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“When The Negro Was In Vogue” reads one of the paragraph titles in Langston Hughes’ 

biography The Big Sea published in 1940 (175). The paragraph title refers to the Harlem 

Renaissance period which represented the artistic explosion of African-American culture 

during the 1920s in Harlem, New York. Despite the period being dubbed the Harlem 

Renaissance, the explosion of African-American culture happened on a grand scale and 

spread to multiple North-eastern cities in the United States. A main reason for this spread is 

often attributed to the Great Migration during which African-Americans from the Southern 

States migrated to the Northern States for work opportunities and to escape racial 

discrimination in the South (Grossman 1-3). Also, the growing economic prosperity during 

the 1920s, or the so-called Roaring Twenties, greatly boosted artistic and cultural activity. 

Thus, the increasing influx of African-Americans into north-eastern cities together with 

growing economic prosperity stimulated the Harlem Renaissance movement to grow and 

expand. During this period, the voice of the African-American became heard in American 

society. Moreover, a foundation was established for African-Americans to identify themselves 

with traits of their unique culture as they now had access to writings from prominent writers 

of their own race. However, while African-Americans could now express themselves more 

freely, they were still largely dependent on white patrons for the publication of their arts. In 

this essay I will argue that while the Harlem Renaissance proved to be a period during which 

the African-American voice became heard, it was also a period during which this African-

American voice was still severely limited as African-Americans were largely dependent on 

white patrons in order to publish their arts. However, despite their dependency they still 

managed to find ways to explore and expand their limited freedom through masking their 

direct frustrations with American society while still outing such frustrations indirectly. Firstly, 

I will provide historical background information on the Harlem Renaissance movement and 

the relationship between artists, patrons and audiences during that time. Then, I will provide 
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close readings of three poems written by prominent African-American poets and identify 

some key aspects of the linguistic play used, identifying themes such as the “mask” and 

“double-consciousness.”  

 The Harlem Renaissance movement was promising since it could also advocate the 

black cause for equality. Specifically the artistic playgrounds provided African-Americans a 

variety of mediums through which they could express black culture and state their claim to 

equal treatment. Moreover, African-Americans could reinvent their identity by transforming 

negative connotations, given to them as former slaves, into an independent and thriving “new” 

identity. This transformation of identity was reinforced by the term “New Negro,” a term 

which appeared on a Survey Graphic magazine cover in 1925. Alain Locke, leading 

philosopher of the Harlem Renaissance, was one of the editors of this edition of the Survey 

Graphic. Locke wrote a chapter titled, “Enter the New Negro,” in which Locke described how 

African-Americans were attempting to transform their original identity created by slavery and 

oppression. Locke wrote, “The Old Negro had long become more of a myth than a man . . . 

for generations in the mind of America, the Negro has been more of a formula than a human 

being” (631). With these phrases Locke meant that the existing identity of the African-

American was not truly theirs, it was constructed by mostly white perspectives from the past. 

Now, with increased artistic freedom and support in the Northern States, African-Americans 

could finally start to construct their own identity according to their personal experiences of 

being black. However, this newly found freedom turned out to be very limited. 

 During the Harlem Renaissance, black artists were largely dependent on white patrons 

and audiences for the publication of their arts. Of course, there were exceptions of wealthy 

African-Americans who could publish independently, however, most black artists were 

dependent on whites for publication. Because of racial discrimination and prejudice, African-

Americans still occupied mostly low-wage jobs, which meant that the amount of middle- and 
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upper-class African-Americans was relatively small (Grossman 3). After all, it was the 

middle- and upper-classes who could afford entertainment and thus provide artists with their 

income. Moreover, as black artistry only started to flourish now, their connections within the 

established artistic circles were still undeveloped. Before the Harlem Renaissance most 

publications of arts were by white men in particular, as a result, whites dominated the artistic 

circles and made up the fabric of the artistic landscapes. So, if black artists wanted to publish 

their art they were often dependent on a white patron or on white audiences. For example, 

whites had ownership of the most prominent nightclubs in Harlem and often only admitted 

white customers (Johnson et al. 832). One of these prominent clubs was the Cotton Club, 

where black artists had to perform in front of white audiences and thus had to adapt to their 

demands in order to be invited again (Searle 110). Langston Hughes wrote the following 

about the Cotton Club, “Harlem Negroes did not like the Cotton Club and never appreciated 

its Jim Crow policy in the very heart of their dark community” (176). Hughes referred to the 

policy of admitting white customers while keeping black customers out and only admitting 

black performers. Consequently, black performers had to perform to the white audiences’ 

demands which included “’jungle music,’ which for whites revealed the ‘true’ African soul – 

sensual, innocent, primitive” (Johnson et al. 832). Thus, while the Harlem Renaissance 

seemed to offer a possibility to African-Americans to freely transform negative stereotypes 

into a “new” positive identity, actual dependency on white patrons and audiences severely 

limited this possibility and even made them reinforce negative stereotypes. It was through 

written publications such as poetry that African-Americans found some freedom of expression 

within the limited margins determined by white American society. 

 The term renaissance literally means a rebirth or revival, the Harlem Renaissance thus 

meant a revival of black culture and arts. For a revival to occur there first has to exist a 

foundation of the arts. In terms of published poetry the foundation was partially constructed 
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by Paul Laurence Dunbar, an African-American poet during the late nineteenth century. 

Dunbar was born in 1872, just after the adoption of the 13th, 14th and 15th amendments to the 

United States Constitution. These amendments promised to propel black citizen rights and 

voting rights to establish equality for every citizen in the US. However, the acts failed to 

secure equality, thus discrimination and racism remained large societal issues. Dunbar 

published his poem “We Wear the Mask” in 1896, in this poem Dunbar seems to out his 

frustrations over racial discrimination: 

          We wear the mask that grins and lies, 

          It hides our cheeks and shades our eyes, -  

          This debt we pay to human guile; 

          With torn and bleeding hearts we smile, 

          And mouth with myriad subtleties. (1-5) 

These first five lines of the poem seem to address the fake contentment which African-

Americans had to display towards whites, while they kept their frustrations over unequal 

treatment hidden for the public eye. However, Dunbar never mentions the “mask” to be 

specifically worn by blacks, therefore, the poem can be interpreted in general for all people 

who have to hide their pains for the outside world. Yet, Dunbar does mention “we” multiple 

times, which suggests that Dunbar is talking about himself and his social group, which is the 

larger community of frustrated African-Americans. If so, why would Dunbar avoid directly 

stating that the mask is worn by blacks? The answer to this question can be found in Dunbar’s 

career connections. The poem was published in Lyrics of Lowly Life, a collection of Dunbar’s 

poems (Sherman 64). The collection was published by the Dodd, Mead and Company which 

was a publishing house owned by Frank Howard Dodd at the time, a white American 

publisher (64). In fact, Dunbar’s poetry was not only published by white Americans, his 

poetic talent was discovered by white Americans who were already well established within 
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the poetry establishment. For example, William Dean Howells, an established white literary 

critic, wrote favorable reviews about Dunbar’s work which helped to boost Dunbar’s career as 

a poet (“Paul Laurence Dunbar”). In other words, Dunbar largely owned his success to white 

Americans and was therefore dependent on them. Therefore, Dunbar was limited in his 

freedom of expression, especially concerning racial issues. However, while not stating the 

frustration of African-Americans directly, Dunbar still managed to express this frustration by 

masking the poem’s sufferer(s) under the “we” reference. 

 The experience of masking one’s identity to conform to another identity can also be 

identified in poetry published during the early forming stages of the Harlem Renaissance 

movement. For instance, “The Harlem Dancer” poem by Claude McKay also features the 

metaphor of the mask: 

          The wine-flushed, bold-eyed boys, and even the girls, 

          Devoured her shape with eager, passionate gaze; 

          But looking at her falsely-smiling face, 

          I knew her self was not in that strange place. (11-14) 

These last four lines of McKay’s poem seem to describe a similar experience to Dunbar’s 

poem, only this time the “mask” can be replaced by the “falsely-smiling face.” While Dunbar 

subtly masks his poem in order to not openly link it to the black experience, McKay is less 

subtle in his approach. For instance, the title of the poem reads, “The Harlem Dancer,” but 

since Harlem was the center for black artist activity, the title could also be read as, “The Black 

Dancer.” Moreover, McKay describes the dancer’s hair when he writes, “Upon her swarthy 

neck black shiny curls,” clearly describing the dancer to be an African-American woman 

(Sherman 70). While the poem still does not mention blackness entirely direct, one can clearly 

identify the poem to be a representation of the black experience. Thus, McKay expresses 

himself more radically in comparison to Dunbar. Of course, the time period during which the 
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McKay poem was published was already much different from the time period of Dunbar’s 

poem, which was published twenty years earlier. Furthermore, McKay’s poem was published 

in 1917 in the Seven Arts magazine under the pseudonym of Eli Edwards, which meant that 

his real name remained unknown and that he was safe from potential backlash (Sherman 70). 

Despite the difference in radicalism between the Dunbar and McKay poems, the theme of the 

mask is equally relevant in both poems. While two decades stand in-between the poems, both 

poems signal that the negative experience of the black community remained strikingly the 

same throughout two decades. 

 While the mask of the African-American smiled to American society during the 

Harlem Renaissance, the face underneath showed sorrow and disappointment. In other words, 

African-Americans experienced a double feeling and could not present their true selves. On 

the one hand, they had to present themselves as contempt with American society, while on the 

other hand, they were deeply disappointed with the unacceptance of their true selves by white 

American society. The African-American was seen as the “other” in American society. 

Moreover, the image of this other was created by white perspectives of black culture. The 

poems by Dunbar and McKay clearly illustrate this negative experience of being the other, 

however, they do not clarify who this falsely understood other might truly be. In order to 

reform the original representation of black culture by whites, African-Americans looked to 

folk-art (Sanders 96). As professor Mark A. Sanders writes, “For New Negroes, folk culture 

held great promise both politically and artistically; indeed many New Negroes saw folk 

culture as an essential element of a usable past, a history of heroic resolve in the face of one 

of the cruellest forms of slavery in history” (97). The main form of folk culture which was 

used were the spirituals sang by slaves, since these were passed on for generations and were 

clearly part of the black identity. In The Souls of Black Folk by W.E.B. Du Bois an entire 

chapter is devoted to these spirituals called “sorrow songs” (116). Du Bois describes the songs 
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to be “of an unhappy people, of the children of disappointment; they tell of death and 

suffering and unvoiced longing toward a truer world, of misty wanderings and hidden ways” 

(117). So, the spirituals contain exactly the disappointment of the African-American 

underneath the worn mask, and it is this disappointment which seems to be a crucial element 

of the African-American identity. 

 To embrace their disappointment over their oppression plagued past, the black 

community had to construct a narrative which was in line with their own experiences of 

oppression instead of leaning on white perspectives. The African-American community 

needed shed their mask and reveal their true selves to American society. Of course, this was 

difficult since African-Americans experienced their life not only through their own 

perspective but also largely through the white perspective. Du Bois deemed this the 

experience of having a “double-consciousness, this sense of always looking at one’s self 

through the eyes of others, of measuring one’s soul by the tape of a world that looks on in 

amused contempt and pity” (3). According to Du Bois, the African-American always 

struggled with this double-consciousness and had to embrace both being American and being 

black (4). During the Harlem Renaissance the attempt was clearly being made to combine 

both the American and black identity into a “new” identity. For example, Langston Hughes 

wrote his poem “The Negro Speaks of Rivers” in 1920 in which he clearly embraces his 

blackness: 

          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 bosom turn all golden in the sunset. (5-8) 

The poem by Hughes draws a connection between him and his African ancestry by referring 

to scenes of African rivers such as the Congo and Nile. Moreover, Hughes attempts to 
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construct a deeper connection between the African slaves who build the pyramids and the 

African-American slaves, referring to “Abe Lincoln” visiting New Orleans and seeing slavery 

there firsthand in 1831 (Sherman 73). By drawing historical connections between blacks in 

Africa and blacks in America in terms of slavery, Hughes links black identity directly to 

Africa. With Hughes poem, the mask of the African-American is shed and part of the revealed 

black identity links itself deeply to Africa. Hughes poem appeared in an issue of The Crisis in 

1921, the magazine of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People 

(NAACP) (Hughes 91). Since the NAACP promoted equal treatment for everyone in society 

and its agenda was to eradicate racism, the magazine was glad to feature this outspoken poem 

by Hughes. However, the poem also reinforces the concept of the “other” by drawing a 

connection to Africa. For instance, Langston Hughes his later patron Charlotte Mason 

expected him to “entertain her friends by demonstrating ‘authentic Negritude’” in his work 

(Johnson et al. 832). So, while the African-American identity was being reshaped by African-

Americans themselves from their own perspective, the “new” identity was still not accepted 

by white American society in a positive matter. Rather the “new” identity reinforced the 

African-American as the “other” within society.  

 From Dunbar to McKay to Hughes poems, there is a progression from masking one’s 

identity completely, to slowly revealing and developing the true identity that is hidden 

beneath the mask. Thus the Harlem Renaissance proved to be a period during which the true 

African-American voice could express itself more freely than it could before. However, the 

increased freedom of expression was not unlimited and the margins were still largely 

determined by white American society. When the African-American identity started to link 

itself to Africa more strongly, this identity was still enforced as the “other” within American 

society. Still, the Harlem Renaissance proved to be a key period in developing the African-

American identity, and for the first time the true black was expressed openly. Specifically the 
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art form of poetry did not merely function as entertainment but proved to be a rather useful 

tool of the African-American identity construction.  
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