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To all the women, from all walks of life,
breaking down barriers to opportunity









Introduction


KATE DOSSETT





If any have a song to sing


That’s different from the rest,


Oh let them sing


‘To Usward’, Gwendolyn Bennett





Gwendolyn Bennett stands ready, waiting to deliver her glorious call to song. The night is 21 March 1924, the venue, the Civic Club in New York City, and the occasion, a party Bennett has organized with Regina Andrews to celebrate the publication of Jessie Fauset’s first novel, There is Confusion. Initiated by and for women creatives, nevertheless the evening would come to be remembered as the party that launched the literary careers of a ‘younger group’ of male writers. Hosted by Charles S. Johnson, editor of the journal Opportunity, with Howard University professor Alain Locke serving as toast-master, the conversations that took place that night between Black creatives and white publishing houses led to a special ‘Black’ edition of the magazine Survey Graphic (March 1925), expanded to a book-length collection, The New Negro, which was published later the same year. Edited by Locke, these anthologies have come to define the Harlem Renaissance, featuring poems, essays, short fiction and artwork by some of the movement’s shining stars: Langston Hughes, Claude McKay, Zora Neale Hurston and Jean Toomer. However, the two volumes capture only a partial view of debates about race, gender and sexuality that animated the Harlem Renaissance. One reason for this is that women are poorly represented across the two publications: just four of the twenty-four contributors to Survey Graphic, and eight of the forty authors featured in The New Negro are women. Anthologies are important in determining who gets remembered, whose ideas matter and how we understand our pasts. They are part of a broader knowledge-producing industry in America, one long controlled by white and usually male Americans. Anthologies confer legitimacy on certain writers while excluding others. They record what a particular group of editors, scholars and publishers thought worth preserving at a particular moment in time and who had the power to make these decisions. As such, they are always contested terrain, for they exist alongside multiple alternative versions that never made it into print.


This anthology of poems and short stories celebrates a different version of the Harlem Renaissance, one that begins with and is sustained by the work of Black women. As artists, poets, playwrights, singers, composers, essayists and activists, women understood themselves to be at the heart of the movement we now call the Harlem Renaissance. Concentrated in but not limited to the neighbourhood of Harlem in upper Manhattan, contemporaries often referred to the increased opportunities for publication, exhibition and performance as the ‘New Negro’ movement. Not only in New York but in Boston, Chicago and Washington DC, Black artists, writers, musicians and activists explored new ways of expressing their experiences of race, gender and sexuality in modern America. Later, scholars debated when the movement began, and when it came to an end. Many agree it grew in strength through the late 1910s, developed in purpose and possibility through the 1920s and should be extended to include the 1930s. While the thirties have long been viewed as after the peak of the Renaissance, these were the years when many women finally were able to find publishers for their novels and space to exhibit their artwork.


The Harlem Renaissance was a movement that was intimately connected to the expansion of the commercial music industry. The Jazz Age offered unprecedented opportunities for Black musicians to perform in live venues across the United States, before segregated and sometimes mixed audiences. Meanwhile millions of Americans gathered around gramophones in their homes and communal spaces, where they could play over and again the records that captured the powerful voices of Bessie Smith and Ma Rainey. Whether as blues singers, writers or artists, women did not experience access to these new platforms on the same terms as men and the rewards were seldom distributed equally. The very networks and systems that supported artistic production by men often held back the careers of women: lousy recording contracts, fewer opportunities for publication and to win prizes, fellowships and grants. Then there was the hard-to-quantify, but often devastating, assortment of slights and oversights: the invitations that never arrived, the reviews not written, all of which made it more difficult for women to sustain careers as writers and artists.


Black women’s writing did not begin with the Harlem Renaissance. African American women have always expressed their desires, narrated their histories and articulated their vision for a better world through a variety of oral, visual and written forms. However, it was in the first decades of the twentieth century that Black women were increasingly able to access and create new platforms from which their voices could be heard. The mass migration of African Americans from the rural South towards urban centres in the North and West reached its peak in the 1920s and 1930s. Determined to find a more meaningful freedom than that offered by sharecropping and segregation, and in resistance to the white mob violence that denied Black men their constitutional right to vote and Black women their sexual autonomy, many Black southerners looked for liberty in the cities of the North. Black women and men migrated in significant numbers to Chicago, New York City, Philadelphia, Detroit and Pittsburgh. As in the South, domestic service remained one of the primary avenues of employment for Black women migrating to northern cities. However, the labour shortages created when the US government drafted men to fight in World War I opened up more lucrative jobs in factories, in the garment industry, as well as in nursing, social work and education. Black women also found employment in the burgeoning entertainment and nightlife industries that sprang up in many northern cities. With new opportunities to spend leisure time and money away from the ties of home and oppressive southern race relations, women embraced and helped birth an awakening of Black expressive culture. In clubs, church halls, concert venues, bars and theatres, female artists sought to redefine how they were seen and heard. Blues singers sang about same-sex desire and domestic violence; theatre makers dramatized Black women’s experiences of lynching and motherhood; writers gave voice to intersectional experiences, captured brilliantly in Marita Bonner’s 1925 essay ‘On Being Young—A Woman—And Colored’.


Black urban neighbourhoods were also enriched by broader demographic patterns shaping American cities in the early decades of the twentieth century. Driven by crippling poverty at home, growing kinship networks and employment opportunities in the United States, Caribbean immigrants were attracted to all the major cities of the Atlantic seaboard, and especially New York City. In 1930, 65 per cent of the foreign-born Black population of the United States lived in New York City, where they constituted 16.7 per cent of all Black residents. Coming from Black-majority countries, Caribbean-born activists brought to the city new ideas and perspectives on how to defeat global white supremacy, whether in Jim Crow America or the powerful European empires in Africa and Asia. Preaching ‘Race First’, activists such as Amy Jacques Garvey and her husband Marcus Garvey, who led the Universal Negro Improvement Association (UNIA), the largest mass Black movement in US history, were part of a global pan-African movement that spurred new forms of Black cultural expression. Overlapping with and extending the themes of the American Harlem Renaissance was the Négritude movement, a literary and political movement developed by Francophone African and Caribbean Black intellectuals living in Paris who would later become influential figures in ending colonial governments in Africa. Black women writing during the Harlem Renaissance frequently penned poems expressing solidarity with peoples of African descent across the globe. Many were published in the leading Black nationalist paper of the day, the UNIA’s Negro World, which Amy Ashwood Garvey (Marcus Garvey’s first wife) set up with her husband in New York City in 1917. However, the poems of Carrie Williams Clifford published in this anthology remind us that women had been writing odes to Black solidarity before the Jamaican Garveys came to Harlem. Clifford published two collections of poems (Race Rhymes, 1911, and The Widening Light, 1922) expressing the determination of Black Americans to fight for their rights at home and abroad. Published ten years apart and included in this collection, ‘Silent Protest Parade’ and ‘We’ll Die for Liberty’ capture a sense of common purpose and dignity held close by those fighting for Black freedom across the globe.


Connecting to a global Black community was a prominent theme of a movement whose famous sons travelled across the African diaspora. Claude McKay and Langston Hughes explored how race was made in Europe and Africa, documenting their international adventures in memoirs and drawing on their experiences in their poetry and fiction. The experience of global travel was not available to most women writers: caring and financial responsibilities often kept them closer to home. Jessie Fauset and Gwendolyn Bennett were two who did travel and write about their time abroad studying in Paris; others made connections through pan-Africanist and clubwomen’s networks, hosting women from across the diaspora and expanding their vision of global Black solidarity. Whether or not they travelled abroad, the desire to break free from the ‘narrowest nest’ is a recurring theme in women’s writing, as we see in this anthology. Georgia Douglas Johnson’s narrator in the poem ‘Your World’ yearns ‘To travel this immensity’. For Jessie Fauset’s heroine in ‘The Sleeper Wakes’, a bigger life requires leaving behind her loving adopted Black family in Trenton, New Jersey, and reinventing herself with a white identity in New York City.


Escape, especially from the burdens of Black parenthood, is a prominent theme in women’s writing. Angelina Weld Grimké’s drama Rachel (1916) is perhaps the best-known example of a Black feminist writer articulating the horror of bringing Black children into a world that would dehumanize them, but women explore the cost of motherhood in poems and short fiction too. In Johnson’s ‘Motherhood’ (initially published in The Crisis magazine and later included in her self-published collection Bronze, under the more inclusive title, ‘Black Woman’) the narrator tells her imagined future child ‘Don’t knock at my heart, little one, / I cannot bear the pain’. The ‘monster men’ she describes here haunt the poems and short fiction produced by other Harlem Renaissance writers featured in this anthology: the white lynch mob, the white sheriff, the white youth whose attraction to and fear of Black men cannot be spoken. Against these spectres Black parents are often powerless. In the stories ‘Nothing New’ (Marita Bonner) and ‘Sanctuary’ (Nella Larsen), and the poem ‘An Apostrophe to the Lynched’ (Lelia Amos Pendleton), the author explores the dangers which haunt the journey from childhood to maturity, especially for Black men.


Across the collection we see a desire to represent Black women’s voices by attending to their actual words. Many of the stories by women published in The Crisis and Opportunity employ rural folk dialect. The scholar June Jordan has argued that the articulation of Black English is an important part of preserving Black culture and history, a theme brilliantly on show in Pendleton’s ‘The Foolish and the Wise’. Female relationships also feature prominently in women’s writing, including the differing experiences of white and Black women, as well as the sometimes-difficult relationships between mothers and their daughters, a generation or more removed from slavery. Women admiring women’s bodies and the desire for beauty is featured in women’s verse, captured here in ‘Heritage’, Bennett’s sensuous celebration of Black girlhood in the opening poem of the collection.


This volume offers a glimpse of the breadth and diversity of women’s writing during the Renaissance. Although their work was often excluded from anthologies produced at the time, we are able to access it now because of the brilliant recovery work of Black feminist scholars over the last fifty years, as well as the labour of women editors and writers who promoted and published each other’s work in Black-led journals and magazines during the Renaissance. Many of the pieces that appear in this collection were first published in Black-led journals, including Opportunity, The Crisis and Colored American magazine, where women took on major editorial roles and used their power to increase the visibility of and audience for women’s writing. Judith Musser, who has edited two anthologies of women’s writing published in Harlem Renaissance periodicals, estimates that 135 short stories by African American women were published in Opportunity and The Crisis between 1923 and 1948, with women making up close to 50 per cent of all short stories published across the two journals. Women were also well represented as poets. Of the 624 poems published across the two journals between 1918 and 1931 where gender can be identified, the literary and women’s studies scholar Maureen Honey calculates that 277 were by women. Republishing women’s short-form fiction and poetry from these journals and from women’s self-published collections offers us a different lens through which to view this vibrant moment in Black letters and its legacy for American culture today.


To return to Gwendolyn Bennett, poised to deliver her new poem at the Civic Club. She has to wait until the very end, until all the other speakers are introduced, and after Fauset has finally been allowed to say a few words. Eventually the platform is hers. She uses it to celebrate those with songs to sing that are ‘different from the rest’. This ode to Black creative possibility she dedicates to Fauset, who will publish it in the next edition of The Crisis (May 1924). The networks, creativity and ambition of Black women writers in the Harlem Renaissance helped them endure rejection, find alternative avenues to publication and keep on keeping on. Their struggle and achievements inspire a new generation of Black women artists to sing from a larger stage and paint from a broader canvas. Amanda Gorman, America’s first National Youth Poet Laureate, celebrated this legacy when she delivered The Hill We Climb at the inauguration of the forty-sixth American president and of the first woman and first person of colour to the office of vice president in January 2021. Like the work collected here, Gorman’s poem reminds us of her nation’s flawed past and uncertain future; but hers is also a poem of hope, one built on firm foundations and a confidence that the freedom dreams of Black women can make change happen, ‘if only we’re brave enough to see it’.









GWENDOLYN B. BENNETT



Heritage




I want to see the slim palm-trees,


Pulling at the clouds


With little pointed fingers . . .







I want to see lithe Negro girls


Etched dark against the sky


While sunset lingers.







I want to hear the silent sands,


Singing to the moon


Before the Sphinx-still face . . .







I want to hear the chanting


Around a heathen fire


Of a strange black race.







I want to breathe the Lotus flow’r,


Sighing to the stars


With tendrils drinking at the Nile . . .







I want to feel the surging


Of my sad people’s soul,


Hidden by a minstrel-smile.




First published in the journal


Opportunity (December 1923)















ALICE DUNBAR-NELSON



Summer Session


“You were flirting with him!”


“I was not. I don’t know how to flirt.”


“So you say, but you can put up a pretty good imitation.”


“You’re mistaken.”


“I am not. And a man you never saw before in your life. And a common taxi driver.”


“He’s not a common taxi driver.”


“How do you know?”


“I just know.”


“Strange exchange of intimacies for the first meeting.”


“I tell you—”


“Shut up!”


“I won’t shut up, and don’t you dare tell me that again!”


There was a warning note in her usually gentle voice; an ominous tightening of her soft lips; a steely glint in her violet eyes. Logan heeded the warning and sat in grim silence, while Elise ground gears and otherwise mishandled her little car through the snarled traffic of Amsterdam Avenue.


“You told me 114th Street, and I waited for you there for a half hour, and I got jammed in the traffic and things went wrong, and this young man got out of his taxi, and straightened me out. And while I waited for you he just stayed and talked.”


“To your delight.”


“What was I to do? Push him away from the running board? I was standing still, and I couldn’t drive away since I was waiting for you.”


“I told you 115th Street, and there I stood on the corner in the broiling sun for a half hour, while you were carrying on a flirtation with a taxi driver, until I walked back, thinking you might have had an accident.”


“Don’t you say flirtation to me again. You said 114th Street. You never speak plain over the telephone anyhow.”


“Anything else wrong with me since you’ve met your new friend—The Taxi Adonis?”


Elise brought the car to a grinding, screeching pause in front of the movie house which was their objective. They sat through the two hours of feature and news and cartoons and comedy and prevues in stony silence. They ate a grim meal together in the usual cafeteria, and she set him down at the men’s dormitory of the university in the same polite and frigid silence. Logan glanced at her now and then just a trifle apprehensively. He had never seen just this trace of hardness in her, like the glint of unexpected steel beneath soft chiffon. But his manly dignity would not permit him to unbend. He answered her cold good-night with one as cold, and for the first time in that summer session, during which they had grown to know and like one another, they parted without making a future date.


He waited for her next day at luncheon hour, as she came from her class with a half dozen other chattering summer-school teacher-students. His manner was graciously condescending.


“Shall we have luncheon together?” Lordly and superior as usual.


She flashed her usual violet-eyed smile of delight, but he felt, rather than saw, that the smile did not quite reach the eyes; that the violets were touched as by premature frost.


“What I can’t quite understand,” he pursued, after he had brought her tray, deftly removed the salad, tea, and crackers, and placed the tray behind the next chair, “is, if you are skillful enough to drive from Portland, Maine, to New York alone and without disaster, how you can get mixed up in a mere traffic jam on Amsterdam Avenue, and have to have a taxi driver get you out.”


Elise’s brows went up at the awkward English, so at variance with his usual meticulous and precise phrasing, and a haunting query clouded her eyes. Logan quenched an embarrassed “Hem” in iced tea.


“I did not drive from Portland,” was her final response. “I came from my own town, twenty-seven miles beyond Portland.”


There was no particular reason for Elise’s driving down Amsterdam Avenue after classes that afternoon, but she did and a friendly red light brought her to a halt at 114th Street. Adonis—Logan’s sneering cognomen stuck in her mind, and she realized with a guilty start how ruggedly applicable it was—stuck his face in her car window. Poppies suffused her cheeks and dewey violets swam in a sea of flame.


“All right?” he queried.


“Quite, thank you.” The light was happily yellow, and she meshed her gears.


“What’s the hurry?” He put a protesting hand on the wheel.


“I have an engagement!” She sped away frantically. Adonis whistled at the wabbling career of her little coupé down the street.


She saw him just ahead of her in the cafeteria line next evening at dinner time. She reached for her tray with hands that insisted upon trembling, though she shook them angrily. He smiled daringly back at her. He was even handsomer out of his taxi uniform than in it, and the absence of the cap revealed crisp auburn curls of undoubted pugnaciousness.


“You get a seat, I’ll bring your dinner.”


“But I—”


“Go on—”


There was a difference between Adonis’ ordering of her movements and that of Logan’s. A sureness of merry audacity against prim didacticism. She sat at a window table and meekly arranged silver napkins.


“But I could never eat all that,” she protested at the tray. “Beef and potatoes and—and—all that food.”


“I knew that’s what’s the trouble—diet of salads and iced tea and crackers, mentally, spiritually, physically.”


Elise ate roast beef and corn on the cob and pie à la mode and laughed at Adonis’ jokes, and his whimsical descriptions of man and his appetites. Over their cigarettes she chuckled at his deft characterizations of their fellow diners.


“Eat hay and think hay,” he was saying, “thin diets and thin souls. You need a red-blooded chap like me to make you eat food, put flesh on your bones and reconstruct your thinking from New England inhibitions to New York acceptance and enjoyment of life.”


Elise’s world rocked. School principals used muddled English. Taxi drivers talked like college professors.


Adonis paused and regarded something on his shoulder as if it were a tarantula. Logan’s hand quivered in rage, and veins stood up on its pallor “like long blue whips,” Elise found herself thinking.


“Aren’t you taking a lot of liberties with a young lady to whom you’ve not been introduced?” snarled the owner of pallor and veins.


Adonis brushed off the hand and the remark with a careless gesture. He arose and bowed elaborately. “Miss Stone and I have been introduced, thank you, by ourselves—and you?”


Elise looked perilously near tears, “Oh, er—Logan—Mr. Long—this is—er—Mr. McShane.”


Logan looked stonily through Adonis, “I don’t accept introductions to taxi drivers, even if you do eat with them, Elise.”


“Oh, please—” she began.


“That’s all right,” Adonis gathered up the checks. “Just let me settle this with the cashier, and then if you don’t mind, we’ll go outside, and settle the physical difference between a taxi driver and—” He did not finish the sentence, but the sinister drawl and contemptuous pause made Elise’s scalp prickle with shame for Logan.


“You would suggest a common brawl; quite true to type. I hope, Elise, you have seen enough of such ruffianly conduct to be satisfied.”


“Quite the contrary,” she answered cooly, “I am going out with Mr. McShane in his taxi.” It was pure spite, and she had a sinking feeling that she might not be wanted.


“Terry to you,” he retorted, “and let’s be going. We’ve got a busy evening before us.”


Logan was beside them on the sidewalk, blocking the way to the taxi parked at the curb.


“Elise, don’t be a fool.” He grasped her arm and wrenched it, so that she gave an involuntary cry of pain. Terence McShane’s next three moves were so violently consecutive as to seem simultaneous. His right hand caught Logan neatly on the point of the chin, so that he went down with amazing swiftness; his left encircled Elise’s waist and lifted her into the taxi, and both hands swung the machine with a roar and sputter in the general direction of the Washington bridge.


“But you’re losing fares,” Elise protested.


“Nonsense. If you can stand this bumpety-bump, what’s the dif?”


“It’s entrancing,” she murmured at the river, the sky, the stars, the electric signs on the Jersey shore, at Terry’s hatless curls.


“Police call,” the radio protested, “calling all police cars. Look out for taxi license Y327D. Driver abducted summer school student. Watch for taxi. Arrest driver. Kidnapping charge.”


From their leafy shelter, where somehow the taxi had parked itself—neither could have told when or how it stopped under those particularly umbrageous trees, they stared at the radio’s accusing dial.


“Well, I’ll be—” Terry swore softly. “What do you think of that worm putting in such a charge at headquarters?”


“Oh, Terry, you’ll be arrested and put in jail!”


“Will you go to jail with me?”


“You know I will—oh, what am I saying?”


“Words of wisdom, me darlin’. Let’s go. Anyhow I’m glad we didn’t cross the bridge and get into Jersey.”


Through circuitous ways and dark streets, avoiding police, taxis, inquisitive small boys and reporters on the loose, they drew up in front of police headquarters.


Elise sat demurely on a bench, and began to repair damages to her hair, complexion, and neck frills. The little pocket mirror wavered ever so slightly as Logan stood accusingly in front of her, but her eyes did not leave the scrutiny of their mirrored counterpart.


“A pretty mess you’ve made of your life and reputation,” he thundered. “Your chances for any position in my school are gone.”


Elise put back a refractory curl behind her ear, then tried it out on her cheek again, surveying it critically in the mirror.


“Won’t you recommend me for a job, Mr. Principal, after I’ve studied so hard all summer?”


Terry’s gales of unrestrained mirth at the desk made them both look up in amazement. Laughter rocked the walls of the station house, rolled out into the summer street. Captain and Sergeant and Lieutenant and just plain officers roared lustily, all save one quiet plainclothes man, who laid an iron grip on Logan’s arm.


“Terence McShane, you were always the best detective in the city,” roared the Captain. “And you made him bring himself right into our outstretched arms.”


The iron grip on Logan’s arm terminated into steel bracelets.


“Okeh, Longjim Webb, alias Prof. Logan Long, the school principal, looking the summer students over for teaching material in his consolidated upstate school, we’ll give you a chance in the Big House to meditate on the law against white slavery.”


“Your zeal to corral this particular choice bit of femininity made you throw caution to the winds,” suggested Detective Terrence McShane.


Incredulity, disgust, anger swept the violet eyes. Elise flared into Terry’s face.


“You—you—pretending to be a taxi driver. You just used me for a decoy,” she raged.


Terry held her protesting hands tight as he whispered below the hubbub of Logan’s protestations,


“Never a bit of it, my dear. I loved you the first day you stalled your car in the thick of things on 125th Street, before you even saw me, and I got in the habit of following you around while I was impersonating a taxi driver, to get a chance to know you. Then when I found this—” a wave towards the still-voluble Logan—“had marked you for another one of his prey—well you don’t mind if I combined a bit of business with my pleasure?”


Elise’s faint “No” was visible, rather than audible.


“It’s all right then? Shall it be beefsteak for two?”


“Yes.”


“And you won’t take back what you promised up there on the Drive?”


“How can I,” she laughed, “when my middle name is McBride?”


Unpublished (c. 1928–1932)









ELOISE BIBB THOMPSON



Gerarda




The day is o’er and twilight’s shade,
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