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Women Authors of the Harlem Renaissance

Perhaps the most influential cultural movements in American history, The Harlem Renaissance brought about change in the African American community and a new kind of enlightenment of what it means to be black in America.  The Harlem Renaissance was an artistic wave of music, visual art, and literature as well as new ideas.  The part that will be examined is the literature of the Harlem Renaissance and the authors.  Even though this project is more about women of the Harlem Renaissance, how it began will be examined.  Zora Neale Hurston and Nellla Larson are the authors in particular, the areas of their will literature is focused on both race and gender as well as sexuality.  A comparison of author Alice Walker will be made, how did her works differ from the works of the women authors of the Harlem Renaissance?

So, what was it like to be black in America, or better yet was it like to be black and a woman in America?  There are a number of black women authors who come from diverse backgrounds.  Some of them grew up in the south while others grew up in the north from middle class households.  How their lives affected their literature will be examined..  However, whenever people talk about the black women authors of the Harlem Renaissance these two in particular come to mind.  There are other black women authors who’ve contributed to creativity and art.

But how did the Harlem Renaissance begin and when did it begin?  The great migration had a significant impact on the Harlem Renaissance as a large numbers of blacks moved away from the south to the north in search of a better life for themselves. 

But before the great migration had it’s impact, there are some events that occurred before the Harlem Renaissance.  The literary roots of the Harlem Renaissance can be traced to the 1890’s and the work of two Ohio writers.  The two men are generally acknowledged by both black and white critics as being the most successful writers before the twentieth century.  In addition to this distinction, the career and the work of Dunbar and Chestnut shed interesting illumination on the Harlem Renaissance. (Winz 48).

However, the first strings of black literary activity that would foreshadow the Harlem Renaissance were evident in the years immediately before and shortly after World War I.  During this period several black writers began publishing work that differed significantly from either Chestnut or the Dunbar traditions in black literature. (Winz 64).


Chestnut and Dunbar published their initial work primarily in white magazines, their initial literary contacts were white writers and editors.  They were not yet part of a literary movement, but their experiences and the direction that they took in their art served as an important prelude to the Harlem Renaissance. (Winz 64).  But at what point did blacks begin to search for a new identity?  The great migration began to gain some momentum.  Blacks began moving to cities such as Chicago, Philadelphia, Detroit, and New York City, this was prior to World War I.

A cultural change experienced by blacks as they left the rural south for economic and social advantages found in the north.  This change led to the breakdown of “Old Negro” and gave rise to the “New Negro”. (Vechten 3).  Black writers , musicians, and painters of the twenties attempted to give artistic expression to the more positives attitudes of self-acceptance  and self-respect.  Which is what the image of the connote.”  (Vetchen 3).  What is the “New Negro?  During the period that the city of Harlem was emerging as a black ghetto, a transformation was also underway in black social and political thought.  It was the consensus of most black intellectuals that a “New Negro” emerged among black youth immediately following World War I. (Winz 30).  As Alain Leory Locke observed in 1926, “the younger generation is vibrant with a new psychology, which has manifested in a shift from social disillusionment to race pride”.  Locke went on to note that this new psychology rejected old stereotypes, of black “aunties, uncles, and mammies” and substituted instead self-respect, self-dependence, and racial unity.  (Winz 30).

One could argue that “New Negro” was both a physical movement as well as a psychological movement.  This was a time of self realization and Alian Locke had a very optimistic of what “The New Negro” is.  He also envisioned “absolute equality” this could have meant that Locke wanted the same rights as that of whites.  But there was debate as to what the term “New Negro” meant.

The term “New Negro and the ideas associated with it did not originate in the 1920’s, the first use of the term seems to have been on June 28, 1895, the Cleveland Gazette editorialized about a new class of blacks with education, class, and money that had arisen since the civil war.  From the moment that this concept originated around the turn of the century there were confliction interpretations about precisely what the term meant. (Winz 31).  During the early years of the decade, writers of the black intelligentsia, who aspired to the image of the “New Negro” were faced with two major difficulties; the absence of an audience for their work and the lack of the means of publication.  In addition, there was disagreement as to how blacks should be portrayed.  Some felt that the lower class stratum of black life should be ignored. (Vechten 3).  While others believed that the life of lower class blacks should be recognized.

Even though there were issues with black authors not having an audience, there were a few liberal journals such as the Atlantic Monthly, Century and a few others.  The possibilities of poetry or fiction were equally discouraging, not because the editors of the major publishing houses were necessarily prejudiced, but because there was not interest among white reading public for the work of unknown black authors.( Vechten 33).  The black audience for literary work, unlike the black market for jazz records, was practically non-existent.

In spite of this, black authors had arisen and several doors began to open up for blacks authors.  After years of failures the Northern Negro press printed a few short stories and poems, mostly by local authors.  The main stimulus for the emergence of Negro literary expression and thus of the Negro Renaissance came through the encouragement offered by two Negro periodicals:  the Crisis and Opportunity.  (Vechten 33).  These were the most widely read and was the most successful and influential magazines.  W.E.B DuBois published in an editorial page of the Crisis on May of 1925 hailed an unprecedented blossoming of black literature in America and pledged the services of his office to its perpetuation. “We shall stress Beauty”, he wrote “all Beauty, but especially the beauty of Negro life and character; its music, its dancing, its drawing and painting, and the new birth of its literature.” (Singleton 31).  Interestingly enough, Dubois complained several years before about how there were too few writers.

Several black authors are know throughout the Harlem Renaissance.  Authors such as Richard Wright.  He is the most famous of the Harlem Renaissance, his novels have an autobiographical feel to them.  His book entitled Black Boy was the story of his youth in the segregated south.  His novel, Native Son had an autobiographical feel to them.  Langston Hughes is also very influential, he published his first work of poetry which also turned out the most famous was The Negro Speaks of Rivers.  His finest essays appeared in the Nation in 1926 which was entitled The Negro Artist and The Racial Mountain.  This essay spoke of black writers who would surrender racial pride in the name of false integration, the essay also spoke of how a black poet would rather be considered a poet instead of a “black poet”.

These works however are more or less the viewpoint of what it was like to be a black man.  But as stated above, women authors have been influential just as much as the famous male authors.  Zora Neale Hurston, as stated above, is possibly the most prolific and well-known woman writer of the Harlem Renaissance.  Born in an all-black, rural town of Eatonville, Florida.  Daughter of John Hurston and Lucy Potts.  (Roses, Randolph 516).

In the novel Their Eyes Were Watching God the character Janie Crawford was a quest to find her own voice.  In parts of the novel Janie was suppressed into being silent so her husband can assert control over her.  However, Janie was also on a quest to find love, thus causing her to choose between her own independence and happiness.  Later Janie uses her silence as her own liberation, by speaking whenever she chooses to speak.  Their Eyes Were Watching God is uniquely written due to Hurston’s use of language and the use of the narrative.  Hurston was also pagan and has implied this in some of her other works.  In the novel entitled Mules and Men there’s lots of implications of voodoo and things of that sort.  Hurston perhaps didn’t talk a lot about sexuality, in Their Eyes Were Watching God where there is a bit of sexuality mentioned, Janie discovered her own sexuality one day when she was lying under a tree and she saw two bees mating with each other, she realizes her own sexuality.  She even acts on them by kissing a young boy.

Hurston wasn’t the only woman writer of the Harlem Renaissance another well known author was Nella Larsen.  Her background was very different from that of Hurston.  Born in Chicago on April 13, 1891 from a Scandinavian family Larsen’s literary career was fairly scant, however she was influential.  her family wanted her to have the best education growing up.  She did receive a decent amount of education and later on became a graduate of the Lincoln Hospital School of Nursing, Class of 1915, and severed as an assistant superintendent of nurses of her school for one year.  (Larson 56).  In 1918, she had returned to New York, where she worked for the city health department.   The exact date when Larsen decided to give up nursing, for a career related to books and writing is unknown.  (Larsen 56).

In 1919 Larsen married Dr. Elmen S. Imes, a noted physicist, and became a socialite wife, a role that introduced her to some the most celebrated figures of the Harlem literary scene.  Larsen has been described as a modern woman who smokes, and wears her dresses short, and does not believe in religion, churches and the like.  (Roses, Randolph 518).  In 1921, Larsen changed careers.  She quit her job as a nurse and working as a librarian.  New York Public Library indicated that worked in this capacity fro September 15, 1925, until January 1, 1926, most of this time at the 135th street branch library in Harlem.  (Larsen 57).  Larsen was also someone who felt that people of artistic type have a definite chance to help solve the race problem.  (Larsen 68).  

Her writings reflected racial identity and gender, and not surprisingly, sexuality.  Her novel Quicksand is the story of an educated black woman’s inability to find her niche in the world.  The scope of her search is international (traveling through Europe and America) and exacerbated by the fact that Helga Crane (the main character) is a product not only of the middle class but of a biracial marriage a so-called mulatto.  (Larsen 68).  Quicksand was written at the height of the Harlem Renaissance, this novel explores the possibilities of being black and female simultaneously.  It examines the discourse of blackness as it functions in conjunction and at cross-purposes with the discourse of womanhood.  (Favor 81).

Black women writers have been dismissed by black literary critics until they were rediscovered by feminist.  (Gates 34).  Hurston’s novel Their Eyes Were Watching God was declared by Richard Wright to be a novel that carried “no theme, no message, and no thought.” And during the thirty years that Wright dominated the black literary scene, Hurston’s novel was out of print.  (Gates 35).  

Perhaps one of the most illuminating themes in black women’s writings is that the black woman is seen as a suppressed artist.  A theme that occurs with such frequency in this literature that it surely provides great insight in the lives of black women.  Alice Walker’s essay In Search of Our Mothers Gardens:  The Creativity of Black Women in the South.  Which defines personal, historical, and literary terms the ways in which black women have been denied expression.  (Washington p. 24).  This may have been a factor for black women authors of the Harlem Renaissance.  Alice Walker’s in some ways wasn’t all that different from the writings of Hurson and Larsen.  Here works however, do reflect race, gender , and sexuality as well.  Alice Walker was born on February 9, 1944 and her writings include essays, short stories, and poems.  She has won the O Henry Award for her story Kindred Spirits and she is a political activist for the environment, she is a feminist, and she has spoken out against Female Genital Mutilation (FGM).  Walker is also known for the rediscovery of Zora Neale Hurston.(Wikipedia p 1of 1).  So how did she incorporate the issues stated above in her works?

Her most controversial novel, The Color Purple is also one of her best works.  The main character, Celie struggles toward linguistic self-definition.  She is an “invisible woman” a character traditionally silenced and effected in fiction; and by centering on her, Walker re-plots the heroine’s text  (Abbandonato p. 1106).  Just like Hurston novel, Their Eyes Were Watching God, the character is on a quest to find her voice.  The reason as to why Walker’s novel was so controversial; was because of the subject matter of The Color Purple includes rape, incest, rape, wife-beating, adultery, hints of lesbianism, drugs, alcoholism, African tribal customs (which would seem barbaric in our society), and murder.  (Worthington p. 48).

Specific words in the novel are bold as the black experience, introducing indelicate language as a modern-day reality among the oppressed.  The grammar of the narrator, Celie, is substandard.  Her incorrect subject-verb agreement, spelling, and phrasing may create an outrage among censors who students to read only correct grammar.  (Worthington 48).  There was much appreciation for the way The Color Purple was written, it was written in letter form and this is said to be out of date.

The censorship of the subject matter (rape, incest, etc.) will easily inflame censors.  The main character Celie is left alone with her so-called pa and while her mother is gone?  Celie can only tell God in her letter.
She went to visit her sister doctor over Macon.  Left me to see after others.

He never had a kine word to say to me.  Just say You gonna do what your mammy wouldn’t Firs he put his thing up gainst my hip and sort of wiggle it around.  Then he grab hold of my titties.  Then he push his thing inside my pussy.  When that hurt, I cry.  He start to choke me, saying You better shut up and git used to it.
Not only is rape written about, but so is incest.  Celie has two children by her so-called pa, and both her girl and boy disappear from her.  Ceile for some reason seems to feel that her pa murdered them out in the woods.  (Worthington 49).  There is censorship of specific words and spoken and written words reflect the background and education, and the spirit of a person.  Of course in The Color Purple the language reflects the education and background of Celie who is an oppressed woman.  The language is not middle-class white, the words just spill out the on the page just as they spit out of the speaking spirits.  (Worthington p. 50)

Walker wasn’t sprinkling Celie’s letters with spiced up profanity to sell books.  Instead, she insists that the words come from the black experience at the moment-of-experiencing.  If human beings have been mistreated, the language reflects it.  (Worthington p. 50).  Finally the issue with sexuality, Celie has pointed in the novel that she was afraid of men,  “I don’t even look at mens, they scare me.  I look at womens, they don’t scare me.”  (Worthington p. 50).  The issues with lesbianism would easily cause controversy.  Celie meets a woman named Shug Avery in the novel, and in some ways Celie has a fascination with her.  She even admitted to herself that she liked looking at Shug.  Other hints that may reveal Celie’s interest in women or just Shug is when she says that is also scares when she sees an erected penis.  However, The Color Purple really shows black men in a negative light.  Celie was first oppressed by her so-called and then suddenly she is oppressed by her husband.

Walker seems to have taken us into a new light of black women’s writing.  In comparison to several stories of the Harlem Renaissance, it seems that much of their writings (Hurston and Larsen) had more of a feel of black women finding their own voices.  There doesn’t seem to be any details about the idea of being oppressed.  The issue with sexaulity
