed Washington’s philosophical positions and arguments. Simulta-
neously, Du Bois was taking on the old paradigmatic power structures of the
old and slowly evolving South. Du Bois did not stop there; he continued to use
the power of the press to push his point further.

In that same year, Du Bois contributed an essay to another work titled The
Negro Problem, where he discussed his Talented Tenth—that small group of
intellectually curious and gifted African Americans whose abilities could help
to propel the rest of the race forward. Du Bois believed that the training that
this group of educators, clergy, doctors, businessmen, and editors should be
for the betterment of the community, specifically demonstrating the value,
contribution, and significance of African Americans within the American
landscape. In a sense, he proposed that African Americans should reshape the
old paradigms (Du Bois, Tenth 851).

In 1909, Du Bois joined with white liberals to form the National Associa-
tion for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP), where he served as
the editor-in-chief to its magazine Crisis: A Record of the Darker Races. As
the editor, Du Bois directly used the publication to not only lift up African
Americans, but also to publicly condemn bigotry and racism. Indirectly, Du
Bois became the means for literary success within the African American com-
munity. Through the book reviews and nurturing hands of Du Bois and his
staff at Crisis, many of the Harlem Renaissance writers came to the attention
of their community. In this role, Du Bois became an icon of the new African
American and his culture.

While Du Bois attempted to save the African American race with his Tal-
ented Tenth, he inadvertently but ostensibly alienated many of the people
whom he wished to help. Many African Americans coming to the North were
not elite or privileged; furthermore, most of those from the North themselves
were not elite. Insomuch as the working class may have appreciated the efforts
of Du Bois, his theoretical applications did not always resonate in their lives,
and the manifestations of his work were sometimes nebulous or marginal in
their immediate effects on their quotidian experiences. That reality played a
role in Marcus Garvey’s (1887-1940) success as an African American leader.
Garvey recognized the obvious exclusion of the masses in Du Bois’s model,
and used this shortcoming to appeal to the everyday person’s needs.

Garvey, Black Nationalist and race organizer, was born in St. Ann’s Bay,
Jamaica, in 1887. Born into a family of very modest means, he found himself
employed at the age of 14 as a printing apprentice. By 1904, Garvey was a
foreman at the P. A. Benjamin Limited printing company in Kingston, where
he involved himself in local union activities. In 1907, he participated in an
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unsuccessful printers’ strike, and by 1910 he was in the employ of the Jamai-
can government printing office. Holding a variety of jobs in Costa Rica and
Panama, Garvey moved to London where he continued his work as a printer.

In England, Garvey studied at Birkbeck College, where he had two im-
portant encounters. First, he came across Booker T. Washington’s philoso-
phy through his autobiography, Up from Slavery (1901), where he discovered
Washington’s beliefs about African Americans’ need to be self-sufficient for
the procurement of self-advancement. He also met with Duse Mohamed
Ali—a Sudanese-Egyptian working to change the political landscape of Egypt
to include more Egyptian powerbrokers. Ali operated a small newspaper for
which Garvey came to write. His experience with the periodical and other
Africans committed to Ali’s ideas inspired Garvey greatly. He left London
believing that African Americans would only free themselves from outside op-
pression if they became self-supporting and freed themselves universally.

He returned to Jamaica in 1914 and founded the Universal Negro Improve-
ment and Conservation and African Improvement Association, more com-
monly called the Universal Negro Improvement Association (UNIA). When
the UNIA failed in Jamaica, Garvey moved to Harlem to try again. In New
York, the UNIA was a great success because Garvey seemed to easily connect
with the average African American from the beginning. His organization ad-
dressed the concerns of returning African American World War I veterans; he
acknowledged their disappointment in returning to a country that promoted
democracy abroad but maintained a super-restrictive racial caste system at
home. Beyond that, he focused on the sentiment of Pan-Africanism that was
growing in the Harlem community.

He promoted ideas such as Black Nationalism in ways that encouraged
people to follow not only with their hearts but also with their wallets. During
the 1920s, Garvey’s UNIA had an estimated 70, 000 dues-paying members,
and there were throngs of other members worldwide who numbered into the
millions. In the summer of 1920, he held an international convention that
lasted a month and included thousands of delegates, along with parades and
other public ceremonies. With this, Garvey became a very popular charac-
ter. He was self-aware and very knowledgeable about the press’s power to
propagate his position; and like Du Bois, he used his organization’s weekly
periodical, Negro World, to further his agenda. From Negro World, he not
only promoted Black Nationalism and separation, but also further promoted
the business of the UNIA.

Having interests that extended beyond the geographic boundaries of Harlem,
Garvey had several business ventures that included a steamship company—
the Black Star Line—which was his grandest venture in every sense. It was his
largest undertaking, and it was his greatest subsequent failure. The all-black
company was supposed to aid in trade with diasporic countries, as well as
being a means for African Americans’ repatriation to Africa; however, the
line was plagued with problems before its start. The adventure ended when
one ship sank, another was abandoned in Cuba, the last was sold by U.S.
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marshals in an effort to cover unpaid debts, and Garvey was tried for mail
fraud. In the same way that the UNIA provided public showings of parades
and pageantry marking the zenith of its success, its antipodal demise was also
a public spectacle for the masses. Garvey’s business dealings were adjudicated
in the federal courts, as well as in the court of public opinion. The U.S. justice
system convicted Garvey, sentenced him to prison, and later deported him.

The dynamic interactions and exchanges among Washington, Du Bois, and
Garvey, who did not always like each other, were greatly analogous to the
overall experience of the Harlem Renaissance. They were three completely
different individuals with different life experiences directing their good inten-
tions. Their ideas working in concert with one another rather than in com-
petition with one another are what ultimately provided the best environment
for growth. Whether it was Washington’s model of slow progress and self-
provision, Du Bois’s model of integration via intellectual advancement, or
even Garvey’s separatist nationalism, each man in his own way contributed
a necessary element for the furtherance of the community. In some instances,
tweaking old paradigms was sufficient, and in other cases completely over-
throwing old patterns was necessary, but history shows that the advancement
of African Americans would not have progressed as it did without Washing-
ton, Du Bois, and Garvey.

It is rather difficult to think of the Harlem Renaissance without considering
the profound effect that the arts produced during this time had on the United
States of America and beyond. To do so would be like discussing Europe’s
Renaissance while omitting Da Vinci’s Mona Lisa, Shakespeare’s Hamlet, or
Cervantes’s Don Quixote and their long-lasting impression on Western cul-
ture. And just as the European Renaissance was a means of moving from a
tradition of theocentrism to the tradition of anthrocentrism, this was the case
with the African Americans of the 1920s. The African American quite simply
moved from being the subject of the past to an agent of the present. Through
the use of the arts—specifically literature—African Americans helped to
change their place in the world. With their penned and published words, they
began to carve out a new niche in the world. Their works endured to chal-
lenge some of the old narratives and inspire other people to create new ones.

The role of literature and written text was not exclusively left to the poets,
novelists, and playwrights; some of the first works that function as the foun-
dation to the movement include the philosophy of W.E.B. Du Bois in The
Souls of Black Folk (1903) and those of Alain Locke in his 1925 work, The
New Negro: An Interpretation of Negro Life. With The Souls of Black Folk,
Du Bois published some of his previously published articles along with new
essays to further treat the issue of race in America. His essays discuss events
from his own life as well as events in history, but all of the articles ultimately
center around illuminating and improving the problems that result from
race prejudices. Du Bois believed that the problem of the 20th century was
the problem of the color line (359); and beyond that—to improve the issues of
the grand 20th century problem, one would need to erase or attempt to blur
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the line in such a way that it was less obvious and thereby less problematic.
The group who would be tasked with this very important job would unques-
tionably be the Talented Tenth.

One person who fell into the category of Du Bois’s Talented Tenth was James
Weldon Johnson (1871-1938), an educator, writer, musician, race leader, and
the first African American admitted to the Florida Bar Association (Skerrett
219-21). As a musician, Johnson’s most celebrated work is “Lift Every Voice
and Sing,” and his most celebrated literary work is the 1912 novel The Au-
tobiography of an Ex-Colored Man. While Du Bois provided a philosophical
foundation for the movement with his Souls of Black Folk and “The Talented
Tenth” essay, James Weldon Johnson’s work can be said to have provided a
literary foundation for the Harlem Renaissance.

In his novel, the protagonist, a fair-skinned black—who does not know that
he is black—grows up financially secure with only his mother in an environ-
ment of whites and upper-class African Americans. After his mother’s death
during his high school years, he finds himself in the most socioeconomically
depressed regions of the African American community. While his transition
goes well, he comes to be liberated from poverty through his ability as a musi-
cian in a white man’s employment. After working for this man and his friends,
the protagonist is motivated to return to the black world to improve it through
his music. But while studying, he observes a lynching that provokes him to
want to pass (a term referring to a fair-skinned African American pretending
to be white). He makes the decision, commits to the idea, and consummates
his choice with a marriage to a white woman with whom he has children. He
continues his ruse and later writes his autobiography.

The novel’s significance comes in two parts. First, the novel did not experi-
ence great success when it was first published, even though it was well writ-
ten; Johnson believed that the work was unsuccessful in large part because
it was before its time (Wintz 60). Supporting that idea is the fact that the
work’s most significant impact came almost a decade later during the Harlem
Renaissance; the text really seemed to resonate among the young talent, who
began to understand what Johnson was saying. Second and most importantly,
the novel began to change the course of the conversations and paradigms. No
longer simply discussing the travesties experienced by African Americans at
the hand of white Americans, Johnson began to pose new questions: Who are
we now? What does it really mean to be black? Can I use my artistic ability
to explain and/or express the reality of being an African American in America
(Wintz 67)?

If Johnson can be said to have laid a foundation for the prose of the Harlem
Renaissance, then Claude McKay (1889-1948) can be said to have provided
the poetic foundation for the movement. McKay was born to a middle-class
Jamaican family where he was the youngest of 11 children, and he was first
educated by his brother, who was a teacher. During his early teen years, he
was composing his own poetry, and it was then that he had his first contact
with Walter Jekyll, a British folklorist who mentored McKay in many things.
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Jekyll provided McKay with additional literary works beyond what his broth-
er’s school could provide, and he encouraged him to write dialect poetry. By
age 22, McKay had published two volumes of poetry, Songs of Jamaica (1912)
and Constab Ballads (1912), which were greatly received in Jamaica. While
he enjoyed his success, he was interested in traveling to the United States to
broaden his horizons.

Initially interested in Booker T. Washington’s philosophy, McKay enrolled
at the Tuskegee Institute planning to study agronomy. However, it was in
Alabama that McKay experienced American racism, and the experience moti-
vated much of what McKay would later write. After holding several jobs, and
having experienced a failed marriage lasting less than a year, McKay eventu-
ally found himself in Harlem. Doing menial jobs for survival’s sake, it was
not until 1917 that he published again; his poems “Invocation” and “Harlem
Dancer” appeared in the Seven Arts magazine. This reality of publishing in
white periodicals became a recurring event with McKay during the Harlem
Renaissance. After finding a friend in magazine publisher Max Eastman, Mc-
Kay published almost exclusively in white publications during the Renais-
sance. However, it should be noted that McKay submitted his protest poetry
to black periodicals, and it was frequently deemed too militant for publication
within their pages. “To the White Friends” was rejected by Du Bois’s Crisis;
and ironically, McKay’s most famous poem, “If We Must Die,” was rejected
from Alain Locke’s The New Negro.

By 1922, McKay had left Harlem, and his mark as a protest poet was al-
ready established. Many of the younger writers found inspiration in McKay’s
willingness to challenge the old paradigmatic structures, along with his intro-
spective glances at the African American self. While his poetry was greatly in
the style of the European models, his legacy lived on. Of all of the Harlem Re-
naissance poets, his body of work continues to be some of the most discussed.
At the time, his contemporaries were split on how they viewed the significance
of his work. Some thought that his work was inconsistent and reflective of a
writer willing to write anything for a profit, while others saw it as bold and
rich in depth.

As McKay was exiting the scene, another young writer poet was taking
center stage, Langston Hughes (1902-1967). Hughes was very different from
McKay in many ways: He came from a relatively unstable family from the
Midwest that did a significant amount of traveling. When his father was not
admitted to the Kansas Bar, he relocated the family to Mexico where he prac-
ticed law and operated a mine. At the age of seven, Hughes returned to Kansas
to live with his grandmother, Mary Sampson Langston. She frequently told him
stories of slavery and the changes in the world. These stories helped to create
a palette on which Langston’s imagination could paint. Furthermore, with his
love of reading and his access to the public library, Hughes, from an early age,
was well on his way to the successful literary life that he would live.

At the age of 15, Hughes’s grandmother died, and he went to live with
his mother and stepfather in Illinois. It was there that he began to write his
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poetry and develop a passion for writing. With high school graduation be-
ing an immediate reality, Hughes went to Mexico to ask his father for the
necessary funding for his college education. Hughes’s father disliked the idea
of Langston staying in the United States to study writing, and he tried to
persuade him to study science in Europe. Hughes rejected the offer, but they
compromised and arrived at an agreement—Langston would remain in the
United States, but he would study engineering at Columbia. Hughes accepted,
but had no intention of following through. He attended Columbia, but within
a year he dropped out. While he was there, he did manage to publish several
poems for Crisis, and he laid the groundwork for a career in writing.

Primarily, Hughes wrote about themes that evolved from or centered on the
more common and everyday experiences of the African American. Being an
outsider—a non-New Yorker—it is reasonable to believe that he was more
aware of everyday things in the city than the jaded natives. It may very well
have been this perspective that allowed him to give life to common things,
because for him they may not have been common at all. Furthermore, Hughes
had the privilege of being the first Renaissance writer to be discovered and
promoted by the black literary establishment of the early 1920s (Wintz 75).
The literary editor for Crisis not only published his work, but also introduced
him to the great patriarch, W.E.B. Du Bois (Watson 51).

Du Bois’s unique role as editor of Crisis made him extraordinarily influen-
tial in promoting the new talent of the movement. It was Crisis that presented
Jean Toomer’s (1894-1967) first printed poem “Song of the Son” to the world
in 1922, while Du Bois himself praised Toomer’s Cane (1923), the experimen-
tal novel treating race and the legacy of slavery that fascinated the young writ-
ers of the Renaissance movement. However, Du Bois could not have done it
without Jessie Fauset (1882-1961), who was essential not only to promoting
but also nurturing new talent from the period.

Unmistakably a member of the Talented Tenth, Fauset was Ivy League edu-
cated and a pioneer in African American accomplishments. The first African
American woman to graduate Phi Beta Kappa from Cornell University, Fau-
set earned a bachelor’s degree in classical and modern languages in 19035,
and a master’s degree in French from the University of Pennsylvania in 1919
(Smith 293). At the personal invitation of Du Bois, Fauset came to work as
the literary editor for Crisis in 1919. During her seven years at that post, she
was responsible for the initial publishing of some new artists along with the
subsequent publishing and promoting of many of the authors associated with
the Harlem Renaissance: Langston Hughes, Claude McKay, Jean Toomer, and
Countée Cullen. Not only an editor and a mentor, Fauset was also a talented
writer; first coming to the attention of Du Bois through her submissions to
Crisis, she came to the attention of the world with her novels.

Her first novel, There Is Confusion (1924), was partly inspired by T. S. Stri-
bling’s Birthright (1922), in which the white author attempted to treat black
themes utilizing the archetypal pattern of the old Negro. Fauset, knowing
that she could tell the African American story better than Stribling, penned
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a tale of African American experiences that are complex and multifaceted,
yet interrelated and simultaneously independent. Coming from a modest
background in Philadelphia but later ascending the socioeconomic ladder, it
seemed appropriate that her tale included black people in a variety of cir-
cumstances; in many ways, the tale may be laced with tidbits of her own
experiences. Her work was well received, and Fauset continued to produce
other works that made her one of the most prolific novelists of the period
(Myree-Mainor 194).

Following with the works: Plum Bun (1929)—her most highly celebrated
work—The Chinaberry Tree (1931), and Comedy: American Style (1933)—
her least critically acclaimed work, Fauset very concretely added to the depth
and dimension of the African American literary canon. Her novels ostensibly
treated the themes of African Americans at many different levels. In There Is
Confusion, Fauset deals with the themes of self-identity, upward social mobil-
ity, and the self-empowerment of women through their choices of relation-
ships and reproduction. In that novel, the heroine Joanna Mitchell usurps
the traditional power structure, and Fauset has Joanna acting rather than
waiting to be acted upon. She takes the prevailing theme of the Renaissance
and stretches it to the point that it also includes women. Her heroine creates
a new archetypal pattern for African American women in which they do not
wait to be made complete through marriage and a man’s choice of a mate,
but rather make decisions for themselves and choose what will make them
whole—marriage and motherhood, or careers.

In her second and most celebrated work, Plum Bun, Fauset treats another im-
portant idea for African Americans during the front end of the 20th century—
passing. In this novel, Fauset masterfully explores the complexity of passing,
including both its benefits and its detriments. While her protagonist, Angela
Murray, believes that she ultimately will be rewarded with an elevated so-
cioeconomic lot as a result of passing and marrying a white husband, she
discovers that the improved station comes with a greater cost than what she
anticipates. While Angela acquires more material possessions, she loses all
contact with her family. The special bond that exists between Angela and her
darker-skinned sister is severed because she can have no contact with her.
The notion of marrying in order to gain a family is negated in this instance,
because Angela must completely deny her own family and accept that of her
husband. When the matters finally resolve, Angela discovers that the cost of
passing is too great, and she decides to return to the African American world
where she is content to remain.

While Confusion and Plum Bun both discuss issues surrounding race, they
also take on feminists issues. Long before feminism and feminist literature
became established in American culture, Fauset challenged some of the norms
of the American patriarchal society. She gives two examples of two very dif-
ferent women who are deciding how to lead their lives. In the first text, she
shows a woman who recognizes the importance of deriving pleasure and
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self-fulfillment from within. Joanna does not passively wait for things to hap-
pen; she makes things happen and is happy at the end of her tale. Her counter-
part, in contrast, tries to derive happiness externally. Angela not only waits for
someone else to be the catalyst for her fulfillment, but also actively abandons
what has made her happy in the past—her family—to obtain this external
happiness. In the end, she realizes what her predecessor already knows. It may
be reasonably concluded that Fauset very quietly offers a warning to African
Americans and women about the dangers of trying too hard to assimilate into
mainstream culture.

Confusion not only had the privilege of being first novel within the new
movement; it also had the distinction of functioning as the inducement of the
birth of the Harlem Renaissance proper. For many years, Du Bois and Fau-
set functioned as the gatekeepers to African American culture because they
largely controlled what was published and presented to the African American
community. As such, Du Bois could unilaterally direct the literature of the
time. When he said that all literature should be propaganda (Du Bois, Art
1000), he not only meant it for himself and the novels that he wrote but also
meant that literature published in Crisis would meet that criterion. However,
by 1924, the access to the printing press was opening to more people; Charles
S. Johnson (1893-1956), University of Chicago PhD and founder and editor
of Opportunity, the periodical of the National Urban League, began to as-
sume an interesting position within the community.

Where Crisis had functioned as the single lens concerning arts and poli-
tics through which many African Americans viewed the world, Opportunity
wished to offer another perspective on art. Du Bois had always been the great
philosopher on race, and no one challenged him in that arena, but the matter
of what constituted art and its true purpose was offered time and space for
further discussion. Opportunity presented a place for many young writers to
express their creativity and publish their work. On March 21, 1924, John-
son took a major step in concretizing Opportunity’s place within the African
American literary community. That evening, Johnson gave a dinner at New
York’s Civic Club to celebrate the success of Jessie Fauset’s There Is Confu-
sion. Invited to the dinner were the literati from both the black and white
worlds, and the event gave Paul Kellogg, the editor of The Survey Graphic,
and Alain Locke an opportunity make an important connection.

Howard University professor Alain Locke, a philosopher and literary critic
who was a pioneer in African American history, held an undergraduate degree
as well as a PhD from Harvard, while also being the first African American
Rhodes scholar at Oxford University. That evening, he functioned as the mas-
ter of ceremonies, and in a manner of speaking, all but announced the birth
of the Harlem Renaissance to a small group of friends. In doing so, he helped
to move Opportunity into the status of the citadel of African American litera-
ture in the same way that Crisis was the citadel of African American politics.
Beyond that, the evening’s events prompted Kellogg to dedicate an entire issue
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of his magazine to African American literature, Professor Locke serving as the
guest editor on the project.

From that project, another much larger one grew; later that year, Locke
assembled, edited, and contributed to the multidimensional work, The New
Negro. This work was an amalgamation of different types of art, including
renderings of African artifacts, essays, original poetry, and biographies. The
list of contributors was a virtual who’s who of Harlem Renaissance artists;
that exclusive company included visual artists Winold Reiss and Aaron Doug-
lass along with essayists E. Franklin Frazier and W.E.B Du Bois, and poets
Countée Cullen, Langston Hughes, and Angelina Weld Grimké.

If the March 21 dinner was the birth announcement to a group of friends,
then Locke’s The New Negro project was the birth announcement of the
Harlem Renaissance to the entire world. His work at its quintessence was
not only about redefining the image of the African American, but also an act
of African American self-definition; beyond this defining, there was the ever
important presentation of the new self to the world. The old mythical and
archetypal Negro was gone; exposed for what he was—a stock character and
a stereotype—he would remain a literary creation of fiction. But the new or
present Negro was not the flat, fictional stock character that everyone knew:
He was a live, intricate, multidimensional person full of real life and often-
times dealing with real-life issues just like his white counterparts. Locke gave
the very best and the brightest the opportunity to show the Western world
what African Americans were capable of doing when provided with adequate
resources and opportunity (Harris 539).

During the Harlem Renaissance, from Jessie Redmon Fauset’s There Is
Confusion (1924) until Zora Neale Hurston’s Their Eyes Were Watching God
(1937), there was an explosion of literary art in, around, and from Harlem.
The themes and the genres differed as much as the writers themselves. At one
extreme, there was Countée Cullen, a classically trained poet with member-
ship to Phi Beta Kappa, along with degrees from New York University and
Harvard. His poetry was much in line with the classic form similar to that
of McKay’s mimicking of the British models, but it was brilliant. By Cullen’s
senior year at New York University in 1925, he had published his first volume
of poetry, Color, which was highly praised. Having already received national
attention from his poems published in multiple periodicals, both black and
white, he was well on his way. In 1927, he published his next volume, Cop-
per Sun, which again did very well. While Cullen’s first volume treated race
more than his second volume did, it was his magnificent use of the classical
poetic structures more than his themes that established his greatness within
the movement. He was doing what the patriarchs wanted; he took the models
and morphed them to include the removed African American.

At the other extreme was Zora Neale Hurston, who was writing a novel in
dialect about the everyday life of a small all black community in Florida. Hur-
ston, a native of Eatonville, Florida, set out on life’s journey relatively young.
At the age of 14, after her mother’s death, and finding herself unable to get
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along with her new stepmother, Zora joined the Gilbert and Sullivan Theater
Company. After traveling with the company for about 18 months, she left
them when they arrived in Baltimore, Maryland (Luker 426). With very little
money in her pocket and a single dress, she enrolled in Morgan Academy (the
preparatory division of the present day Morgan State University), did well,
graduated, and then went on to study at Howard University.

Hurston met and studied with Alain Locke in 1921, shortly after entering
Howard University, where he taught literature and philosophy. As a member
of the literary club, she went on to publish her first short story, “John Red-
ding Goes to Sea” (1921) in the university’s magazine Stylus; three short
years later, she was publishing in Opportunity. In 1925, Hurston moved
to New York City where she was in the employ of Jewish novelist Fannie
Hurst. Working as her secretary and chauffer, Hurston came into contact
with many influential whites. The result of these contacts was the procure-
ment of a scholarship to Columbia University’s Barnard College. At Barnard,
she studied with the esteemed anthropologist Franz Boas, whose encourage-
ment led her to focus on and appreciate the richness of her own community.
In 1928, when she graduated from Barnard, she was the first African Ameri-
can to do so.

From 1930 until 1937, Hurston engaged in and published a significant
quantity of writing projects that included an unfinished collaborative work
with Langston Hughes, Mule Bone (1931); anthropological works Mules and
Men (1935) and Tell My Horse (1938); novels Jonah’s Gourd Vine (1934) and
Their Eyes Were Watching God (1937); and her 1942 autobiography Dust
Tracks on the Road. Hurston’s works of varying genres speak to the depth
of her ability, while the contents of those texts speak to her artistry. Without
question, her novels demonstrate Hurston’s artistic creativity along with her
craftsmanship.

In Jonah’s Gourd Vine, the reader meets John “Buddy” Pearson—a young
African American who is coming to understand himself and the world in the
post-slavery era. After seeing his father frequently brutalize his mother, he has
failed relationships with women. He enters would-be monogamous relation-
ships, but he frequently has affairs. After marrying, he travels to the budding
community of Eatonville, Florida, alone. John sends for his family; and while
he is a good financial provider, he is not a good husband. His wife Lucy is
aware of the extramarital affairs, but she quietly endures them.

When Lucy is no longer willing to suffer silently, she confronts John about
his behavior. Convicted and guilty, he promises to improve, and he seeks
God’s help. With Lucy’s aid, he comes to pastor a local Baptist church; and
just when it seems like he has overcome his weakness of lust, he reverts back
to his familiar behavior. His wife becomes sick and dies, and he is guilt ridden.
His guilt shows itself during his second marriage, when he is discovered in an
extramarital affair and physically assaults his new wife when she confronts
him about his behavior. Public knowledge of the event forces him out of the
church and the town.
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In the next town, John begins to recapture parts of his old life. He marries
again and leads another Baptist church. He experiences success at the local
and state level, and all seems to be on the mend in his life until a return trip
to Eatonville. There, John finds himself following his lust and afterward be-
ing guilt ridden. While returning home with the knowledge of what his self-
destructive behavior has done to so many women who have loved him, he is
struck by a train.

In Hurston’s second and most celebrated novel, Their Eyes Were Watching
God, the reader encounters Janie Crawford’s coming of age tale. Initially set
in a West Florida town, the reader finds Janie living with her grandmother,
the only parent she has ever known. When her grandmother suspects a bud-
ding attraction to a local youngster, she arranges a marriage for Janie to a
considerably older, more financially secure man of the community. Janie goes
along with the wedding, but she is disgusted by her husband and her new life
on the farm.

Soon, she finds herself in a relationship with a man named Jody (Joe) Starks,
who is traveling from Georgia to Eatonville. In leaving her first husband for
Jody, she takes a huge gamble, and at first it seems that she wins. Quickly,
Joe is seen as a leader, especially after he concretizes the town’s desire to have
street lights. In what seems to be no time at all, Joe is elected mayor. Janie
goes from being a farmhand, or at least a farm wife, to a town’s first lady.
But as Joe’s clout grows, so does his objectification of Janie; their relationship
declines and finally deteriorates to the point that Janie has a difficult time
properly mourning his death.

This truth manifests itself in Janie’s new younger love interest—Tea Cake
Woods—shortly after Joe’s death. Even against community advice, Janie gam-
bles again and leaves Eatonville with Tea Cake. They marry and move to the
Everglades, where they live and work. While there, they live through a hur-
ricane during which Tea Cake is bitten by a rabid dog while attempting to
save Janie’s life. Tea Cake saves Janie, but it comes at an extraordinary price.
His mind is overtaken by rabies so that he attacks Janie, and she has to stop
him with lethal force. Having known true love and true loss, she returns to
Eatonville to live out the rest of her life as a truly free woman.

These two works show the nexus of Hurston’s abilities as a novelist as well
as an anthropologist. In the Jonah’s Gourd Vine, the reader sees Hurston’s
extraordinary command of Eatonville dialect and proverbs, along with her
ability to seamlessly convey them in a lengthy narrative. While her characters
are from the South and are more common than Fauset’s Joanna Mitchell and
Angela Murray, they are nonetheless complex and multifaceted in their deal-
ings with one another. In Their Eyes Were Watching God, Hurston shows not
only her mastery of dialect writing, but also a greater appreciation for the
epic as a literary model along with the call to rework the classic paradigms
to include African Americans. Even beyond that, she makes a deliberate point
to discuss women’s issues. Where Fauset subtly treats the matters, Hurston
overtly makes her point about the trials of African American womanhood.
Not only preaching about the joys of freedom, she also shows women that
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the experience comes with cost. While Janie is free to love and live, she is
also responsible for making the sometimes hard decisions that come with life.
Janie is not only an African American hero: She is also a hero for women. At
its best, the novel transcends race and gender and becomes a prophetic word
that reminds all readers about the truest realities of living.

While the approach and writing styles of Fauset and Hurston are dichoto-
mous, there are plenty of other fine examples of what Harlem Renaissance
literature was to the different writers of the movement. Walter White’s Fire in
the Flint (1924) tells the tale of an African American doctor who returns to
the South only to discover that the world has not changed nearly as much as
he thought. This works tells of and about the group of African American pro-
fessionals who do not find it easy to practice their professions during the first
part of the 20th century. James Weldon Johnson’s God’s Trombones (1927)
poetically treats the African American preacher and his relationship with his
sermon and his congregation; very much like Geoffrey Chaucer’s Canterbury
Tales (c. 1390) or Samuel Taylor Coleridge’s Rime of the Ancient Mariner
(1789), these poetic narratives are meant to be heard as well as read.

Du Bois’s Dark Princess (1928) continues his theory of literature as propa-
ganda functioning as the second part to the 1911 propaganda novel, Quest
of the Silver Fleece, where he advocates meritocracy trumping pigmentocracy
and the need for the true principles of capitalism to ultimately make inef-
fective the baseless practices of racism. In Dark Princess, Du Bois promotes
Pan-Africanism as a means of redirection of the global markets and extrica-
tion from the white oppressor. James Weldon Johnson’s The Autobiography
of an Ex-Colored Man (1927), Nella Larsen’s Quicksand (1928) and Passing
(1929), and Jessie Fauset’s Plum Bun (1929) explore the issue of pigmentoc-
racy and passing within the African American community. At the same time,
Wallace Thurman’s 1929 novel The Blacker the Berry discusses the issue of
pigmentocracy within the African American community, specifically treating
the challenges that dark-skinned African Americans face within the African
American community. Arna Bontemps deals with the themes of financial suc-
cess and self destruction in his novel God Sends Sundays (1931).

While there were many great artists who were esteemed for their contribu-
tions, there were two particular works that drew extreme praise from some,
while receiving great condemnation from others. One novel that split commu-
nity opinion was Carl Van Vechten’s Nigger Heaven (1926). Van Vechten was
seen as someone who was genuinely interested in the advancement of Harlem
Renaissance writers and African Americans as a whole. He was not only a
helpful publisher, but also someone who invested his time and reputation in
his friends. It was common for him to have parties at his home where African
Americans as well as whites were invited guests; likewise, it was common
for him to be in the Harlem clubs and speakeasies. Furthermore, he had very
close personal relationships with writers, including James Weldon Johnson
and Zora Neale Hurston in particular (Rampersad 934). Thus, the characters
that he speaks of in his book are more or less real characters that he had met.
They are not the stereotypical, stock characters from fiction like those found
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in Stribling’s book, but they are reasonably (with a little latitude for artistic
license) the sum of his observations as a newspaper reporter and critic.

Nigger Heaven is the tale of two young people struggling to maintain a re-
lationship while the elements of racism permeate and slowly suck the life out
of their dream of happiness. The story, which encompasses everything from
elite blacks appreciating the finer things in mainstream life to common folks
who drink and party their sorrows away, created a stir in Harlem and beyond.
Many African Americans, offended by the title alone, rejected the book with-
out even reading it.

Most first-generation Renaissance writers, such as Du Bois, Locke, and Fau-
set, rejected the novel, while the younger writers like Hughes, Thurman, and
Hurston embraced it. The division came in part because of the generation gap,
as well as the relationships that Van Vechten formed with the writers of the
period. While Van Vechten’s novel had a polarizing effect in the African Amer-
ican community, however, the white audience loved the work. It was like a
traveler’s guide through Harlem. Whites looking for some excitement started
to come to Harlem for entertainment in large part because of the novel.

Nigger Heaven gave space to dissention among the ranks of Renaissance
writers who thought that all art need not be propaganda. The younger genera-
tion of writers thought that the restrictive nature of the first generation writ-
ers was as impeding in artistic freedom as being limited to the old paradigms
of white writers. Being forced to write about one thing or with only one objec-
tive was not seen as a liberating experience. Many of the young writers saw
the March 21 dinner at the Civic Club as their opportunity to truly express
their artistry, but they ultimately found that to be untrue.

In order to wrest control of the arts from the powerful hands of the patri-
archs, the second-generation writers tried to publish their own periodical, Fire.
Functioning as both contributors and editors, Wallace Thurman, Gwendo-
lyn Bennett, Langston Hughes, Zora Neale Hurston, and others significantly
changed the direction of the Harlem Renaissance. While their periodical only
produced one edition, it did allow the authors to break away from the control
of Du Bois and others. Their experiment with control allowed them to say that
they would write, discuss, and explore whatever they chose. It was after Fire
that novels discussing the internal events of the African American and Harlem
communities began to surface. From issues of passing to interracial prejudice,
the themes appeared; and in some cases, they did so in spite of the disapproval
of the elders. However, it was the venturing beyond the conventional themes
of race and advancement that really helped to progress the cause. African
Americans saw themselves, in their best and at their worst, reflected in the
literature they read, and it helped the community to grow.

Another text that split the community’s opinion was Claude McKay’s Home
to Harlem (1928), which takes its themes from the common man’s world just
as his poetry had done. Discussing the world and life of Harlem, McKay
penned a tale in which Harlem’s more sordid happenings are shown and al-
most praised. Within his novel, McKay’s more common man finds a way to
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survive and enjoy life while his college-educated counterpart all but implodes
with his self-destructive behavior. Accordingly, there were some—especially
first-generation Renaissance writers—who thought that the work not only
lacked substantive contribution to the improvement of the race, but actually
denigrated it. Other members of the literati had varying opinions. While some
criticized the work, others praised it.

One author in particular who commended the work was Wallace Thurman
(1902-1934). In the following year, 1929, he published Infants of the Spring,
in which he satirically discussed the first generation leaders of the Renaissance
and their thoughts concerning the arts of the movement. Thurman—different
from the first generation of Ivy League—educated writers—believed that the
arts existed for everyone, and that art should be produced for art’s sake. While
Infants of the Spring, needless to say, did not earn the praise of everyone, it
did speak of the African American community’s ability to appraise and dis-
cuss itself. Thurman’s work was not the last of the movement, but it was a
definite beginning of one school of thought and the ending of another.

Whites came to enjoy Harlem’s nightlife in terms of the theatre, music, and
clubs. With the exception of Eubie Blake and Noble Sissle’s Shuffle Along
(1921), starring an all-African American cast, a lot of African American
drama went unviewed by whites. During the later 1920s, there were African
American—themed dramas, but they were written by whites who did not really
know or understand African American culture. Plays like Charles MacArthur’s
Lulu Belle (1926), DoBose and Dorothy Heyward’s Porgy (1927), and Mar
Connelly’s Green Pastures (1930) relied heavily on stereotypes and archetypal
paradigms with which the authors were familiar (Watson 106-7); however, in
1923, Willis Richardson’s one-act play The Chip Woman’s Fortune was the
first production in which white audiences actually saw a drama about African
Americans written by an African American performed on Broadway. Gar-
land Anderson’s 1925 Appearances was the first full-length play by an African
American on Broadway, while Wallace Thurman and white author William
Rapp’s Harlem gave white audiences a glance within the veil of Harlem life
(Chambers 108).

As much as anything, the venues were in some cases as important as the
works. It is difficult to discuss the arts of Harlem without considering the his-
toric building standing at 253 West 125th Street—the Apollo Theater. In that
venue, many popular and important musicians performed and springboarded
into stardom. The building has endured to be one of the last concrete remind-
ers of the glory of the Harlem Renaissance. It continued afterward to launch
new performers into the public’s view. Beyond giving talents such as Billie
Holiday and Ella Fitzgerald a place to start, it was later the stage on which
performers such as Sarah Vaughan, James Brown, the Jackson Five, and count-
less others performed.

Another important venue that has lasted in the annals of history, while
not standing today, is the famed Cotton Club. A safe haven for whites wish-
ing to travel into Harlem, the Cotton Club—on Lenox Avenue and 143rd
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Street—was a segregated establishment catering exclusively to its white clien-
tele. From its the all-black servers to its fair-skinned chorus line, this establish-
ment’s objective was to give customers the feeling that they had traveled to
an exotic location where the primitive still existed—from a safe distance. The
house band played the lively authentic rhythmic tunes that patrons expected to
hear, while the chorus line performed the wild and exotic dances that added to
the experience. The Harlem club experience was important because it helped
to move jazz into the American mainstream. Just as much as the literature
of the Harlem Renaissance serves as a record of its greatness, so too does its
music. And while the music was important, it would not have been the same
without its colorful composers, conductors, and performers such as Duke El-
lington, Louis Armstrong, Josephine Baker, Ella Fitzgerald, and Billie Holiday.

Duke Ellington (1899-1974), composer, conductor, and pianist was a major
force in the development of American jazz. Taking jazz from the nightclubs to
Carnegie Hall, he more than any other single musician did more to make it a
part of American culture. From band leader at the Cotton Club (1927-1931)
to orchestra conductor on a European tour (1931), Ellington and his music
were known worldwide. Associated with Ellington and his band are the songs
“Mood Indigo” (1931), “Sophisticated Lady” (1933), “Take the ‘A’ Train”
(1941), and a host of others. It was through his formal presentation of jazz
music that this genre came to the masses (Collier 271-74).

Also playing in the Cotton Club was another of the greatest jazz musicians
of the Renaissance, trumpeter and vocalist, Louis Armstrong. First learning
to play in New Orleans, Louisiana, his talent began to shine most when he
moved to Chicago, Illinois in 1922 to play with his idol Joe “King” Oliver in
Oliver’s Creole Jazz Band. It was then that he met his second wife, Lilian Har-
din, who encouraged Armstrong to consider playing in the Fletcher Hender-
son Orchestra. Armstrong was a member for 14 months, and then returned
to Chicago in 1925, where he made his first recordings as a leader with the
group the Hot Five and later Hot Seven; some of those works are considered
classics among traditional jazz enthusiasts, and others have become standard
pieces for serious musicians of the genre. In 1929, Armstrong moved his band
to Harlem to perform in the theatrical work Hot Chocolates (1929). It was
also during the late 1920s that Armstrong introduced scatting—an impro-
vised vocal styling—to jazz. Ultimately, Armstrong went on to be one of the
most lucrative jazz performers of his time. Some of the songs associated with
Armstrong are “Rhapsody in Black and Blue” (1932), “Pennies from Heaven”
(1937), and “New Orleans” (1946) (Tirro 29-31).

Josephine Baker (1906-1975), dancer and singer, began her public career
in the Harlem theatrical classic, Shuffle Along (1921). Baker was originally
a dresser for the company; but when a dancer from the chorus line became
sick, she stepped into the role and performed in the play until its curtain call
in 1923. Continuing to work with Blake and Sissle on other projects, in 1925
Baker was recruited to leave Harlem and work in Paris, where she experi-
enced great success for about three years. When she returned to Harlem, she
was not greeted with the reception she expected as a result from the stardom
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she achieved in Paris, and when she traveled to other places in Europe, she
was not a well-received artist. Her truest successes in life came toward its end,
but her phenomenal performances during the Harlem Renaissance are what
brought her to the world’s attention (Peterson 38-39).

Another great female presence that resulted from the Renaissance was Ella
Fitzgerald. Her first major appearance was a victory in an amateur night com-
petition at the Apollo Theater in 1934. Three months later, she won another
competition at the Harlem Opera House, and later that year she teamed with
the Chick Webb Orchestra. From there, her career did very well; she worked
with many other famous jazz musicians, including Charlie Parker and Dizzy
Gillespie, leaving a lasting impression on them as well as on jazz history.
Classics associated with her career include “Sing Me a Swing Song,” “Flying
High,” “Lady Be Good,” “How High the Moon,” and others. Her career ex-
tended into the 1980s, and she died from complications of diabetes in 1996
(Pellegrinelli 295-97).

Billie Holiday (1915-1959)—singer and songwriter—was an iconic figure
of the Renaissance for some. Her unique sound with the slightest southern
drawl, most likely from her time spent in Baltimore, was classic. Much like
Fitzgerald, she entered the Renaissance at the tail end of the movement, but
unlike Fitzgerald she did not live a long, productive life. Her career included
musical rendezvous with Duke Ellington, Benny Goodman, Count Basie, and
countless others, as well as producing more than 300 recordings. Some of
her most influential work includes, “Strange Fruit,” “Don’t Explain,” “Lover
Man,” and “My Man.” However, her life—especially toward the end—was
plagued with abuses; as a child, she suffered through sexual abuse, and as an
adult she dealt with the demons of substance abuse; in 1959 she died from a
drug-related illness (Griffin 405-7).

While the average Harlemites did not see their favorite bands or singers at
the Cotton Club, they may have seen them just a few blocks away on 140th
and Lenox Avenue at the Savoy Ballroom. Known for its integrated crowd
and its lively music, this was a great place to dance, have a good time, and
meet people. Another place that Harlemites would have met people and en-
joyed great music was at rent parties. Frequently, someone in the city held a
party on Friday or Saturday night in an effort to pay the above-average cost
for rent. Opening one’s home for a small admission and the cost of food was
a pretty sure way to make the rent; however, there came a time when it was
just an opportunity to party. It was at some of these parties that Harlemites
might run into some of their favorites participating in a jam session or coming
through for some good food or fun.

While the other great artistic expressions from the period tend to be well
remembered, sometimes the Harlem Renaissance visual and plastic arts are
overlooked. Many of the images that the Western world has of African Ameri-
cans during the period can be attributed to one major photographer—James
Van Der Zee (1886—1983)—a self-taught artist who kept his studio in Harlem
for nearly 50 years. Similar to Addison Scurlock of Washington, DC, Van
Der Zee worked in thriving, middle-class African American communities;
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both figures not only tried to document the history of the African American
progression, but also functioned like a Greek chorus, providing a narrative
voice that told the African American story (Patton 114-15). In addition to the
photographers, there was also the very prolific graphic artist Aaron Douglass
(1899-1979), whose work graced the front pages of African American pe-
riodicals, as well as the covers of some influential African American novels,
including Alain Locke’s The New Negro and James Weldon Johnson’s God’s
Trombones. While he contributed widely to numerous projects, Douglass’s
most noted work is Crucifixion (1927) which calls the role of the North Af-
rican Simon of Cyrene to the foreground. His artistic view and style coupled
with themes of Africa and the African American experience won him the
praise of many associated with the Harlem Renaissance, as well as establish-
ing his place within art history.

Other important painters include Palmer Hayden (1890-1973), Archibald
J. Motley Jr. (1891-1981), and Hale A. Woodruff (1900-1980). Just as the
writers sought to express the African American experience in a fashion that
would be appreciated by the white Americans, so did these painters. Hayden
aimed to subtly integrate aspects of the African experience into his art. In
Fétiche et Fleurs (1926), Hayden creates a still-life of a beautiful room with
a table at its center. On the table rest a bouquet of flowers in the foreground
and an African statue on top of a Kuba cloth in the middle plane; in the back-
ground there is a very period-appropriate curtain and a lightly colored wall.
This work, through its subject as well as its composition, reveals Hayden’s
desire to integrate the African presence into the mainstream; his work does
not demand that a viewer appreciate the African art, but it does invite viewers
to enjoy good art that includes African elements.

Motley took a different approach as a portraitist; he primarily presented
middle-class African American women at different stages of life. His most fa-
mous work Mending Socks (1924) offers a realistic rendering that features his
paternal grandmother in front of a table in a delightfully decorated home, pre-
sumably mending socks, while his proudest work, The Octoroon Girl (1925),
portrays a beautiful light-skinned woman wearing a black hat and black dress
with striking red trim at her neck and wrist collars in a dimly lit room, with a
single source of light illuminating her seven-eighths white skin. While Mend-
ing Socks offers a glimpse of the quotidian life of some African Americans,
The Octoroon Girl silently discusses the evolving history of African American
women, as well as the relationship between skin color and socioeconomic
status within and beyond the African American community. The fine artwork
is simply magnificent to see; it has a prolific message, and invites viewers to
witness an amazing reality of the African American experience.

Woodruff’s work seems vaguely familiar to white audiences because he
amalgamated the styles of Pablo Picasso and Paul Cézanne and superimposed
African subjects into those styles. Using Cézanne’s Card Players with Pipes
as a point of departure, Woodruff reproduced the works with obvious cubist
influences while using blacks as the subjects; the effect of this was that African
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Americans artists were shown to be able to contribute to art even in the most
sophisticated spectrums, and they could do it without sacrificing their com-
mitment to advancing black art and culture. Other artist who took themes
and familiar motifs included Palmer Hayden with his Midsummer Night in
Harlem and Horace Pippin with John Brown Going to His Hanging. And just
as these painters morphed common Western motifs to include the African and
African Americans, so too did Harlem Renaissance sculptors. Augusta Sav-
age’s The Harp (1939) reshaped the classic image of the harp and to include a
choir of African American women while Gamin (1930)—a bronze bust of her
nephew—shows the beauty of the common African American. Where Savage
used traditional occidental themes, sculptors Richmond Barthé’s Fera Benga
(1935) and Edna Manley’s Pocomania (1936) focused on the beauty of Afri-
can imagery.
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E. (Everett) Lynn Harris (1955-2009) is best known for his fiction series about
African American homosexual men in the late 20th and early 21st centuries.
A 10-time New York Times bestselling writer, Harris has carved his niche as
a literary icon because his catalog of novels is dedicated to giving voice to the
marginalized experiences of gay black men. Harris’s writing, though often
controversial because of its sensitive subject matter, attempts to help his read-
ership deconstruct heteronormative understandings of sexuality and identity.

Awards and Recognitions

Blackboard Novel of the Year, Just as I Am (1996)

Sprague-Todes Literary Award (1998)

James Baldwin Literary Excellence Award (1997)

Distinguished Alumni Award, University of Arkansas at Fayetteville
(1999)

Induction into the Arkansas Black Hall of Fame (2000)

Blackboard Novel of the Year, Any Way the Wind Blows (2002)

Savoy magazine “100 Leaders and Heroes of Black America” (2002)

Blackboard Novel of the Year, A Love of My Own (2003)

Lambda Literary Award, Freedom in the Village (2005)

Ebony magazine, “Most Intriguing Blacks” (2006-2009)

Harris ventured into literature after a 25-year career as a salesman at IBM.
He published his first book, Invisible Life, independently in 1991 and sold
copies of the novel out of his car trunk. In 1994, Harris was discovered by
Anchor Books, which reprinted Invisible Life the same year. His literary ca-
reer then took off: the popularity of Harris’ stories earned him the nickname
“the male Terry McMillan” among his fans. A frequent trend of Harris’s writ-
ing is the relationship between his personal experiences as a gay man and his
characters. The conflict Harris faced initially in his career of being closeted
about his homosexual orientation is reflected in his characters and storylines,
often opening conversation about constructions of masculinity and normalcy
in the African American community over the last two decades. In his 2003 au-
tobiography, What Becomes of the Brokenhearted, named after singer Jimmy
Ruffin’s song, Harris reflects upon a particularly painful incident where his
father refers to him as a sissy on Easter Sunday because of how he presents
himself: “Look at you. You fuckin’ little sissy with this coat all buttoned up.
Don’t you know better? Men don’t button their coats up all the way” (11).
Harris then proceeds to talk about his father’s violent reaction to his twirling
to show his Easter outfit in similar fashion to his sisters. Harris’s father, afraid
that Harris’s twirling indicated softness and femininity, curses and beats him.
After his mother quickly changes him so that he can deliver his church speech,
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Harris’s perfect delivery is overshadowed by a lack of understanding and fear
of his father’s outburst: “All I recall is that I wasn’t wearing a dress, and I re-
member what my daddy had said to me. I didn’t know what a sissy was and
why Daddy despised them so. All I knew was that I was determined never to
be one” (13). The violent reproach of Harris’s father represented a widely ac-
cepted understanding of manhood within the African American community—
hardness, no indication of sensitivity, and straightness. Any behavior or action
that challenged these indicators was a threat to the little perceived normalcy
black men enjoyed for following the widespread sexual identity practices of
American society. Harris’s father viewed his twirling as a hindrance to any
opportunity to function as a member of not only white American society, but
also the African American community. These battles for self-definition and
an understanding of acceptable practices of manhood framed Harris’s adult
experiences, as well as his plots as a writer.

It is important to point out the significance of Harris’s work to a more con-
temporary (post-1980) canon because of his willingness to engage with the
intersections of gay culture, blackness, and manhood in a post—civil rights era.
Unlike predecessors Richard Bruce Nugent (1906-1987) or James Baldwin
(1924-1987), Harris is afforded the opportunity to actively engage in creating
an updated identity of gay black men in America. While discussions of homo-
sexuality in the African American community are certainly not new, references
to gay culture are often allegorical or inferred. Nugent, a Harlem Renaissance
artist and one of the organizers of the short-lived Fire!! magazine, captured
the affliction of being gay in an intolerant society during the early half of the
20th century in his much-discussed short story “Smoke, Lilies, and Jade.” The
abstractedness of Nugent’s writing style, exhibited through the use of heavy
ellipses and seemingly erratic thoughts, reflects the conflicting emotions and
expectations of normalcy and self-desire as a (black) man. Nugent’s protago-
nist struggles between heteronormative expectations of his family to marry a
woman and his own inner desires to stay with his gay lover, simply referred
to as “Beauty.” Stories like “Smoke, Lilies, and Jade” attempted to normalize
the gay experience within the African American community, but often used
a cloaked discourse to approach this taboo subject. More specifically, black
men were often at the center of these conversations, expected to lead and be
the face of a changing black experience in American society.

Black masculinity as a gauge of the black experience is especially prevalent
in the hypermasculine era of the 1950s and 1960s, the same era as Harris’s
childhood. Writers took cues from Richard Wright (1908-1960), who em-
bodied and legitimized black masculine rage in his creation of the character
Bigger Thomas in Native Son (1940). African American literature’s focus on
manhood spoke to the call to arms that positioned African American men
in the forefront of the community’s uplift. Critics and theorists of the Black
Power Movement and its sister Black Arts Movement often shunned the
participation of gay men. There was little room for varied interpretations of
gender and identity. Alternative views of manhood spearheaded by Wright’s
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one-time mentee James Baldwin found these static representations of African
American masculinity problematic and ostracizing. In his essay “Everybody’s
Protest Novel” from his collection of essays Notes of a Native Son, Bald-
win uses theological reasoning to pinpoint the peculiarity of American racial
politics and identity: “theological terror, the terror of damnation...this panic
motivates our cruelty, this fear of the dark makes it impossible that our lives
shall be other than superficial” (18). While initial analysis of Baldwin’s argu-
ments suggests a strong critique of racial politics in mid-20th-century Ameri-
can society, Baldwin’s observations are also applicable to notions of sexuality
and identity. Baldwin’s writings constantly fuse religion with constructions of
blackness, a nod to his zealous Christian upbringing. One of the primary foci
of Christian damnation is homosexuality, which Baldwin attempts to decon-
struct in many of his novels, including the most blatant engagement with male
same-sex relationships, Giovanni’s Room. The cruelty Baldwin addresses in
“Everybody’s Protest Novel” can also mean cruelty to those who are not het-
erosexually oriented and that unfamiliarity with gay culture results in violent
reparations against it.

Ironically, many of the forerunners of critical thought and creative expres-
sion during the Black Liberation era were openly gay. Bayard Rustin, a close
associate and advisor of Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. was openly gay yet actively
engaged in civil rights protests. Rustin had a heavy hand in the organization of
the March on Washington. Other gay men of color like choreographer Alvin
Ailey and cultural theorist Hoyt Fuller also contributed to a shifting paradigm
of blackness through cultural outlooks that helped expand understanding of
the African American experience.

Harris pulls from personal experiences like his Easter Sunday run-in with
his father to help formulate an approach to making homosexuality in the
black American community less taboo and more visible in a nonstereotypical
manner. Harris’s iconoclastic writing carves a niche for collapsing outdated
representations and imagery of a homosexual experience in the late 20th cen-
tury. Most striking in Harris’s characterization of gay black men is his use of
what is considered the down-low trope, or engaging in closeted sexual trysts
with men while (re)presenting heterosexual and often highly homophobic
public lives. Harris’s down-low characters branch from his own initial denial
of his sexuality in order to be considered normal. Harris’s approach is addi-
tionally intriguing because of his layering of closeted gay African American
men’s troubled constructions of gender politics and identity in popular cul-
ture. While there is an outward push for tolerance of racial and sexual orien-
tation, African American men exist within a vacuum. As Mark Anthony Neal
astutely states in his essay “A (Nearly) Flawless Masculinity?”: “Black men
do not live in polite society—however effectively they earn their keep within
those spaces.” African American men exist on the fringes of polite or accept-
able white notions of society and are constantly in search of the means to bal-
ance their expected behaviors and their actual existence. This understanding
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is further complicated with regard to African American gay men, which Har-
ris uses to frame his work.

Harris’s main characters are often professional athletes or successful pro-
fessional men. They are in the American public spotlight, and because of their
fame, are often under heavier scrutiny than their counterparts. Furthermore,
many of Harris’s characters exist in uncontested heterosexual spaces where a
difference in sexual expression from the heterosexual norm is interpreted as
weak and signifying the inability to function properly (normally). One of Har-
ris’s most popular recurring characters, John “Basil” Henderson, for example,
is a successful businessman and former professional football player. Although
unapologetically bisexual, Basil keeps his male trysts out of conversation and
the public light because of his high-profile image and brand. Harris’s inten-
tionally high-profile male characters shed light on the difficulty of masculine
expression for black men in this present moment of social-cultural history.

With the 2004 release of author J. L. King’s book O#n the Down Low,
Harris’s work catapulted to the center stage of American public attention.
A hyperawareness of gay black men in America became a pulse point of ra-
cial paranoia about such men as predatory. African Americans, particularly
women, were engulfed with fear and the assumption that all black men were
down-low and seeking homosexual relationships. Harris became an even
more public advocate of gay rights in the black community, continuing to
write and even appear on The Oprah Winfrey Show to dispel some of the mis-
understandings about homosexuality in African American culture. Given that
Harris’s audience consisted primarily of women of color, Harris’s speaking
out about the problematic absorption of down-low culture as an indicator of
the gay community as a whole merited some alleviation of their fears. And as
his career certainly displays, Harris discussed closeted homosexual black men
way before the down-low phenomenon ever hit public American culture. The
difference, however, is that Harriss characters kept their sexual orientations
private as a coping mechanism instead of a predatory weapon. At the height
of the down-low paranoia, Harris himself became a target of harsh criticism,
with many suggesting that his work glorified down-low behavior instead of
clarifying or offering insight into it. Harris spoke to close friends about the
hurt of such criticism but utilized critics’ outcries to release Freedom in this
Village (2005), an edited anthology dedicated to writings by African Ameri-
can gay men.

E. Lynn Harris’s sudden death in July 2009 stunned fans and the literary
world. Harris’s novels arguably created a space for insight into African Ameri-
can gay men’s lives that would lead to a more widespread acknowledgment
and consumption of their image in popular cultural expression. His bold
and at times controversial explorations of nonheterosex