IV: THE HARLEM RENAISSANCE



A Brief Guide to the Harlem Renaissance   

In the decades immediately following World War I, huge numbers of African Americans migrated to the industrial North from the economically depressed and agrarian South. In cities such as Chicago, Washington, DC, and New York City, the recently migrated sought and found (to some degree) new opportunities, both economic and artistic. African Americans were encouraged to celebrate their heritage and to become "The New Negro," a term coined in 1925 by sociologist and critic Alain LeRoy Locke in his influential book of the same name.


Countee Cullen thought long and hard in his poems about his own and collective African-American identity. Some of his strongest poems question the benevolence of a Creator who has bestowed a race with such mixed blessings. Claude McKay, born and raised in Jamaica, wrote of the immigrant's nostalgia and the American negro's pride and rage. Jean (Eugene) Toomer remains a mystery. Light enough to "pass" and alone constituting the generation's Symbolist avant-garde, he appeared briefly on the Harlem Renaissance scene, became a follower of the mystic Gurdjieff, and disappeared into the white world.
Sterling Brown, for many years a professor at Howard University, emerged in the thirties with sometimes playful, often pessimistic poems in standard English and black vernacular and in African American and European forms. In many of Brown's poems strong men and women resist the oppression of racism, poverty, and fate.
The legacy of the Harlem Renaissance opened doors and deeply influenced the generations of African American writers that followed, including Robert Hayden and Gwendolyn Brooks. In the forties, fifties, and sixties, Hayden taught at Fisk University and the University of Michigan and served two terms as the Consultant in Poetry at the Library of Congress. Since the publication in 1945 of her first book, A Street in Bronzeville, Brooks has combined a quiet life with critical success. Her second book, Annie Allen, won the 1950 Pulitzer prize, the first time a book by a black poet had won that coveted distinction, and the last time until Rita Dove's Thomas and Beulah, almost forty years later. Brooks was a virtuoso of technique, her exquisite poems exploring, for the first time, the interior lives of African American individuals. Brooks' perspective shifted mid-career, her later work influenced by the politically and socially radical Black Arts Movement of the sixties.
Masters and Master Works: On Black Male Poetics   

by Afaa M. Weaver 
Black Male Poetics as a title begs and defies definition. Langston Hughes set himself the task of being the architect of a culture’s literature, a culture that developed against the antagonism of racism. In the Harlem Renaissance, some black artists were achieving the unthinkable, but on the whole, they were a curious subset in the eyes of the dominant culture. So does black male poetics suggest an examination of the obstacles in a black male poet’s career? Perhaps. Does it suggest there is still a choice to be made regarding the role a black male poet should choose? Perhaps, but that implies the ideal of leadership, which is a problematic holdover from centuries of male domination. The black poetic tradition is defined, to a large extent, by the accomplishments of black women, accomplishments that never came to black men. Phyllis Wheatley published the first book. Gwendolyn Brooks received the first Pulitzer. Rita Dove became the first Poet Laureate of the United States. Hughes might have been the architect of the first half of the twentieth century, but the first major award for poetry went to Brooks at the end of those first fifty years. Brooks was encouraged by Hughes during a reception she attended with her mother as a teenager. Brooks notes in her autobiography just how significant that encouragement was to her.
So in a poetic tradition figured by racially-based political oppression and distinguished by the achievements made first by black women, what is a black male poetic? I would like to consider this question in terms of "Masters and Master Works," alluding to the tradition exemplified by Pound but referring to the black male poets Langston Hughes, Robert Hayden, and Jay Wright. Hughes believed in the necessity of affecting the whole of African-American culture in a manner echoing Joyce’s annunciation in Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man. Hayden arrives as the craftsman more concerned with his immediate and intimate connections in lyrical expression, and Wright resumes the role of speaker to a culture but to the whole of human culture out of a spiritual wellspring that moves out of an African-American base to multiple cultural references in multilingual expressions. If we pose the question of what constitutes black male poetics, we might also offer a circuitous response in quoting the title by Wright, namely "What Is Beautiful."

In the first volume of his seminal biography of Hughes, Arnold Rampersad notes the poet’s inability to express anger. Rather than do so, Hughes internalized the emotion until he became physically ill. That in conjunction with the fact that no one knew Hughes as a person speaks to the price of being an architect, a denial of intimacy to one’s self for martyrdom in poetics. Had it been Rilke or Neruda, or even Stevens, we might have the poet’s work as a suggested intimacy, but Hughes’ self-denial was deeper. He opted to serve black folk and write out of his imaginative and empathic force, however accurate that might or might not have been to the people he observed. The lyric content he thus denied himself so he might experience giving love to black folk and enjoying whatever signs of adoration from reading audiences, however imaginary it might have been. It is too easy and simplistic to say that racism denied him lyrical expression as we really can only surmise what Hughes would have written had the quotient of freedom in American society during his lifetime been much higher than it was. He may not have had that gift. His gift instead might have been just what he gave to African-Americans, a hero’s faith in all our ability to be creative, which translates as an enhancement of the will to live in a world that all too often would have us die.

Hughes subjected himself to a rigorous honesty as much as he could, and that challenge is part of a poet’s life, no matter the race, ethnicity, or gender. Those who would parade a lack of talent as instead a self-chosen leadership role have, I argue, failed the test of this necessary and rigorous honesty, brutal as that test may be.

Langston Hughes was not pretentious about the tenor of his work. In choosing to be an architect, he had to imagine his role. That imagining is never accurate. All too often any poet will simply not know who cares whether he lifts pen to another page ever again in life. How else was Hughes to be famous given the exigencies of the blatant racial hatred during his lifetime? What are the requirements for fame today?

If American society has progressed, it should have done so such that fame has other requirements and, concurrently, poets such as Hayden who are more interested in simply being poets have more space to be, although there is no such thing as "simply" being a poet. Critical specificity requires more. Hayden and Wright are poets who write with less concern to the complexities of race and racism, and some consideration of this choice of theirs might illumine this idea of black male poetics. 

Conversely, there is the black constituency that believes the urge to use one’s gifts with a focus on craft is whiteness and cultural betrayal to an ideal of blackness.This notion of betrayal is nonsensical and steeped in a lingering anxiety born in the space between black and white as evidence shows that the desire to have fame and greatness extend over the globe, even as they manifest differently according to cultural difference. The urge does live. The more sensible line of questioning out of all of this, I maintain, is whether we as citizens in an increasingly smaller and complex world need poets to continue with phallic notions of conquest inherent in greatness or aspire to newer notions of community, notions made possible by concentrating on one’s own development first, that kind of selflessness. The desire to fame and greatness is exploration of the opportunities to extend one’s self, which is not ascension to the sublime. If we look at the movement from Hughes to Hayden to Wright in this way we might see a journey toward selflessness in this thing we call black male poetics, selflessness as opposed to the quest for greatness that is more an earmark of patriarchy than anything.

Of the central conceits in Hughes’ work, that of the "genius child" is more useful to a discussion of the poet’s need for an audience and his desire for greatness in choosing such a challenging leadership role. As much a grieving over tragic failures in his relationships with his parents, a father who disliked black people and a mother who gave an envious rather than a supportive love, Hughes’ was orphaned into the vanguard of the black poetic tradition with an undeniable literary gift in a society ripe with blatant abuse and hatred of blacks and blackness. A poet has no way of shaping and shifting such tectonic plates surrounding his life, and he can be so unlucky as to be helpless over his own personality, that is personality and not self. I take the two entities to be quite different. In fact, I suppose personality to be an obstacle to realization of self and that realization of self prerequisite to a poet’s ascension to the sublime.

Greatness can bloat and in that way enlarge the personality, or it can lead to a distillation of the same.

So Hughes’ petitioned America, his white family, for membership in poems such as "I, Too," where he writes "They’ll see how beautiful I am/And be ashamed—." Forty years later, the strategy of shaming America would be abandoned by many poets who saw it better to arm the culture and engage in constructive combat, however metaphorical, rather than constructive conversation. The 60s afforded a perverse path to fame, which is to say poets were caught in the nuclear breaking open of over three centuries of separation and cast into this space of supposed opportunity that was as much confusing as it was exciting. The shift in generations is often full of the kind of anxiety where the young people cannot readily assume strategies set forth for them by their elders because the elders could not see the societal shifts in which they themselves were often unconscious participants.

One of the pinnacles of Hughes’ work as a leader, "The Negro Artist and the Racial Mountain," contains his prophesy of a self-confident poet arising from the masses to be the first manifestation of the great black poet. However, Hughes could not foresee the birth of an entire generation of poets from the working classes as a result of opportunities afforded their parents and thus themselves by the post-war industrial boom of the 1940s, the tireless work of A. Phillip Randolph and others, and, of course, the Brown decision. Whereas postal workers had been a solid line in the black middle class despite working class appearances, the 1950s would see the rise of the children of sharecroppers whose families flooded America’s major cities as late as the 1960s. All this was beyond Hughes’ vision, and the inability of most people to fully comprehend this at the time that it was happening left black male poets to once again consider leadership as greatness.

Considering the level of confusion at that time in American history, leadership seemed the only logical choice for several of the key players.

The word "perverse" might apply to the 60s literary circumstance for black men as per Hughes’ legacy. Societal pressures created such an enormous anxiety that the composure needed to maintain Hughes’ genteel positioning was nigh impossible. In the wake of the illusory opening of the gates and the illusory "freeing" of black people, such genteel demeanor looked too much like whiteness. Poets moved to cradle the culture in their arms. It was a time of actual combat, the police and military in gun battles in black neighborhoods, helicopters overhead, black children shot dead in the streets, underscored by Johnson’s deployment of a unit of the U.S. Airborne soldiers to Detroit in 1967. Poets born in the late nineteen sixties and afterwards, who are now in their mid to late 30s and early 40s can only imagine this history, and that experiential gap makes for some of the current anxiety.

The 60s contained a literary moment that was perverse inasmuch as the choices made by these revolutionary poets made them famous, a fame that troubled and confused them more than it excited and fulfilled them, a cruel fate.

Hayden made different choices. Born thirteen years before the publication of The Weary Blues, Hayden was approaching his sixties in the 1960s, a poet with his feet firmly planted in the fields of craft. If his work invoked shame in the dominant culture’s literary community, it was due more to the power of his craft, poems well-wrought, carefully conceived and painstakingly revised. There is the classic photograph of Hayden in his very thick eyeglasses as he examines a poem during the time that he was the first black consultant in poetry to the Library of Congress, a position that later became U.S. Poet Laureate, to be assumed by Rita Dove two decades later.

In what seems to be a supreme understanding of charity, Hayden constructed "Middle Passage," the African-American epic commemorating the African holocaust. With a publication date of 1962, this towering poem is the annunciation of a prophecy yet to be fulfilled. Hayden approaches the subject with a courageous forgiveness and a level of self-awareness not available to Hughes, whose forgiveness was evident but troubled, mired in the tragedy of his childhood. "Those Winter Sundays" is a balm for Hughes’ terrible wounding. As an adopted child, Hayden had a more concrete break perhaps. Whatever the interstices of his mind, it gave us "Middle Passage."

"You cannot stare that hatred down," he writes. Hatred is a terrible and seductive force, and the younger poets who surrounded Hayden in the 60s had to hold this force in their hands, as one would hold a fire. Earlier in that same section of the poem Hayden writes, "…the dark ships, the dark ships move/their bright ironical names/like jests of kindness on a murderer’s mouth." The 60s was likewise a time where irony was raised to exponential dimensions, and only one gesture could have a predictable outcome. Hatred brought more hatred, and the quality of the writing was sacrificed as much as Hughes sacrificed his chances for genuine love and intimacy in his personal life.

Hayden had no pretensions to leadership. He simply wanted to write, but there is never such a thing as simply wanting to write, or simply wanting to be a man. Hayden was crucified by some of the younger revolutionaries, but to some degree it was only in effigy as Hayden would never be bound actually to anyone’s cross. As much as some of these revolutionary poets wanted a Cultural Revolution of their own, it was not possible in America, another and completely "other" country. Although Mao’s little red book was popular in the sixties, the sixties’ activist poets had little access to a realistic understanding of Marxism, let alone China’s specific and unique problems.

Despite their different choices, Hughes and Hayden had one thing in common. They loved living the life of the poet. No matter his political consciousness, Hughes saw himself as a poet and artist, and his life is a blessing still unattainable to many living poets, namely enjoying a life based on one’s writings, sans teaching with its limitations and yet full of all the excitement and indeed romance of that life, the travel, the joy of being in the midst of exciting times. When it comes to living in exciting times, we are all bound to history’s roulette wheel of chance.

Jay Wright lives another life of the poet. In the 20 years that I have had the privilege of knowing him, I have made several meccas to his private home, full as it is with books and all the matter one would expect the most erudite living African-American poet to possess, all in the most overwhelming lack of pretension. Respectfully, I refrain from any surmise about his inner life and take minor liberties in discussing his work as it pertains to my exploration of what this thing might be, black male poetics.

In an early interview in Callaloo, Wright commented that if black poets have any "mission" it is a spiritual one. I offer that as insight alongside what I know to be his aversion to envisioning reality along the lines of race. It is, therefore, a bit of an entanglement to include his work in this essay, but I take the risk. Wright’s opus has been my primary mentoring light over these twenty years. My meditations on the works of Jay Wright and Sharon Olds have been my guides through my own project.

One of the few contemporary poets who still subscribe to the ideal of masterworks, Wright’s poetic project is conceived in total, which is to say he moves along a path to the completion of a work as a painter or sculptor or composer might organize his various opuses around a core piece or set of principles. This is in opposition to the poem by poem investigations of confessional and more solipsistic projects, or the silly mistake of writing to trends and thus chasing stardom. The masterworks ideal requires an envisioning or omniscience that can consume a lesser poet.

For example, Wright explains his series "Love’s Dozen" as the reconstitution of love in the world, a global project. Wright’s graduate preparation in comparative literature and his facility in several languages secure the inner structures of his works, and his grounding is distinctly different from Jean Toomer’s. Toomer’s Blue Meridian is more of an escape from race than a conscious working through the same. 

In this comparison it is possible to glean also an understanding of self as I attempt to use it here in the context of selflessness.

For Toomer, the escape from race made it all the more inescapable. His selflessness was complicated by an obsession with wanting to be free of self, and this is a comparable paradox to that of revolutionary 60s’ poets whose commitment to ideals of justice caught them in the ironic mire of the time. Whatever they saw as the achievement of selflessness through a compassionate commitment to community proved to be only a compounding of the same. Selflessness could only have come in the complete turning away from the traditional ways of literary life, a more cruel fate and thus impossible.

America’s northeastern cities were no place to live a real revolutionary’s life. New York and New Jersey were galaxies away from Cuba and Angola. It was in those areas during the 60s that Wright attended seminary and did graduate work at Rutgers in comparative literature. His understanding of charity was already profound.

In "What Is Beautiful" Wright names beauty as the body of love, and love as the realization of the divine.

He writes "Here, there is no form untuned by eye, or voice/there is no body waiting for its metaphor."

Imagine this as the critical space that has confounded those living in the stream of black male poetics. Imagine it as the awesome weight Hughes assumed, the painful and solitary path Hayden chose, the tragic and ongoing loss suffered by revolutionary poets. Imagine it as those things, but see it as Jay Wright’s naming of a place of genuine selflessness, a commitment to language and learning with a willingness to tackle the inhumanity of racism, to throw a larger net over the thing, a net capable of dissolving this social construction it catches, of erasing the spaces where it might opt to live, knowing the first space to be removed is that inside one’s own heart and cranium.

Later in "What Is Beautiful," he writes ‘This is the gift of being transformed/the emptiness that calls compassion down." The charity we see in Hughes is deepened in Hayden and taken to levels approaching the sublime in Wright. Charity informed their choices as it did the choices of Amiri Baraka, Haki R. Madhubuti and Askia M. Toure. I see them all as noble.

However, the choice now for black male poets is to embrace this space where they can ask themselves this question of what constitutes beauty and ask it in terms of their own lives, and not those lives weighed by the suppositions of group identity. Time has moved on, and if black male poetics is to assume a more manifest place, even as poetry itself is marginalized in exponential leaps in every waking second, then black male poets must explore the beauty of the quality of being human. Assume that humanity and not the task of proving the same. Black male poetics must upend and suspend the idea of race.

There is now no more greatness for a black male poet to assume other than a commitment to reality and the investigation of that reality arising from a deeper self-awareness. Racism is not dead, but we are now in a vortex of confluences, where the black male poet can opt to free himself from freeing the race. The first person he can save is himself, perhaps the only person. Another set of literary choices waits for black male poets as a prize, not a predator in the grass, if they can see the current vortex or junction in time as an invitation to be free to be poets and to have a greater freedom as human beings.
CLAUDE MCKAY

Biography

Claude McKay was born in Jamaica, West Indies, in 1889.  He was educated by his older brother, who possessed a library of English novels, poetry, and scientific texts.


At the age of twenty, McKay published a book of verse called Songs of Jamaica, recording his impressions of black life in Jamaica in dialect.  In 1912, he travelled to the United States to attend Tuskegee Institute.  He remained there only a few months, leaving to study architecture at Kansas State University.


In 1917, he published two sonnets, “The Harlem Dancer” and “Invocation,” and would later use the same poetic form to record his reactionary views on the injustices of black life in America.  In addition to social and political concerns, McKay wrote on a variety of subjects, from his Jamaican homeland to romantic love, with a use of passionate language.

During his twenties, McKay developed an interest in Communism and traveled to Russia and then to France where he met Edna St. Vincent Millay and Lewis Sinclair.  In 1934, McKay moved back to the United States and lived in Harlem, New York.  Losing faith in Communism, he turned his attention to the teachings of various spiritual and political leaders in Harlem, eventually converting to Catholicism.

McKay’s viewpoints and poetic achievements in the earlier part of the twentieth century set the tone for the Harlem Renaissance and gained the deep respect of younger black poets of the time, including Langston Hughes.  He died in 1948.

“The Tropics in New York”
1
Bananas ripe and green, and ginger root

     Cocoa in pods and alligators pears,

And tangerines and mangoes and grape fruit,

     Fit for the highest prize at parish fairs,

5
Sat in the window, bringing memories

     of fruit-trees laden by low-singing rills,

And dewy dawns, and mystical skies

     In benediction over nun-like hills.

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

10
     A wave of longing through my body swept,

And, hungry for the old, familiar ways

     I turned aside and bowed my head and wept.

LANGSTON HUGHES

Biography


James Langston Hughes was born on 1 February 1902 in Joplin, Missouri.  his parents divorced when he was a small child, and his father moved to Mexico.  He was raised by his grandmother until he was thirteen, when he moved to Lincoln, Illinois, to live with his mother and her husband, before the family eventually settled in Cleveland, Ohio.  It was in Lincoln that Hughes began writing poetry.  Following graduation, he spent a year in Mexico and a year at Columbia University.  During these years, he held odd jobs as an assistant cook, launderer, and a busboy, and traveled to Africa and Europe working as a seaman.  In November 1924, he moved to Washington, D.C.  Hughes’ first book of poetry, The Weary Blues, was published by Alfred A. Knopf in 1926.  He finished his college education at Lincoln University in Pennsylvania three years later.  In 1930 his first novel, Not Without Laughter, won the Harmon gold medal for literature.

Hughes, who claimed Paul Laurence Dunbar, Carl Sandburg, and Walt Whitman as his primary influences, is particularly known for his insightful, colorful portrayal of black life in America from the twenties through the sixties.  He wrote novels, short stories and plays, as well as poetry, and is also known for his engagement with the world of jazz and the influence it had on his writings, as in “Montage of a Dream Deferred.”  His life and work were enormously important in shaping the artistic contributions of the Harlem Renaissance of the 1920s.  Unlike other notable black poets of the period – Claude McKay, Jean Toomer, and Countee Cullen – Hughes refused to differentiate between his personal experience and the common experience of black America.  He wanted to tell the stories of his people in ways that reflected their actual culture, including both their suffering and their love of music, laughter, and language itself.


Langston Hughes died of complications from prostate cancer on 22 May 1967 in New York.  In his memory, his residence at 20 East 127th Street in Harlem has been given landmark status by the New York City Preservation Commission, and East 127th Street has been renamed “Langston Hughes Place.”

“A Dream Deferred”
1
What happens to a dream deferred?

Does it dry up

like a raisin in the sun?

Or fester like a sore – 

5
And then run?

Does it stink like rotten meat?

Or crust and sugar over –

like a syrupy sweet?

Maybe it just sags

10
like a heavy load.

Or does it explode?
“Mother to Son”
1
Well, son, I’ll tell you:

Life for me ain’t been no crystal stair.

It’s had tacks in it,

And splinters,

5
And boards torn up,

And places with no carpet on the floor –

Bare.

But all the time

I’se been a-climbin’ on,

10
And reachin’ landin’s,

And turnin’ corners,

And sometimes goin’ in the dark

Where there ain’t been no light.

So boy, don’t you turn back.

15
Don’t you set down on the steps

‘Cause you find it’s kinder hard.

Don’t you fall now –

For I’se still goin’, honey, 

I’se still climbin,

20
And life for me ain’t been no crystal stair.
“The Negro Speaks of Rivers”
1
I’ve known rivers:

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

     flow of human blood in human veins.

My soul has grown deep like the rivers.

5
I bathed in the Euphrates when dawns were young.

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

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

I heard the singing of the Mississippi when Abe Lincoln

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

10
     bosom turn all golden in the sunset.

I’ve known rivers:

Ancient dusky rivers.

My soul has grown deep like the rivers.

“Dream Variations”
1
To fling my arms wide

In some place of the sun,

To whirl and to dance

Till the white day is done.

5
Then rest at cool evening

Beneath a tall tree

While night comes on gently,

Dark like me –

That is my dream!

10
To fling my arms wide

In the face of the sun,

Dance! Whirl! Whirl!

Till the quick day is done.

Rest at pale evening…

15
A tall, slim tree…

Night coming tenderly

Black like me.

ROBERT HAYDEN
Biography


Robert Hayden’s poetry takes up the sobering concern of African American social and political plight; yet his poetry posits race as a means through which one contemplates the expansive possibilities of language, and the transformational power of art.  Hayden’s poetry celebrates human essence.


Born to a struggling couple, Ruth and Asa Sheffey, Hayden was taken in by a foster family, Sue Ellen Westerfield and William Hayden, and grew up in a Detroit ghetto nicknamed “Paradise Valley.”  The Hayden’s perpetually contentious marriage, coupled with Ruth Sheffey’s competition for young Hayden’s affections, made for a traumatic childhood.  Witnessing fights and suffering beatings, Hayden lived in a house fraught with “chronic angers” whose effects would stay with [him] throughout his adulthood.  His childhood traumas resulted in bouts of depression which he later called “my dark nights of the soul.”  He was often ostracized by his peer group for being nearsighted and slight of stature.  As a response both to his household and peers, Hayden read voraciously, developing both ear and eye for transformative qualities in literature.  He attended Detroit City College (Wayne State University), and left in 1936 to work for the Federal Writer’s Project, where he researched black history and folk culture.  Hayden’s research provided him with essential material and reading skills that would fuel much of his artistry.  So too, his work in the theatre helped to develop his sense of dramatic voicing, evident in the polyvocality of “Middle Passage,” one of his best-known works.


After leaving the Federal Writer’s Project in 1938, marrying Erma Morris in 1940, and publishing his first volume, Heart-Shape in the Dust, Hayden enrolled at the University of Michigan in 1941.  In pursuit of a master’s degree, Hayden studied under W. H. Auden, who directed Hayden’s attention to issues of poetic form, technique, and artistic discipline.  After finishing his degree in 1942, then teaching several years at Michigan, Hayden went to Fisk University in 1946, where he remained for twenty-three years, returning to Michigan in 1969 to complete his teaching career.

An artist passionately committed to discipline and craft of poetry, Hayden’s symbolic density emerges from his manipulation of technical detail.  Much of his poetry is highly economical, relying upon compression, understatement, juxtaposition, and montage, which often create highly textured and nuanced irony.  Poems such as “Snow,” “Approximations,” “The Diver,” “The Night-Blooming Cereus,” and “For a Young Artist” demonstrate the pressure Hayden applies to specific words or concise phrases in order to release a range of suggestions and symbolic possibilities.


Hayden’s thematic movement from racial or experiential specificity to fundamental commonality relies heavily upon a symbolic system.  The sordid and oppressive nature of black political life (often represented through the slave trade or the Vietnam War) finds synthesis and resolution in the symbolic realm.  Hayden’s faith as a Baha’i is central as it reinforced his belief in “transcendent humanity,” a spiritual or psychic unity of mankind capable of overcoming divisiveness.


With emotional intensity achieved through technical mastery, Hayden’s poetry renders a world fraught with anguish, yet one gesturing toward liberating possibility.

“Those Winter Sundays”
1
Sundays too my father got up early

and put his clothes on in the blueblack cold,

then with cracked hands that ached

from labor in the weekday weather made

5
banked fires blaze.  No one ever thanked him.

I’d wake and hear the cold splintering, breaking.

When the rooms were warm, he’d call, 

and slowly I would rise and dress, 

fearing the chronic angers of that house,

10
speaking indifferently to him,

who had driven out the cold

and polished my good shoes as well.

What did I know, what did I know

of love’s austere and lonely offices?

“Ice Storm”
1
Unable to sleep, or pray, I stand

by the window looking out

at moonstruck trees a December storm

has bowed with ice.

5
Maple and mountain ash bend

under its glassy weight,

their cracked branches falling upon

the frozen snow.

The trees themselves, as in winters past, 

10
will survive their burdening,

broken thrive.  And am I less to You,

my God, than they?
Double-Bind: Three Women of the Harlem Renaissance   
by Anthony Walton 

The women poets of the Harlem Renaissance faced one of the classic American double-binds: they were black, and they were female, during an epoch when the building of an artistic career for anyone of either of those identities was a considerable challenge. To the general reader, the poetry of the Harlem Renaissance is more than likely embodied in the work of two or three writers: Countee Cullen, Claude McKay, and of course, Langston Hughes; Jean Toomer's beautiful poems from Cane might also be added to that list. But behind these names, and such signal poems as "Incident," "If We Must Die," and "The Negro Speaks of Rivers," lies another body of work that is also worth of study, acclaim, and respect. 

This work includes poems of homespun wit and sophisticated irony; of family, politics, and existential unease; of love, betrayal, and heartache; of racial pride and world-weariness. These poets were, given their true prospects, painfully ambitious. In addition, they carried the burdens of "the race": self-consciously creating a literature for a people only recently out of slavery; not writing anything that could be construed as revealing, embarrassing or humiliating, not only to African Americans as a group and themselves as individuals, nor anything that deviated from the constrained Victorian social patterns in which all women in our culture found themselves living at that time; and, perhaps most crushing of all, being obligated to write in ways that "proved" blacks and black women were as literate and articulate, as capable of education and cultivation, as whites.

These burdens grew out of the expectations of the Renaissance, or the New Negro Movement, as it is also known. As Alain Locke, one of the pioneering theorists of the movement, wrote in his seminal essay "The New Negro," the writers of the Renaissance would join musicians (Duke Ellington and Fletcher Henderson,) actors and dancers (Paul Robeson and Josephine Baker), and visual artists (Aaron Douglas and May Howard Jackson) in educating the world in true African American capability: "The especially cultural recognition that they win should in turn prove the key to that reevaluation of the Negro which must precede or accompany any considerable further benefit of race relationships."

Things did not quite work out that way: the Renaissance, splintering from its own success and losing momentum as white patrons and curiosity seekers moved on to newer fashions, collapsed completely in the face of the Depression. The lives and careers of poets such as Jessie Redmon Fauset, Gwendolyn Bennett, and Georgia Douglas Johnson have, in the history that has been written since, been relegated to the precincts of specialists in African American literature. Yet, in the face of what must have been corrosive psychic costs, in terms of the circumscription of their true ambitions and selves, the achievements of Fauset, Bennett, Johnson, the other women poets of the Harlem Renaissance stand among the most heroic in the twentieth century American poetry.

Jessie Redmon Fauset was born in 1882 in New Jersey. She grew up in Philadelphia and considered herself an O.P. (Old Philadelphian), a term denoting the equivalent of Social Register breeding for African Americans. After graduating Phi Beta Kappa from Cornell in 1905—as one of the first, if not the first, black women to attend that university—she taught French at Washington's Dunbar High School. She received a master's degree in French from the University of Pennsylvania in 1919 and moved to New York that same year. Fauset worked closely with W. E. B. DuBois as literary editor of the NAACP's magazine, The Crisis, and served as editor of another NAACP publication, Brownie's Book, a much-praised children's magazine. 

From her editorial perch, Fauset became a central force in the Renaissance, nurturing and encouraging many young writers. She was instrumental in the development and publication of both Jean Toomer and Langston Hughes, and offered crucial help early in the careers of Arna Bontemps and Countee Cullen. Thought of during her career principally as a novelist, Fauset wrote delicate, if somewhat stiff to modern ears, formally structured verse. In the foreword to her novel The Chinaberry Tree, she defined her goal as to represent the "breathing-spells, in-between spaces where colored men and women work and love." Historian David Levering Lewis concludes that "for honesty and precocity," Jessie Redmon Fauset's influence on the Harlem Renaissance "was probably unequalled. . . . There is no telling what she would have done had she been a man, given her first-rate mind and formidable efficiency at any task."

Fauset's close friend (and sometime rival for the affections of DuBois) was Georgia Douglas Johnson—the only woman of the Harlem Renaissance actually to publish a collection of verse (publishing three between 1918 and 1928). Born in 1880 in Atlanta, Georgia, Johnson attended Atlanta University and went on to study music at the Oberlin Conservatory and the Cleveland College of Music. Her husband, a minor Washington bureaucrat, by most accounts did not think much of her efforts towards a literary career; nonetheless, in the years of her marriage to him she managed to establish herself as a literary presence.

After her husband's death in 1925, Johnson began holding a salon in her Washington home on Saturday nights—an event attended regularly by Jean Toomer, Alain Locke, Jessie Redmon Fauset, Angelina Grimké, and Alice Dunbar Nelson, as well as Langston Hughes and Countee Cullen, all of whom would later describe these literary evenings as important to their development and the nurturing of their projects. Though she was increasingly supportive of others, however, Johnson herself struggled to make a living in the years after her husband's death, and to send their two sons to college. A 1928 newspaper article written about her states that her "great fear was that she would not be able to accomplish her artistic goals, for, although she works incessantly her time is too much taken up with making a living to give very much of it to literary work." She worked a series of jobs—as a librarian, schoolteacher, federal bureaucrat—and applied unsuccessfully for a number of literary grants until late in her life, which male counterparts were far more likely to obtain. She was a prolific writer, also producing drama and music, but worried greatly in her later years about the work she left unfinished.

Her poetry is concerned with themes of romance and racial identity; though her most moving verse, certainly from our perspective today, spoke to issues of female identity and freedom. In one of her best-known poems, "The Heart of a Woman," she writes, "The heart of a woman falls back with the night, / And enters some alien cage in its plight, / And tries to forget it has dreamed of the stars, / While it breaks, breaks, breaks on the sheltering bars."

A regular at Johnson's salon, Gwendolyn Bennett was born in Giddings, Texas in 1902. Raised firmly in the black middle class, she attended Columbia University briefly before graduating from Pratt Institute in 1924. She then became an instructor in design at Howard University, worked as an editor at the African American magazine Opportunity, and was one of the founders of the short-lived but critically important New Negro magazine Fire!! Bennett traveled widely, writing formally controlled, image-rich poems about literary forebears, pan-African solidarity, and the beauty she found in African American people and creativity, something of a novel position at the time.

Married to a doctor, she lived on Long Island and in Harlem, and spent the last years of her life as an antique dealer in Kutztown, Pennsylvania. Bennett's output was tragically slender. She gave up her career as a writer to marry a doctor and never quite got it back to writing. She became an inspiring teacher whose students included the artist Romare Bearden. "I sailed in my dreams ..." begins "Fantasy," one of her poems, and it is both moving and inspiring to think of a woman courageously traveling, seeing, thinking these things—illuminating other possibilities, even if they were not able to be fully lived at that time—a time when black women were trapped in such stereotypes as Mammy domestics or mindless, bobbed flappers dancing at the Cotton Club.

Fauset, Johnson, Bennet, and their New Negro peers Anne Spencer, Marita Bonner, Helene Johnson, Angelina Grimké, and Alice Dunbar-Nelson, among others, presented a vibrant, living image of richly-dimensioned interior lives; of complex, ambivalent emotions towards love, work, and home; nuanced social concern and historical consciousness; the highest degree of education and attention to craft; and a most "un-feminine" (by the standards of the time) desire for notoriety and literary achievement. Much can be made of what their work is not; much more should be made of what it is, given the context of a time when black women held arguably the lowest position in society.

These women would inspire with their example three generations of poets who had a much greater chance to realize their artistic ambitions—most directly Margaret Walker, author of the Yale Prize-winning For My People, and Gwendolyn Brooks, the first African American to receive a Pulitzer Prize; and through them a younger generation of poets more able to completely explore their poetic selves and many of the same tensions and issues, but with access to the wider American poetry establishment, including Toi Derricotte, Thylias Moss, Elizabeth Alexander, and former poet laureate Rita Dove.

Old Black Men
by Georgia Douglas Johnson 

1
They have dreamed as young men dream


     Of glory, love and power;


They have hoped as youth will hope


     Of life’s sun-minted hour.

5
They have seen as other saw


     Their bubbles burst in air,


And they have learned to live it down


     As though they did not care.

The Heart of a Woman   
by Georgia Douglas Johnson 

1
The heart of a woman goes forth with the dawn,


As a lone bird, soft winging, so restlessly on,


Afar o'er life's turrets and vales does it roam


In the wake of those echoes the heart calls home.

5
The heart of a woman falls back with the night,


And enters some alien cage in its plight,


And tries to forget it has dreamed of the stars


While it breaks, breaks, breaks on the sheltering bars.
Black Woman   
by Georgia Douglas Johnson 

1
Don’t knock at the door, little child,


     I cannot let you in,


You know not what a world this is


     Of cruelty and sin.

5
Wait in the still eternity


     Until I come to you,


The world is cruel, cruel, child,


     I cannot let you in!


Don’t knock at my heart, little one,

10
     I cannot bear the pain


Of turning deaf-ear to your call


     Time and time again!


You do not know the monster men


     Inhabiting the earth,

15
Be still, be still, my precious child,


     I must not give you birth!

Dead Fires   
by Jessie Redmon Fauset 

1
If this is peace, this dead and leaden thing,


     Then better far the hateful fret, the sting.


Better the wound forever seeking balm


     Than this gray calm!

5
Is this pain's surcease? Better far the ache,


     The long-drawn dreary day, the night's white wake,


Better the choking sigh, the sobbing breath


     Than passion's death!

La Vie C'est La Vie
by Jessie Redmon Fauset 

1
On summer afternoons I sit


Quiescent by you in the park


And idly watch the sunbeams gild


And tint the ash-trees' bark.

5
Or else I watch the squirrels frisk


And chaffer in the grassy lane;


And all the while I mark your voice


Breaking with love and pain.


I know a woman who would give

10
Her chance of heaven to take my place;


To see the love-light in your eyes,


The love-glow on your face!


And there's a man whose lightest word


Can set my chilly blood afire;

15
Fulfillment of his least behest


Defines my life’s desire.


But he will none of me, nor I


Of you. Nor you of her. 'Tis said


The world is full of jests like these.—

20
I wish that I were dead.

Quatrains
by Gwendolyn Bennett 


1

1
Brushes and paints are all I have


To speak the music in my soul—


While silently there laughs at me


A copper jar beside a pale green bowl.


2

5
How strange that grass should sing—


Grass is so still a thing ...


And strange the swift surprise of snow


So soft it falls and slow.

Sonnet 2
by Gwendolyn Bennett 

1
Some things are very dear to me—


Such things as flowers bathed by rain


Or patterns traced upon the sea


Or crocuses where snow has lain ...

5
the iridescence of a gem,


The moon’s cool opalescent light,


Azaleas and the scent of them,


And honeysuckles in the night.


And many sounds are also dear—

10
Like winds that sing among the trees


Or crickets calling from the weir


Or Negroes humming melodies.


But dearer far than all surmise


Are sudden tear-drops in your eyes.
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