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The Harlem Renaissance & The Jazz Age 

 

Many African Americans who migrated north moved to 
Harlem, a neighborhood on the Upper West Side of New 
York’s Manhattan Island. In the 1920s, Harlem became the 
world’s largest black urban community, with residents from 
the South, the West Indies, Cuba, Puerto Rico, and Haiti. 
James Weldon Johnson described Harlem as the capital of 
black America. 

Harlem is not merely a Negro colony or community, it is a 
city within a city, the greatest Negro city in the world. It is 
not a slum or a fringe, it is located in the heart of Manhattan 
and occupies one of the most beautiful . . . sections of the  

city. . . . It has its own churches, social and civic centers, 
shops, theaters, and other places of amusement. And it 
contains more Negroes to the square mile than any other spot 
on earth.” — James Weldon Johnson in “Harlem: The 
Culture Capital” 

Like many other urban neighborhoods, Harlem suffered 
from overcrowding, unemployment, and poverty. But its 
problems in the 1920s were eclipsed by a flowering of 
creativity called the Harlem Renaissance, a literary and 
artistic movement celebrating African-American culture 
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Above all, the Harlem Renaissance was a literary 
movement led by well-educated, middle-class African 
Americans who expressed a new pride in the African-
American experience. They celebrated their heritage and 
wrote with defiance and poignancy about the trials of being 
black in a white world. W. E. B. Du Bois and James Weldon 
Johnson helped these young talents along, as did the 
Harvard-educated former Rhodes scholar Alain Locke. In 
1925, Locke published The New Negro, a landmark 
collection of literary works by many promising young 
African-American writers.  

Claude McKay, a novelist, poet, and Jamaican 
immigrant, was a major figure whose militant verses urged 
African Americans to resist prejudice and discrimination. His 
poems also expressed the pain of life in the black ghettos and 
the strain of being black in a world dominated by whites.  

Another gifted writer of the time was Jean Toomer. His 
experimental book Cane—a mix of poems and sketches 
about blacks in the North and the South—was among the 
first full-length literary publications of the Harlem 
Renaissance.  

Missouri-born Langston Hughes was the movement’s 
best-known poet. Many of Hughes’s 1920s poems described 
the difficult lives of working-class African Americans. Some 
of his poems moved to the tempo of jazz and the blues. 

In many of her novels, short stories, poems, and books of 
folklore, Zora Neale Hurston portrayed the lives of poor, 
unschooled Southern blacks—in her words, “the greatest 
cultural wealth of the continent.” Much of her work 
celebrated what she called the common person’s art form—
the simple folkways and values of people who had survived 
slavery through their ingenuity and strength.  
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The spirit and talent of the Harlem Renaissance reached 
far beyond the world of AfricanAmerican writers and 
intellectuals. Some observers, including Langston Hughes, 
thought the movement was launched with Shuffle Along, a 
black musical comedy popular in 1921. “It gave just the  

proper push . . . to that Negro vogue of the ‘20s,” he wrote. 
Several songs in Shuffle Along, including “Love Will Find a 
Way,” won popularity among white audiences. The show 
also spotlighted the talents of several black performers, 
including the singers Florence Mills, Josephine Baker, and  



Mabel Mercer 
During the 1920s, African Americans in the performing 

arts won large followings. The tenor Roland Hayes rose to 
stardom as a concert singer, and the singer and actress Ethel 
Waters debuted on Broadway in the musical Africana. Paul 
Robeson, the son of a onetime slave, became a major 
dramatic actor. His performance in Shakespeare’s Othello,  

first in London and later in New York City, was widely 
acclaimed. Subsequently, Robeson struggled with the racism 
he experienced in the United States and the indignities 
inflicted upon him because of his support of the Soviet 
Union and the Communist Party. He took up residence 
abroad, living for a time in England and the Soviet Union. 
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Jazz was born in the early 20th century in New Orleans, 
where musicians blended instrumental ragtime and vocal 
blues into an exuberant new sound. In 1918, Joe “King” 
Oliver and his Creole Jazz Band traveled north to Chicago, 
carrying jazz with them. In 1922, a young trumpet player 
named Louis Armstrong joined Oliver’s group, which 
became known as the Creole Jazz Band. His talent rocketed 
him to stardom in the jazz world. Famous for his astounding 
sense of rhythm and his ability to improvise, Armstrong 
made personal expression a key part of jazz. After two years 
in Chicago, in 1924 he joined Fletcher Henderson’s band, 
then the most important big jazz band in New York City. 
Armstrong went on to become perhaps the most important 
and influential musician in the history of jazz. He often 
talked about his anticipated funeral. 

“They’re going to blow over me. Cats will be coming 
from everywhere to play. I had a beautiful life. When I get to 
the Pearly Gates I’ll play a duet with Gabriel. We’ll play 
‘Sleepy Time Down South.’ He wants to be remembered for 
his music just like I do.” — Louis Armstrong quoted in The 
Negro Almanac 

Jazz quickly spread to such cities as Kansas City, 
Memphis, and New York City, and it became the most 
popular music for dancing. During the 1920s, Harlem pulsed 
to the sounds of jazz, which lured throngs of whites to the 
showy, exotic nightclubs there, including the famed Cotton 
Club. In the late 1920s, Edward Kennedy “Duke” Ellington, 
a jazz pianist and composer, led his ten-piece orchestra at the 
Cotton Club. In a 1925 essay titled “The Negro Spirituals,”  

Alain Locke seemed almost to predict the career of the 
talented Ellington. “Up to the present, the resources of Negro 
music have been tentatively exploited in only one direction at 
a time–melodically here, rhythmically there, harmonically in 
a third direction. A genius that would organize its distinctive 
elements in a formal way would be the musical giant of his 
age.” – Alain Locke, quoted in Afro-American Writing: An 
Anthology of Prose and Poetry 

Through the 1920s and 1930s, Ellington won renown as 
one of America’s greatest composers, with pieces such as 
“Mood Indigo” and “Sophisticated Lady.” Cab Calloway, a 
talented drummer, saxophonist, and singer, formed another 
important jazz orchestra, which played at Harlem’s Savoy 
Ballroom and the Cotton Club, alternating with Duke 
Ellington. Along with Louis Armstrong, Calloway 
popularized “scat,” or improvised jazz singing using sounds 
instead of words. Bessie Smith, a female blues singer, was 
perhaps the outstanding vocalist of the decade. She recorded 
on black oriented labels produced by the major record 
companies. She achieved enormous popularity and in 1927 
became the highest-paid black artist in the world. D The 
Harlem Renaissance represented a portion of the great social 
and cultural changes that swept America in the 1920s. The 
period was characterized by economic prosperity, new ideas, 
changing values, and personal freedom, as well as important 
developments in art, literature, and music. Most of the social 
changes were lasting. The economic boom, however, was 
short-lived. 
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