The Harlem Renaissance
A Bridge Reading · Track B
U.S. History · Period 7 (1890–1945) · fills a gap the playlist skips

Why this reading is in your path.  No video in this period covers it, and that is a real gap — because the Great Migration did not only move workers north. In a few blocks of Manhattan, it produced the greatest flowering of Black art the country had yet seen, and changed American culture for good.
The New Negro
By the 1920s, Harlem had become the capital of Black America — the destination of thousands who had come north in the Great Migration. Out of that gathering came a new spirit. In 1925 the scholar Alain Locke named it in an anthology called The New Negro: a generation that refused the old posture of subservience and claimed the full right to speak, to create, and to be seen on its own terms. It was pride, self-definition, and a demand for dignity, expressed through art.
The art
The writing came first and fast. Langston Hughes set the rhythms of jazz and the lives of ordinary Black people into poetry; Zora Neale Hurston gathered the folklore and voices of the rural South; Claude McKay and Countee Cullen gave the movement its fire and polish. And the music — jazz and blues — became the defining American sound, carried by Duke Ellington, Louis Armstrong, and Bessie Smith. The work made an argument simply by existing: that Black experience was worthy of the highest art.
The contradictions
The glamour had a double edge. White audiences poured uptown for the nightlife, but Harlem's most famous venue, the Cotton Club, hired Black performers to entertain whites-only crowds. Black artists often depended on white patrons, whose money came with expectations. And alongside the Renaissance ran a very different answer to the same conditions: Marcus Garvey's movement preached Black pride, economic self-reliance, and a return to Africa, drawing millions before Garvey's fall. The Renaissance itself faded with the Depression — but the voices it launched, and the sound it made America's own, never went away.

Questions to Sit With
1. Alain Locke called this generation "the New Negro." From the reading, what was new about them — what were they refusing, and what were they claiming?
1. The Cotton Club featured Black performers for whites-only audiences. How does that single fact capture the contradictions of the Harlem Renaissance?
1. Garvey's movement and the Renaissance were two answers to the same conditions. How were their answers different?
Where This Connects
1. Back to the Great Migration. Harlem filled with talent because the South emptied of people — this movement is the migration's cultural fruit.
1. Back to the music. The jazz that scandalized traditional America in the last reading is, here, the center of a renaissance.
1. Walk it: the supplement “A Walk Through Virtual Harlem” lets you move through these very streets and hear Ethel Waters sing at the Cotton Club.
1. Look ahead: a straight line runs from “the New Negro” to the Civil Rights movement you will meet in the next period.
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