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ABSTRACT

Mapping Intersectionality in Harlem Renaissance \Wois Poetrycomprises the
first book-length study devoted to examining thie women’s poetry played in the
Harlem Renaissance, an artistic and sociopolittealement that reached its zenith in the
1920s. This study is situated in a theoreticalrdhgeiplinarity that complicates critical
approaches to Black women’s subjectivities withpees to resistance and representation.
It combines literary, race and gender theory tdgoer close readings of New Negro
Women'’s poetry. Central chapters of the text thesotine poets’ overshadowed
engagement with the political movement via the é=opf interiority, motherhood, and
sexuality; a closing chapter puts New Negro women@atry in conversation with the
Black Arts Movement. Building on the feminist sdogical framework of
Intersectionality, which considers the lived exprde of individuals who embody
multiple layers of marginalization, this dissematiworks to identify and unpack sources
of racialized gendered disparity in Harlem Renaissastudies.

In acknowledging that self-actualization and setfealation are central to this
identity-based movement — a presupposition tharms this study’s thesis — it becomes
necessary to consider the gendered aspects ofritivegwior a more comprehensive
review of the period. The analytical framework ofdrsectionality provides a means to
acknowledge New Negro women poets’ perspectivesrding their racialized and
gendered selves. In essendapping Intersectionalitys a concentrated effort toward
unearthing evidence of their significant push agiarace and gender oppression. The
motivation driving this study is revision and redlation: revisionist in its concern for

redefining the parameters in which the movemetraitionally perceived; a



reclamation in its objective to underscore theuefitial, but nearly forgotten voices of

the women poets of the Harlem Renaissance.



DEDICATION

For Mommy and Michael

my left and right ventricles

For Jordan, Jayden, and Amber
anything is possible when you have a dream, a @ad,a wide wingspan: i can't

wait to see you fly

For the Village — the grandparents, the auntiesyticles, the cousins
thank you for filling in the blank spaces - evbeimgg i am is because of

everything you are

And, with emphasis on Finally, for Sister Poets

who wait in dark, neglected places

hand in hand, here we go....
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CHAPTER 1

Introduction

“For women, then, poetry is not a luxury. It igital necessity of our existence. It forms
the quality of the light within which we predicatar hopes and dreams toward survival
and change, first made into language, then inta,itteen into more tangible action.
Poetry is the way we help give name to the namalestscan be thought. The farthest
horizons of our hopes and fears cobbled by our gpearved from the rock experiences
of our daily lives”
Audre Lordé
Fragment
| am the woman with the Black Black skin
| am the laughing woman with the Black Black face
| am living in the cellars and in every crowdedaggla

| am toiling just to eat

In the cold and in the heat

And | laugh

| am the laughing woman who’s forgotten how to weep
| am the laughing woman who’s afraid to go to sleep

-- Angelina Weld GrimKé

Angelina Weld Grimké and Audre Lorde serve as gatetwward understanding
the overshadowed, yet foundational role New Negomen poets played in the Harlem
Renaissance. Though Lorde was not a Harlem Renaisgmet, her words inform the
major argument that threads this study togethelose examination of the relationship

between poetics and identity as necessary to aelienore inclusive and comprehensive

! Audre Lorde Sister Outsider: Essays and SpeediBeskley: The Crossing Press,
1984), 37.

2 Angelina Weld Grimké, “Fragment,” iAnthology of Modern American Poetsd.
Cary Nelson (New York: Oxford University Press, QRQL46.
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review of the Harlem Renaissance movement. Tomoftarginalized in the annals of
literary history, New Negro women poets are therpee source of study for identity
poetics and politics because they embodied, clgdigéand deconstructed multiple
cultural constructs in their works and lived reabt Race, gender, sexuality, religion,
class — the inscribed self as silenced, as Othaetfragmented” — is explored and
theorized in the many metered lines of their paefguipped with the bourgeoning
framework of intersectionality — an analytical tbloat considers the lived realities of
individuals who embody multiply marginalized ideigs (i.e. race, gender, sexual
orientation) -- scholars can now revisit New Negxamen'’s poetry with a wider and
more amplified lens. Kimberlé Crenshaw initiallyedsthe term “intersectionality” in her
exploration of the judicial system’s failure to ackvledge the multidimensionality of
Black women'’s lived experienceShe argues that a single axis framework desigmed
recognize singularly marginalized groups (i.e. Rlawn or White women) theoretically
erases populations that embody more than one sé ttetegories. Crenshaw’s analysis
sheds light on the treatment of Harlem Renaissareen writers, which, until recently,
has been tantamount to gender invisibility.

Returning to the Harlem Renaissance era via themof intersectionality not
only helps to illuminate the material contributiohNew Negro women poets via their
publications and editorial work, but it also prossdmethods for substantive scholarly

criticism of their literary output. Thus, the layeg of this study rests on this primary

% Kimberlé Crenshaw, "Demarginalizing the Intersattdf Race and Sex: A Black
Feminist Critique of Antidiscrimination Doctrine @#\ntiracist Politics,'University of
Chicago Legal Forun(1989): 139-167.



goal: close readings of the poetic works of New fdegomen that analyze their
contributions to literary production, protest ahd tegacy of the Harlem Renaissance.
Melissa Harris-Parry sums the significance of Bladknen’s contributions in the
following: “The struggle for recognition is thexaes of human identity and national
identity, where much of the most important workpofitics occurs. African American
women fully embody this struggle. By studying thee$ of black women, we gain
important insight into how citizens yearn for andriwtoward recognition® The distinct
contributions of New Negro poets offer another pecsive on dichotomies plaguing
gender and race theory: domesticity versus proyessss, masculine versus feminine,
and Black versus White. The possibilities of ediwratind awareness become infinite,
particularly as some of the same gender and raceatypes continue to resurface in
post-millennium life.

Though much recent scholarly attention has beeicated to understanding the
contribution of the Harlem Renaissance’s contriruto the literary, cultural and global
landscapes, remarkably little discussion has ex@mheyond a central focus on race to
include matters of gender and sexuality. Despitemt gendered anthological and
historical contributions from researchers like Ghefall, Claudia Tate, Gloria T. Hull
and Maureen Honey, the belief that the movememngad solely to men remains deeply
entrenched and largely under-examined. While grbreaking work has surfaced for a
few women fiction writers, comparably little litegacriticism exists for the women poets

of the era. Hesitation to seriously include worpeets as contributors to the era is

*Harris-Perry, Melissa VSister Citizen: Shame, Stereotypes and Black Wamen
America.(New: Haven: Yale University Press, 2011),
<http://lib.myilibrary.com?1D=327985>.
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surprising when one considers that poetry woulesbbexone of the most strategic
components of a movement that fused politics anoharchetypal ways. The compact
nature of poetry made it easier to publish in senaftagazines. The lack of support for
New Negro Women'’s poetry and their legacy begsifmrous critical analysis and
theorization if scholars are to understand mory thle implications of this historical
moment and its influence on subsequent literarjuces.

This study is situated in a theoretical interdifngrity that complicates our
understanding of Black female subjectivity withpest to resistance and representation.
Unpacking many of the sources of racialized gertidrgparity in Harlem Renaissance
studies is a driving force pushing this dissertafmrward. Thus, my work’s purpose
supports measures of revision and reclamationisioaust in its concern for redefining
the parameters in which the Harlem Renaissancadgibnally perceived; a reclamation
in its objective to underscore the influential, hetrly forgotten voices of the women
poets of the era.

Known also as “The New Negro Movement,” this ergisf a profound and
distinct contribution to race and gender studi®dpe with political and social angst, this
early twentieth century defining moment offers atitayered intersection of race,
gender, class, and literary histories. With tlesHrwounds of slavery ever present and
the reign of Jim Crow ever pressing, Renaissartcgsaconsidered the technological and
experimental nature of modernity not only as weapgarthe arson against racism, but
also as a means to the agency of constructing emeissociopolitical, cultural identity.

The turn of the 20 century saw a flourishing of technological advaneat that resulted



in major advancements in printing, publishing arde¢l. Modernist used this boon in
advancement to reach new audiences and to bllnotnedaries of identity, which
includes race, gender, class and nationhood. Aso8hlones explains, it is necessary to
push beyond the narrow scope of race to fully apate the movement’s call for agency
to construct and define the self:
The Harlem Renaissance also coincides with theenmigt movement. The
sense of fragmentation, alienation, and deterianabrought about by World War
| created a malaise among writers, intellectuatsaists during the 1920s and
1930s. The Western world, which many viewed atigen of civilization, had
been destroyed, and a new world would emerge. eraalrtists sought to
conceptualize the new world despite their ambivegegbout whether the future
held more promise than the past.
Though race and class matters have historically peeritized in Harlem Renaissance
studies, the implications of gender and female alyuo the movement have largely
gone unexplored. There is an overwhelming sengdltiaaRenaissance is decidedly
masculine as key figures like DuBois, Alain Lockmuntee Cullen, Claude McKay and
Langston Hughes have been lauded for taking theememnt by the reins and dictating its
direction and goals. However, their prioritizatiolhrace over gender marginalized the
voice and concerns of Black women writers whosediure is often overshadowed, if

not ignored, as compared to their male contempesari

®Sharon JoneRereading the Harlem Renaissance: Race, ClassGamdler in the
Fiction of Jessie Fauset, Zora Neale Hurston, amddihy Wes{Westport, Conn.:
Greenwood Press, 2002), 11.



In highlighting troubling patterns in Locke’s edii@ discrepancy and support,
Hull explains that despite the apparent “full pagation of women in the Harlem
Renaissance,” exclusionary efforts often thrivedné of the most basic is how male
attitudes toward women impinged upon them, how msien-:called personal biases were
translated into something larger that had deletisreffects. This became especially
invidious when such men were in influential andical positions. They made blatant
the antifemale prejudice inherent in the wholeaxfisty.”® While it is encouraging to
note that the critical oversight of gender is bermymore acknowledged by literary
historians, one wonders how gender informed, imibeel and altered the direction of the
movement. Thus a review removed from color-drigerspective of the period not only
challenges the conceptualization of the artistpeats of Harlem Renaissance, but it also
reinvents our understanding of American historyhwéspect to critical race theory in
general. In contemplating the landscape of opindtres for Renaissance studies, Cheryl
Wall explores the potential: “Individually and cattively, the biographies of the women
of the Harlem Renaissance both offer models antiaceary tales. But if these literary
foremothers were sometimes unable to live theiamheand convictions, they left a
legacy in their art.”

Ultimately, there are many layered reasons fodikparity in gender awareness
in New Negro construction and analysis. Renaissaligemay have felt their race

struggle was all inclusive, their purview not belimgad enough to consider the unique

® Gloria T. Hull,Color, Sex, and Poetry: Three Women Writers otthdem
RenaissancéBloomington: Indiana University Press, 1987), 7.

" Cheryl Wall, Women of the Harlem Renaissan@pomington: Indiana University
Press, 1995), 204.
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positioning of New Negro women. Perhaps, thentrdgitions of unity and communal
purpose overshadowed that distinction. Or, pogsibe leaders of the demanding race
movement felt progress would be threatened by agleuming gendered concerns.
Methodologically, | analyze the ramifications oingered disparity on New Negro era
scholarship, including the general heteromasculpesception of the historical period,
the masculinized construction of racial protest attimately the suspiciously critical
approach to the poetic contributions of Renaissararaen, which arguably led to

critical and theoretical neglect.

Mapping Intersectionality: The Road to Recovery

Grimké’s lyric poem “Fragment,” simultaneously endies the modern
sensibility of fragmentation and the complex laggrof intersectionality, making it a
premier example to illustrate the methodologicalempinning of this project. In tune
with Harlem Renaissance ideology, the work is comea with identity. However,
Grimké’s poem moves beyond the singular axis of taagive the self and gender equal
billing. Repetition is essential to understandimin@é’s strategic and perhaps
expressively futile attempts at identity balan@ée “I am” appears at the beginning of
seven out of eight of the poem’s lines as a madtenpt to define the self. The
speaker’s race is noted four times in the first lmwes and the consecutive repetition as in
“black, black” signals the doubly oppressed readityhis speaker. Interestingly, the
speaker’s gender also appears in the poem fous titwice in the poem’s opening line

and twice in the closing couplet. If we considex foem'’s strategic placement of the “I”



and the numerical balance in the mention of racegamder, we can deduce that no
single aspect of identity is prioritized. Insteadch informs and influences the other.
The culmination of these identities is clearly arse of internal turmoil for the
speaker, evidenced by her psychological battlentblfalance and peace. The fact that
her struggle is both visible and invisible as irath living in the cellars and in every
crowded place,” is a motivating principle of intectional studies, which argues that
theoretical erasure is byproduct of multiply magdired identity. Grimké’s poem thus
serves to articulate the fragility of the multiphgcribed existence of Black womanhood.
Elroy Romero-Munoz explores the poet’s successes:
The "woman" may remain as unidentified as the pteanhdescribes her, but the
lack of details by no mean renders her anonymetigldne voiceless. Together
with the use of the definite article, this fundart@mdeterminacy elevates her to
the status of Everyoman.The peculiar use of the modifier "Black™ in line21
creates a pattern of omission and repetition thggssts that the poem deals with
the gender of the I-persona as much as with harckour, but never
syntactically mixing the two. What we have heréhiss a Black Everyoman®
Romero-Munoz’s argument proves particularly poidriaran intersectional reading of
the poem. While acknowledging the variations ini@cgnd professional statuses of New

Negro women, Grimké taps into a shared experierniteworld.

8 Eloy Romero-Munoz, “Gendering the Color Line ingelina Weld Grimké’s
‘Fragment’,”Modern American Poetry: An Online Journal and Mukidia Companion
to Anthology of Modern American Poeted. Cary Nelson. 2001,
http://www.english.illinois.edu/maps/poets/g_I/gkeftfragment.htm.
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Grimké’s exploration New Negro Womanhood is layergith both confidence
and insecurity. Her confident laugh is diffusedtbg inability to sleep and weep as in
the final couplet of the poem: “I am the laughingman who's forgotten how to weep/ |
am the laughing woman who'’s afraid to go to sled@jé couplet marks a signature
performance in Harlem Renaissance rhetoric andgsoahd is acknowledgement of the
metaphoric veil — the public fagade that hidesitibernal struggle. Though haunted by
the past, this Black Everywoman presents a configersona to the world. Mary Unger
argues that the speaker is unable to reconcilsggmentation in her identity: “As she
moves through the poem, the speaker devolves istata of paranoia and
disillusionment, undercutting the opening declamttatements of the poem . ... The
speaker thus can never wholly articulate or inhabiempowered subject position; rather,
she embodies an incompleteness that is emphasyzibe Bunfinished” nature of

Grimké’s ‘fragment.”™®

Arguably, inspiration from this poem is drawn fr@nimkeé’s
own masked and fragmented life.

Offering testament to the miscegenation of slavémg,poet is often confused
with her famous White abolitionist aunt Angelinar@ké Weld. The poet was reared by
her father in a liberal, upper-class community lofBoston. Hull argues that her social
status was a source of disillusionment: “To anatedninable extent, her background
also probably contributed to a kind of personalappiness that impelled her toward

themes of dejection and loss. Angelina also Fetgsychological pressure of having to

live up to family name and standards, exaggerayetid‘we must prove ourselves’

® Mary Unger, “On Fragment,” Ibid.



syndrome that operated among educated Blackd.d consider the New Negro Woman
poet’s dilemma is to imagine devoting one’s creaswnergies only to a fragment of
identity at the expense of all other aspects. Wasld take a toll on the writer,
particularly in the matters of self-awareness ayyublrisy.

It is quite likely that the lived reality of doubiyparginalized existence is reflected
in the disturbingly short careers of Renaissance&ropoets. Nellie McKay argues that
Black women were essentially asked to fragment fentities: “Black women have
felt torn between loyalties that bind them to rabeone hand, and sex on the other.
Choosing one or the other, of course, means taldep against the self, yet they have
almost always chosen race over the other: a saeofi their self-hood as women and of
full humanity, in favor of the race® Taking a cue from Grimké’s work, which stresses
that one’s identity is much more than the markeaacg, | argue that potential analysis of
the intersectional conflict exists in the poetryNs#w Negro women. Intersectionality,
which has roots in Black feminism studies and wesntpioned most recently by
scholars like bell hooks and Patricia Hill Collipspves especially useful in discussing
the complexities of overlapping marginalized idees. Only through the layering of
literary, gender and critical race theories carapgreciate that poems like Grimké’s

“Fragment,” with its consideration of race, gended identity construction and

Y9 Hull, Color, Sex and Poetry,10.

1 Nellie McKay, “Remembering Anita Hill and Clarentaomas: What Really
Happened When One Black Woman Spoke OutRage-ing Justice, En-gendering
Power : essays on Anita Hill, Clarence Thomas, tin@dConstruction of Social Reality,
ed. Toni MorrisonNew York: Pantheon, 1992), 277.
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deconstruction, can be lauded for its contributammodernity, to Harlem Renaissance,
and to American cultural studies via its accessutgugated knowledge.

While the interdisciplinary tool of intersectiortglis essential to this project, my
readings of the poetry center on several races ead gender-imprinted literary tropes:
motherhood, sexuality and protest. The stratelgieoe of tropes is two-fold. First,
though the subject matter of Harlem Renaissanceem&poetry published in both
collected volumes and the small magazines of taseems infinitely diverse, much of
the work reflects a concern with one of more okththemes. Secondly, these tropes,
though problematically and singularly racializedHarlem Renaissance studies, prove to
be major sources of intersectional tension fomtlowement’s participants. If we accept
that self-actualization and self-articulation aoeecto this identity-based movement — a
presupposition central to my thesis — then studiitegary production in the context of
gender becomes necessary for a comprehensive re¥issessing their perspective on
motherhood, sexuality and resistance as it appedngir poetry, this study unearths

evidence of their significant push against racradl gender oppression.

Defining the Harlem Renaissance Movement

One of the biggest challenges for contemporarycsraf Harlem Renaissance
studies is confronting the longstanding criticalgaption of the movement as a political
and aesthetic failure. Scholars are forced toromfattitudes about Black literature
penned before the onset of the 1940s protest esaurbed by the realization that the

movement failed to impede the institutionalizedieysof racism that was Jim Crow,

11



many Harlem Renaissance participants and subsequicg chose to identify markers
of failure informed by the relatively narrow litmo$ racial development. In his
autobiographical review, Hughes notably stated ‘ttin&t ordinary Negroes hadn’t heard
of Negro Renaissance. And if they had, it hadriged their wages any? Houston
Baker explains that participants in the movemenevighly concerned with defining
themselves in “modern” terms. Art, poetry, andrbture, he explains, were vehicles to
help rid the country of racial prejudice. Like etHractions of the modernism, Baker
argues that members of the Harlem Renaissance avaytteld a “too optimistic faith in
the potential of art™®

Conversely, this study by no means intends to uniher the import of racial
consciousness to the self-identified Black wri@alvin Hernton who notes, “By virtue
of its origin, nature and function, Black writingmission-consciouand is necessarily a
hazardous undertaking. In turn, being a Blackewig an ennobling exigency, and Black
literature constitutes one of the supreme enrictisneihBlack culture and Black life.
This has been and is the burden as well as theaberand the legacy of every Black
person who takes up the pen in the United StafeSértainly, the movement’s concern

with racial uplift® — an ideology that is explored, defined, and emgjed by many of the

12| angston Hughe§ he Big SegNew York: Hill and Wang, 1963), 228.

3 Houston A. Baker, “Modernism and the Harlem Resgise.” American Quarterly.
39, no.1 (1987): 92.

14 calvin HerntonThe Sexual Mountain and Black Women Writers: Advestin Sex,
Literature and Real LiféNew York: Double Day, 1987), 38.

15 Racial Uplift was an ideology reflected well in B/B. Dubois’ famed call for writers,
artist and intellectuals to produce works that wlatdnfront negative imaging and
12



poets in this study—was an influential force inlitsrary and artistic output. However,
participants of the movement and its close sucecesgere arguably too close to its
construction to fully appreciate the ripple effeatshe movement. Ultimately, | argue
that it was the limited interpretive scope of cdluat failed our previous understanding
and reading of the period.

Thus, this study extends Jeffery Stewart’s assettiat “the New Negro” must be
analyzed beyond the singular focus of race. Herdes this individual as “an on-going
complex transaction between a Black sense of sdlasense of self as urban,
industrialized and also Whité® Stewart later adds gender and sexuality to thatémn,
pointing to women’s poetry as “a new poetry of lowgimacy and maternal sacrifice that
knitted together sentiments and metaphors from Agaenwomen’s poetry and the Black
experience* He continues:

To be New Negro meant to live in the present vhhéchoes of past crimes and

silenced communities echoing in one’s head, regasdbf what the rest of the

nation thought of it. And it meant dreaming in #820s of a new kind of

citizenship, of at-homeness, grounded in the capadslack urban community

portrayals of African Americans. In “Criteria forelgro Art,” he wrote: “Thus all art is
propaganda and ever must be, despite the wailitlgegburists. | stand in utter
shamelessness and say that whatever art | haveiforg has been used always for
propaganda for gaining the right of Black folk twé and enjoy. | do not care a damn for
any art that is not used for propaganda. But late evhen propaganda is confined to one
side while the other is stripped and silent.” W.HI Bois, “Criteria for Negro Art,” in
Crisis Vol. 32, (October 1926).

16 Jeffery Stewart, “The New Negro as Citizefitie Cambridge Companion to the
Harlem Renaissandq€ambridge: Cambridge University Press, 20Q8)

7 bid., 19.
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that was far more advanced in its foregroundinfgofinist and homosexual

identities than the rest of the nation. It meaettourage to resist not only 100

percent Americanism, but also gender bias and hbotop within a Black

community in transitior®
Stewart’s departure from a patriarchal constructibthe New Negro evidences the
rather recent acknowledgment of the diversity witRenaissance citizenry and mission.
In revisiting the Harlem Renaissance’s motivatiod aurpose, one has to reexamine
what it means to write about race, particularlynfran explicitly gendered perspective.
As Mary Loeffelholz notes, men and women experigace differently. The modern
affinity toward Africanism is a prime example oftidistinction. She writes:
“Modernism’s idealization of the ‘noble savage, Bfxample, the primitive and
sexualized Negro, might well have been receivedraadacted differently by Black
women writers than by Black men. If cultural dsalienergized the Renaissance,
women writers conscious of both racism and sexisay have been particularly sensitive
to its dilemmas.™ The multiplicity of audiences and concerns wdmtdome some of
the most demanding aspects of participating iné#afRenaissance culture.

Male and female writers including Zora Neale Hunstdames Weldon Johnson
and Sterling A. Brown would often write about thetienge of developing craft while
serving two masters — both Black and White. Instdering his process, James Weldon

Johnson explores the difficulty of the double ande=

18 |bid.

19 Mary Loeffelholz,Experimental Lives: Women and Literature, 1900-1@4&w York:
Twayne Publishers, 1992), 174.
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The Aframerican author faces a special problem wthe plain American author
knows nothing about—the problem of the double auzke It is more than
double audience; it is a divided audience, an auedienade up of two elements
with differing and often opposite and antagonigtnts of view. His audience is
always both White America and Black American. Tin@ment a Negro writer
takes up his pen or sits down to his typewriteishenmediately called upon to
solve, consciously or unconsciously, this probldrthe double audiencé’
Because of their relationships with White patrond publishers, Renaissance writers too
often fell victim to harsh accusations about therk’s authenticity and contribution to
racial progress. The problem becomes further camged as women writers and poets
sought to create literature that spoke to gendecifip matters. In responding to the
needs of their various audiences, concerns, afidisete poets relied on poetic tools of
irony and ambiguity to write protest poetfy.The variation of voices and techniques
proved problematic for critics like Henry Louis st who argue that the movement
failed to find its voic&? In contrast, Keith Leonard’s call for a criticift in readings
of Renaissance poetry is particularly useful: “Ratthan make exorbitant claims either

for the political effect or political failure of &ir work, scholars need to be more precise

20 James Weldon Johnson, “The Dilemma of the Negrihén in The Harlem
Renaissance 1920-1940: Politics and AestheticdNeiw Negro” Literaturegd. Cary D.
Wintz (New York: Garland Publishing, 199@47.

1 Margaret Ann RiedBlack Protest Poetry: Polemics from the Harlem Rssence and
the Sixties(New York:Peter Lang Publishing, 2001,

2 Henry Louis GatesSignifying Monkey: A Theory of African-Americarekitry
Criticism (New York: Oxford University Press, 1988), 224.
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in defining the cultural agency of Harlem Renaissaart as this difficult pursuit of
antihegemonic poetic formalism derived from the ptexities of Black selfhood and of
Black culture themselves. What mattered was thiaiieAmerican imagination, the
existential genius that unified the otherwise diagmand competing poetic strategies of
this rich movement?? This project builds upon Leonard’s emphasis oividdalism as

a Harlem Renaissance tenet that informs the ckesdings performed throughout this
dissertation.

Arguably, the women poets discussed herein aretaggeheir own agency in
defining and constructing their identities as reswb¥rom the limited dicta of racial uplift
and racially prejudiced imaging. To appreciatettieoretical moves these poets are
making means acknowledging that these modern wnitere negotiating concerns of
race with matters of gender, sexuality, class atobnhood. One poet that | return to
often to explore this awareness of intersectionalications is Helene Johnson, a
younger poet in the Renaissance canon. While sheddipublish a collection of poetry
during the era, she won numerous poetry contastshar work appears in most of the
noteworthy publishing venues of the period. Veméchell notes, “Indeed, Johnson’s
willingness to challenge accepted boundaries—besthatic and political—is likely the
most prominent feature in her poet’.Her poem “Futility” is a prime example of her

boldness in craft and content.

23 Keith LeonardFettered Genius: The African American Bardic Poenf Slavery to
Civil Rights,(Charlottesville: University of Virginia Press, 28)0116.

24 erner Mitchell, “Introduction,” irHelene JohnsqrPoet of the Harlem Renaissance:
This Waiting for Loveed. Verner Mitchell (Amherst: University of Massasktts Press,
2000), 12.
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Futility

It is silly—

This waiting for love

In a parlor.

When love is singing up and down the alley
Without a colla®

The poem’s brevity and fragmentation reflect anrapiation of the modern aesthetic.
Mitchell associates the poet’s style with Hughes falt Whitmar?® For me, this poem
echoes the proto-modernist technique of Emily Diskin, with strategic employment of
the dash and slant rhyme. Johnson’s catalogueessdi with a range that includes
conventional poetic forms, free verse, and jazasedl poetics.

“Futility” makes no explicit reference to racen the first chapter of this
dissertation, | explore how much of New Negro woragmetry is unjustly discarded
because it does not explicitly prioritize a concerth race. But as Loffeloholz notes
“judging women'’s poetry raceless implies that tidger knows with some certainty

what it means to writaith race.”?’

When Johnson’s poem is read in context with its
publication, first appearing i@pportunityin 1926, readers can appreciate that her poem
is in conversation with the classed implicationsawfial uplift. Mitchell reads the poem

as a celebration of sexuality: “Like Andrew MarvelTo His Coy Mistress’ and

Gwendolyn Brooks’ ‘a song in the front yard,” ‘Hut§f’ renders a ringing endorsement of

%> Helene Johnson, “Futility,” Ibid., 31.
20 Ibid., 12.

27 Loffeloholz, Experimental Livesl74.
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love without coyness or shame. And in rejectingrgeais rituals of courtship, it
exemplifies the air of defiant sensuality presergd much of Johnson’s vers&."The
poem engages in a larger conversation about diasswork proclaims that the culture’s
obsession with class is literally futile, sensel@sd removed from reality. The speaker’s
rejection of the “parlor” and the “collar” declarsat we cannot obtain the much sought
after achievement of love — love of self, love oltare, love of the other — while hiding
behind the segregate border of class.

Johnson carpe diem poem is most astute in posingitemma, as class is one of
the most unexamined aspects of racial uplift idgpld he tenuous nature of class in
early twentieth century Black communities genergtesit challenges in this vein. For
instance, education is a highly regarded elemerda@él uplift, yet institutionalized
racism denied educated Blacks access to gainfuloyyment and economic equality.
Educated men and women were relegated to minimuge wareers as a consequence.
Another way class ideology was skewed in raciaiftupleology is evidenced in what is
often referred to as “the cult of true (Black) warhaod.” In Chapter Two, | explore
how the cult of true womanhood — a Victorian eraroguct that relegated women to the
domestic sphere — becomes nuanced in twentietlHgeBtack communities. Because
of slavery and sexualized racism, Black women’'sitdiad always been public and
visible in American consciousness. Thus, the cthssg¢ion that women’s work should
remain unseen and inside the home was essentighiactical and unconceivable in
Black culture. Shirley Carlson explains that Bla&ktoria strove to negotiate between a

commitment to home and to the racial progress ptommunity:

28 Mitchell, Helene Johnsaqr1.
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The Black community's appreciation for and develeptof the feminine
intellect contrasted sharply with the views of llwger society. In the latter,
intelligence was regarded as a masculine qualiiglwvould "defeminize"
women. The ideal White woman, being married, cadiherself almost
exclusively to the private domain of the househ8lde was demur, perhaps even
self-effacing. She often deferred to her husbgm@sumably superior judgment,
rather than formulating her own views and vocakpressing them, as Black
women often did. A woman in the larger society nghillfully manipulate her
husband for her own purposes, but she was not seggo confront or challenge
him directly. Black women were often direct, anelguently won community
approval for this quality, especially when suchharacteristic was directed
toward achieving" racial uplift." Further, eveneaafher marriage, a Black woman
might remain in the public domain, possibly in pardployment. The ideal Black
woman's domain, then, was both the private angtibdic spheres. She was wife
and mother, but she could also assume other leb, as schoolteacher, social

activist, businesswoman, among others. And shenteligent?

Many of the poets in this study fit well into Camtes description of Black Victoria, as

some were educated activists in their respectinenconities. Class, race and gender

were often clashing forces in their lived realiti€kis contradiction would prove

important to New Negro women poets.

29 Shirley Carlson, “Black Ideals of Womanhood in tke Victorian Era, The Journal
of Negro History/7, no. 2 (Spring, 1992): 62.
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Renaissance Marks an Upwelling in Women’s Poetry
Despite facing great obstacles in recognitionjasin and publication, women
poets drew inspiration from this race-defining moirte articulate their gendered,
sexual, political experience. In fact, comparatngbeaking, women would publish more
poetry during the Harlem Renaissance than theie mahtemporaries. At the
movement’s zenith, women were publishing poem&énetra’s popular small magazines.
Crystal Lucky explains how this fact was etcheddauhe collective Harlem
Renaissance memory:
There were, without doubt, more women publishingrduthe 1920s in Harlem
who, for various reasons, were not being includechale-edited anthologies.
Because of their exclusion from the Black mainstre@hicles, their works were
relegated to even more marginalized journals amalpdistributed publications.
In light of that fact, their works have not beemsistently included in courses in
American literature. Subsequently, the exclusibmany early twentieth century
Black women'’s works from the existing canon of Aroan literature facilitates
the further truncation of an Afro-American literaagcestry’°
This study is built on the premise that singulaatfetical approaches to New Negro
women’s poetry have been detrimental to its ciitaced canonical survival.
Intersectionality helps to reposition these writeus$ of the margins and illuminates their
aesthetic, literary, and historic value. In th&t karee decades, a few noteworthy

anthologies and collections have established adexfatheir contribution. Poets like

30 Crystal Lucky, “The Harlem Renaissance: A RevigibApproach,” inThe Harlem
Renaissance 1920-194€q. Cary D. Wintz, (New York: Garland Publishid§96), 149.
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Grimké, Georgia Douglas Johnson, Gwendolyn BerarattAlice Dunbar Nelson remain
among the most anthologized. But beyond obligatepyoductions of a select few
poems, surprisingly little has been done to explbessignificance and merit of Harlem
Renaissance women’s poetry.

In the marking of nearly a century since the on$¢he Harlem Renaissance with
the 1916 production of GrimkéRache] scholars are now better able to define the period
beyond a singular race axis.By excavating the ways that New Negro women poets
negotiated their identity when confronted with b@thite and Black male imaging, only
now can readers unpack the works of these femats po find insightful analysis. While
considering the gendered gaps in critical recepthame Stavney argues that there are
patterned flaws in the exploration of coding withNew Negro Woman poetry. She
writes: “[D]espite the call to contextualize Blafgmale-authored discourse within the
historically specific constraints of early twenkietentury American culture, scholars
have focused little critical attention on ideolagiand iconographic forces which
competedntraracially as well as interracially in the fictionpgtry and artwork of the

1832

period.” Conversely, this project supports charges madadigrians and Black

31 periodization of the Harlem Renaissance is higblytested, though most agree it
reached its zenith in the 1920s. Incorporating gead a factor, Maureen Honey and
Venetria Patton make a compelling argument for foogrto landmark publications to set
the parameters for the movement: Angelina Weld &tisplayRachel(1916) and Zora
Neale Hurston’§ heir Eyes Were Watching G¢{tP37). Double-take : A Revisionist
Harlem Renaissance Anthologyew Brunswick, N.J. : Rutgers University Press,D00
XXVI.

32 Anne Stavney, “Mothers of Tomorrow’: The New NedRenaissance and the Politics
of Maternal Representation&frican American Review32.4. (1998): 533-561.
http://www.jstor.org/stable/2901236, 534.

21



feminist scholars like Collins who assert that woroécolor, having been stripped of
political and social platforms for which to resiate and gender oppression, are often
forced to seek alternative methods of activimoetry, with all of its promise of coding,
double meaning, language efficiency and mass ptay@roved a useful resource for
New Negro women who sought to disrupt fault linéslass, race and gender.

Proving that the poetry of the Harlem Renaissam@sedesthetic value is an even
more daunting task than evidencing its historiggificance. With the exception of
Hughes, many movement’s harshest critics are assdlhed by the poets’ perceived
unwillingness to branch away from Romantic fornke liheir White modern
contemporaries. Cullen’s poetry mirrored Keatsiams#bilities, and Claude McKay was
committed to the Elizabethan sonnet. Women’s pogay certainly not exempt from
these sweeping generalizations. Poet Georgia DsuJglanson’s commitment to
Victorian form is too often confused for a gendel@dlty to gentility and high
sentimentality. Post-Black Arts critics are notabbt drawn to forms marked as
“outmoded” and European. In the following chaptéesjdress the long-standing attitude

that Harlem Renaissance poetry is monolithic amddgenized in form and content.

33 A major premise of Patricia Hill Collins’s grouneiaking textBlack Feminist
Thought,s that the cultural marginalization of African An@an women has motivated
“independent, oppositional yet subjugated knowlsdgencerning our own
subordination” (16). Her methodology includes loakbutside of institutional sites to
find and develop Black feminist thought: “One isther born an intellectual nor does
one become one by earning a degree. Rather, aduaaltpctual work of the sort
envisioned within Black feminism requires a procefself-conscious struggle on behalf
of Black women, regardless of the actual sociahtionn where that work occursBlack
Feminist Thought: Knowledge, Consciousness, an@thécs of EmpowermeniNew
York: Routledge, 2000), 18.
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A disturbing aspect of New Negro woman poetry cistn is the failure to
acknowledge generational diversity. For instanoeinger Renaissance participants like
Mae Cowdery, Gwendolyn Bennett and Helen Johns@mafsed jazz, dialect and
colloquialisms in their works. Their poetry cormite many scholarly assumptions that
Harlem Renaissance women poets struggled to detisdipcraft beyond purportedly
outdated Victorian structure and ideals. Mitchetidlection of Helen Johnson’s work
proves useful to this study. However, in praidimg poet’s work, the critic essentially
dismisses the poetry of Johnson’s female peersirfslan’s poems defy the genteel
conventions that governed many early twentiethtagrfemale writers¥ Mitchell’s
promotion of Johnson as a gendered exception teféerather disturbing aspect of the
criticism of New Negro women'’s poetry. Explorirfgetdiversity in talent and technique
of women'’s poetics helps to correct literary cr#im rooted in generalization and gender
assumption.

| extend the criticism of efforts made by Claudetd and Maureen Honey who
argue that the use of conventional verse can @sedd as revolutionary, thus
contributing to the movement’s spirit of resistaaoel representation. My readings of
the poetry are historically-based: these poets wktigeir era. Mastering forms and
language previously denied them because of urgusdlrhierarchies should be read as
liberating. Infusing those same Romantic formswpiblemical rhetoric and newly
conceptualized ideals of beauty, identity and salthis quintessentially modern.
Readings of Harlem Renaissance women’s poetry bagh by acknowledging these

elements. Maureen Honey explains, “The Renaissgaceration, therefore, conceived

34 Mitchell, Helene Johnsor8.
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of itself as carrying on the struggle through aitay the highest possible level of literary
accomplishment and surpassing the boundaries s saaiety tried to impose. Writers
saw no contradiction between social activism aredotfoduction of nonracial literature
because the two were fused in their minds: astesthievement moved the race
upward.® In spite of the numerous dismissals of New Negredmen’s poetry as
sentimental, “raceless” and classed, my readingiseoivork identify patterns of

resistance, militancy, and revolutionary.

Chapter Review

Scholars are beginning to approach women'’s litecantributions to Renaissance
culture with some academic intensity. Fiction witkke Zora Neale Hurston and Nella
Larsen, for example, have garnered much interasiodernist circles for several
decades. Yet, comparatively little has been dorantlyze the poetic aesthetics, literary
inspirations and cultural contributions of New Negroman poets whose poetry surely
help to contextualize and evaluate Hurston’s amdduas achievements. In turn, this
project illuminates the unique critical challengiesse poets faced.

Chapter One centers on the women poets’ variecbappes and contributions to
the movement’s spirit of protest, mapping theircasses and setbacks in the face of
literary criticisms. Notably, while relatively rent poetry collections and anthologies
have worked to successfully historicize the conitiitns of these women poets, much of

the relatively small efforts toward literary crissm comprise at-times veiled but often

% Maureen HoneyShadowed Dreams: Women'’s Poetry of the Harlem Reaace
(New Brunswick: Rutgers, 1989), 5.
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overt negative criticism of their poetry. | saysthot to imply a need for the blanket
praise of Harlem Renaissance women’s poetry buntéorogate the consistent attacks
against their quality. It seems counterproductivpresent poetry to a public only to
dismiss large bodies of work as deficient. Thisical reaction reflects an aversion to the
critically presumptive readings of their poetryctsssed and thus out of touch from
authentic working-class Black women'’s lived reabti The tendency to direct readers
away from literary women to blues culture and worsggers as a response to the class
dilemma has gone underexamined for too long aatssexplored in Chapter One.

To build on scholarship by Houston A. Baker, Clau@ate and Sandra Adell, |
argue that future Harlem Renaissance scholars dewsiop new ways to read race and
gender-imprinted works if poetry written by Blaclomen of this and subsequent eras is
to survive systematic erasure. Specifically, ChaPtee revisits the criticism of New
Negro women’s poetry. Many of the critics of they @sserted that the work somehow
fell short of movement’s call for protest agairetial oppression and marginalization.
My reading considers how a gendered poetics aficéleéheorizes the internal
ramifications of a systemically oppressed expegeriéoetics of silence is a nuanced
technique of interiority that explores ways in whiaternal awareness and self-
empowerment can be a liberating response to saedhpolitical injustice. My readings
of the poetry in this chapter will employ gendesdhy to consider how these women
poets supported and employed alternative methodssadtance.

Chapter Two’s focus on mothering outlines methaus @esthetics New Negro

women poets used to obtain literary and sociopgalithgency. The construct of Black
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motherhood is quintessentially a site for intereeelity analysis as it is both gendered
and racialized. Surprisingly, motherhood woulddree a central focus of the Harlem
Renaissance movement, at one time serving asitsgy symbol in its ability to
personify matters of uplift, strength and renewllhe men of the era were acutely aware
of the symbolic power of mothering in Black comntigs, and often evoked the concept
to fight negative cultural imaging. The constrantof a Black maternal image was of
great import to the Harlem Renaissance movementisainequently revisited in the
evolving field of African American cultural studieAs it pertains to the New Negro era,
what has become painstakingly clear is that the Negro woman'’s primary gift,
sacrifice and obligation to the racial uplift movem was primarily motherhood.
Ultimately, Chapter Two explores how Renaissancemam poets contributed to
the debate circling their respective assignedirotbe movement as both symbolic and
biological mothers. In recontextualizing thisesftovershadowed representational role, |
provide insight and an historical glance at theadng challenge of defining motherhood
in Black communities. | argue that the widesprsi@ideotypical imaging of the
nonsexual Black mother as a quintessential eleofehe “good women’s” identity
would prove problematic in terms of gender formatid he cost of this imaging would
be that Black women were socialized into sacrifidineir sexuality and femininity for
the race movement. This becomes magnified at@wihen both their sexuality and
beauty are being attacked by White racist imagling call for and expectation of

fragmentation of identity was not only devastatio@lack female representations: As it
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was explored in New Negro women'’s poetry, it alsadpced negative ramifications in
male and female relationships.

Chapter Three examines the overtly gendered trbpexmality to theorize
strategic ways in which it was racialized by HarlBenaissance elite and the modern
moment. One pressing concern involved the preealefhracist sociological imaging
that branded Black women as oversexed and promiscubhis stigma takes root in
American cultural history, taking on momentum iav&ry and post-emancipation. Black
women were considered the antithesis of White woamehwere deemed “prostitutes”
and “harlots.” Certainly, New Negro women were motnune to the effects of this
sexualized stigma as it is a relationship thatiooially appears in the lines of their
poetry. Problems distinct to Black womanhood xusdized imaging in particular --
were only peripherally treated or excessively taabby both the New Negro and
Women’s movements. Concerns of New Negro Womeme wien seen as distractions
for these respective causes. As Barbara Christidmes, it was the division that existed
for Black women within both Black and women’s mowents that made Black women
writers “more inclined to formulate their own copt® of the relationship between race
and gender® Literary analytical tradition is still lacking iits response to the reality of
sexualized imaging in Black womanhood, and the ghysind psychological attacks
stemming from it. Chapter Three also examines hatters of sexual orientation are

represented in New Negro women’s poetry. | seakdpel the “evidence of sexuality”

3 Barbara ChristiarBlack Feminist Criticism: Perspectives on Black VéoriVriters
(New York: Pergamon Press, 1985), 121.
27



prerequisite for queer readings by gesturing towlaednfluence of the modern moment
which blurred the various borderlines of identyinclude sexuality.

The coda chapter puts the Harlem Renaissanceontgecsation with the Black
Arts Movement via the work of Gwendolyn Brooks.ades of the New Negro women
poets’ methodologies and motivations are evidel®rooks’ famed Black Arts poem, “In
the Mecca.” Brooks is the premiere poet of choicexplore this interconnectedness
between the Harlem Renaissance and BAM. Shersléigppoet with direct
relationships to Renaissance and BAM leaders ssitlaagston Hughes, James Weldon
Johnson, and Haki Madhubuti. Her prose operatascasnmanding force throughout the
20th century. Brooks’ engagement in interioritygthrerhood and sexuality not only
harkens back to Renaissance women’s poetics, blaatoffers insights and outlooks for
future criticism.

As a writer interested in the creative processfilngs poetry, and as someone
who identifies as Black, woman and American, | atemsely curious about how race
and gender filter into the creative process. Whéte poet’s role in the midst of cultural
turmoil? How does that role shift when genderddea to the equation? How and where
do identity and poetry intersect? This project timss the complex relationships of
identity-based literature by adopting principlesraérsectionality. This integrated
framework provides fertile ground for more inclusiand comprehensive discussions of

the Harlem Renaissance.
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CHAPTER 2
“It is dangerous for a woman to defy the gods”
The Subversive Nature of Women'’s Poetry of the é¢tarRenaissance

“So--being a woman--you can wait.
You must sit quietly without a chip. Not sodden—avelghted as if your feet were cast
of the iron of your soul. Not wasting strengtremmervating gestures as if two hundred
years of bonds and whips had really tricked yoa mervous uncertainty.
But quiet; quiet. Like Buddha—who, brown like | ansat entirely at ease, entirely sure
of himself; motionless and knowing, a thousand yé®fore the White man knew there
was so very much difference between feet and hands.
Motionless on the outside. But inside?”

Marita Bonner, “On Being Young-a Woman-and Colotéd.

Letter to My Sister
Anne Spencer

It is dangerous for a woman to defy the gods;
To taunt them with the tongue's thin tip,

Or strut in the weakness of mere humanity,
Or draw a line daring them to cross;

The gods own the searing lightning,

The drowning waters, tormenting fears

And anger of red sins.

Oh, but worse still if you mince timidly--

Dodge this way or that, or kneel or pray,

Be kind, or sweat agony drops

Or lay your quick body over your feeble young;
If you have beauty or none, if celibate

Or vowed--the gods are Juggernaut,

Passing over . .. over. ..

This you may do:

Lock your heart, then, quietly,

And lest they peer within,

Light no lamp when dark comes down
Raise no shade for sun;

Breathless must your breath come through

37 Marita Bonner, “On Being Young — A Woman — and@eH,” inDouble-Take: A
Revisionist Harlem Renaissance Antholag,, Venetria Patton and Maureen Honey
(New Brunswick, N.J.: Rutgers University Press, 20Q12.
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If you'd die and dare deny
The gods their god-like fuff.

Read in concert, Marita Bonner’s essay and Ann&&pés poem unveil ways in
which coded measures of silence become subvemd/erapowering in much of Black
women’s poetry of the Harlem Renaissance. The netipn of silence, or specifically
silencing the self or being silenced by others playeculiar role in our critical
understanding of oppressive methodologies. It ismllg considered in the realm of one-
dimensionality: a dominant class silentles Othemwith the systematic incorporation of
physically-, psychologically- and economically-bastrategies. America’s legacy of
racialized silencing (though similar strategiesavegrtainly employed in gender
oppression) includes the physical and emotiondénie of slavery, segregation and
disenfranchisement, all institutionalized througivegrnmental agencies. In this one-
sided conceptualization of silencing, the margireadiare muzzled.

What is most troubling about many critical discossi of silencing praxis is that
they too often reinforce the very systems of poleing critiqued by not acknowledging
the other side of that stofyMarking distinctions in power through the gagésifence”

often validate disputed power hierarchies by igmpalternative methods of

38 Spencer, Anne. “Letter to My SisteShadowed Dreams: Women'’s Poetry of the
Harlem RenaissancedeMaureen Honey (New Brunswick: Rutgers UniverBitgss,
1989), 51.

39 Evelyn Nakano Glenn’s textinequal Freedom: How Race and Gender Shaped
American Citizenship and Labarffers a cogent argument regarding a criticalitian

of ignoring the methods of resistance that infoum @ilture of democracy. She asserts
that America’s sociopolitical culture, to includeettrumpeting of principles like
“universal equality,” is actually the culminatiohreegotiations between methods of
oppression and methods of resistance.
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communication. Yet, it was a communal reliance wioversive methods that proved
essential in helping to overcome and overturn sig\segregation and
disenfranchisement. Opening this discussion tageimethods of resistance directly
influences Harlem Renaissance studies. At its ¢beemotivation of the Harlem
Renaissance was to locate alternative modes oéssion to circumvent institutionalized
silencing measures.

More than just a preoccupation with race, the mey@rwas more of an assertion
of one’s right to self-definition. The Renaissam@es a rejection of supremacist ideology
that afforded Whites and males the privilege ofrde§) and thus silencing the Other.
While race was certainly a catalyst for Renaissgumoductivity, the movement’s
proclamation toward the liberating power of selfiiéion also included overshadowed
matters of sexuality, gender, class, and natiomalids both Bonner and Spencer
intimate in a move of acute inversion, silenceasmecessarily a marker of victimization,
but instead potentially a source of self-revelaton resistance. New Negro women
poets employed degrees of interiority in their psgtarning conversations about racism
and sexism inward. Much of the poetry positiorsedssion away from the oppressive
culture and toward a community, essentially silegthemselves against racist entities.
But, in publishing the poetry for public consumptiohe concerns of the silenced are
recorded. Thus, poetics of silence is a stratbglyreflects the intersectionality of black
women’s lives in that it negotiates the paradoxieality of visibility and invisibility. In

this chapter, | turn to Spencer, Alice Dunbar-NeJssand Gwendolyn Bennett to argue
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that the exploration of the subversive nature lehsie and coding drives much of the

poetry written by New Negro women during the Harl@enaissance.

The Silenced Other Speaks: The Subversive PowesilEnce

Integrated into much of the poetry | will discussaisubversive ideology that not
only relegates wisdom and power to those who enelséence, but this ideology also
asserts that Black women — ironically because @if gxperience with multiple
oppressions — have the ability to obtain and hategower to liberate their communities.
It is a measured, yet assured power, Bonner as8ddkswasting strength in enervating
gestures as if two hundred years of bonds and wiadseally tricked you into nervous
uncertainty.*® Bonner's gesture toward the overtly propagandistid generally
masculinist fractions of the movement highlightgeadered advantage of an insight
derived from being situated, as she puts it, botliside” and “inside.” Her thesis is a
precursor to Patricia Hill Collins’ contemporaryethretical analysis of intersectionality —
a theoretical framework that encourages considerati the lived realities of individuals
who simultaneously embody multiple layers of maagjzation (i.e. race, gender,

sexuality)**

%% Quoted in the epigraph.

“1 Kimberlé Crenshaw initially used the term “intezsenality” in her exploration of the
judicial system’s failure to acknowledge the muihénsionality of Black women'’s lived
experiences. She argues that a single axis frankedesigned to recognize singularly
marginalized groups (i.e. Black men or White woniepretically erases populations
who embody more than one of these categories.lefseof intersectionality sheds light
on the treatment of Harlem Renaissance women syitenich, until recently, has been
tantamount to gender invisibility. Kimberlé CrenghdDemarginalizing the Intersection
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Essential to Collins’ work is the tracking of thradition in Black women’s
feminist thought of passing on the subjugated kedgé gained from an intimate
experience with intersecting oppressions of raesscand gender. She explains, “By
insisting on self-definition, Black women questioot only what has been said about
African-American women but the credibility and tinéensions of those possessing the
power to define. When Black women define ourselwesclearly reject the assumptions
that those in positions granting them the authdatynterpret our reality are entitled to do
so. Regardless of the actual content of Black wosngelf-definitions, the act of
insisting on Black female self-definition validat®kgck women’s power as human
subjects.*? During the Harlem Renaissance, poetry was New dNegmen'’s expressive
vehicle of choicé® Comparatively, more women were publishing in smedgazines
than their male contemporaries.

Encoded in much of Black women’s poetry of theisrfa knowing” derived
from the vantage point of being Black and femalee Tknowing” factor pertains to those
aspects of intersectional realities that are ligad felt, but rarely expressed. A shared
acquaintance with the clashing forces of racismisse and classism fosters a system a
knowledge in which only the participants can fudlycess and understand. New Negro

women'’s poetry often dwells in this terrain at tisi of being viewed as esoteric. As

of Race and Sex: A Black Feminist Critique of Araimination Doctrine and
Antiracist Politics."University of Chicago Legal Forud989): 139-167.

“2 Collins, Patricia Hill Black Feminist Thought: Knowledge, Conscioushess the
Politics of EmpowermerfNew York: Routledge, 2000), 125.

*3Honey, Maureen. Introduction Bhadowed Dreamg,
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their motivation appears to be self-liberation amgression, a more nuances criticism is
necessary to acknowledge their contribution tontioeement.

Spencer’s “Letter to My Sister” is a prime examglehis intersectionality
informed positioning. Notably, the poem makes npliek mention of race. This overt
absence is often a source of contention for crafasomen’s poetry of the period. In her
review of women’s poetry, Cheryl Wall concludesttimch of the work reflects “far
less of the race consciousness characteristic”ttimmale poets of the efaThe critical
perception regarding the degree to which womerevgrihave committed themselves to
race matters, or the lack thereof, has had a deleteeffect on the reception of New
Negro women'’s poetry. Their poetry is too oftemowed from central discussions of the
movement or treated in obligatory tones. Whileitrg¢he tempered critical rejection of
Black women'’s literary contribution, Mary Helen Wiasgton notes, “women’s writing is
considered singular and anomalous, not univershtepresentative, and for some
mysterious reason, writing about Black women isauotsidered as racially significant as
writing about Black men? Any meaningful approach to women’s poetry mustiao
this assumption on its face. Accordingly, if Newdio women’s poetry is to be
considered successful expressions of intersectignlmust be read in the context of

the period and their initial publication. Publisgiin primarily Black small magazines

“Wall, Cheryl. “Poets and Versifiers, Singers amghSiers: Women of the Harlem
Renaissance.YWomen of the Arts and the 192@sl. by Kenneth W. Wheeler and
Virginia Lee Lussier (New Brunswick, N.J.: TransantBooks, 1982), 76.

> Mary Washington, “The Darkened Eye Restored:’ Ndteward a Literary History of
Black Women."Within the Circle: An Anthology of African Amenichiterary Criticism
from the Harlem Renaissance to the Presedi,Angelyn Mitchell (Durham: Duke
University Press, 1994), 445.
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and anthologies whose polemical rhetoric and aganelaxplicitly articulated in
editorials, essays, reviews and news stories, poetsrstood that the work would be
accessed primarily via the lens of rdge.

Publication choice is certainly a factor in comsidg much of Spencer’s work.
An activist and highly anthologized poet, Spenaaran published a collection and
ceased publishing after 1931. Her poetry comess taa an array of popular small
magazines and period anthologies. James WeldorsdoHimst published Spencer’s
poetry in hisBook of American Negro Poetf¥922); shortly after, she made frequent
appearances ihhe CrisisandOpportunity.She is one of the few women poets to appear
in The New Negr¢1925) Caroling Dusk(1927) andEbony and Topagl927)*’
Spencer’s “Letter to My Sister,” first publisheditony and Topazxemplifies many of

the characteristics of New Negro women'’s poetris rooted in a conversation between

% Abby Johnson and Ronald JohnsdRtspaganda and Aesthetics: The Literary Politics
of Afro-American Magazines in the Twentieth Cenaxplores the polemical nature of
the era’s small magazines which included the arts @ehicle in the struggle for civil
rights. “Afro-American magazines of the twentietntury have carried a double
function. They have provided Black writers with@utlet for their work and have
thereby participated in the shaping of Black litera and culture. At the same time, they
have recorded basic concerns of each period araiieehistorical documents in their
own right” (204).

" Each of these anthologies has an expressly diffgnerpose.New Negreeditor Alain
Locke gestured toward the representative natutieeolbook, stating that the “volume
aims to document the New Negro culturally and diy€iéxxv). Caroling Duskeditor
Countee Cullen claimed that his text sought to dusnt the poetic successes of the
movement: “For most of these poets the publicadoindividual volumes of their
poems is not an immediate issue” [hony and Topaeditor Charles Johnson wanted to
offer to his writers a space for exploration beydmel limitations of racial uplift: “ltis a
venture in expression, shared, with the slightdgbgal suggestion, by a number of
persons who are here much less interested indbdience than in what they are trying
to portray” (11). Spencer’s inclusion in all thrests evidences her multidimensionality.
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two Black women, fictionally away from the dominayatze, as indicated in its title. The
poem celebrates the subversive power of silencé poagnantly in the final stanza:

This you may do:

Lock your heart, then, quietly,

And lest they peer within,

Light no lamp when dark comes down
Raise no shade for sun;

Breathless must your breath come through
If you'd die and dare deny

The gods their god-like fun.

The third stanza represents something of a compgmbetween the actions of the first
two: the first stanza warns of the danger of defyime “gods,” and the second stanza
declares that it is worse to “mince timidly.” Theds are read here as the “powers that
be” -- be it White or male. But the third stanzggests that reservation and withholding
can be strategically empowering. Gesturing towhedRenaissance trope of the veil, the
speaker warns to “raise no shade for the sun.” inége asserts that the subject of the
poem has the ability to control what is seen artcsaen by the dominant gaze. The poem
suggests that true power hides beyond what islsgéme gaze.

Efforts to analyze women'’s poetry of the Renaissdreygins with an
understanding of Black women'’s feminist culture jefthalmost always infuses gender
and class into race-based discussf&ngvhile there is no singular, hegemonic Black

woman'’s experience or position, much of the negatinticism of women’s poetry of the

“8 Collins, Black Feminist Though82.
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era is rooted in the assumption that their poetrggvoice to a narrowly gendered,
middle-class population. The tragedy of this agstion is that the poets face harsh
accusations of ignoring threal problems of theeal Black masses. The fallacy of using
class as a binary litmus test for culture authégitraust be dispelled if New Negro
women'’s poetry is to have opportunity for fruituriticism. More importantly, readers
must be concerned to acknowledge patterns of siigramd coding in Black women’s
intellectual thought and poetry. Collins explaihat “U.S. Black women intellectuals
have long explored this private, hidden space atBlWwomen’s consciousness, the
‘inside’ ideas that allow Black women to cope watfd, in many cases, transcend the
confines of intersecting oppressions of race, cigasder and sexuality®In considering
the “inside” motif, critics of New Negro women'’s @iy also note that much work is in
conversation with those “inside” the circle of opgsion. Often, this conversation
included Black men, but the work primarily servies interests and concerns of Black
women.*®

Using art to prompt an internal dialog of affirntatiis slightly out of step with
much of the male writing of the era, which was nfosuently in conversation with the

“outside” forces of oppression. In theorizing wagdranscend their oppression via

49 |bid., 108.

* Josephine Donovan discusses the internal proéesigrnced communities “coming to
consciousness” in this way: For the silenced Othdregin to speak, to create art, she
must be in communication with others of her grauprder that a collective “social
construction of reality” be articulated. Other isbavitnesses from the oppressed group
must express their views, to validate one’s owthtrthat one may name it. “Toward a
Women'’s Poetics Tulsa Studies in Women's Literatu8 no. 1/2. (Spring - Autumn,
1984), 102.
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silence, coding, and self-definition, Harlem Resarece women poets were more
specifically participating in a communicative tréoln of communal support. Honey
asserts that many New Negro women poets prefemtechal poetry because it helped
them better articulate their relationship to theure world: “They found congenial
poetic models in the Imagists and English Romartézsause these forms allowed them
access to a core self. Communing with nature amgmeous, associative ways or unself-
consciously exploring the intensity of their ma#imate connections with lovers
furnished a markedly female strategy for claiming?ro-American worldview.**
Turning inward with poetry informed by silence aratling written by and for those who
can most closely understand it from a lived perspeserves as validation for Black
women continually assaulted by depictions of thdweseas constructed by both Black
and White men.

Writing themselves into being thus becomes a lfregaact, according to Collins:
“One can write for a nameless, faceless, audidngehe act of using one’s voice
requires a listener and thus establishes a commeckor African American women the
listener most able to pierce the invisibility cedby Black women'’s objectification is
another Black woman. This process of trusting @am&her can seem dangerous because
only Black women know what it means to be Black veom But if we will not listen to
one another, then who wil?Again, Spencer’s epistolary poem performs this

conversational act with a speaker writing to héstés.” The letter is secretive in nature,

*1 Honey,Shadowed Dream83.
>2 Collins, Black Feminist Thought,14.
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warning of the danger in defying the gods. Idaigering, the conversation between the
two women is internal as well as the directivetsossubject. The poem serves the Harlem
Renaissance’s spirit of resistance by offeringaatic blueprint for a poetics of silence.
By not overtly participating in the propagandistemands of the era, much of the
women’s poetry was dismissed during the era anosticompletely discarded by
subsequent generations of critics. Writing tihaaializedandgendered lives into
definition, New Negro women poets assumed theaiddeing misunderstood by those
“not in the know.” Audre Lorde speaks of the conxpleality of writing poetry from this
vantage point long before the term intersectiopalas coined. She exclaims, “l have
come to believe over and over again that what istamgportant to me must be spoken,
made verbal and shared, even at the risk of havimgised or misunderstood. That the
speaking profits me, beyond any other effé¢tAcknowledging the ways that New
Negro women'’s poetry has been “bruised and miswhaled,” this chapter calls for a
revision of critical approaches applied to New Ne@fomen’s poetry. Nearly a century
later, we are now better able to unpack genderaridlly integrated messages to
acknowledge a more comprehensive review of the mewt's political and polemical

landscape.

‘Keeping it Real’ — Reading a Movement: A Criticisof Criticism
A critical preoccupation with race may have preedrfoundational Harlem

Renaissance critics from acknowledging genderetribotions to the movement’s spirit

>3 Lorde, Audre.Sister Outsider: Essays and SpeeclBeskeley: The Crossing Press,
1984), 40.
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of protest. Much of the early foundational schefap about the era is working from the
singular premise that the movement was race drideft.asserts that the conventional
defining of the movement within the confines ofarak problematic for the era’s women
writers: “Clearly if one narrowly judges the woxthwriters associated with the era by
what they produced on race during those specificsythen these and other women
writers will be devalued™ Renaissance writing is too often evaluated bydégree to
which the writers were able to exemplify racial soilousness, and a critical culture of
searching for authenticity is the consequence.

Questions of authenticity in Black criticism --.itee writer’s ability to accurately
represent a communities values, needs, and liaes too often funneled through the
blurred criteria of class. The construct of autiestytis critically problematic under the
weight of diversity within African American commuigis. Under these conditions,
significant portions Renaissance writing have ba#eemed failures, and women'’s poetry,
in particular, took on the brunt of the criticabils. Maria Balshaw explains, “For
female and male authors alike, writing is very oftedged in terms of the supposed
authenticity of its racial representation. Worksieth deviate from a direct addressing of
the “problem of the color line’ (to quote DuBoigpgrticularly when they take up what

one might categorize as ‘women’s issues,’ areoallftequently regarded as second-order

> Hull, Gloria T.Color, Sex, and Poetry: Three Women Writers ottagem
RenaissancéBloomington: Indiana University Press, 1987), 20.
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texts, or as signal evidence of the ultimate failof the Harlem Renaissance
movement.™

Periodization and writer’s locations outside of ldar also resulted in critical
neglect. A concluding thought in the introductidrvenetria Patton and Maureen
Honey’s timely revisionist anthology helps to pog theed for more inclusive
periodization into perspective: “Overshadoweddnts that have made it into the canon,
those often considered minor or left to languisthm period’s journals can come to life
when viewed within the contexts of sexism, homophoénd racism. Whether major or
minor, female- or male-authored, texts of the HarRenaissance enrich our
understanding of African American history and crdtuThese texts served as inspiring,
pathbreaking trails—away from silence, againsodts, toward futures their creators
only dimly perceived® Critical discussions of Black women'’s writingdies with
recognition of its sociopolitical and historicalntext. This is particularly true of New
Negro Women’s poetry because it was not only stlbgethe criteria of art that thrived
during the Renaissance, but subsequent criticispired by the Black Arts moment is
even more didactic. Balshaw explicates the reflatip between the two movements,
arguing that the Black Arts Movement helped todiffia critical process that measured

Harlem Renaissance works “according to the suppasttenticity of racial

%> Balshaw, Maria, “New Negroes, New Women: The Geifigitics of the Harlem
Renaissance Women: A Cultural Review(, no. 2 (1999), 128.

*% Maureen Honey and Venetria Pat@ouble-take: A Revisionist Harlem Renaissance
Anthology ed. by Venetria Patton and Maureen Honey (New8sick, N.J.: Rutgers
University Press, 2001), xxxix. They offer a cogertiew of the ways periodization of
the movement affects our canonical appreciaticih@{fiterature, Xxv-xxvii.
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understanding they evinc&”Perhaps driven by moves to help navigate andtsteic
their own movement, scholars influenced by the Blds Movement uniformly deem
the Harlem Renaissance to be a cultural, politcal literary failure.

Though the causes of the alleged failure vary anooitigs -- the obvious being
that the arts movement was unable to squelch fresiacist momentum of segregation
and lynching — many critics conclude that the moemtrifailed to find its voice >
Nathan Huggins points to the movement’s middlesclaterests in racial uplift as a
debilitating factor against the movement’s succé#is. seminal textHarlem
Renaissancesituates Huggins’ historical moment against thelétarRenaissance: “Like
other progressives, Harlem intellectuals saw malitissues and reform in moral terms
and assumed a high moral tone. Racial problems sagial aberrations due to the moral
corruption, fear, or ignorance. They offeremlradical solutiongherefore the system
was basically sound’emphasis addéd® Within the context of the sixties Black Power
movement -- when race, gender and social angsaipee\v— pointing out discrepancies
and pitfalls of preceding racial movements was mom practicé® But, distanced from

that lens, one can connect the rhetoric of Marcaiv€y and Malcolm X, or trace

>" Balshaw, Marial.ooking for Harlem: Urban Aesthetics in African Aiioan Literature
(Sterling, Va: Pluto Press, 2000), 6.

%8 Gates, Henry LouigThe Signifying Monkey: A Theory of Afro-Americatetary
Criticism (New York: Oxford University Press, 1998), 224.

*9 Huggins,Harlem Renaissand@ew York: Oxford University Press, 1971), 27.

% Ibid., 4-5. As Huggins work was penned in the 196 is notably rendering
commentary on the methods of Renaissance contrguiithin the context of his
historical moment. And though he strives to sejgaitee movements, the line is
frequently blurred.
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similarities in tone and content between Claude ElcKnd Amiri Baraka. Thus, where
the fruits of Renaissance labor may not have be®leet within the restrictive
parameters set by Huggins, perhaps the Renaisbeamaey enterprise was successfully
archetypal in its collective and proactive approtchevising identity.

In returning to the criticism of the movement, Hutgj critique echoes a more
scathing one of the Renaissance written by Rickidht in 1937. Arguing that most of
the writing of the era was ornamental, and not suttive, authentic representations of
oppressed realities, Wright proclaimed that therditure failed to address “the Negro
himself, his needs, his sufferings, his aspiratiSh€onsider the following critique:
“Generally speaking, Negro writing in the past basn confined to humble novels,
poems, and plays, prim and decorous ambassadorsvemta-begging to White
America. They entered the Court of American PuBlgnion dressed in the knee pants
of servility, curtsying to show that the Negro we inferior, that he was human, and
that he had a life comparable to that of other feeopor the most part these artistic
ambassadors were received as though they weretFpenclles who do clever trick&?”
Wright's criticism is irrefutably class based, aalit was written during the apex of the
Great Depression, understandably so. The impticati Wright's landmark essay is that
the middle class successes achieved by Renaislemusrs somehow removed them
from a genuine awareness of the needs and valubs dfegro masses, from the Negro

self.

%L Richard Wright, “Blueprint for Negro WritingThe New Challenge: A Literary
Quarterly.2. No.1(Fall 1937), 53-65.

%2 |bid.
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In turn, by adopting literary forms of the dominauntture, the Renaissance
literati are accused of aligning themselves withité/bulture -- a premise Wright
contends overshadows whatever technical achieventiegy obtained. Removed from
Wright's historical moment, Keith Leonard providesnore receptive reading of
Renaissance writers’ use of conventional forms; tBough many Harlem thinkers
largely accept preexisting, Eurocentric idealsgykEat art,” they did not entirely give into
bourgeois assimilationist desires, nor did HughesBrown entirely reject them. In both
cases, formalism interacted with ethnic self-dé&fni, in effect when not in intention, to
render new meanings for poetic identity and thesefor ethnic identity that unified a
disparate movement and motivated an entire traddfaethnic self-definition in
poetry.”® As Wright's accusations are directed toward a@enoent motivated by
cultural pride and construction, it had a resougdiffect on critics to follow. And yet
future scholars must work diligently to remembaetttiass is not a marker for race. Hull
reminds us in the analysis of the poets in herysthdt “large amounts of ambivalence,
White blood, and caste privilege did not oblitertte basic race-color reality of these
three women’s existence. They were all touched agd all responded in their lives and
writing.”®*

The ramifications of early criticisms of Harleneissance writings that

determine the movement lacked racial authentiatyeharguably peppered the canonical

®3 Leonard, Keith.Fettered Genius : The African American Bardic Ploein Slavery to
Civil Rights(Charlottesville: University of Virginia Press, 28)0117.

® Hull, Color, Sex and Poetr0. Hull's study focused on Georgia Douglas Johnso
Angelina Weld Grimké, and Alice Dunbar-Nelson.
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construction and appreciation of the movement.sigal contends that elements of
criticism informed by the conceptualization of arlicity materialized during the Black
Arts movement. She argues that critics concerndgd“authenticity” tend to consider

the following before deeming a work successfulhiSIgenerally means utilizing dialect
and/or blues forms and working-class subjects,ushict wide swathes of literature
written by and for the burgeoning Black middle skes Texts that dwell on the sexual,
the spectacular or the sensational are regardatywacause of their perceived
association with White primitivism. Further, anyitp that appears to veer toward
stylistic experimentation of a modernist persuassoregarded with deepest suspicion
because of its perceived complicity with White \edwand White writers® For New
Negro women poets who are most often critiqued&ng preoccupied with technical
proficiency, overcoming this rigid criterion for &tk writing has inherently particular
challenges. In recent years, efforts to overcorogti@al obsession with race authenticity
have helped to redefine the movement by revisimgunderstanding of the movement’s
concerns, influences, location and periodizatidfomen’s studies, in particular, has led
to a series of anthologized reprints of Harlem Fs=@ance women’s poetry that expand
our appreciation of their prolific contribution.

Despite the growing interest in New Negro womerostpy, critics still find fault
with their work for reasons tantamount to the latkacial authenticity. Reviews of
women'’s poetry generally fall into one of two campsexplaining away conclusively
bad poetry as a consequence of cultural pressaces@posing audiences, or 2)

dismissing technically and lyrically good poetryaagmoded and racially removed.

% Balshaw Looking for Harlem§.
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Consider Georgia Douglas Johnson’s poetry. Walterads that “the pressures operating
in the lives of the women poets” had a negativeatfbn the overall quality of Johnson’s
work: “It is fully understandable that she wouldshate to experiment with language or
theme, or in any way reject a tradition that hatlyed admitted any Black woman — or
man, for that matter. Her compromise necessaigliggd inferior verse® As the most
prolific and popular female poet of the era, Jolmnisaunderstandably the most conjured
female poet in critical consciousness, which pratipé perception that all Renaissance
women were participating in the genteel traditiddomen who did not participate in this
tradition are deemed exceptions.
Renaissance women poets who somehow managed tbderorative,
sentimental verse, have been critically discar@echdt participating in jazz culture.
New Negro women poets are often pitted againsblines women, who are, in turn,
heralded for capturing the lived experiences ofkivay class Black women. Critics of
Harlem Renaissance women'’s poetry often lamentattieof reflection of the decade’s
blossoming presence of blues and jazz in womenm'seveWall offers the following in
her comparison of the contribution of literary éides women:
As in other cultural awakenings, the Renaissanoduymed more versifiers than
poets, and a large number of these were womenwadwiean rivaled the
achievement of Langston Hughes or Countee Cul@mly in music did women
and men share equal billing; Bessie Smith’s repartas as lustrous as that of any

artist of the period. The twenties marked the lagyaf classic blues singers, all

% Wall, Cheryl. “Poets and Versifiers, Singers aigh8iers: Women of the Harlem
Renaissance.YWomen of the Arts and the 192@sl. by Kenneth W. Wheeler and
Virginia Lee Lussier (New Brunswick, N.J.: TransantBooks, 1982), 77.
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of whom were female. Free of the burdens of analiadition, a Bessie Smith
could establish the standard of her art; in the@ss she would compose a more
honest poetry than any of her literary sisterseyllacked the connection to those
cultural traditions which shaped Smith’s &ft.
Wall's use of “honest” here begs for analysis. litksgary and blues women explored
many of the same topics, the implication that ttezdry women were somehow
dishonest is perhaps a comment on class distirsctidowever, in using “honest” as a
marker for “authentic,” Wall's comparison employsréical response of cultural
authenticity to underscore the perceived failufethe “literary sisters.” It is not clear
why Cullen is mentioned in this context, other thaemphasize the women poets’
alleged failures by comparison. In steps takervtodabeing considered a “Negro poet,”
he did not participate in the blues tradition. Ammtly, male departures from blues and
jazz toward “alien” poetic forms, like those perfad by Cullen and Claude McKay, are
somehow acceptabf@Wall’s description of the form as “alien” is inditive of the very
binary that New Negro poets were critiquing in eoypig lyrical forms. Conversely,
Maureen Honey reads the use of conventional forengsowering: “The conventional
verse from which Renaissance poets have beenzeiievas a logical outgrowth of this
focus on literary achievement and the western histiartradition. If mastering the
poetic forms of a language forbidden their parentgrandparents were a political act,

then viewing those forms as timeless and univensaisted the act with even greater

%7 Ibid., 75.

% | explore this distinction in greater depth in @tex Three.
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power.” Mastering and employing language and forms thaéwenied them as a

method to subversively confront oppression themimss revolutionary. Repurposing
and redefining Romantic forms is arguably parthef modernist tradition.

The critical practice of privileging blues womeweo literary women is
perplexing. Oral texts (and music in particulaiyron elements of performativity such
as vocal inflection and pitch, dramatic expressand instrumental support that do not
directly translate to poetic composition. Convlrskelues songs — removed from
performance of singer — do not translate well tgepas the repeated verses are often
lacking in the linguistic acrobatics to which meskets aspire. As a great number of
Bessie Smith’s songs, for example, were writtemiey and other lyricists; what Bessie
Smith bought to the table was a performative tadegtably borne from a lived Black
woman'’s experience. It is difficult to quantifyetisoulful response to a masterful crooner
or a well-timed presentation of call and resporiBesitioning blues women against
literary women is not a valid critical practice.s Angela DavisBlues Legacies and
Black Feminisnevidences, there is certainly room for study ohbaral and literary
traditions within Harlem Renaissance studies withpivileging one or gesturing toward
claims of authenticity.

Arguably, Hughes’ immense success as one of the&eis — male or female — to
use blues or jazz forms left many critics wondesrigy more poets did not follow his
lead. Actually, many women poets included Blacknaeular and colloquial forms in
their poetry — Helene Johnson, Mae Cowdery and @olgn Bennett, to name few.

Bennett explored the intersectionality of New Negmmanhood in the context of the

% Honey,Shadowed Dreamg,
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post-slavery condition and the evolution of womdiseration. Poet, graphic artist,
journalist, activist and educator, Bennett was aintae most versatile figures of the
Renaissance. Bennett's most productive periodcasaive writer is embedded within a
five-year span of 1923 to 1928. Her poem, “Sorgglores the emotional elements
hidden within blues and jazz. Consider the secdtalza:

A-shoutin' in de ole camp-meeting-place,
A-strummin’ o' de ole banjo.
Singin' in de moonlight,
Sobbin' in de dark.
Singin’, sobbin’, strummin’ slow . . .
Singin' slow, sobbin' low.
Strummin’, strummin’, strummin’ slow . . .
Words are bright bugles
That make the shining for my song,
And mothers hold down babies
To dark, warm breasts
To make my singing sad.
In a coupling of literary and blues traditions, Bett's speaker weaves in and out of

Black colloquialisms and dialect, an act contrarynuch of the Renaissance elite’s
aversion to its use. Participating in one of theaynshades of silence, the speaker’s
“singin” and “sobbin” is done low and in the darkhe first stanza underscores the
speaker’s mission: to “sing the heart of a radedems like “Heritage” and “Hatred” are
testament to Bennett's use of more direct andaféhming language, far removed from

the expectations of a “lady poet.” Consider tHofeing images in “Hatred”:

O Bennett, “Song,Shadowed Dreamsegd. Maureen Honey, 106. The poem in its
entirety is included on page 74 of this report.
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| shall hate you

Like a dart of singing steel
Shot through still air

At even-tide,

Or solemnly

As pines are sober

When they stand etched
Against the sky.

Hating you shall be a game
Played with cool hands
And slim fingers.

Your heart will yearn

For the lonely splendor

Of the pine tree

While rekindled fires

In my eyes

Shall wound you like swift arrows.
Memory will lay its hands
Upon your breast

And you will understand
My hatred’*

Here, Bennett embraces the protest spirit of théelHaRenaissance. Written in free
verse, the poem is modern in form and content. Pbvweearchies are being disrupted in
this poem, which becomes clear at the poem’s csiauwith the gesture toward

memory. The speaker of this poem meets the oppsmgarte with a bold contempt

"L Bennett, Gwendolyn . “Hatred,” Black Sister: Poetry by Black American Women,
1746-1980.ed. Erlene Stetson (Bloomington, Indiana UniverBitgss, 1982)3.
50



steeped in history. Moreover, this speaker annesititat former passive responses to
racism are now replaced with knowledge, epitomizét “you will understand.”

Neither race nor gender is mentioned in this paam,yet its context and violent
images implicate and code both. One also wondi¢hns iobject of the speaker’s hatred is
a woman, a White woman in particular. The violeatthe work is balanced with
traditionally feminine images. Each attribute loé bbject of the work is supported by
female imaging. The description of “breast,” fomaxle, is generally associated with
women. The speaker of the work also warns thecobjethe hatred that “your heart will
yearn.” The heart descriptor has also been metagaitly gendered feminine. In the
poem’s gesture toward race, consider the follovimes: “Memory will lay its hands/
Upon your breast.” Memory connotes history. Atfgyathe writer’s post-slavery
existence affords opportunity to explore this istedegree of hatred. The poem also
makes two references to trees, a motif used ofté&enaissance poetry discussion of
lynching. In essence, the hatred is calculated namie importantly, masked. Not until
the end of the poem does the object of the hatradérstand.”

In giving voice to what was once silenced, Benaksib performs a Renaissance
objective of speaking for “the group.” Distinct®m class or even gender did little to
disrupt a shared belief in linked fdte Houston Baker asserts that this ability to discus

the group through exploration of the one is a “fdiag condition of the Afro-American

2 Evelyn Simien offers this definition for linkedtéa “For African Americans, linked
fate is the recognition that individual life chas@ee inextricably tied to the race as a
whole.” “Race, Gender, and Linked Fatédurnal of Black Studie35 no. 5 (May,
2005): 529 — 550. http://www.jstor.org/stable/48836, p. 529.
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intellectual discourse”® This layered discussion is solidified througheamploration of
“metalevels” in African American existend®@aker’s discussion of metalevels is similar
to that of DuBois’s double consciousness in thah lsonsider Black America’s struggle
to negotiate the relationship between African amgefican ancestry. Baker says one
historically effective way to explore metalevelghsough autobiography. “What | want
to suggest,” he writes, “is that the African Amainiés negotiation of metalevels, in
combination with his or her propensity for autolvegghy as a form of African survival,
has always enabled him or her to control a vanélgvels of discourse in the United
States.*

A poet’s choice to use either conventional or cotgerary forms to perform
these acts of representation and recognition sézhmsve been divided along
generational lines, with poets of the older guastdieh as Alice Dunbar-Nelson, Georgia
Douglas Johnson, and Anne Spencer — utilizing &nerse. Nevertheless, in reviewing
the contribution and lives of three of the oldemem poets of the era, Hull asserts that
their lack of experimentation hindered the potdmiaheir poetry:

The lack of formal innovation exhibited by theseethpoets (were women

conditioned to be less daring?) combined with themventional age-old theme

(were these deemed more suitable for the lyric i@mei sensibility?) made their

work relatively unexciting in Renaissance awakeriirag required some flash and

newness. Because of temperament and socializétiey did not loudly raise

"3 Baker, HoustornWorkings of the Spirit: The Poetics of Afro-AmarnidVomen’s
Writing (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1938),

" bid., 43
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their voicesin protest, pride, or primitivism. The quality thieir achievement

could not obliterate this difference. Nor could flact that, for the first time in

Afro-American literary history, women were enteritng scribal tradition in more

than token fashion, and largely as poets. ... Pertisgp&omen writers of the

Harlem Renaissance were truly having more of agrasrcthan a re-nascence

[emphasis addéd®
Hull's assertion of the “lack of innovation” in tip®etry of her subjects speaks to the
aforementioned preoccupation with a critically inmagl racial authenticity. In other
words, not relying on Black tropes of boastful tatal pride proclamations, and African
ancestry signification led many post-Renaissanitiesto conclude that the poetry
somehow fails® She points to matters of the writer's middle-slagnding to proffer an
explanation for poetry deemed “unexciting,” anygratal quality of the work is literally
obliterated.

Conversely, as Honey and Tate intimate in theifysmaof Renaissance women
poets, implementation of European literary formshsas the ode, elegy and sonnet does
not necessarily signal a departure from the Reaatgss culture of protest. Honey
explains that these forms “were conceived as paliyf neutral vehicles through which

Black culture could be made visibl€. Writing in these forms thus qualifies as acts of

> Hull, Color, Sex, and Poetr5.

’® Anthologies and collections of Harlem Renaissaicenen’s poetry published around
the time Hull's groundbreaking text (arguably infeed and inspired by her work) have
since provided a wealth of poetry that does, in, fimcorporate these tropes. See
Shadowed Dreams, Double-TakedBlack Sister.

""Honey, Shadowed Dream3,
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appropriation and coding as defined by Joan Raain@iSusan Lanser, “opening up the
paternal narrative to what it exclud€8.’Again, early critics of the movement hardly saw
the irony of this strategic element in their lorgiior more culturally imprinted literature.
Beginning with the cultural authenticity premisetaely curtails potential to explore

any aesthetic success of the poetry created by walmeng this period.

In spite of the burden that was their middle-clagsvess, many of these women
poets were concerned about the issues that plagokkahg-class Black women. The
overwhelming theme in their poetry is the doublp@ssive condemnation of
invisibility. Renaissance women poets were keamgre that the historical and
paradoxical nature of Black women'’s labor had readi¢hem both visible and invisible.
Dating back to slavery, Black women worked besids s part of the institution; the
distinction in gender afforded to White women was amajor factor in work
distribution. Because of race matters, Black wos&bor was not relegated to the
domestic sphere, which made it visible. Their ggmvdas hardly acknowledged when it
pertained to labor, which rendered them invisillet, Black women’s labor had not only
been crucial to their very survival, explains Q@iliit had also been a key element to the
evolution of American capitalism: “Taken togethttie supposedly seamless web of
economy, polity, and ideology function as a higétfective system of social control
designed to keep African-American women in an asgigsubordinate place. This

larger system of oppression works to suppressiiasi of Black women intellectuals and

8 Radner, Joan, and Susan Laser. “The Feminist V8icategies of Coding in Folklore
and Literature.”The Journal of American Folklor&00, no. 398 (Oct. - Dec., 1987), 415.
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to protect elite White male interests and world\ééWW Women's poetry of the
Renaissance often illuminates the methods of ga@jer and class oppressions used
against Black women and comforts the afflictedeffarts of recognition. Middle-class
status did not necessarily remove these poetstliermoncerns of working class women.

As Bonner observes, class status afforded thesers/rithe one real thing that
money buys. Time. Time to do thind¥.For the women poets of this study, money
translated into time to study, time to write, aimde to theorize. Spencer’s “Lady, Lady”
epitomizes a layered exploration of Black womens&sbility:

Lady, Lady, | saw your face,

Dark as night withholding a star . . .

The chisel fell, or it might have been

You had borne so long the yoke of men.
Lady, Lady, | saw your hands,

Twisted, awry, like crumpled roots,
Bleached poor white in a sudsy tub,
Wrinkled and drawn from your rub-a-dub.

Lady, Lady, | saw your heart,

And altered there in its darksome place

Were the tongues of flames the ancients knew,
Where the good God sits to spangle throtigh.

9 Collins, Black Feminist Thought.
8 Bonner, “On Being Young,” 109.
8 Honey,Shadowed Dreamss.
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Spencer’'s manipulation of the ode solidifies heonmwith the Renaissance movement
and modernity. She uses the form to express pi@sehat is unseen and unappreciated:
Black women. The choice of form validates that ggaeffort and operates to make Black
women and their labor visible. In accordance W#naissance tradition, Spencer
performs an inversion of connotative associatictsvben of Black and White, male and
female images. This is a process that peppers widoér poetry. Devon Boan explains
that literature of inversion is often the most contational of African American literary
types:
Seemingly playing on White America’s fear of Blakkerica, works of
inversion stake out the high ground in what a Waiidience would generally
perceive to be an adversarial portrayal of rasslies in America. One
significant effect of the Literature of Inversidmen, is to make the White reader a
stranger in his or her own house—the domicile ngleage, political power, and
social hegemony—while conveying to African Americaaders an exclusive
solidarity of heritage, purpose, insight and Wll.
Spencer’s poem reverses racial stereotypical ingagidark is beautiful and safe, “where
the good God sits to spangle through.” The oppvessharacteristics of Whiteness
crumple, wrinkle and overwhelm; it marks the bo@pd6r” White. This poem’s tension
is in visibility. The object of the poem is clearharked by class, recognizing that this
washerwoman had limited opportunity to escape dtex. fThe design of her life, the

metaphorical “chisel,” was calculated without hgput. And, despite the fact that her

82 Boan, DevonThe Black “I": Author and Audience in African Ameain Literature
(New York, Peter Lang, 20020.
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labor is equivalent to a man’s, Spencer’s speaiaatedly calls her “Lady” in a
provocative effort to acknowledge her femininitgspectability and worth.

The repeated refrain, “I saw” marks the subjeatiyv(sibility in dominant
culture, yet serves to affirm and comfort via ragdtign. Notably, the object of the poem
does not speak; she survives. Using one of the frexgient of New Negro women'’s
poetic images, Spencer evokes the heart to synebiblezinternal strength of this dark
woman. It is there “where the tongues of flamesath@ents knew” reside. Honey
explains how the practice of turning inward seraeghy women writers of the
movement: “Women's search for roots and identilyimevard, moved backward to an
imaginary Eden where sensitivity could survive andn flourish. For writers who
largely could not travel to Europe or Africa, thencept of a hidden self, rich with
wisdom, offered an attractive substitute for annown, removed history. Moreover, it
was accessible and consistent with the Romantioméat truth lies within, uncorrupted
by one's external circumstancés.The critical and preferential attention for poetso
spoke outwardly in calling for a more immediateatneent of supremacist ideology
inadvertently edited out the polemical undertormesfl in much of women'’s the poetry
era. A true awakening and revolution would reqainalysis of both.

If recent scholarship on the Harlem Renaissanaaysndication, the parameters
of our critical and historical understanding of #ra are now expanding. Traditional
constrictions for the movement that would haveeztiihany of the women poets out of

critical consideration — such as periodization,whier’s residence, and medium — have

83 |pbid., 18.
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been successfully contested. George Hutchinsor®s &fudy is an important
contribution to the historicization of the era.sHeéxt is motivated by the realization that
many of the previous studies of the movement warigdd “with too exclusive a focus
upon issues of race, inadequate notions of Amemnoatiernism, insufficiently
particularized narratives of the intellectual anstitutional mediations between Black
and White agents of the Renaissance, and curioashpw conceptions” of the cultural
environment “in which those agents act&t.Henry Louis Gates once asserted that the
movement “was surely as gay as it was Black,” aret the last decade Renaissance
queer studies has opened traditional readingsedftdrature and movemetit. To

borrow from Gates’ turn of phrase, the Renaissavacertainly as female as it was
male. Scholars such as Tate, Honey, Davis, Hal\&all have made significant strides
toward including women scholars, editors, essayigigelists, playwrights, composers
and poets into canonical discussions of Renaissstndees.

The sum of this critical revolution provides oppmrties for more receptive
readings of women'’s poetry. If we replace racthassingular preoccupation of the
Harlem Renaissance with our more intersectionaétstdnding of identity, then we can
fully appreciate that the movement’'s most centraibpit was the aggressive reclamation
of one’s right to self-definition. Like any cultalrawakening, methodological debates as

to how to obtain this goal were abundant. Indéeel]ack of a single voice perplexed

8 Hutchinson, Georgd&he Harlem Renaissance in Black and Wi@tambridge, Mass.:
Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 1995)

8 Gates, “The Black Man’s Burden,” Fear of a Queer Planet: Queer Politics and
Social Theoryed. Michael Warner (Minneapolis: University of Mesota Press, 1993),
233.
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many of the early scholars of the movement, whachtb resounding proclamations of
the movement's failure. However, revisiting the Wwoemoved from criticisms unveils its
rich, diverse interests. To that end, the divgiisitvomen’s poetry not only reveals a
range in poetic technique, but it also reflectsachmterests in matters of gender, race,
class, nationalism and sexuality. Leonard explains
Like Harlem Renaissance men, these women artiségyadied over whether they
should prove that they were cultured in traditionalirgeois terms by writing in
Anglo American artistic styles or demonstrate trstinictiveness of African
American culture by transforming jazz and the blaed folk language into
poetry. Also, like the men, they explored the miéendividuality for defining
ethnic identity and political agency, though themmphasis on gender identity
complicated their relationship to the movement. ild/bupporting husbands,
raising children, and pursuing same sex love aifairese poets rejected the
notation that they could only be voices of rightemess. They wanted to be
themselve§®
In fighting for the right to be themselves, Renarsse participants knew that
surrendering the right of self-definition to dommaulture would ultimately lead to their
own demise. So, while they were often critiquedldak of a “radical” response, their
intellectual response is rather acute. If racist sexist imaging were considered
qualifiers for legislative, judicial and criminappression, then it was necessary to this

generation’s survival to construct their own image.

8 | eonard, Keith. “African American Women Poets &nel Power of the WordThe
Cambridge Companion to African American Women'srhiure Eds. Angelyn Mitchell
and Danille Taylor (Charlottesville: University ¥irginia Press, 2006), 173.
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By opening Renaissance studies beyond the nexas®fwe can include poems
that do not loudly assert racial consciousnessthealiscussion of protest. A limited
definition of protest almost immediately exorcisggnificant portions of Renaissance
women'’s poetry from the conversation. By “hamiidly raising their voices,” Renaissance
women poets actually perform negotiations in inlgr&nd subversion that inflect the
empowering agents within a culture of silence hia following section, | offer close

readings that examine their strategic use of codsgolemical expression.

Understanding the Code: Close Readings of Renaisgawomen’s Poetry

A well-known proverb declares that “silence is thest powerful scream.” The
paradox rings especially true in New Negro wom@asts who seemed to appreciate the
strategic use and contemplative gains of silefld& communicative power of silence is
one of the most underestimated aspects of critazad and gender theory, and yet it
would prove to be one of the most explored motifslew Negro women’s writing.
Hush tones, secrecy, curtain pulling, masking,resend the movement’s universal
homage to “the veil” are all modes of silence whietped women poetic strategists
transcend, circumvent and destabilize vehicleppfession. In many cases, in refusing
to acknowledge so-called dominant positions ofgsdtclaimed power, the silenced
entity effectively nullifies said power. Maureerahbney calls for a more nuanced
consideration of silence in feminist studies:

| suggest that silence can also be understood asearue to power. The simple

equation of voice with authority, and silence witbtimization, needs to be
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reexamined in the spirit of recent challenges #rtbtion of women's unitary

"voice." Just as women's voices are as multiptedaverse as our cultural and

personal histories, so the meaning of silenceingoenwilling or unable to

speak-- can be seen as complex and multidimensi8nah a reassessment is

timely because it allows for a new perspectivetengsychological sources of

women's --indeed, anyone's-subjective experienpower®’
Read in this context, Renaissance women’s poetginbdéo exemplify the core tenants of
the movement: protest, ancestral pride, identity r@volution. In this section, | explore
how New Negro women poets used codes of silenceh-&s signifying, specifying,
inversion and appropriation — as self-definition @mpowerment. Poetry as a genre
allows for coding and subversion with its inheresé of rhetorical devices such as
metaphor, simile, double meaning and ambiguity.rGy@ems with more explicit racial
overtones are contained on the page under the Ulenbféart,” and thus deemed
nonthreatening. The logic in using the trope t#sie as protest is this: we are more
likely to invade the oppressor’'s house with a whispot a shout.

Honey posits that the perceived anachronistic stibpatter has hampered
readings of the poetry. “When placed in its his@rcontext,” she argues, “women’s
poetry comes alive and its significance as thé¢ firgdern Black female voice becomes
clear. Furthermore, a new reading reveals thatahimated not by an imitative impulse,

but rather stems from a defiant sensibility refieeof the Black women who wrote it

87" Mahoney, Maureen A., “The Problem of Silence imffgst Psychology.Feminist
Studies?22, no. 3 (Autumn, 1996), 1.

% Honey,Shadowed Dreams,
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The nod toward their “defiant sensibility” begs tingestion: Why is coding such a
prevailing practice in New Negro poetry? Certaimtyparticipating in the coding
tradition, these writers had to appreciate the oistheir work being misunderstood.
Radner and Lanser explain, “Coding allows womecotmmunicate feminist messages to
other women; to refuse, subvert, or transform catigaal expectations; and to criticize
male dominance in the face of male power. At tmaestime, because ambiguity is a
necessary feature of every coded act, any instainoeding risks reinforcing the very
ideology it is designed to critiqué* The most obvious answer to why New Negro
women poets would opt for this strategy is thaythiederstood the reward to far exceed
that risk for both the writer and potential “truegader — the one capable of decoding.
For the Black woman writers, Lorde explains, po&trgot only a cathartic
response, but it also helps her to name the namatekshare knowledge in the process:
“As we learn to bear the intimacy of scrutiny andlourish within it, as we learn to use
the products of that scrutiny and for power witbur living, those fears which rule our
lives and form our silences begin to lose theirtadrover us.®® Again, those readers
who are “in the know” are able to decipher the cdthaticipants in the coded
conversation are better able to plan and perfoamstormative acts removed from the
gaze of the dominant Other. Radner and Lanser&yga®vides a blueprint of feminist
coding that explains the writer/reader relationshighin the code. Their work informs

my discussion, illuminating patterns of coding ievNegro women'’s poetry. They

8 Radner and Lanser, “The Feminist Voice,” 423.
% | orde, Sister Outsider36.
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explain the process of coding: “By coding, then,me&an the adoption of a system of
signals—words, forms, signifiers of some kind—tpadtect the creator from the
dangerous consequences of directly stating paaticnessages. Coding occurs in the
context of complex audiences, in situations whemaesof the audience may be
competent to decode the message, but others—inguldose who might be
dangerous—are not. Thus, a coded text is by dieimcomplex, and its messages may
be ambiguous. The coding need not be a consciti&'aThe very nature of the
historical moment delivered to Harlem Renaissanamen writers a diverse readership.
These poets knew that their readers — Black woBktk men, White women, White
men, in particular — brought misconceptions antestgpes about Black women with
them to the page. Writing in an atmosphere whergeant racism and sexism led to
violence and incalculable injustices against thecBlfemale body, they were faced with
audience awareness challenges unique to membeppdssed communities.
Conversely, a writer’s loyalty — be it to self,,ast community — would become a
preoccupying debate during the era. James Weldmmsdn often wrote of this conflict:
[T]he Aframerican author faces a special problenctvithe plain American
author knows nothing about—the problem of the dewhidience. It is more than
a double audience,; it is a divided audience, ameagd made up of two elements
with differing and often opposite and antagonigtnts of view. His audience is
always both White American and Black America. Tinement a Negro writer
takes up his pen or sits down to his typewriteishenmediately called upon to

solve, consciously or unconsciously, this probldrithe double audience. To

%1 Radner and Laser, “The Feminist Voice,” 414.
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whom shall he address himself, to his own Blaclugror to White America.

Many a Negro writer has fallen down, as it wereéween these two stoofs.

For women writers (and not so transparently forewaliters), gender complicates this
notion of a double audience. While | have argurad Renaissance women writers were
primarily writing to and as a representative fdrietwomen readers, poets had to
consider a broader audience if they expected ttighulCoding helps writers of
marginalized communities meet the needs of theioua readers. And, the criticism of
women'’s poetry during the era suggests that theg weccessful in this pursuit.

Only Georgia Douglas Johnson consistently publigietry collections during
the movement. A prolific writer, playwright, lyrigi and poet, Johnson produced poetry
that easily fits into the genteel tradition. Perfediews of women’s poetry are almost
always written by women and generally include soime toward acknowledgment of
understanding the code. Charlotte Taussig’'s 19%éweof Douglas Johnson’s poetry in
Opportunityan example of this gendered recognition: “Hett tigok of lyrics was
entitledThe Heart of a Womanvrs. Johnson is a poet who is neither afraid nbaased
of her emotions. Through all her poems one cases#re longing for a fuller chance at
life. Without one word or hint of race in all theok, there lies between its covers the

full tragedy of her people’® Where scholars of the generations after the Reaace

%2 Johnson, James Weldon. “The Dilemma of the Negrthér.” The Harlem
Renaissance 1920-1940: Politics and AestheticsNaw Negro” Literatureed. Cary
Wintz (New York: Garland Publications, 1996), 247.

% Taussig, Charlotte, “The New Negro as RevealddisnPoetry."The Harlem
Renaissance 1920 - 1940: Critics and the Harlemai&sanceed. Cary Wintz (New
York: Garland Pub, 1996), 54.
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temper the success of women’s poetry with the aggirthat their work was not race
conscious, Taussig's assessment shows an awatbaefisese poets labored within the
context of an overarching conversation about rgeeder and identity. In fact, Taussig’s
review indicates a preference for art that is datamtly political, claiming that such text
imposes “great limitations” on itself. In consioy the flourishing of literature during
the era, she writes that “it is often self-conssiand is propaganda rather than straight
writing. But much of it, and this is particulatiue of the poetry, is of such merit that it
bears comparison with the best of the moderns. tAisdrom a race that sixty years ago
were slaves, of whom one in ten could read andewift If poetry innately enjoys an
economy of language as part of its constructiony thien would poets waste words on
givens understood by both writer and reader? Bhparticularly true of writers and
readers who are operating within coded culture.

Alice Dunbar-Nelson’s dramatic monologue “I Sit &elw” certainly participates
in the code tradition. The highly anthologized pgemasents a woman speaker
guestioning the constricting gender roles of hmetby ironically using the image of war
to prompt the discussion. Although the poem isrofesad as a commentary on gender
norms via militarism, the concept of war could versil serve as a coded critique of the
gendered battles that existed within the race meveen Coded in couplets, a technique

perfected in the gospels of slavery, the integratedsage of the poem often eludes

% Ibid., 52.

% Consider Gloria T. Hull and Mary Loeffelholz’s diags of the poem. HulGolor.
Sex, and Poetng0.
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critics more concerned with aggressively vocal pcepations than with race matters.
Consider the poem in its entirety:

| sit and sew—a useless task it seems,

My hands grown tired, my head weighed down withadre—
The panoply of war, the martial tred of men,

Grim-faced, stern-eyed, gazing beyond the ken

Of lesser souls, whose eyes have not seen Death

Nor learned to hold their lives but as a breath—

But—I must sit and sew.

| sit and sew—my heart aches with desire—
That pageant terrible, that fiercely pouring fire
On wasted fields, and writhing grotesque things
Once men. My soul in pity flings

Appealing cries, yearning only to go

There in that holocaust of hell, those fields oewe

But—I must sit and sew.

The little useless seam, the idle patch;

Why dream | here beneath my homely thatch,
When there they lie in sodden mud and rain,
Pitifully calling me, the quick ones and the slain?
You need, me, Christ! It is no roseate seam
That beckons me—this pretty futile seam,

It stifles me—God, must | sit and seWi?

% Dunbar-Nelson, Alice. “I Sit and SewShadowed Dreamsd. Maureen Honey, 74.
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In the speaker’s world, men are expected to pp#dteiin the battle while women are
relegated to the stifling call of a “futile seamThis speaker not only rejects the logic of
her confinement to the domestic sphere, which wasjar tenant of the culture of True
(Black) Womanhood, but she also proclaims her desid ability to participate in the
battle for freedom.

In a move that exemplifies truth-revealing aspettsilence, the speaker’s
revelation is notably born out of isolation andejuagontemplation. Hull points to the
juxtaposition of the purposeful world of men and Hystematic futility of women
exemplified by repetitive sewing as way for Dunb&aison to enter the ongoing debate
of gender responsibility to uplift. Hull argues thisruptions in iambic meter help
support both the contrast and the disillusionmétih@® speaker. She writes, “the
guestion of war’s desirability aside, one womargmplaint about her specific
“uselessness” becomes an impassioned commentahg ararrowness of culturally
defined sexual roles” The adherence to form, as the poem is writteeiarcseptet
stanzas, mirror’s the speaker’s concerns with dmstictions on her life and her
abilities. The form, like its speaker, is almosi sware of its parameters; the tension of
the poem is in both the speaker and the form’s ratioe to this restrictive reality. The
use of form, then, becomes quite strategic in Wgwmaodeling the speaker’'s engagement
with rigidity and racialized gender mores.

Though not explicitly race centered, the poem dsvellelements of

intersectionality explored more directly by theatipoets of this study. Notably, the

%" Hull, Color, Sex and Poetry9.
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women of this study are writing in a transitioned,enear the dying curve of the Victorian
age and the evolving social and legal reverberatadrmodernity. “As a young,

informed, progressive Black woman, Dunbar-Nelsdlecés the contemporary debate,
but also her own personal historical experiencesark and women’s roles’® Thus, the
irony within this poem is particularly telling. €lspeaker of the work enjoys the leisured
comfort and freedom of her gender without havingddicipate in the violence of war,
yet she is also constricted and held captive byclaess and gender.

Dunbar-Nelson’s exploration of the expectationgvomanhood includes radical
disruptions of cultural gender and middle-classwsor In 1920s and 1930s America, the
poem, and its critique of classed and genderedadgprepresents an empowering idea
for women, especially for a movement that is md&trocritiqued for subscribing to
middle-class ideology. Notably, the speaker’s ratieh is informed by her experience of
domestic silence and isolation — a performanceappéars in Black women’s writing
across generations, claims Mae Henderson: “In theiks, Black women writers have
encoded oppression as a discursive dilemma, thitteis works have consistently raised
the problem of the Black woman'’s relationship tevpoand discourse. Silence is an
important element of this cod&” Certainly, Dunbar-Nelson’s work is a critiquetbé
patriarchal gender structuring. Veiled in the stioge of a prayer (*God, must | sit and

sew?”), the speaker of the poem does not expliditlyct her disappointment to the

% |bid., 40.

% Henderson, Mae. “Speaking in Tongues: DialogidaleBtics, and the Black Woman
Writer’s Literary Tradition,"Changing Our Own Words: Essays on Criticism, Theory
and Writing by Black womeed. Cheryl Wall (New Brunswick: Rutgers University
Press, 1989), 24.
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forces that imprison her in domesticity. The pcdniion of the poem conveys the
message to outside parties for her.

In using the poem as a mediator between the siteacd the oppressed, Dunbar-
Nelson participates in one of the many rhetorit@tegies of specifying — a gendered
reflection of signifying. Signifying, as Henry LauGates has defined it, is a Black
cultural and confrontational rhetorical responseatfy, double voicing and wordplay
used to confuse and disarm the dominant preserg@fiation, Gates explains, creates
“a noisy disturbance in silence, at the level &f signifier.’*° Specifying, in turn, is a
deceivingly less confrontational rhetorical resporia specifying, the speaker’'s naming
of the problem aims for specificity (not doublekdal the irony in specifying is that the
message is generally not directed toward the obptcshared within a contained
community. In the context of New Negro women'’stppespecifying facilitates a
conversation among Black women. Through the apubfishing, the world is invited to
listen, thus planting seeds of subversion and toamstion.

Susan Willis explains that specifying is one of thest patterned occurrences in
Black women’s writing, elevating elements of commtyiand history over the
individual: “Specifying” represents a form of naiva integrity. Historically, it speaks
for a noncommaodified relationship to languageneetwhen the slippage between words
and meaning would not have obtained or been talerat* Included in specifying are

traditions in oral histories, name-calling, gossgoistorytelling and epithets. Willis’

19 Gates;The Signifying Monke5.
191 willis, Specifying16.
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extensive analysis of the specifying in Black worsdittion cites Zora Neale Hurston as
one of the premier writers operating in the speegyradition. While the communication
is fixed within the silenced community, specifyipgrformances operates as a means of
empowering. Willis contends that “'Specifying’ mhg one the most self-affirming
forms of discourse, but it is bound up by its imson within a specific group of
language users. And it is circumscribed, heldheak, by the larger system of
domination.*®? Though specifying is generally gendered as fenidsy Negro women
poets participated in both traditions of specifyargl signifying. | extend Willis’
discussion of specifying by exploring how womentga# the Renaissance negotiated
interiority and code culture.

Bennett's work often performs elements of signifyirHer poem, “To a Dark
Girl,” illuminates the concept of intersectionalityan engaging way. Once decoded, the
work serves as a celebration and liberation of Blmomanhood under the weight of
degradation from negative gender and race imadiraose reading reveals the extent to
which Bennett boldly gives female sexuality, indegeence and intellect regal status:

| love you for your browness,

And the rounded darkness of your breast,

| love you for the breaking sadness in your voice
And shadows where your wayward eyelids rest.

Something of old forgotten queens

Lurks in the lithe abandon of your walk

102 |pid., 37.
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And something of the shackled slave
Sobs in the rhythm of your talk.

Oh, little brown girl, born for sorrow's mate,
Keep all you have of queenliness,
Forgetting that you once were slave

And let your full lips laugh at Fat¥®

Employing movements similar to Spencer’s “Lady, y.ddBennett quatrains not only
praise what is undervalued in the depiction ofdagk girl, but she also traces the
subject’s transition from “Old Negro” to New Negrmman, from slave to queen. End
rhyme draws the reader to make specific assocatietween rhyming pairs, and
conversely, unrhymed pairs. This strategy is paldity striking in the second stanza:
walk/talk signifies mobility and expression. Tlgigides readers to consider the
implications of the unrhymed endings of the secstadza: queen and slave. Bennett is
challenging the reader to consider how Black woménes and histories embody both
of these identities. The dichotomy of queen andesfgersonify intersectionality’s
consideration of visible and invisible.

The work’s mantled title is the most glaring stggte The announced
proclamation that the poem will discuss a “gir'homtes a degree of innocence free from
sexual implications. Yet, the first two lines oétbhpening quatrain romanticize the
“girl’'s” physical form. “I love you for your browmess/And the rounded darkness of your

breast.” Notably, it is unlikely that poet’s suljjexa child as she is endowed with

193 Bennett, “To a Dark Girl, Shadowed Dreamsd. Maureen Honey, 108.
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“rounded” breasts. Thus, the juxtaposition ofitireocence of girlhood and the
sensuality of womanhood provides insight into ament of fusion in Black female
identity. Bennett presses forward with the inclasod “browness” and “darkness,”
descriptions redefined and elevated out of the tahass position in the White
evaluation of beauty into a new place of praiseashatation. The second stanza
exemplifies this goal more concretely:

Something of old forgotten queens
Lurks in the lithe abandon of your walk,
And something of the shackled slave
Sobs in the rhythm of your talk.

Again, the image of the young girl is replaced g inore mature, more sophisticated
“queen.” But, more apparent, Bennett reflectspbléical dicta of the Renaissance with
the brief but weighted reference to slavery. Mdistinctive than the broad
acknowledgment of social injustice is a messageifipaly designed for Black women.
In performing the Black feminist communal trope g&mto that Spencer’s “Letter to My
Sister,” the poem is written to another Black womlarthis incorporation of
intersectionality, new meets old, blatant meetsiéng liberation meets captivity, and
celebration meets mourning. Bennett’'s astute eaptm of this series of dichotomies
speaks volumes to her inherent audience. Her emidoys the widely practiced
African American techniques of coding, masking aigphifying.

Imani Fryar argues that the Black aesthetic isohisilly rooted in an inability to
assimilate fully into Western culture. “Their [BlaAmericans] roots are African,” she

explains, “and this is clearly demonstrated in leage. In order to survive, they
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developed codes that led to two separate languidyeBo that end, this shielding of
identity is evident in the second line in the setetanza of the poem as “forgotten
gueens lurk” within the subject’s identity. Theder questions why a queen is
condemned to hide. From what is she hiding? Wieathee consequences of her
exposure? The answer for “the little brown girlyioéor sorrow’s mate” comes in the
final stanza. This portion of the work encouratiessubject to unveil what is hidden by
“forgetting that you once were slave.” The irorfytlas oversimplified suggestion of
identity amputation should not be lost on the read®r as difficult as it is to forget the
ugliness of the past, it is equally difficult to brace the beauty of one’s self in the
contemptuous present. A beauty, one might adtithiegprinciples of racial uplift
attempted to shield and downplay as part of a prgseed to fight stereotypes and
prejudice.

The layering of internal conflicts — domesticityses progressiveness, masculine
versus feminine, Black versus White — informs tlogks New Negro women poets.
Their response had been to find strength in silefideir poetics of silence offers
important contributions to the study of modernityew Negro women poets were
theorizing their own intersectionality by explorihgw their lived experiences fall
between the rigid fault lines of race and gendeniiy. As evolved readers removed
from the singular purview of race that influenckd triticism of early 20 century
poetry, critics now have a responsibility to retvieie overshadowed women writers of

the Renaissance for a more comprehensive undensgaoicthe era.

194 Eryar, Imani. “Literary Aesthetics and the Blaclokvan Writer.” Journal of Black
Studies 20, no. 4. (1990), 445.
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Song
By Gwendolyn Bennett

| am weaving a song of waters,
Shaken from firm, brown limbs,
Or heads thrown back in irreverent mirth.
My song has the ush sweetness
Of moist, dark lips

Where hymns keep company
With old forgotten banjo songs.
Abandon tells you

That | sing the heart of race
While sadness whispers

That | am the cry of a soul. . . .

A-shoutin' in de ole camp-meeting-place,
A-strummin’ o' de ole banjo.

Singin' in de moonlight,

Sobbin' in de dark.

Singin’, sobbin’, strummin’ slow . . .
Singin' slow, sobbin' low.

Strummin’, strummin’, strummin’ slow . . .
Words are bright bugles

That make the shining for my song,

And mothers hold down babies

To dark, warm breasts

To make my singing sad.

A dancing girl with swaying hips

Sets mad the queen in the harlot's eye.
Praying slave

Jazz-band after

Breaking heart

To the time of laughter . . .

Clinking chains and minstrelsy

Are wedged fast with melody.

A praying slave

With a jazz-band after . . .

Singin' slow, sobbin' low.

Sun-baked lips will kiss the earth.
Throats of bronze will burst with mirth.
Sing a little faster,

Sing a little faster,

Sing!
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CHAPTER 3
“Don’t knock at my door little child”

The Mantled Poetics of Harlem Renaissance Mothelfumetry

“In a racist culture that deems Black childrerendr, unworthy, and unlovable,
maternal love of Black children is an act of remigte; in loving her children, the mother
instills in them a loved sense of self and higlfresteem, enabling them to defy and
subvert racist discourses that naturalize racferiority and commodify Blacks as other

and object.”
-- Andrea O'Reilly®°

Oriflamme
by Jessie Fausét

| can remember when | was a little, young girl, how old mammy would sit out of doors
in the evenings and look up at the stars and graad, | would say, “Mammy, what
makes you groan so?” And she would say, “I am gnogro think of my poor children;
they do not know where | be and | don’t know wiikey be. | look up at the stars and
they look up at the stars!”
-- Sojourner Truth
| think | see her sitting, bowed and Black,
Stricken and seared with slavery’s mortal scars,
Reft of her children, lonely, anguished, yet

Still looking at the stars.

Symbolic mother, we thy myriad sons,
Pounding our stubborn hearts on Freedom’s bars,
Clutching our birthright, fight with faces set,

Still visioning the stars!

195 Andrea O'Reilly,From Motherhood to Mothering: The Legacy of AdrierRich’s Of
Woman Borr{Albany: State University of New York Press, 2004,

198 jessie FauseBhadowed Dreams: Women'’s Poetry of the Harlem RsaateEd.
Maureen Honey (New Brunswick: Rutgers Universitg$3;, 1989), 64.
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Jessie Fauset’s poem “Oriflamme” would be her prgtlished inThe Crisisafter
joining the stafin 1925.2°" Contained in these two compact quatrains arevesti
ideologies, gendered and racialized relationstipsdrguably represent the driving force
behind the Harlem Renaissance. Many of the chematts of Renaissance writing are
included: the spirit of universalism representethwhe knowing and empathetic “we,”
the fight against the imprisoning forces of oppi@ssand the collective gaze toward
something better, brighter, toward the “stars.” rétaver, the poem includes another
Renaissance trope that is an often overlooked capmaf the movement by critics both
within and beyond the era. | contend that the trf@lack motherhood is both essential
to this poem and to the progression of the Harl@ndissance.

Fauset’'s poem shares many traits with other wonyaeesry of the era, much of
which is concerned with analyzing, challenging ascbnstructing racial uplift's one-
dimensional, superficial characterization of Blaw&therhood as a solid, unflinching
force. Accordingly, this poem is indicative of tverk Harlem Renaissance women
poets were doing to articulate their individualizisillusionment with their respective
marginalization and to define, for themselves,rthaique gendered role in the
burgeoning race movement of uplift. The intersewi trope of motherhood would
prove an effective and creative tool for women paetbroaden the parameters of their
own representation and resistance. This chapdorees how New Negro women poets
contributed to the gender debate of motherhoodinvitte race movement both implicitly

and explicitly.

197 The Crisis Magazine was first published by W.EDBBois and the NAACP in 1910.
It became one of the premiere publications of thddin Renaissance.
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In contrast to the construction of the quintessgilack mother that was inspired
by the mores of racial uplift, New Negro women’epg boldly presents the
vulnerability and internal struggle of motheringhn racist society. Doing so not only
satisfies Renaissance dicta that demands art ldeagse means to fight racism and
subjugation, but it also calls into question mahthe beliefs that permeated through
early twentieth century Black culture. Kevin Quasbontends that because of the
intersectional race and gender implications of raotiy, Black women have inherited a
naturally political relationship with motherhoodvhether or not they choose to
participate in the institution. He explains:

For Black women, in particular, motherhood is ferthmbued with social and

institutional narratives because of the impactagkr class, and colonialism on the

delineation of what a mother is. Appropriately,thevhood is an amazingly
political and ambivalent site for many Black womanthe United States, for
example, choosing to give birth in a legal systasighed to restrict and control

Black women'’s reproduction is an act of politicgrsficance and resistance;

conversely, choosing not to have a child in a canighere Black women’s

bodies are imagined as reproductively prolificlsogolitical, resistant. This
vexed quality of motherhood acknowledges both th&enal appraisal
colonialism imposes on Black women'’s children amel (de)valued commodity
that Black bodies become. It is this latter coaesation that especially makes

Black mothering an impossibility, a hard-to-beapensibility that begins with

inevitable despair and failure: if being a good In@otis to secure the best for
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one’s child, the Black mother cannot be a good eroéimd can hardly be a
mother at all®

The complexity of raced mothering, as outlined lwaghie, poses significant challenges
for New Negro women as outlined in their poetrjheif response to the racist imaging
attacking their ability to mother and the racialiiglemands that they become self-
effacing mothers — both versions complete withetpective expectations and
assumptions of Black women and their bodies — ibn@al in the poetry. The culturally
introspective aspect of the work, however, proviedmining for those factions of the
Harlem Renaissance which prioritized a focus orettternal ramifications of patriarchal
colonial ideology such as racism, over the interaatification of sexismi®® In other
words, these women writers violated racial upbdfpectations by not forgrounding Black
men’s experiences with racisif. Consequently, much of Renaissance motherhood

poetry was disregarded as distracting, if not@vaht, musings despite the works’

multilayered analysis of matters such as resistadeatity, race and gender relations.

198 K evin QuashieBlack Women, Identity, and Cultural Theory: (Un)Bming the
SubjectNew Jersey: Rutgers University Press, 2068),

199 adrienne Rich offers a particularly telling reviefthe link between patriarchy and
motherhood: “Patriarchy would seem to require,amdy that women shall assume the
major burden of pain and self-denial for the furtimee of the species, but that a majority
of that species—women—shall remain essentially eatjoning and unenlightened. ...
Patriarchy could not survive without motherhood aetkrosexuality in their institutional
forms; therefore they have to be treated as axias&yature itself, not open to
question...”Of Woman Born: Motherhood as Experience and Irtiit2™ (New York:
Norton and Company, 1986), 43.

110 Ajuan Mance’s reading of Esther Popel’s work igtipalarly useful in contextualizing
women'’s writer’s negotiation of this social norinventing Black Women: African
American Women Poets and Self-Representation, 280@¢Knoxville: The University
of Tennessee Press, 2007), 65.
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Read anew, however, Harlem Renaissance womentsypuféers authoritative
and viable contributions to the continuing debatiesut manifestly racialized mothering.
Hence, this chapter examines how the intersectioopé of Black motherhood was
strategically used to inject women'’s voices inte tliscussion. To that end, several
concerns frequently emerge in the poetry: 1) éigaty of slavery and its intrinsic link to
Black mothering, 2) the contradictory and hypocditiracist and sexist expectations of
motherhood, and 3) methods of resistance and empweme in motherhood. In
presenting speakers who are mothers, or speakerangldaughters, or poems that
perform acts of mothering on the reader, theseevgritlearly position motherhood as a

multifaceted political site of protest.

‘The Damnation of Women'’: Renaissance Leaders DissuMotherhood

In considering New Negro women’s poetic and potahinterest in motherhood,
we must revisit the period’s more vocal preoccugratvith race construction. While the
guestion of gender has too often been removed fama discussion, what has become
clear is that the New Negro woman'’s primary giftcisfice, and obligation to the racial
uplift movement, was motherhood. Kevin Gaines dsgite underlying motive of the
Renaissance movementlplifting the Raceexplainingthat “amidst the violent racism
prevalent at the turn of the twentieth century,@dn American cultural elites struggling
to articulate a positive Black identity developbd middle-class ideology of racial

uplift.”**! Intersectionality study argues that it is recklasreview middle-class

111 Kevin GainesPplifting the Race: Black Leadership, Politics a@dlture in the
Twentieth CenturyChapel Hill: The University of North Carolina Ps4.966), 4.
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ideology without peeling through its race and genahplications. The roots of
patriarchal structuring within middle-class ideojagesture toward such a necessity — a
necessity that DuBois illuminates in his essay “Dagnnation of Women.” The essay
confirms Black women’s expected contribution ancrifae to the movement via
motherhood most extensively:
The world wants healthy babies and intelligent veosk Today we refuse to allow
the combination and force thousands of intelliggotkers to go childless at a
horrible expenditure of moral force, or we dammthiéthey break our idiotic
conventions. Only at the sacrifice of intelligerasel the chance to do their best
work can the majority of modern women bear childfEms is the damnation of
women.

All womanhood is hampered today because the warldtich it is
emerging is a world that tries to worship both wisgand mothers and in the end
despises motherhood and despoils virgifs.

As empathetic as DuBois’ review may be, the essdg vith the familiar lauding of the
mythic, strong Black woman and her ability to eredher predestined “damned” role of
Negro mother. He writes: “Today the dreams ofrtife¢hers are coming true. We have
still our poverty and degradation, our lewdness @mndcruel toil; but we have, too, a vast
group of women of Negro blood who for strength lohi@acter, cleanness of soul, and

unselfish devotion of purpose, is today easilygher of any group of women in the

112\ E.B DuBois,Dark Waters ¥ ed.(Mineola, New York: Dover Publications, 1999),
96.
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civilized world.”*® Though seemingly complimentary, within DuBois’ dégtion are
gender expectations tantamount to sacrifice anthgdon in the name of racial
progress. Comments such as “cleanness of soul“uarslfish devotion” paradoxically
describe the New Negro woman’s damnation whileréiageher need to quietly
acquiesce to this position. Her success at suehtad met with platitudes, but little
gesture toward change.

Though the racial uplift inspired constructionB¥ack motherhood would foster
inherent challenges for New Negro woman identt/characterization of the infallible,
strong Black mother was a strategic response tstdreotypes of “mammy” or “jezebel”
imposed on Black women by White racist imaging.e Delief that Black women operate
in only these two roles helped not only to fuelrempacist ideology, but as Trudier Harris
explains, helped to maintain dominant power stmastu

Images of asexual, culture-supporting Black wonmethé American popular

imagination and media are largely the construabbwhite Americans. From the

vantage point of slavery and the history of Blaakwen’s caregiving and other
roles in relation to White Americans, it is undarstable that such images would
have been constructed to soothe the constructarsThose comforting images
range from the large Black women who keep Black mdime for White

Americans, to the very large Black women who aeeretlly happy to be in the

kitchen making pancakes for their White chargespammy figures specifically

conceived to provide broad bosoms of comfort fortéd#h If Black women

should fall into one of those categories, then teyin their “proper” roles, as

113 pid., 107.
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defined by the scale of perception of Black fentaddies in American popular

imagination. Another type of proper role, lessuaditic—if such a conception

could apply to roles named—Iocked Black women th®uncontained lustiness

of sexuality and animalism in which they were sbgypically considered to lead

upstanding, Christian White men astray during dtet alavery*
In the context of Harris’ review, the concept amgbiementation of racial uplift becomes
radical in its rejection of White supremacist idmgpl. It is then understandable how
many Black women would align with principles of tfipivhich met them at their pursuit
for “respectability.*** Yet, while many Black women, informed and insgib®y uplift,
would use motherhood/mothering as a site for rasc&t to raise empowered children that
reject racial stereotypes, they hardly conformetthéosexist dicta that demanded they
accept maternal suffering in silence. Nor, didy/tbensider themselves relegated solely
the domestic sphere. Even women who subscribshads of Black Victorian
respectability and gentility could easily be coesetl “race women” in their community
activism, educational aptitude, and professionatess:'°

Notably, Black women'’s histories place them onftbatlines with men; Black

women’s labor in America has always been publidk@institution of slavery. The race

¥ Trudier Harris Saints, Sinners, Saviors: Strong Women in Africarecan
Literature (New York: Palgrave, 2001), 2.

15 Jacqueline MoordBooker T. Washington, W.E.B. Du Bois, and the §teufpr
Racial Uplift (Wilmington: SR Books, 2003), 105.

118 shirley J. Carlson’s article “Black Ideals of Womhaod in Late Victorian Era Laws,”
is particularly useful in explicating the ways somgldle class Black women
participated in Victorian ideology while simultanety performing radical “race
woman” dutiesThe Journal of Negro History,7, no. 2 (Spring, 1992).
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and gender collision places women in the paradbteéceain of visible and invisible.
Renaissance poet Anita Scott Coleman exploreslitimtomy most vividly in her poem
“Black Baby.” Consider the following lines from tip@em:
The baby I hold in my arms is a Black baby.
| toil, I cannot always cuddle him.

| place him on the ground at my feet.

The baby I hold in my arms is a Black baby.

Today the coal-man bought me coal.

Sixteen dollars a ton is the price | pay for coal —

Costly fuel...though they say:--

Men must sweat and toil to dig it from the ground.

Costly fuel...Tis said:--

If it is buried deep enough and lies hidden longugyh

‘Twill be no longer coal but diamonds...

My Black baby looks at me.

His eyes are like coals,

They shine like diamonds®’
Coleman’s poem fuses matters of gender, classaaed The speaker’s labor — both as a
worker and a mother — is quite public, presumabityad classed necessity. Mothering
has not hindered her ability to toil with the ménfact, it would seem that the opposite is

true as she is not able to “always cuddle” the rbaley who is placed at her feet. Indeed,

17 Maureen HoneyShadowed Dream412.
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both the literal and symbolic price of coal are agithe most pressing questions of this
poem. In giving the baby the qualities of eartl anal, and in the speaker’s expressed
duty of toiling over both, Coleman’s work surmigbee woman speaker’s potential to
produce diamonds in both spheres of her labor.

For many women who struggled with negotiating thblig sphere of race and
the domestic sphere of gender, poetry would becameccessible outlet to express their
distress in being asked to mother with the solitagtication outlined by White
patriarchal structuring, but without the acces®vaite privilege. As Dorothy Roberts
explains, “Black women can never attain the idesde of motherhood, no matter how
much we conform to middle-class conventions, bez&lsal motherhood is White. The
maternal standards created to confine women arsaxebased norms that Black women
happen to fail. They are created out of raceaveisas gendered, component$®”

Much like DuBois’ “damned women,” many male leadeirshe movement
acknowledged the unbalanced toil placed on womeintatked little of change. Black
male leaders wanted to prove that their women Wer@pitome of femininity in her
ability to take care of her man and his childrdre would be celebrated with the crown
of “strength” for her ability to fulfill womanly ries under the shared umbrella of race.
Accordingly, while male leaders of the Renaissancgement saw racial uplift as a
means to dispel racial prejudices by evidencing\tber Negro’s ability to assimilate
White patriarchal structuring, women poets of treewesed it as an opportunity to

analyze, challenge and disrupt the sexist undeinqgsrof a racist system. Poetry by

118 Dorothy Roberts, “Racism and Patriarchy in the Meg of Motherhood.” irfMothers
in Law: Feminist Theory and the Legal Regulatioattherhoodeds. Martha Albertson
Fineman and Isabel Karpin (New York: Columbia Unsiy Press, 1995), 252.
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Langston Hughes, Georgia Douglas Johnson and Mael€y personify this gender-
specific approach to uplift.

The heralding of the New Negro mother became actgaag theme in the
Renaissance, but in distinctively gendered wagansider Hughes’s famed poem
“Mother to Son.” Encased in a setting of domestjas both the setting and metaphor of
the poem is a staircase, the mother’s sole purfmosecourage her male child toward
progression by modeling her strength of charaberdetermination and her courage. In
reference to her socially worn, “splintered” coraht the mother asserts the following:

I'se been a-climbin’ on,

And reachin’ landin’s,

And turnin’ corners,

And sometimes goin’ in the dark

Where there ain’t been no light
Hughes’s mother figure reflects the archetypal Blaother that frequently appears in
Black male-authored literature. She is elevatedutph an inner strength. Her modesty is
larger than life. She survives by putting her hédadn and burrowing forward. And, not
as apparent, but certainly understood, she is pagealone. Her lack of reference to a
mate with the singular “I” equally depicts this wamspeaker’s struggle toward
ascension as singular. The only relationship betvilee sexes reflected in this work, and

much of the maternal poetry of the era, is parental

119 | angston Hughes, “Mother to Son,” Tine Norton Anthology of African American
Literature, 2™ ed Eds. Henry Louis Gates and Nellie McKay (New YAMW Norton
and Company, 2004), 1292.
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Again, the poem is thus participating in the afoeetioned Black male response
of confronting extreme fictional negative race inmggwith extreme positive imaging.
Anne Stavney explains: “Defending their women agiihese primarily White, racist
assertions, Black males produced an idealized im&8éack womanhood in the form of
the “moral mother.” From civic leader to politiciamwriter to artist, Black men of the
1920s and 1930s promoted an ideology of glorifieatB motherhood**® What Hughes
is depicting in “Mother to Son,” if not arguablydorsing, is the raced woman’s
intersecting role to nurture, sustain and preparechildren for life in a racist society.
His speaker has mastered this technique as sidlirsching in both the example of her
response to oppression and in her instructionsg®on as she demands: “So boy, don't
you turn back./ Don't you set down on the stepsi&é you finds it's kinder hard./ Don’t
you fall now.” In this respect, Hughes’ speakequsntessentially the racial uplift
mother. bell hooks argues that such an expectafi@tack motherhood, while sexist at
its core, reflects a deeply embedded cultural m®oé politicizing the homeplace. She
explains,

Since sexism delegates to females the task oficgeand sustaining a home

environment, it has been primarily the respongipdf Black women to construct

domestic households as spaces of care and nuréuiratite face of a brutal harsh
reality of racist oppression, of sexist dominationBlack women resisted by
making homes where all Black people could strivbdsubjects, not objects,

where we can be affirmed in our minds and hearpiteepoverty, hardship and

120 Anne Stavney, “Mothers of Tomorrow,” 534.
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deprivation, where we can restore ourselves theityigenied us on the outside

in the public world:?*

Hughes’ mother-speaker not only overcomes her ggmm® in her ability to continue to
endure it, as noted in her closing remarks ‘8Wé climbin™ (emphasis added), she does
so without complaint. Her instruction, while insggional on its face, is not so much
about change as it is about endurance. And, heteged example of endurance would
appear to be her most sought contribution to theement.

Moreover, the symbolic staircase serves as a metdphthe desired progression
and the Jim Crow stalemated condition of Black lifee poet defines the role of Black
women in this progression as supporter and nurthoevever, not as lover and
confidante. But, the tension of the poem is netdpeaker’s ability to progress despite
life’'s obstacles; it is instead rooted in the samisvillingness or inability to climb the
metaphorical “staircase.” Again, the relationsHipghes designates to mark this
uplifting of Black culture is not that of husbanadawife, but of mother and son. Cleatrly,
patriarchy allows for mothers to have enough ag@vey sons to offer welcomed advice
and wisdom without the fear of emasculation. Alagresenting a mother-child
relationship, with no mention of a paternal figutee poem skirts concerns of negative
sexual imaging. Despite its lack of referencedcia partner, there is no room in this
construction of motherhood for vulnerability, fear,loneliness.

By contrast, Johnson’s motherhood poems presemira conflicted and

vulnerable woman. Johnson’s construction of the Niegro mother is not as absolute as

121 hell hooks,Yearning: Race, Gender and Cultural Polit{@oston: South End Press,
1990), 42.
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Renaissance leaders often presented. It is flowtemnplative, and responsive. In lieu of
crafting a stoic mother who personifies the idesldgered participation in racial uplift,
Johnson’s motherhood poems often present a womansagaralyzed by doubt and who
qguestions her ability to fulfill prescribed gendeles. This layering of race and gender is
evident in “Shall | say, ‘My Son, You're BrandedThe poem explores the raced reality
of having to make children aware of their own ogpesl existence. Unlike Hughes’
unrestrained and determined speaker, Johnson’semextiperiences a doubt-ridden
paralysis in her inability to negotiate the gendezall to nurture with the racial uplift
mandate to educate. Consider the following lifegb® poem:

Shall I say, “My son, you're branded in this coyrgr
pageantry,

By strange subtleties you're tethered, and no forum
sets you free?”

Shall I mark the young lights fading through youwlso
enchannelled eye,

As the dusky pall of shadows screen the highways of
your sky?

Or shall I, with love prophetic, bid you dauntlgssl
arise,

Spurn the handicap that clogs you, taking what the
world denies,

Bid you storm the sullen fortress wrought by préged
and wrong

With a faith that shall not falter, in your heantdeon

your tonguet?®

122 Georgia Douglas JohnsdBelected Works of Georgia Douglas JohnsdnHenry
Louis Gates, (New York: G.K. Hall and Company, 19921.
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The gendered expectation to nurture and proteantile child is frequently
disrupted by racial norms and conditioning. Thelmads tumult is in conversation with
the very principles of racial uplift. With this wq Johnson questions the prioritization of
race from a mother’s perspective and from a livgoeeience. Notably, Johnson relies on
conventional forms in her work, a pattern that &ppén much of the poetry written by
the more mature women poets of the movement. Howselie stretches the parameters
of her quatrains with long lines; the rhymed aspetthese lines spill over and are
indented for additional emphasis. This poem, wglconcluding couplet in slant rhyme,
is not as contained in form as much of the bodyesfwork. Arguably, its disruption in
conventional form parallels the speaker’s inabiliycleanly perform acts of mothering
because of racial anxieties.

This reality, again, fractures the mother idenfiigm the individual identity,
which culminates to show the multidimensionalitytloé speaker’s experiences. She is
not solely a mother; implied in her indecision msexperience with the world that pushes
beyond the maternal sphere. That experience bpg@d a series of questions that not
only trouble her mothering, but speak to the cdmaced identity. To what degree does
awareness of this “branded” condition help the epped? To what degree does the
awareness hinder? The question is not resolvddsmpbem, but a point is made in the
asking. While the speaker does not come to autsn| the mother’s frustration is
understood with the emphatic exclamation point tesicludes the work. Johnson’s
intersectional analysis of New Negro motherhoaljdgest, offers a more

comprehensive review of gendered elements of rémialation.
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Mae Cowdery, another prolific poet who was acckadrby both Hughes and

Alain Locke, wrote motherhood poems that seemegpligstion the racialized mother’s
ability to nurture. She is one of the few wometthe era to publish a book of poetry
with the 1936 edition oWe Lift Our Voices Her approach to the motherhood trope is
surprising, considering that the ability to nurtigerguably the premier prerequisite of
mothering. Even Hughes’ raced mother softeneddwgh love lecture by calling the
male child “Honey.” Cowdery’s motherhood poemsserd a speaker whose desperate
desires to celebrate the beauty and wonder of mothare continually interrupted by
outside burdens and strife. Indeed, Cowdery’s vofitdn wrestles in the gray area
between the domestic and worldly spheres. In henpd...to...Judith Lynn...On Her
First Birthday,” one of a series of poems writterher daughter, Cowdery writes:

Oh God,

Make me White and shining as a star

To light the darkness

Of her first despair-*
As indicated in the poem’s title, the child in quies is quite young. And yet the mother
is overwhelmed with concern regarding her child'stfof likely many despairs. This
mother knows worldly pain is coming, and her deapen bespeaks an awareness that
there is little that the mother can do about ieréin lies the paradoxical nature of raced

mothering: the gendered desire and responsibdityutture meets the raced impossibility

123 Mae Cowdery, “...to...Judith Lynn...On Her First BirthgaWe Lift Our Voices and
Other PoemgPhiladelphia: Alpress, 1936), 47.
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of completing the task at hand. The call to nurtareften trampled by the need to
protect, an ability that, too, becomes fragile maast society.

In considering Cowdery’s critique of how the outsidorld affects the maternal
and internal dynamic of raced motherhood, it iSuldeere to return to hooks’ theoretical
construction of the “homeplace” as protest. Stmams: “The task of making
homeplace was not simply a matter of Black womeaviging a service: it was about the
construction of a safe place where Black peoplédcaffirm one another and by so doing
heal many of the wounds inflicted by racist dommat We could not learn to love or
respect ourselves in the culture of White supremawythe outside: it was there on the
inside, in the “homeplace,” most often created kot by Black women, that we had the
opportunity to grow and develop, to nurture ourigpi*?* hooks' revisionist explanation
of the role of motherhood in Black communities exps a radical intersection in Black
thought and identity that extends beyond childresri

New Negro women poets would proclaim, this cult@sgumption of Black
mother identity would weigh on women’s hearts andds. Another of Cowdery’s
motherhood poems, titled “A Modern Mother Sings faudith Lynn who is Three,”
captures this dichotomy most vividly:

My lips have not learned
To utter always gentle words
But they never weary

Of kissing a bruise

124 hell hooks,Yearning 42.
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Or crooning ‘til fretful eyes

Are closed in healing sleép’
What is notable about the mother speaker of thengeean acknowledgement that she is
only confident in her ability to respond to paifor this speaker, love outside the context
of pain has not been “learned.” Her expertise, hangelourishes when the child is
“bruised” and “fretful.” The focus of the poem ree a young mother who wants to
know how to separate the love from pain. This fabis not resolved in the internal
space of the poem. But, as Cowdery’s work annantes a dilemma that demands
scrutiny.

Yet, despite efforts like those of Cowdery and dam it was the image of the
strong, racial champion New Negro mother that ptegaduring the era. This
immovable, subsuming mother became a symbol oénitiee movement as evidenced in
the 1925 publication dFhe New Negro At this Renaissance moment, the movement had
found its footing and was diving into the Ameriganscience with a surge of artistic
creativity unparalleled by any Black cultural movarhthat preceded it. Artists
strategically used literature, music and art tbtfigocial ills, to give voice to silenced
communities, and to testify to their own humanndgiimately, the decision was made
to capture the moment in this representational tertke edited and releas&tle New
Negro. A frontispiece to the collection titled “The Browmadonna,” which visually
depicted a young Negro mother and her infant cle@mplifies woman'’s role in the

movement of uplift while symbolizing the spirit m#birth that mobilized the movement.

125 Mae Cowdery, “A Modern Mother Sings for...Judith loywho is Three, We Lift
Our Voices48.
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Figure 1. Image of “The Brown Madonna”

To fully appreciate Locke’s decision to use “The@Bn Madonna” in the initial
printing of The New Negrayne must consider the importance of the book. The
collection of visual art, poetry, literature ancuha would later be heralded as the
movement’s “definitive text” and “Bible”; Renaissamscholar Arnold Rampersand
explains its significance this wayThe New Negralerted the world in 1925 that
something approaching a cultural revolution wasniglace among Blacks in New
York, as well as elsewhere in the United Statespsmbdaps around the world. The book
also attempted in a fairly ambitious, expansive weagffer a definition of this cultural
movement.*?® Locke’s decision to use “The Brown Madonna” istjzatarly telling
when we consider the purpose of the collection.il®\froclaiming the objective for
racial renewal and redefinition, the portrait glsomotes a non-sexualized, domesticated
version of Black womanhood. Created by Austriaimiga Winold Riess, the work

arguably instantiates cross-cultural stereotypesn & it does so unwittingly.

126 Arnold Rampersand, “IntroductionThe New Negro: Voices of the Harlem
Renaissancesd. Alain Locke, (New York: Touchstone, 1992), ix.
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Many critics ultimately agree, however, that itv&sr as a glaring reminder of
New Negro Woman suppression via the role of motaih Emily Orlando points out
that the image promotes the ironically virginal &another role heralded by men of the
era:

The woman wears the blue of the traditional depiiof the Virgin Mary and

her hair modestly frames her forehead and temlésta mimic the wimple

worn by the Virgin. Further, Riess has frameddtepe with shadows that

suggest a heavenly glow radiating from her beiRgiss’s image is innovative

insofar as the Virgin Mary is rendered Black. ¥be is not a proud, confident

figure: her gaze is diverted; she humbly looks dopsihe seems rather sedate. We

see only one of her hands, which is engaged ia¢hef nurturing: the hand

cradles the (presumably) male child; it most calyailoes not hold a pen or an

artist's brush?’
This image works to articulate several messageasskerts the Black woman'’s role and
ability to mother against the attacks of racistestéypes. Presenting the mother as
virginal, a puzzling irrationality considering tppeesence of a child, not only meets
supremacist prejudices that Black women are oversexut it also situates her in the
context of Christianity. In so doing, it meets doamt culture in the common ground of
religion. And, circularly, Christian religiosityedlares that childbirth and rearing are

woman’s burden to bear. Orlando continues:

127 Emily Orlando, “Feminine Calibans’ and ‘Dark Mauitas of the Grave’: The
Imaging of Black Women in the New Negro Renaissgndew Voices on the Harlem
Renaissance: Essays on Race, Gender, and Literagolrse eds. Australia Tarver and
Paula Barnes, (Madison: Fairleigh Dickinson UniugrBress, 2006), 63.

94



So here again the image of the Madonna is revisiamithat she is Africanized—

as a gesture of race pride—yet it serves to sendssage to Black women that

the role of self-sacrificing, attendant is oneldd tew available to her. Further,
the reference to the Immaculate Conception reCiilsstianity’s emphasis on the

Madonna’s reliance upon a male savior for redempti®he is not so very

empowered after alf®
Perhaps, then, the religious underpinning of thekveaplains Riess’ choice to avert the
women’s eyes and to press her lips shut. Her jolgak thereof, is irrelevant. She is
silenced. She humbly accepts her obligation witlleetconfrontation that direct eye
contact implies.

Stavney’s assessment of the portrait offers additiomsight into the portrait’s
analysis. Of the woman in the piece, she notes'sihatis plainly dressed, without
jewelry or makeup, her hair simply bobbed at hes.ea. Neither she nor the child is
smiling either. The facial expression suggestsaudity and quietude; her mouth is
undemonstrative, serene. The overall image isobnensexual modest womanhodd®
Conceivably, presenting a nonsexual, maternal eersfi Black motherhood as the
representation of New Negro female identity wasbf@matic for Black women. The
cost to Black female identity has traditionally bée sacrifice sexuality and femininity
in support of the race movement. This call fordgred racial solidarity conflicts with

cultural gendered expectations of femininity ancusdity. And, furthermore, the

128 |pid., 65.
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demands of race and gender are magnified at atimea Black women’s sexuality and
beauty are repeatedly and strategically undermiryed/hite racist imaging.

Conversely, this call for fragmentation of identigynot only problematic for
Black female representation, but it also producedlict between men and women.
Stavney explains how the imaging of the long suffgrnurturing Black mother, though
complimentary at its surface, may have proven gmlalic during the Harlem
Renaissance era. She writes,”’Reinscribing the enoddghe archetypal earth mother,
these Black, male-authored works rarely attenthécactual social and economic
conditions encountered by most Black women of taear Womanhood is conflated with
motherhood and the latter functions as a literaoge. The broader dimensions of Black
woman'’s material reality, especially urban realig, virtually unaddressed® The
maternal imaging evidenced in “The Brown Madonnasnppts another challenge in
Stavney’s discussion in that it subjected Black warto a level of domesticity which
was ultimately outside “Black Harlem’s geographid aliscursive space.” Certainly, this
mirroring of White patriarchal systems presenttaaltbetween race and gender
movements by placing New Negro women in a precarpmsition within the race
movement. Gendered concerns that explored sextisafgugation and conflict were
frowned upon if they hindered the prioritized ratresen center of the movement.

Still, despite the overwhelming shadow of maletearporary writers, female
essayists of the movement were able to weigh itherdiscussion. One of the most

noted additions to this discussion came from Reaaise writer Alice Dunbar-Nelson.

130 Anne Stavney, “Mothers of Tomorrow,” 544-545.
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Her essay, “Woman’s Most Serious Problem,” implavesnen of “leisure classes” to
reexamine the dwindling population of the Black di&lclass and her potential role in
curbing impending doom that the talented tenthdacghe argues that birth control and
the limiting of offspring had become the premieskition for economic independent®.
This is troubling, she asserts, because “[n]o carebe said to be a growing race, whose
birth rate is declining, and whose natural ratsofease is dropping sharply?
Dunbar-Nelson admits that there is no easy solutdhis problem, offering only, that in
acknowledging the problem, “young and intelligemtraen should give pausé®® Still

the implication is glaringly apparent. woman’s msignificant and pressing gift to
racial uplift was childbirth and childrearing. DuarbNelson, also a poet, would revisit
the New Negro woman’s uniquely gendered confli¢tveen individual, economic
autonomy and the sacrifice-based loyalty to hee rater creative works as well.

Using poetry as a vehicle to express gender aralaaacerns harkens back to
Stavney’s intraracial discussion which considens tiee New Negro woman'’s writing
“contested not only White racist imaging, but Blaskle constructions of her as welf*
In response to Stavney’s arguments, | am temptéaddgonent Black female identities

within the context of the era to focus scholarsinghe gendered aspects of their work.

131 Alice Dunbar-Nelson, “Woman’s Most Serious ProbfeMouble-Take: A Revisionist
Harlem Renaissance Anthologd. Venetria Patton and Maureen Honey (New York:
Rutgers University Press, 2008), 114.
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As the principles of intersectionality explain hoxee, this, too, would be problematic.
Each aspect of identity augments and enhanceshke éccordingly, Stavney agrees
that within Black female identity constructionsate [does] not exist apart from or even
alongside gender, class and sexual norms; ratbse issues are articulated through one
another.*®> Thus, one must consider the fusion of these chemiatics in exploration of
the multi-consciousness reflected in the New Né&yooman poetic. Such a fusion exists

in the question of Black motherhood.

The Road to Define and Theorize Black Motherhood

While the question of Black motherhood’s role iraé&t culture and the country at
large has hovered historically long before the elarRenaissance found its footing,
certainly the Harlem Renaissance movement leftifgint on the concept. However, the
evolution of the American conceptualization of Bdacomen’s identities has since
rendered insights that help illuminate readingBled?v Negro women'’s poetry. The
construction of Black motherhood has become esdédnttheorizing Black feminisms.
Few efforts in this regard have gone far withowraiing the Black maternal presence
in Black culture and the ramifications that the @&lanothering conceptualization has had
on racial and gendered relations.

Though many scholars of Black culture agree thatconstruction of the mother
is essential to cultural studies, this acknowledg@inhas been relatively small in Black

literature studies. Barbara Christian explains:

135 |pid.
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Motherhood is a major theme in contemporary womégtesture, the “unwritten
story” just beginning to be told as a result of vemis struggles to become all that
they can be. Since a woman, never a man, canteer, that experience
should be hers to tell; since we all come from racghit is striking that such a
story remains secondary in the world of literatur&s important is the fact that
the role of mother, with all that it implies, isivarsally imposed upon women as
their sole identity, their proper identity, abovkathers. The primacy of
motherhood for women is the one value that soggtatever their differences,
share!3®
In recent years, there has been some momentumdaadressing this concern.
Angelita Reyes, for example, examines the posttaloaverberations of the Black
mother trope in greater depth and “across cultur8be considers the argument that
motherhood can be both a venue for gender oppreasio “a place where women of
color can turn for solace and emotional supporndf/the communities are not
perfect.™’ Viewed through this lens, mothering can actuafigome a source of agency
in a community plagued by powerlessness.
As Andrea O’Reilly argues, Black mothering perceps and practices differ

from White privileged mothering experience in caterways:

136 Barbara ChristiarBlack Feminist Criticism: Perspectives on Black earkVriters
(New York: Pergamon Press, 1985), 212.
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First, mothers and motherhood are valued by, anttaldo, African American

culture, and secondly, Black culture recognizes tiiathers and mothering are

what make possible the physical and psychologieditHeing and empowerment

of African American people and the larger Africamé@rican culture. The focus

of Black motherhood, in both practice and thoughhow to preserve, protect,

and more generally empower Black children so they may resist racist

practices that seek to harm them and grow intothdadl whole and complete.

To fulfill the task of empowering children, mothemaist hold power in African

American culture and mothering likewise must beigdland supported®
O'Reilly’s assertion is useful in considering gereteRenaissance poetry. New Negro
women poets best explored the potential of a m&lagrency when they wrote about
their own mothers. Often referring to their mothas queens, many women poets used
their gendered perspective to acknowledge andreetiteir mothers’ value and radical
agency.The image of the Black mother queen is prevaleRanaissance poetry.
Assigning the position of royalty to Black womemdze read as a measure of resistance
against negative sexual imaging while appropriatiogrer™>° Helene Johnson’s short
poem “Mother” presents a speaker paying homagertonother's seamless integration
of modesty and radicalism. The mother subject’§inghess to commit blasphemy in her

capacity as mother is an empowering rejection wissélicta:

138 O'Reilly, From Motherhood to Motherind,1.

139 Renaissance poet Carrie Law Morgan Figgs frequeetlirned to the queen motif in
her writing.

100



Soft hair faintly white where the angels touch it

Pale candles flaming in her eyes

Hallowing her vision of Christ;

And yet | know

She would break each Commandment

Against her heart,

And bury them pointed and jagged in her soul —

That | may smilé’°
Johnson’s willingness to break away from convergidorms pairs well with the
subject’s willingness to defy religion and cultunabres for her child’s happiness. In
form and in subject matter, this poem identifiegesbf gendered resistance against the
dicta of uplift.

The poem begins by almost meeting the male leanfdhe era at the image of

“The Brown Madonna.” The first three lines ardefil with religious imagery; the mother
comes close to disappearing in her “White” and égpabmmitment to be devout. The
poem disrupts the reader’s assumptions of the matitle an internal truth signaled by
the line: “And yet | know.” This angel-touched wamis able and willing to break from
the social mores of religion — and by extensiomigathy — in the name of motherhood.
The plurality of this work is quite fascinatings itomplexity is in its simplicity. The
mother defines the terms of her sacrifice. Theeet@p conflicting yet cohesive versions
of this mother: one that is humble and Christ-likeother that is capable of unabashedly

“break[ing] each Commandment.” The speaker of thenpkeeps the secret truth of this

140 Helene JohnsofThis Waiting for Love32.
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internal/external mother, yet speaks it into exiseein the action of the poem. This
“knowing” for both the mother and the speaker madqesce for empowerment that
cannot fall victim to dominant culture.

Black maternal imaging would become a prominemniceon for Georgia Douglas
Johnson. Her opening octave stanza of her poeackBIVoman” depicts a scenario that
is in stark contrast to traditional conceptionsmaftherhood as embodied in “The Brown
Madonna.”

Don’t knock on my door, little child,

| cannot let you in;

You know not what a world this is

Of cruelty and sin.

Wait in the still eternity

Until | come to you.

The world is cruel, cruel child,

| cannot let you through'*
This poem’s speaker rejects the title of motheahse of the “cruel cruel” world.
Notably, Johnson’s work underscores this percenatbn of cruelty to help readers
understand the rejection. The cruelty referermegkample, is noted three times in this
stanza. It is not until the second stanza thasthece of the cruelty is identified as “the
monster of men/ Inhabiting the earth.” This wompaaker rejects the power of these

“monster” men by asserting her authority to perfammesist motherhood. Honey speaks

141 Maureen HoneyShadowed Dream§4.
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to Renaissance women'’s poetic treatment of motleraod théBrown Madonnan the

following:
As a representation of rebirth, such an image wasistible and women, too,
made use of it but more ambivalently. Often, fatance, birth is distanced by
embedding it in a natural landscape describedegnant or maternal. Though
mothers and babies appear in their verse, childagar nurturing roles are not
favored topics. In turning so often in poems tameats of erotic passion, women
suggested that they valued most highly those oglahiips they could enter as
autonomous persons from which they could fashiamamirous lives*

Clearly, Johnson’s treatment of motherhood exemeglifloney’s thesis. Again, Johnson

retains authority in the face of social and cultesgectations. In the following

discussion, | explore how this construction ofs&sice in the racially-imprinted

experience of motherhood appears in Johnson’sypoetr

“The mother soothes her mantled child”

Poet, playwright, musician, fiction writer, mothand wife, Johnson was one of
the most prolific members of the movement. Shevidently the most productive woman
poet of the Harlem Renaissance, publishing thréenves of poems between 1918 and
1938 at a time where few women published one voluWaile Johnson also wrote short
stories, one-act plays, and songs, her reputatists on poetry as she was the most
anthologized woman poet in the New Negro movem@téaudia Tate sheds light on the

poet’s placement in the Harlem Renaissance: “Me#hsubscriber to Victorian ideology

142 pid., 21.
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nor a fully modern woman, Johnson stood betweesetlod the generation who
understood sex as the husband’s conjugal right, aadixed and poetry as sedate,
speculative wonder on one extreme, and those afdkegeneration who assumed sexual
liberty, fluid racial identities and poetic senétyiof social activism on the other*®
Much of Johnson’s motherhood poetry, like other \eais poetry of the era, presents a
speaker confounded in her role to raise a “mantidt. The word “mantled,” meaning
“cloaked in darkness,” is a theme that reappeanstioh of her poetry** Her poem
“One of the Least of These, My Little One” rendarsexample of this theme in her
work. While the mother speaker is not explicithegent in the lines of Johnson’s poem,
it is she who is capable of viewing the world thgbwboth the weariness of the oppressed
and the innocence of an infant.
The infant eyes look out amazed upon the frowning
earth,
A stranger, in a land now strange, child of the tieai
birth;
Waxing, he wonders more and more; the scowling grow
apace;

A world, behind its barring doors, reviles his elface:

143 Tate, “Introduction,”Selected Works of Georgia Douglas Johnsdx
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Yet from this maelstrom issues forth a God-likeitgnt

That loves a world all loveless, and smiles on @giv**®
The mother subject’s only source of solace to &ldhirdened by a “mantled” birthright
is a daunting comparison to the crucified Christided, the dilemmas explored in
Johnson’s poem reflect race and gender-baseduggithat appear throughout many
Renaissance works. And, as | have thus exploréukeipoetry of other New Negro
women, this speaker, too, places pressure on temment’s romanticized depictions of
a strong Black mother to unveil her vulnerabilihdaesistance.

What distinguishes much of Johnson’s work from pthemen poets is her focus
on the intra-cultural pressure to silence theseeors. In this context, writing poems that
break the silence becomes a radical pursuit. Teengdled “The Mother,” which
launches the motherhood series in her 1922 IBvokze: A Book of Versbest captures
this objective. The work, composetithree stanzas, surveys the relationship of derot
to her “mantled child.” The child is male, anathecurring theme in Johnson’s
motherhood poems. This may reflect her own expeees her children were male.
Arguably, however, her constant revisiting of thda's sex throughout these poems
becomes a tool to explore gendered relationshigEnder meets race most explicitly in
the following lines as the speaker explores théiagpresence of slave history:

The mother soothes her mantled child
With incantation sad and wild;

A deep compassion brims her eye
And stills upon her lips, the sigh.

145 JohnsonSelected Works of Georgia Douglas Johnd@9,
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Her thoughts are leaping down the years,
O’er branding bars, through seething tears,
Her heart is sandaling his feet

Adown the world’s corroding streéf'®

The vulnerability of the Black mother is explicatedvays that vividly contrast with the
strong, unflustered mother constructed in raciéftuf he ability to protect, to love, to
mother is inhibited by the world’s corrosion. Ti@em makes a brief, but poignant
reference to slavery (“O’er branding bars”) inatsempt to show constricted condition of
the marginalized mother. All she has to offer¢héd is love, but in an unjust world, she
knows that will not be sufficient.

The work’s strength is in its layering: though ff@em’s mother places the
mantled male child’s suffering at the forefrontlloé discussion, the poem itself positions
her silent struggle as a necessary point of inqu@gnsider the final lines of the poem:
“And Only God will ever know/ The wordless measaféer woe.**’ Readers must
approach these revelatory lines through an intéosed framework to investigate the
conflicting racialized and gendered experiencealehsing oneself and being silenced by
others. Johnson uses the literary medium, onkeeofaw available to women of the era,
to break through such confines by providing thedsdor “the wordless measure of her

woe.

146 JohnsonSelected Works of Georgia Douglas Johnddry.
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As Johnson’s redondilla succeeds in highlightihg, ¢onstant defense of racial
identity coupled with the fight for gender visitylimust have posed an immeasurable
challenge for New Negro women. One can imaginetwioenen poets had to relinquish
in an effort to achieve literary success. This Ioee® obvious when readers acknowledge
that the women of the period did not have the stma@acial and emotional support
afforded to the men. Only now can readers unpaekvibrks of Harlem Renaissance
women poets to find insightful avenues into Reraaiss culture. Stavney underscores
the need for such excavation. She writes, “despéecall to contextualize Black female-
authored discourse within the historically speatimstraints of early twentieth-century
American culture, scholars have focused little@altattention on ideological and
iconographic forces which competiedraracially as well as interracially in the fiction,
poetry and artwork of the period” [Stavney’s emp$ia$® Not unlike their male
contemporaries, New Negro women poets were chawgjada distinct, but
overshadowed, mission and audience to serve dthenBenaissance era. To further
complicate the issue, few critics acknowledge tirerdity within Black women’s
citizenry of the era to the extent that Locke resgd the Black male population ihe
New Negro.Yet, awareness of these various factions and tieeids also provides
insights into New Negro Women poetic inspirationd anotivations.

Gertrude Elsie Johnson McDougald, a famed educathe Harlem Renaissance,
provides a review of New Negro womanhood worthgarisideration. She places New

Negro women in four general categories. The sntaltesild be the “leisured” wives and

148 Anne Stavney, “Mothers of Tomorrow,” 534.
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daughters of business and professional men. Thigogwas primarily concerned with
matters of family and home while enjoying the artiesiof travel and social clout. The
second category consisted of progressive, profeasiwomen who were secretaries,
lawyers, dentists, social workers, doctors, prawmtfficers, and above all, school
teachers. The third group was contributors to teukindustry who were quite often
denied advancement to managerial positions. Tia group, McDougald explains, was
comprised of domestic and casual workéfsFrom McDougald’s conclusions, readers
come to understand that the purely maternal cameatf Black womanhood that thrived
in the Renaissance was in direct conflict withltthed realities of the middle and
working-class existence of New Negro wontéhAgain, each woman suffered struggles
unique to her class, but universal in her relatiqm$o race and gender.

While Johnson clearly worked to fulfill this resganility in her writing, her
lyrical verse -- complete in ballad stanzas anddmapter couplets -- reflects a
connection to Victorian ideologies that still vexagics who temper the poet’s success
by dismissing her work as predictable and tritaxe@eeds only to consider Hull's
assertions. She summarizes reader impressionfin$édo’s poetry in the following: “A
modern reader does not usually find her efforty wapressive — mainly because of the
sameness of her themes and manner, and her camnedrgtyle. She writes either

melancholy love lyrics or muted, attenuated poefrraaal protest.** Johnson

19 Hull, Color, Sex, Poetry.
150 Anne Stavney, “Mothers of Tomorrow,” 550
151 Gloria T. Hull, “Black Women Poets from WheatleyWalker,”Negro American

Literature Forum9, no. 3 (1975)93. http://www.jstor.org/stable/3041099.
108



received many accolades for her significant coatrdm to the Renaissance, but her
harshest critics found fault with her seeminglyiiadt approach to race concerns.

Houston Baker provides some insight into how Johtsseork may not have
been readily perceived in his exploration of mog#mand the Harlem Renaissance.
Participants in the movement were primarily conedrwith defining themselves in
“‘modern” terms. Art, poetry, and literature, hglkns, were seen as vehicles to help rid
the country of racial prejudice. Baker argues thattenets of the Harlem Renaissance
may have held a “too optimistic faith in the potehof art.”**?> This argument mirrors
James Weldon Johnson'’s reflections on the pitédlEn otherwise thriving movement.
Penned only four years after “Black Tuesday,” Waldohnson expressed his
disillusionment with the movement and his hopeuxfcgess for the next generation. He
wrote, “we expected much; perhaps, too much. | pmge that we ought to be thankful
for the half-dozen younger writers who did emengé make a place for themselvés®
This retrospective view of the demands for suceggsirticipants of the Renaissance
reveals how Georgia Douglas Johnson’s poetry —wthid not explicitly attack racial
injustice — may have been an easy target for Reaa¢® critics.

Comparatively, Tate salvages Johnson’s work witbraprehensive review. Tate
argues that the poet’s position as a traditiondiginot equate to an abandonment of race
matters. Instead, Tate affirms that Johnson’sipsétle and anachronistic verse were

part of the poet’s strategy to veil opinions fosteby social oppression. As she asserts,
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“this perspective offered her the means to desdrdmxlom, beauty and especially her
renegade sexuality without the censure of her pé&tgo consider Johnson’s dilemma
would be to imagine devoting one’s creative enargiy to a fragment of identity at the
expense of all other aspects.

Johnson pennddronzeas a response to critics who accused her of niogbe
concerned with race matters>. In musing over the inspiration Bfonze Johnson
confessed to Arna Bontemps in 1941: “My first baeks The Heart of a Womanit was
not at all race conscious. Then someone said-hat@o feeling for the race. So |
wrote Bronze—it was entirely racial}®® She prefaces the text with an explicit
declaration that she will be the voice of the oppesl: “This book is the child of a bitter
earth-wound. 1 sit on the earth and sing—sing anitl of my sorrow.” Interestingly, the
preface is grounded in maternal symbolism. Indteampt to contribute to the racial
movement, Johnson was ever conscious of the nesabittoward male leaders of the
movement. An acknowledgement of gratitude is givebocke. But, despite the poet’s
efforts to align with the movement’s racial andsiit sensibilities, the collection, like
her first, garnered moderate praise for its contrdm, it was heavily critiqued for its
technical confinement. Even the foreword of théemion, written by DuBois, is laden

with patronization. Consider the following excerpt:
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Those who know what it means to be a colored woimdm®22—and know it not
so much in fact as in feeling, apprehension, uraedtdelicate yet stern
thought—must read Georgia Douglas Johns8n&ze Much of it will not touch
this reader and that, and some of it will mystifylauzzle them as sort of
reiteration and over-emphasis. But none canddie caught here and there by a
word — a phrase — a period that tells a life historeven paints the history of a
generalization. ... Her word is simple, sometimés,tbut it is singularly sincere
and true, and as a revelation of the soul strugiglgomen of a race it is
invaluable®®’

DuBois admits here that Black women’s experien@®tbeen neglected in literature,
while simultaneously describing the work as “ovepbatic” and “trite.” There is a
stirring curiosity among Johnson critics and sctsoés to how such a derogatory review
was permitted publication in Johnson’s volume. Ildpkculates that perhaps any
consideration from DuBois during the era, even amibnt, was idyllic}*® Still, one
wonders how critiques like that of DuBois may hal@ided the mission and successes
of Johnson’s race poems. Even Hull declares tlo& be the poet’s weakest, reading
“like obligatory race poetry™® However, in the face of dismissive reviews, matthe
work survives because of its representations ofiied experience of mothers of

oppressed realities.

157 JohnsonSelected Works of Georgia Douglas John&h,
138 Hull, Color, Sex, and Poetri63.

159 pid., 160.
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Returning to one of Johnson’s most sustaining emubting poems helps to
illuminate the poet’s concern with representatibitied “Black Woman,” the work
skews the identity of mother. Indeed, it is uniedis its labeling. Peppered with
exclamation, it tells the story of a woman who sefsipregnancy under the cloud of
racism. Consider the lines of the second and §talza of the poem:

Don’t knock at my door, little child,
| cannot let you in,
You know not what a world this is

Of cruelty and sin.

You do not know the monster men

Inhabiting the earth,

Be still, be still, my precious child,

| must not give you birtHf°
Johnson’s highly anthologized poem was originatlgd “Motherhood” when it was
published in a 1922 edition dhe Crisis. In later publications the poem would appear
newly minted as “Black Woman,” as it isBronze.Orlando notes that the “dual
classification underscores the inextricable linkn@en motherhood and Black women
and the problematic assumptions theréfi. The title change signifies a cultural norm
that flourished in Black middle class circles o tRenaissance elite who often made no

distinction between woman and mother identitiesbg#h identities — woman and mother

180 3ohnsonSelectedVorks of Georgia Douglas Johnsdi9.

181 Orlando, “Feminine Calibans,” 91.
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-- are innately gendered, it becomes increasingbessary to read beyond the male
voices of the era. Johnson’s title changes, famgde, evidence her keen awareness of
the complexity and ironies of this dual classificatas she presents a speaker who defies
both race and gender expectations by rejecting enlotiod.

Though not explicitly connected, the poem certagdysiders Dunbar-Nelson’s
concerns of low birth rates in New Negro commusitieBut, in voicing the concerns of
the “Black Woman,” Johnson is operating on manglevFirst, one must return to her
use of punctuation in the work. She is clearly batjg about her decision not to give
birth. The repeated use of the exclamation usheay aotions of an apologetic tone,
giving the speaker visibility, authority and detamation. The tension builds momentum
as readers approach the second stanza. Whispéader explains her logic for not
wanting to give birth, the child’s repeated ple&nack that comes “time and time again”
is met with a destabilizing abruptness. Johns@thnique is striking here: the
conversation is crafted between a would-be mothdreer unborn child, but the writer’s
message is probingly directed toward the “monstenen” and disrupting the silence of
her confliction. The question soon becomes: Wieala@se monster men that are
denying the Black woman her most intimate, hedttefesire?

In the context of the New Negro movement, the nobsious answer regarding
the source of poem’s tension would be the growimgubation of racial supremacists.
After all, artists of the era were looking for irvative ways to combat rampant lynching
and the ever-growing juggernaut that would becomeCYow. Such a targeted attack

would certainly satisfy Renaissance elite, as stieudated was part of the goal in
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penningBronze. However, informed by Tate and Stavney’s argumerttonible-coding
in New Negro women'’s poetry, the reading of thismaoffers new insights.
Considering the poem'’s title suggests the audiércehom the work is written, one
wonders if the work is not gesturing toward memef own race as well. To give
credence to this interpretation, consider the hisatly-rooted dynamics of Black male
and female relationships. In this vain, the weekves as a nod to Black women who
face the often masculine charge that they shoulgivieg birth to the next generation.
Again, this speaker builds her own agency in asggthat she will not simply acquiesce
to this demand without seeing some transformatianen, arguably Black and White.
Johnson reminds us in this poem that despite @aHetliscussion of the New Negro
woman'’s obligation to racial uplift, the decisiangdive birth is ultimately hers and hers
alone. The poem presents both resistance to aveliSed heteronormative ideology
and an unexpected acknowledgment of personal enpoent.

Of course, not all of the maternal poems in JohissBronzeexplore models of
resistance. One of the most revered gifts of erbihod is the physical and symbolic
creation of a new generation and all the hopetthsatact entails. Johnson depicts this
conception in her short poem “Utopia™:

God grant you wider vision, clearer skies, my son,
With morning’s rosy kisses on your brow;

May your wild yearnings know repose,

And storm-clouds break to smiles

As you sweep on with spreading wings

Unto a waiting sunséfi?

182 JohnsonSelected Works of Georgia Douglas Johnd@%,.
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Again, the sestet specifically represents theimlahip between a mother and son.
Admittedly, the work could reflect her lived expmices as mother. However, much
could be garnered from the poem’s gendered imjpbieatwhen it is read within the
context of race. The power dynamic in motherdn-gelationship is shifted to the
female entity. Still, this speaker appears to &gsmpg the symbolic torch to the male
child as it is he who is equipped with “spreadinggs” that will help him make it to the
“waiting sunset.” In this regard, implicit in thpesaker’s prayers for the young male child
is commentary about the momentum of the currentem@nt. Inherent in this prayer is a
hope for “wider” vision and for restraint.

The work also reflects the gender culture of seeriés thiverynother speaker
begrudgingly accepts the current tumultuous “stoload” conditioning of her life under
the promise of a beautiful tomorrow. In its contipgl use of imagery, the writer uses
beauty to confront and reject hate. Wall expldirad a common, underappreciated
technique for resisting racism in the women’s ppefrthe era was to showcase her
ability to create beautiful images from an uglylitga®* Reading the work removed from
the pressing literary dicta of the moment certagdwptributes to the validity of such an
aesthetic.

Explorations of a Black gendered aesthetic in Resaaice poetry provide fertile
ground for more inclusive discussions of Blackritere. Nearly a century later, readers

now have an opportunity to explore shadowed, ferHaldem Renaissance poets and

183 Cheryl Wall, “Poets and Versifiers, Singers angn®iers: Women of the
Renaissance,” ilVomen, the Arts, and the 1920s in Paris and New, Yaal. Kenneth W.
Wheeler and Virginia Lee Lussier, 74-98 (New BruitswTransaction Books, 1982),
15.
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writers like Johnson with wider, more amplified$es. An intersectional analysis of the
Renaissance woman'’s representational contribufiemodtherhood not only gives voice
to a silenced aspect of movement, but it also sffesights into the ongoing challenge of
defining the role of motherhood in Black culture. spite of literary traditions to the
contrary, positioning motherhood in the centerheit New Negro women'’s poetry
criticism opens the discussion of their contribatand strengthens the trajectory of our

understanding of this intersectional movement.
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CHAPTER 5
“A flower blooming in the prison yard”

Love, Sexuality and Respectability in Harlem Resaike Women’s Poetry

“Obviously, no conclave of cultural cardinals edisties a literary canon, but for all that
it exercises substantial influence. For it encaasst of social norms and values; and
these by virtue of its cultural standing, it hegpglow with force and continuity. Thus,
although we cannot ascribe to a literary canordé@dine in attention to the concerns of
women in the 1920s, the progressive exclusiontefdry works by women from the
canon suggest that such concerns were of lesag tlen those inscribed in canonical
books and authors. The literary canon is, in sl@omeans by which culture validates
social power.” Paul Laut&*

“For as we begin to recognize our deepest feelwgdyegin to give up, of necessity,
being satisfied with suffering and self-negatiomd avith the numbness which so often
seems like their only alternative in our societyr@cts against oppression become
integral with self, motivated and empowered fronthivi.” Audre Lordé®®

Secr et

| shall make a song like your hair...
Gold-woven with shadows green-tinged.
And | shall play with my song

As my fingers might play with your hair.
Deep in my heart

| shall play with my song of you,
Gently....

| shall laugh

At its sensitive lustre...

164 paul Lauter, “Race and Gender in the Shapingefimerican Literary Canon: A
Case Study from the Twenties,” Tine Harlem Renaissance 1920-1940: Analysis and
Assessment, 1980-19%4. Cary D. Wintz (New York: Garland Publishing¢.ln1996),
103.

185 Audre Lorde Sister Outsider: Essays and SpeedBeskley: The Crossing Press,
1984), 58.
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| shall wrap my song in a blanket,
Blue like your eyes are blue
With tiny shots of silver.
| shall wrap it caressingly,
Tenderly....
| shall sing a lullaby
To the song | have made
Of your hair and eyes...
And you will never know
That deep in my heart
| shelter a song of you
Secretly:®

Harlem Renaissance women’s poetry offers a prafmamtribution to
Intersectionality studies via its overshadowed gbation to both gender and queer
cultural history. As Paul Lauter points out abave, systematic critical practice of
narrowly prescribing race as the central drivingéoof the New Negro movement has
etched women writers and poets out of the movemdigtrary canon. This chapter
examines how a culturally engrained aversion tovgamder and sexuality in
Renaissance studies affected the criticism andsimh of women poets. Race is
experienced differently via the lens gender. Has sufficient or even reasonable to
consider gender and race separately when analitaul women’s experiences.

Dorothy Roberts explains that intersectionalityides a starting point for analyzing the

methods New Negro women poets used to documerpioinés of intersection for race

186 Gwendolyn Bennett, “Secret.” Bhadowed Dreams: Women'’s Poetry of the Harlem
Renaissancesd. Maureen Honey (New Brunswick,: Rutgers UnitgrBress, 1989),
160.
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and gender in their daily lives: “Racism and patig are not two separate institutions
that intersect only in the lives of Black womenheV are two interrelated, mutually
supporting systems of domination, and their refegiops are essential to understanding
the subordination of all women. Racism makes #perence of sexism different for
Black women and White women. But it is not enotghote that Black women suffer
from both racism and sexism, although this is trRacism is patriarchal. Patriarchy is
racist.*®” The critical exclusion of women’s voices has teda default understanding
of racialized realities as implicitly masculine. Mover, critical attention to poetic works
that depart from masculinist race ideology has lmkEenaging to the survival of
Renaissance women'’s poetry in the canon. By rgddarlem Renaissance women poets
as representational voices, we not only broadehigterical understanding of race and
gender, but we also develop a more accurate Wtdriatory.

Gwendolyn Bennett’s free verse poem “Secret” isaely a departure from
conventional Romantic forms — perhaps marking adape from conventional thought.
The work exemplifies many of the techniques womeeit used to conflate race and
sexuality. Namely, they explored the boundariesexpkctations of love and sexuality.
Privacy, personal relationships, and interiority eentral to women'’s poetry of the
movement. Women poets negotiated the terrain @& fowhich was subject to debate
within 1920s and 1930s racial tensions -- to bherfault lines of race and gender
relations. In contrast to the surviving poetry framale writers of the era who most often

wrote of race in adversarial confines, much ofwloenen’s love poetry sought “gentle”

157 Dorothy Roberts, “Racism and Patriarchy in the Meg of Motherhood.in Mothers
in Law: Feminist Theory and the Legal Regulatioattherhoodeds. Martha Albertson
Fineman and Isabel Karpin (New York: Columbia Unsiy Press, 1995), 224.
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and “tender” unions of the dividing fractions otesand gender. Here, Audre Lorde’s
analysis of the erotic is useful. In using poetsya medium, women often write love and
sensual poems to help readers “recognize our defggdings.” Lorde explains,
This is the one reason why the erotic is so feaard,so often relegated to the
bedroom alone, when it is recognized at all. Fareowe begin to feel deeply all
the aspects of our lives, we begin to demand frarsalves and from our life-
pursuits that they feel in accordance with thatydych we know ourselves to be
capable of. Our erotic knowledge empowers us, besariens through which we
scrutinize all aspects of our existence, forcingousvaluate those aspects
honestly in terms of their relative meaning witbur lives. And this is a grave
responsibility, projected from within each of ust to settle for the convenient,
the shoddy, the conventionally expected, nor theelpesafe®®
Bennett’'s “Secret” is a premier example of Lord&’'gument. The culturally-driven fear
of the sexually forbidden is at the center of Baétim@oem. What is most interesting
about the work is that the speaker acknowledgefothedden nature of interracial love
in both titling and closing the poem with secretjnlike the collective activism we
experience in a poem like Claude Mckay'’s “If We MDse,” Bennett's poem elevates
the individual and complicates our understandinthefinterconnectedness of race,
gender and sex.
Redefining and expanding notions of love would Inee@ consistent response to
confrontations with racism, sexism and homophdb&cades removed from the Harlem

Renaissance moment, we can better appreciatettbeala of exploring how love, and

168 | orde,Sister, Outsiders7.
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disruptions of its varied boundaries — i.e. raeg, and class — can be used to break down
the constrictions of hate that dictate who and peaple relate to one another. This
chapter examines the works of Bennett, Helene dohrasd Mae Cowdery to evidence
the strategic ways in which women poets analyzedcaitiqued cultural regulations on
love to theorize their own intersectionality. Whgiin the late 1920s and early 1930s,
these writers represent the younger guard of HaRemaissance women poets. They
were also most vocal in their objections to thedrtyg of “racial uplift,” often turning to
considerations of love and sexuality to voice thksillusionment®® In their

explorations of love — self-love, interracial loxed same-sex love — these women poets

of the New Negro movement entered the race delvatieedr own terms.

Aversion Toward the Feminine — Critical Tradition

The problem of Black female sexuality — that i€ gnoblem of how to define it,
contain it, promote it — would become an unreleptihallenge for Harlem Renaissance
women and men alike. The auspice of racial ugtifuably birthed from the collision of
the dueling forces of Victorian dicta and modermitgsented new opportunities and
dilemmas for New Negro women. Racial uplift'spesse to racist sexual imaging that
accused Black women of being promiscuous was t@attehem to virginal mothers. On
the other end of the spectrum was modernity wilobsession with primitivism and its
celebration of the sexual, exotic self. The waywlimch intersectionality complicates our

understanding of modernity has to be fully analyzsed it is quintessential to the

199 Both Bennett and Helene Johnson appeared in ®@ déhtroversial printing of
Fire!!l, a small magazine designed to represent the frigsiraf the era’s “younger negro
artist” with the sex and class based constrainte@movement.
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development of Harlem Renaissance studies and dlvermment’s fragile critical
relationship to modernism. Consider Mary Loeffetlanalysis of the relationship
between Black writers of the Renaissance and mdgern
Not surprisingly, Black writers of the Renaissatitemselves had mixed
reactions to modernism’s idealization of “the ptire.” Many of them embraced
African art and African-American folk culture, segithem as potential
wellsprings of both new art forms and new form#@tifcan-American political
identity; others were less sanguine about the ifieation of Black people with
the exotic (and frequently sexualized) primitivedgromoted instead literary
forms that emphasized Black writers’ access tthallold and new resources of
Western culture. This divide often coincided wathelated (but not identical)
debate between the values of modernist, self-jusgf‘art” versus uplifting
“propaganda”: propaganda might address itself tacating both Black and White
readers in liberal middle-class values, but “at§’advocates said, could and
should seek out vitality regardless of its potdritaedification’”
Race, gender, sexuality and class certainly pldeetgands on the ways in which Black
writers embraced modernism. Failure to acknowlgtigee demands has inherently led
to the aversion of women’s perspectives and peeiices in the Harlem Renaissance
canon. As | explore in Chapter One, Renaissanceentmpoetry has systematically

been either forgotten or devalued, with many aitigiting off their poetry as “genteel”

170 Mary Loeffelholz,Experimental Lives: Women and Literature, 1900-1Qd&w
York: Twayne Publishers, 1992), 173.
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and “raceless”* Notably, the most damaging of critiques of Neaght women'’s
poetry fallaciously lumps women together underrtiatively small number of known
“lady poets” of the era (i.e. Georgia Douglas Jamgessie Fauset, Angelina Weld
Grimké). Only recently have anthologizers turnethis small magazines of the era
where the vast majority of poems were published/bsnen.

Still, the implication of descriptors like “gentéand “raceless” smacks of critical
feminine aversioni’? As the history of race, racism and race formaginters this
equation, relations between Black men and Black aoare complicated. In Chapter
Two, | analyze the methods New Negro women poedd tsempower and be
empowered by the maternal function. While thosetpmay have delved into the
controversial in their critique of Black motherhooahstruction, they were still operating
in a relatively safe space as motherhood was a tifgreat import to most of the Black
intelligentsia. Gender and sexuality, however, das@que challenges for Black women
writers of the era because they are aspects ofitgémat were not as readily supported
by the tenets of racial uplift.

Conceivably, men and women experience race difgreAnd yet, the

descriptions of New Negro women'’s poetry as “rag€l@and “genteel” connotatively

171 pid., 174.

172 Kelly Oliver exploration of abjection is a usefidnsideration here: “In patriarchal
cultures, women have been reduced to the matarnelibn; that is to say, they have
been reduced to reproduction. So, if it is necgseaabject the maternal function to
become a subject, and women, maternity, and feityrafi have been reduced to the
maternal function, then within patriarchy, womeratarnity, and femininity are all
abjected along with the maternal function. Thispiased abjection is one way to
account for women's oppression and degradationmaitriarchal cultures. Kelly
Oliver, “Julia Kristeva,"Center for Digital Discourse and Culture at Virgani ech
University,1999, http://www.cddc.vt.edu/feminism/Kristeva.html
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accuse the poets of committing unacceptable ceediypartures from the Renaissance’s
core value of race — this interpreted departurddthso the dismissal of women poets
from the canon. Cheryl Wall argues that negatesaual imaging of Black womanhood
fostered hyper-conservatism in New Negro women&tnyo
The whore image was most vicious because it wastig difficult to defend
oneself against; its victims conformed to no eadisginguishable physical type.
It was fairly easy to know who was not a mulattereif it was difficult to say for
sure who was. In a society reluctant to recogse&eaiality in most women, Black
women were burdened with an almost exclusively aexdentity. Part of the
conservatism found in the writings of the poetshef period reflects a
determination not to conform in the slightest martoghe hateful stereotypes.
Certain subjects, particularly sex, were taboothedanguage was mostly
genteef:™
Wall's discussion is proffered to us as more oéaplanation than a defense of “inferior
verse.?” This is what we know as it pertains to literariicism of the Harlem
Renaissance women'’s poetry: gentility fails aradmpspoken language succeeds;
conventional verse fails and avant-garde “jazz'seesucceeds; private, domestic sphere
fails and public, outspoken works succeed. Initigamuch of the literary response to

Renaissance era poetry, the degree to which arwhtese to implement connotatively

173 Cheryl Wall, “Poets and Versifiers, Singers angniers: Women of the
Renaissance,” ilVomen, the Arts, and the 1920s in Paris and New, ¥odr Kenneth W.
Wheeler and Virginia Lee Lussier (New Brunswickaisaction Books, 1982), 76.

% pid., 77.
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feminine elements — such as gentility, conventioth @omesticity — is relational to his or
her subsequent critical receptitf.

As evidenced in Bennett's poem, many of the wopets taking on matters of
sexuality did so under the cloud of secrecy. Tbry of their work lies in this
perception of secrecy because the mere publicafiti,e poem unveils (to borrow from a
racial uplift conceit) what was once forbiddentum, these poets meet their readers at
the shared acknowledgment that the subject of $igxisaforbidden, if not dangerous,
territory before opening the discussion for revidBy conflating race and sex via
intimacy, “Secret” moves beyond race and disrupgshinary in revolutionary ways.

This poem explores the very nature of desire. Vdmlat the conclusion of the poem that
the secret longing of the speaker will “never” beaaled to the subject. But the truth is
that the speaker’s feelings for the subject areeshaith the reader, making us confront
our own desires — desires for touch, for love wbat we want, and, perhaps for what we
do not want. Itis a poem that announces thatipelare no match for human sexuality,
and “secretly” readers must acknowledge that truth.

The poem becomes a site of transformation from whstippressed to what is
revealed and explored. To accomplish this unveilmgmen poets often rely on the
conflation of race gender, and sexual images. i&iance, references to “darkness” and
“night” frequently appear in Renaissance womensaiaépoetry. The motifs and

symbols of Blackness are prevalent in much of HafRenaissance literature written by

173 include this discussion here as a means to &ckthowledge and name a pattern that
has suppressed the memory of Harlem Renaissancempoets, but, more importantly,
to support the call for a new critical traditiorer@inly, informed close readings of
women'’s renaissance poetry reveal how women wriepsoached both race and
sexuality in a nuanced, gender-informed manner.
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both men and women. In employing strategies ofrsiea, writers privilege poetic
associations with Blackness to reject negative raeging. Thus, privileging Blackness
becomes a strategy to usurp White supremacistadgolThis aesthetic is well employed
in Anne Spencer’s “White Things” and in Claude Mgia‘Outcast.” It is a founding
premise of Harlem Renaissance arts and letters.

However, where many women poets excel is in @féarts to transfer race-
related rhetoric, ideology and images into sexyalitd gender analysis and exploration.
Another Bennett poem interrogates the relationbkigveen race ideology and sexuality.
She employs a more tightly-knit lyricism in octaitked “Street Lamps in Early Spring.”
Bennett's poem personifies “Night” as woman, whectlgages in the ideology of
movement that identifies Blackness of beautiful:

Night wears a garment

All velvet soft, all violet blue...

And over her face she draws a veil
As shimmering fine as floating dew...
And here and there

In the Black of her hair

The subtle hands of Night

Move slowly with their gem-starred light®
Bennett's poem was first published@pportunityin 1926. At the time, her

implementation of the veil surely would have regedavith Dubois readers! The veil

176 Gwendolyn Bennett. “Street Lamps in Early Sprirtiadowed Dreamg24.

177W.E.B Du Bois popularized the “veil” image in ljsoundbreaking, 1903 treatisae

Souls of Black FolkThis text would prove foundational to the renaisgamovement,

asserting double consciousness in Black cultureBdis writes: “One ever feels his two-
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symbol serves as an evolving metaphor to ruminatelat is both oppressed and
empowered. The veil comments on oppression bxeitg existence because it is used to
suppress and shy away from the dominant gaze. yaAndhe bearer of the veil is
empowered because she decides when to lift thearallit is she who determines the
conditions to which she will be subjected to theegduBois made the veil conceit
famous in his analysis of double consciousnesseigrdllife, and Bennett uses the image
to reveal the multiplicity of Black women’s experces.

However, Bennett's subject is “drawing” the veihieh signals the woman
subject’s decision to retreat from the gaze. Stgesiway from the Dubois weight on the
veil image for a moment, the symbol is actuallydgmed as it is traditionally women
who wear veils. Moreover, for women, the veil @notatively associated with either
weddings or death. Renaissance women poets tdadrt@mn these layered associations
of the veil. Certainly, Bennett's slow moving sedtj who is wrapped in a blue garment
gestures toward melancholy. Itis as if the Nigjdracter is mourning her own beauty as
she both covers her face and body. The beautyeofvbman subject in this poem is both
celebrated and suppressed; Bennett captures thgyadidahe Black woman construct
under the arc of racial uplift.

While Bennett’s “night” poem explores the suppeessexuality of womanhood,
Helene Johnson's “Trees at Night” celebrates séyuailth a blurring of gendered

images:

ness,--an American, a Negro: two souls, two thagjgbtunreconciled strivings; two
warring ideals in one dark body, whose dogged gthealone keeps it from being torn
asunder.” Du BoisThe Souls of Black FollNew York: Oxford University Press, 2007),
8.
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Slim sentinels

Stretching lacy arms
About a slumberous moon;
Black quivering
Silhouettes,

Tremulous,

Stenciled on the petal

Of a bluebell;

Ink spluttered

On a robin’s breast;

The jagged rent

Of mountains

Reflected in a

Stilly sleeping lake;

Fragile pinnacles

Of fairy castles;

Torn webs of shadows;
And printed ‘gainst the sky—
The trembling beauty

Of an urgent piné’®

Trees are a common conceit for Harlem Renaissanitersvas they resonate throughout
American history sites of protection and terrorrdmising popular Black cultural poetic
images such as “night” and “trees” into the conteEMBlack sexuality, Johnson brushes
away the taboo of sexuality with both boldness tamdlity. The poem is bold in its

assertion of Black beauty: the trees stretch “eys,” they are “stenciled on the petal of

178 Helene JohnsofThis Waiting for Loveed. Verner Mitchell (Amherst: University of
Massachusetts Press, 2000), 23. Johnson’s poemulsished irOpportunityin 1925.
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a bluebell,” they are, in fact, “trembling beautyXrguably, Johnson is one of the most
premiere ecopoets of her day with her ability tose natural imagery with race and
gender content’’® The poem blends masculine and feminine imagssyting
assumptions and associations of sexuality and gembe phallic motif bookends and
peppers the poem, as in “slim sentinels” and “urgéame.” Images such as the “petals”
and “sleeping lake” gesture toward women’s sexyalit

The poem’s apprehension, however, is signaled &yapeated notions of
trembling, which arguably gesture toward sexuabeng. There are three references to
trembling in this very short work: “Black quiverifigTremulous,” “The trembling
beauty.” Of the three references, the second ccaged with the act of writing and is
situated in the poem close to the act of stencaing the sputtering of ink. The work is
leans toward meta-poeticism in its implicationlod writer’'s trepidation with the subject
matter. But, despite the gesture toward a “trengblirand, the writer forges on with her
praise poem. In fusing nods toward self-gratifmatand self-expression, the speaker is
exploring her own sexuality and its representation.

Notably, Johnson’s poem begins with the concepirofection. The “slim
sentinels” open the poem, as if standing guardlowang entry into this forbidden,
abject territory. Images of sleep and dream dresed into the poem and reflect the
unconscious, suppressed nature of sexuality. Anslthis dreamscape that our speaker

intimates needs protecting. Johnson’s depictidmsaiection are often themselves

179 Katherine Lynes offers a compelling review of Hedelohnson’s use of ecopoetics as

a site for transformation “from a place from whgfe is or has been excluded tor in

which she has been reviled to an imagined safeeplaynes, “Sprung from American

Soil': The ‘Nature’ of Africa in the Poetry of Hete Johnson,Interdisciplinary Studies

in Literature and Environment6, no. 3 (2009): 525-549, doi:435782F8239917EED950
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vulnerable. The sentinels, for instance, haveyflacms. They are “quivering
silhouettes.” The trees are described as “fragilegcles” with “torn webs.” The poem is
punctuated in urgency, signaling that the pine, i®experiences desires and need.
Ultimately, Johnson’s repeated mention of the wvidhaity of these “protectors”
implicates the sentinels of Black sexuality as eu#tble. The poem is brilliantly layered,
arguing that it is the balance of boldness andanalpility, masculinity and femininity
that creates beauty. In the end, the work beggubkstion: should (or, rather can) Black
sexuality remain hidden?

In the remaining sections of this chapter, | artha the women poets of this
study responded to this question with a resounthing Thus, it is important at this
juncture to make the distinction between referemoggender and to sexuality, as the two
are often fused in Renaissance discussions. Wtleitast decade alone, for example,
gueer studies scholars have pointed toward thesktdRenaissance for insights into the
relationship between race and homosexuality in Acaarculture. What is necessary to
understand in considering queer culture’s contidmuto the movement is this: however
integral queer culture may have been to the pregre®f the Renaissance, it had very
little impact in disrupting the gender norms tha&revsystematic of patriarchal
conditioning. While responses toward homosexualitih Harlem’s urban community
certainly varied, homophobia and class elitism 4ctvimelped to foster a
heteronormative narrative of the era — have predatrough the period’s literature and

subsequent scholarship. A.B. Christa Schwarz exgla
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In Harlem, as in White America, the general trehd celaxation of rules and
morals clashed with forces attempting to curb tkmesses of modernity and
uphold a traditional value system. Changes broajghtuit by modernity — with
urbanization at the center of criticism and attackgere regarded as reasons for
what was perceived as a threatening decline inIhgraarticularly in the field of
sexuality. Black middle-class Americans reacteditanges in very much the
same way as their White counterparts, or, as séehsve been the case, even
more vigorously, as at least parts of the Whitedi@atlass adopted less stringent
views on morality’®°
Renaissance leaders like Locke, a self-identifigd gan who also embodied middle
class identity, prioritized racial uplift ideologlespite its inherent contribution to sexual
and gender oppression. Hull argues that Locke&beth mysogynistically,” making
vocal his negative attitude toward feminism. Weétv exceptions, Hull asserts that
Locke’s allegiance was toward young males to whemwhs attractetf Locke’s
leadership role and practices reflected “the cuatymrmale circles of power and
friendship” that informed how the movement was wledi and later studied?
It is difficult to reconcile the presence of horhopia in the writing culture of

Renaissance. Same-sex love and attraction wasrdgrevident in Renaissance circles.

180 A B. Christa SchwarzGay Voices of the Harlem Renaissa®®omington: Indiana
University Press, 2003), 15.

181 Gloria T. Hull,Color, Sex, and Poetry: Three Women Writers otthdem
RenaissancéBloomington: Indiana University Press, 1987), 8.

182 Ipid., 9.
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But the contradiction of abjection and celebrai®one of the very byproducts of
intersectional lived realities. The aversion fanfeine gender qualities is the
fundamental element of race formation in Ameriecguas Sally Kitch. Womanhood has
been culturally associated with weakness, vulnétgband inferiority. This premise is
the source of women’s movements that have strudglédpel this presumption. Kitch
argues that “gender provided organizing principleistace ideology*®®* She explains:
[M]any assumptions about the ephemeral charadteaktace, particularly in the
U.S., have been consistently associated with egaa#ipect biological claims and
assumptions about gender—from behavior, to perggntd human value. These
claims and assumptions constitgender ideologynd include prescriptions for
heterosexual sex and reproduction, mandates fl@reift male and female roles
and personalities, judgments about men’s supeyiariti dominance over women,
and standards of sexual normalcy and deviance. lend&r has been racialized
in the production of racial categories and hiersglm the U.S. by providing
evidence that gender prescriptions, stereotypesegpectations haunted the
process of racial formation like a ghost, as pdditi religious, scientific, and
popular discourses shaped Americacial ideology”*®*
Kitch's argument is useful in understanding howdgmaversion became an underlying
aspect of racial uplift. For an oppressed cultaright racism, Renaissance leaders felt

that race had to appear strong, impenetrable, aneldu— the antithesis of femininity. As

183 sally Kitch, Spector of Sex: Gendered Foundations of Racial Btion in the United
StateqAlbany: State University of New York Press, 2009),

184 Ibid.

132



the movement’s motivation is rooted in assertinthauity in constructing one’s own
identity, the preferred cultural associations witasculinity — strength, survival,
protection, leadership — reigned. Deborah McDowWether explains: “While the male
gazes are fixed on the texts of Black women in Whiney seek to find idealized
reflections of themselves, they fail to see thédnbagy mountain, the meta-structure who
has the naming power and in whose name and inddtestpower is secured. It is this
looming, distant structure that orchestrates andidates this literary battle royal, this
already fixed match between Black men and Black emi®> As Lauter, too, points
out, the “battle royal” between the sexes is ingikd in the gender imbalance of
representation in the Harlem Renaissance’s litdnastpry. Literature about women that
did not privilege masculinist qualities was oftemggct to negative criticism, if any, and
was too often pushed to the periphery of the mowvenikacial uplift, in its response to
racial sexism, essentially stamps out gender nsatbddfomen poets of the era, however,
methodologically used love and sexuality, aspettaimanity that inherently unite
opposing minds and bodies and bring together thetepng elements of their lived
realities. Indeed, women poets of the era adddesgpressive sexual imaging attacks

from both sides of the racial binary.

Confronting Sexualized Imaging in Black Woman
Though the tumultuous atmosphere of the era meaiteeightened obligation to

race matters, the male-dominated movement offemated attention to a burgeoning

185 Deborah McDowell, “Reading Family MatterChanging Our Own Words: Essays
on Criticism, Theory, and Writing by Black Womed, Cheryl Wall (New Brunswick,
Rutgers University Press, 1989), 96.
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women’s movement. Accordingly, the limited consat®n of issues unique to Black
womanhood, such as the prevalence of racist sagt@bimaging that branded Black
women as oversexed and promiscuous, were gengneajponded to by situating Black
women within a racialized version of the cult afdrwomanhood. Reasons for gender
exclusion from the movement’s pursuit of racial &gy are certainly speculative.
Historical patterns point toward aversion, sexiamg fear that marking the distinction
between race and gendered oppression would hindgréessing need for racial
solidarity in the face overwhelming racial injustic

Problems concomitant to Black womanhood, sexualied)jing in particular,
were only peripherally treated or excessively taabby both the New Negro and
Women’s movements. The New Negro Woman’s concgais often seen as
distractions for these respective causes. Becdutbke division that existed for Black
women within both movements, they “were more iradiio formulate their own
concepts of the relationship between race and gehtfeConsequently, issues related to
the sexualized imaging in Black womanhood, andotihysical and psychological attacks
against women stemming from them, are “the moserarthlyzed aspects of African
American history.*®” However, analysis of these intersectional issivesls in the
poetry of the New Negro woman. Additionally, deeerploration of the struggles

related to Black female sexual imaging, throughléims of Renaissance female poets,

186 Barbara ChristiarBlack Feminist Criticism: Perspectives on Black VéoriVriters
(New York: Pergamon Press, 1985), 121.

187 Johnnetta Cole and Beverly Guy Sheft@énder Talk: The Struggle for Women'’s
Equality in African American Communiti@dew York: Ballantine Books, 2003), 130.
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offers greater insight into an often overlooked, deeply fundamental, aspect of race
theory.

One poet that repeatedly challenges the fixedevoiaacial uplift is Helene
Johnson. Her poetry not only places sexual tabots center of discussion, but it also
celebrates the process of self-discovery and toertainty of resolution of cultural
dissidence. Her poem, “My Race,” first publishe®ipportunityin 1925, captures the
sexual vulnerability buried in 1920s Black culture:

Ah my race,

Hungry race,
Throbbing and young —
Ah, my race,

Wonder race,

Sobbing with song —
Ah, my race,

Laughing race,
Careless in mirth —

Ah, my veiled race
Unformed race,
Fumbling in birth®®®

Johnson’s poem points toward the blues traditiadh ws structured syllabic form and
tercet inspired rhyme scheme. The piece is unaptom its awareness of the youthful
fragility of a culture that she describes as “unfed.” The repetition of the word “race”
certainly situates the work well into the spirittbé Harlem Renaissance moment. The
“veiled” adjective solidifies that relationship, kag it almost impossible to reject this

work as a period piece. But, as “race” appeatharshort, list poem eight times, the

188 Helene JohnsofThis Waiting for Love24.
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reader is also beckoned to consider the word “facehe context of competition. In this
context, it is conceivable to think of racial uplifs a competitively driven ideology. The
notion of “uplifting” an entire culture forward vithe ingenuity of a “talented tenth”
arguably implicates the historic American struggléh racial supremacy. In developing
a rhetoric that positions one culture against agrotinthe race toward superiority, a
rhetoric that seems to mimic the middle-class idgplof the adversary, how could the
race not “fumble?”

Johnson’s manipulation of the veil brings thisiqtie of racial uplift to the
surface. In most Renaissance poems, the subjetbtothe veil, as in Bennett’s “Street
Lamps in Early Spring.” Again, the Renaissance edre/okes the Duboisian concept of
double consciousness; the veil is an empoweringphetr to explore what is revealed to
and concealed from White America. Johnson twigtsmetaphor, giving it an oppressive
guality. In this poem, “the race” is physicallyileel. The culture is once again acted
upon by being veiled. The reader is now forceldtd at the veil in another way.

Instead of thinking of the veil as means to inhib& gaze of dominant culture, we are led
to consider how the veil obstructs view. Ultimatele veil metaphor illuminates aspects
of racial uplift as self-destructive.

Johnson balances her critique with a poetic acuitye race is young, barely
adolescent in this poem. By associating culturé wituth, the movement is allowed its
mistakes. And while this poem does not offer expsolutions, it complicates the belief
that any solution to oppression will be simple omprehensive. This includes the much

heralded drive toward “racial uplift.” In this resg, there is certainly a gesture toward
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the sexual with descriptors such as “Hungry” andrébbing,” which are layered in
connotation, especially in their physical proximidythe word “young.” But, again,
Johnson captures the internal angst and strugglmtdvement had in constructing its
own identity. This is a poem of its era and a paleat criticizes its era. This is a poem
that celebrates its era. It is, indeed, the Haf@maissance itself.

Johnson is most effective in her poetic analysih® racial uplift ideology in her
repeated challenge to its classed-based foundathsl discuss in Chapter One, women
poets are too often criticized for a perceivedufalto acknowledge the voices and
concerns of working women. To support this claseholars cite a failure to use
informal language, a dependency on outdated ptoatics, and a reservation to write
about sexuality. For a debatably “authentic” repragation of period Black womanhood,
scholars like Wall and Christian have directed stid of the movement away from the
literary women to the blueswomen. Christian echibessprocess in the following:

[Black women poets] were not an integral part &f literary movement itself as

much as they were individual talents who wrote @mional verse. And though

they sometimes wrote specifically as women, it paarily to idealize the

Black women whose image was under attack in thergésociety. It might be

said that the genuine poetry of the Black womereapgd not in literature but in

the lyrics of blues singers like Bessie Smith. Benblues singers were
extremely popular during this period and wrote aliba Black woman’s
autonomy and vulnerability, sexuality and spirittyalPerhaps because the blues

was seen as “race music” and catered to a Blacleacs, Black women were
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better able to articulate themselves as individaats as part of a racial group in

that art form.*%°
Unfortunately, the myth of “authenticity” which @emmines literary women have little to
offer to our understanding of the movement survieedeter burgeoning scholars from
finding value in their poetics. Johnson’s poekywever, evidences an immediate
contradiction to the characterization the so-calRetaissance “lady poet.” Her poems
are often laced in colloquialisms and Black vertacu

Her most successful works in this regard are “Pcamd “Bottled.” Many of her
Renaissance era poems explicitly celebrate sexudfit“Invocation,” she proclaims that
she would like to be thought of as a sexual besngn in death:

Let me be buried in the rain

In a deep, dripping wood,

Under the warm wet breast of Earth
Where once a gnarled tree stood.

And paint a picture on my tomb

With dirt and a piece of bough

Of a girl and a boy beneath a round ripe moon
Eating of love with an eager spoon

And vowing an eager vow.

And do not keep my plot mowed smooth
And clean as a spinster’s bed,

But let the weed, the flower, the tree,
Riotous, rampant, wild and free

Grow high above my hedd’

189 Christian,Black Feminist Criticism22.
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Her interpretation of the modern sonnet is indieabf modernity’s revision of
conventional forms. Modern poets like Edna St. ¥mdMillay, e.e. cummings, and
Claude McKay were especially interested experinmgnivith the sonnet. The form is
arguably one of the most recognizable structurgmetry; giving it new purpose and
function is indicative of the modernistic drivedfier new interpretations of stale images
and forms. Helene Johnson is engaging in this tlsgec

The tone of “Invocation” is overwhelmingly sensuadmplete with the rain,
dripping wood, and a “girl and a boy beneath a doupe moon.” Where this poem is
most poignant in its critique of the sexual supgi@sinherent in racial uplift is its
willingness to remove the secrecy from sexualitis poem’s speaker wants to make
her sexuality public and permanently visual. Slaats it etched on her tombstone; she
wants passersby to see the “rampant” and “fredityez her sexuality. She does not
want it maintained or cleaned as is the serviaqaohl uplift. This poem rejects the race
inspired restrictions on sexuality. The poem caevegw space for women to explore
sexuality, even if that exploration occurs after téeath and the death of the movement.
Johnson is also astute in acknowledging that dlassald not regulate sexual
relationships. Her short poem “Futility” disrupteetrelationship between class and love:

It is silly—

This waiting for love

In a parlor

When love is singing up and down the alley
Without a collart®*

19 Helene JohnsofThis Waiting for Love46.
1 pid., 31.
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Johnson strips away the esteem of the parlor vilgge the working class space as the
locale for love. In fact, as the title of the poasserts, waiting for love — which is open
to an interpretation of love of the self or lovetloé other — in the pristine parlor room is
futile. The would-be seeker of love must leavéractured and classed room and get into
the world if they are to have any chance of findimgg.

Critiquing the ideology of racial uplift is no eafgat, even for writers in our
contemporary moment. Renaissance poets were gyiitiolatile times, where racist
sexual imaging had led to the torture and murddlatk bodies. The racist propaganda
that characterized Black men as predatory and Bhaxken as promiscuous was used to
inspire and justify rape and lynching. On its faeeial uplift is a rational attempt to
make the irrational perpetrators of hate crimesiechto a shared humanity of the groups
they oppress. Challenging uplift posed an espgatficult task for Black women who
suffered from a peculiar relationship with sexwyalifoy James explains acute
relationship among women'’s sexuality, race andscld®acially subordinate women are
“sexual primitives” and racially privileged womered'sexually civilized” in a society
where race, class and sexual orientation—and sacbnohdividualized behavior—still
largely determine whether a woman (who so desa&s)pass as a “lady.” Lesbians,
prostitutes, “nonWhites,” prisoners, and poor woraencategorically excluded from the
caste of civilized sexual beings and chimericalas of being ladylike—protection
21

from social ridicule and sexual abusé?” Labeling Black women as promiscuous

192 30y JamesShadowboxing: Representations of Black FeministiPe(New York: St.
Martin’s Press, 1999), 136.

140



reaches back through slavery and the Middle PasSadgy the 18 century, economic
prosperity extending from slavery had allowed WHiteericans to stray from the
misogynistic doctrine of the first colonizers.

Conversely, Black women were considered the agithof White women and
were cursed prostitutes and harlots. As Berna@gtieten explains, “The sexual
stereotype of enslaved women as licentious extiEmdsack into history; modern racism
extended it to all Black women and also used ththraf/Black hypersexuality as a
reason to enslave Black peopf&”Accordingly, White male slave owners, armed with
this history and racist, sexist stereotypes abdatkBwomen, could justify (if not
explain) the sexual accosting of female slaves utiggr command. Enslaved women
were often offered bribes to passively accept desxjaloitation, but an inference of
choice would be a gross misunderstanding. Blaak&mowho refused to submit
passively to rape were denying the slave ownegist itio their persons and were brutally

punished-*® Scholar and activist Angela Davis agrees thagi this relationship

193 Evidence is overwhelming that the stigma of oveedtgped sensuality was forced on
womanhood at the nation’s birth, long before thst §laves arrived in Jamestown. Early
American colonist would turn to fundamentalist Gliein teachings that depicted woman
as sexual temptress whose sole purpose was tonaakind into degradation and
depravity. Numerous laws were enacted to repeasas expression and feelings out of
fear that such thought would lead to eternal damnatThe Salem Witchcraft trials

serve as an extreme example of the persecutiowien. bell hooks 3Rin't | a
Woman.Boston: South End Press, 1982, 30.

194 Bernadette J .BrooteBeyond Slavery: Overcoming its Religious and Selxegacies
(New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2010), <http://libyitbrary.com?ID=299303>, 12.

195 Houston Baker contends that this debate of seyuzdn be sourced to the Middle

Passage where the distinction in bondage betweearamdwomen has historically been

overlooked. While men where ironed together inliaky of ships, the women made the

journey in quarter decks. The purpose of thisrdison, Baker argues, is for “access,”
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between Black women and the White male patriarsystem that has haunted the lives
of Blacks, generally, and of Black females in marar: “Indeed, one of the salient
historical features of racism has been the assomfiiat White men — primarily those
who are economically powerful — possess an inctadtésright of access to Black
women'’s bodies. Slavery relied as much on rougeeial abuse as on the whip and the
lash.™9®

Surely, New Negro women were not immune to thecgdfef this sexualized
stigma, as it is a relationship that continuallp@grs in their poetry. One poem within
this context is “Nordic,” by Lillian Byrnes. Theopm'’s targeted title reflects Nordic
theory, a concept rooted in the scientific racidreugyenics that proposed race could be
viewed via one’s physical traits. Widely influeadtbooks likeThe Passing of the Great
Race by American eugenicist Madison Grant, endorse “INosdperiority” and promote
extremist ideas like racial purity. Byrnes usedlsiog sarcasm and extended metaphor in
her analysis of Black women’s predicament undemtdigght of Nordic theory. Consider

the opening stanza from “Nordic™

He takes his love much as he takes his wine;

He does not sip or taste,

which translates to “rape.” Baker writes: If th&igan man in coffinlike [sic] holes felt
the chafing of ‘iron’ and the nauseating ship’d e domination by powerful men who
could produce ‘iron monsters,’ then African womeuastnhave experienced a quite
different and unmediated relationship to the skaader’s technology. ... If in the
shackled space below deck, deep groans betokeaetb#th of mercy and love, then on
the open and unshackled decks screams signifielortit@l demise of inviolate sexuality.
Baker,Workings of the Spirit: The Poetics of Afro-AmandVomen’s WritingChicago:
The University of Chicago Press, 1991), 125.

19 Angela DavisThe Angela Y. Davis Readed. Joy James. (Malden, Mass.: Blackwell
Publishers Inc., 1998), 130.
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Or gaze upon its long imprisoned sunshine—
He gulps.
Men must perforce get drunk;

It is written somewhere.

And having been drunk,
He curses the wine for being red,
The love for being passion,

Ensnaring him.

Sober and repentant and miserable,

He makes resolutions against wine and love,
So that when he indulges in either,

He can fall—

As people ought who so indulge;

And feel as people ought

About it afterward.

Then he is Puritan.

Or he is lusty, male, resplendent,
Knowing that he should sin

On general principles.

He tosses away the empty glass
Insolently;

Satiate and comfortable,

He consigns the harlot, love,

To her fixed domain of the senses—
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Then his is the “Great Blond Beast”
Byrnes announces the poem’s conceit in the fingt iy connecting love and wine. The
emphasis on the cursed color of the wine suggeatshiie symbol is a metaphorical
representation of the Black female body as it i&,daluring, feminine and “long
imprisoned.” The active verb of the line setstithrge and direction for the work. The
word “takes” is heavily weighted with historicalrdext as it connotes elements of
violence and thievery without a moment of consitlerafor what is being consumed.
Comparatively, the scenario mirrors the conditibthe slave woman who lived under
the constant threat of sexual attack. Her victatian was never considered as she was
not protected spiritually or judiciously.

Despite the victimization, the poem’s speaker mtgj@ tone that is declarative
and defiant. Notably, the speaker’s discussiomefNordic is written in short, simple
sentences. Adjectives are sparse, making thenmthelh more powerful. The charged
“long imprisoned,” for example, is the only conereidjective used in the first stanza and
serves to anchor the stanza. The reader is lpthnder the “perforce” situation of the
wine’s existence: to be imprisoned or to be takByrnes offers commentary on the
condition of Black womanhood in a raced Americae Tinal sentence of the stanza is
vague in the poem’s reality, but revealing in itstdrical context as it harkens back to
works like that of the aforementioned Grant texst tirives to justify notions of “racial
superiority.” “It is written somewhere,” acknowlesigNordic theory, and simultaneously

discredits its ethos with the ambivalent “somewhere

9% illian Byrnes, “Nordic,” InShadowed Dreamsd. Maureen Honey, 85.
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The following three stanzas analyze the Nordicspomse to his own actions.
The proclaimed “Puritan” finds himself in a paradbat reverberates through turn of the
century race relations and ideologies. While haeerences moments of guilt for his
compulsion, he rejects any notion of accountabilifyhe second stanza — one long,
weighted sentence — exemplifies this argument: d‘Aaving been drunk,/ He curses the
wine for being red,/ The love for being passi@nsnaring him.” While the Nordic
performs all the action in the poem, taking theenly force, he sees himself as
victimized, “ensnared” by the wine’s charm. Theek capture a sentiment often
explored by puritanical fundamentalist teachings ttontend that woman, and Black
woman in particular, is an oversexed temptressgatian to evil. Byrnes references the
influence of these teachings in the third stanz&:WwEober and repentant and miserable,/
He makes resolutions against wine and love.” Thesist doctrines, and the skewing of
the concept of repentance, allows for racist totorsrto believe that Black women were
not blameless participants in the raping and piig@f their bodies. The poem’s only
use of color ripples throughout the work and thashgrs attention through association.
Again, the wine is literally cursed for being tr@ar red. Paradoxically, while the
Nordic detests the color, he is drawn to it withramate desire to consume it. The
speaker’s choice of color, too, is compelling. Téeé, which punctuates the line, elicits
visual relationships on the page with the wordséloand “passion.” The color’'s
connotative power also associates with blood, nitgi danger and death.

The final stanza rests on the Nordic’s acceptantesailment: “Knowing that

he should sin/ On general principles. He tossey dmaempty glass/ Insolently.” The
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sin is not only acknowledged, it is embraced. Woedic concedes that the sin is an
innate, inescapable part of his nature. It shootthwill be forgiven. Meanwhile, the
wine’s fate is not so fortunate. The emptied gladserally and figuratively tossed away
with the same insolent consideration that it wassamed. Contextual meaning usurps
the final lines of the poem: “He consigns the diadbove,/ To her fixed domain of the
senses — / Then his is the “Great Blond Beast.’elis\gendered in these lines, not only
by the usage of “her,” but by the infamous “hatlothe juxtaposition of the wine’s
scathing title to the final reference of the Noraiamely “Great Blond Beast.” This is
also indicative of arguments posed in Graifit'® Passing of the Great Raod)ich
highlights what he contends are “Nordic” featuike blond hair and blues eyes.
Through the use of sarcasm in the poem, tormeetrbes tormented, victim
becomes empowered. Thus, Byrnes embodies a Ranegssuth, the use of art as a
strategy to break free from oppression. Maureenei@xplores the relationship of the
New Negro writer to politics: “The Renaissance gatien, therefore, conceived of itself
as carrying on the struggle through attaining tiglést possible level of literary
accomplishment and surpassing the boundaries s saaiety tried to impose. Writers
saw no contradiction between social activism aredatfoduction of nonracial literature
because the two were fused in their minds: arte&tldevement moved the race
upward.*®® To that end, the “Nordic” functions technicalesthetically and

philosophically. Byrnes not only accesses enhateesls of poetic technique in her use

19 Maureen Honey, “Introduction.” iShadowed Dreams: Women’s Poetry of the
Harlem Renaissanced. Maureen Honey (New Brunswick,: Rutgers UnitgrBress,
1989), 5.
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of symbolism and paradox, but she also utilizetha¢iss that were highly prevalent in
the Renaissance.

The practice of coding and masking is ever-presetite works of both female
and male poets of the Renaissance. However, Atava&y argues that an additional
level of coding was required by women writers @ dra if they were going to be
allowed to contribute to a very male-dominated nmognt. Stavney says that one cannot
consider poetry of the New Negro Woman without fiegtoring the Black male
response to “persistent attacks on Black women'salitg and sexual conduct®
Christian explains the movement’'s commitment torioepg Black female imaging in
this way: “By the period of the Harlem Renaissafi®17 — 1929), many Blacks felt
pressured to demonstrate that Black women wereas g@s White women — that is, that
they would be middle-class White ladies if it wais for racism. Only if such an idea
was supported, many asserted, would the race peatesl.?®° Thus, poetic treatment of
tabooed topics like Black female sexuality by trenven poets was filtered through
seemingly safe and broad metaphors like Bryneshéui

Another poem that explores the lived reality ofatege sexual imaging is
“Secret,” by Mary Jenness:

O you that strike will never flinch
From hearts you cannot feel.

Though | that turn the cheek may hide
A wound that does not heal.

199 Anne Stavney, “Mothers of Tomorrow,” 534.
200 Christian,Black Feminist Criticism].21.
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Yet something in you has to die
And something in me live—

| thank you for the gift of hate
That keeps me sensitiv&!

Like Bennett's “Secret” poem, Jenness’ work is leali; secrecy. In fact, that may be
the single success of the poem for the reademspired by the work’s perfect meter and
rhyme. A poem driven in its rage is tempered bg thligation to secrecy and its
commitment to convention. Again, like Bennett'sriudhe secret is revealed through
the meta-service of poetry. Jenness’ compact guatrely on this technique of poetic
irony to unveil what is hidden and tabooed in Bléamkale sexuality. Point of view
solidifies a binary conversation as the poem’s “yand “I” are continually juxtaposed in
adversarial positions.

Jenness’ poem opens in violence. The “you,” is tbading represents White
America, and more specifically, the White patriaackystem. The “I” is the long
suffering, yet enduring New Negro woman. Consttderopening lines of the work: “O
you that strike will never flinch/ From hearts ycannot feel.” The use of adjective is
sparse. The language is direct and targeted.“yihe achieves power through an
unabashed use of violence. Jenness critiques rimender’s lack of empathy in these
loaded lines. In a scathing blow against puritahinypocrisy, the third line evokes
scriptural truth. It is the would-be victim, ndiet self-righteous tormenter, who adheres
to biblical doctrine: “Though I turn the cheek tinaay hide/ A would that does not

heal.” Explicated in these lines are techniquesiped by female poets of the

201 Mary Jenness, “Secret, 8hadowed Dreamsd. Maureen Honey, 82
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Renaissance. Anne Staveny’s argument of gendéngedthin racial coding becomes
apparent when readers view Jenness’ lines thrduglttltural lens. A surface reading
of the poem would allow the argument that Jenreaslinering to the rules of racial
solidarity that drove the literary movement andcutg the oppressed condition of all
Blacks, men and women alike. However, the naggmegence of “secret” and “hide”
should encourage readers to dig deeper for meaning.

Considering the poem’s 1928 publication, the angearent of racial injustice in
art was far from hidden. In fact, writers welcontbd use of their work as a political
weapon aimed at the conscience of White Americguably, as the movement was
driven by color, Black writers had an expectationreat these matters openly. But, most
notable in the “Secret” poem is no concrete refegdn race or color throughout. What is
hidden in Jenness’ poem, however, is more intirmaatepersonal. The use of “I”
circumvents Renaissance dicta of solidarity ankces a private pain experienced by
Black women who view sexualized imaging as “a wotlrat does not heal.” The poem’s
ending stanza dwells in analysis of survival angh@werment. Though healing is not
promised, change is possible through death an@éyen@ance: “Yet something in you has
to die/ And something in me has to live —/ | thgoki for the gift of hate/ That keeps me
sensitive!” Paradoxically, hate becomes an intincatenection between protagonist to
antagonist. The “you” uses hate to foster powerdomination. Tragically, the “I”
recognizes the power in hate and uses it for sahamad awareness, and thus becomes
sensitized. The relationship becomes cyclic angten turns into itself as it is the hate

that will not allow the wound of sexualized racismrheal.
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The attacks on the character of Black women hathaental effects on their
psyche, leaving a “wound that will not heal.” Hist has also shown that the blows
Black women'’s reputation also led to physical hdooth in slavery and the years
following manumission. Rapes, whippings and thmehyng of Black women’s bodies
were rampant during and after the slavery primdrdgause White privilege granted
White men access to their bodies. Additionallydaf protection were not afforded to
them. Helene Johnson’s poem “Fiat Lux” dissedts phattern of racial violence against
Black women'’s bodies.

Her eyes had caught a bit of loveliness—
A flower blooming in the prison yard.
She ran to it and pressed it to her lips,
This Godsend of land beyond the walls;

She drank its divine beauty with her kiss—

A guard wrested the flower from her hand,
With awful art, her humble back laid bare—
Soft skin, and darker than a dreamless night;
He tossed aside the burden of her hair.

“I'll teach you to pick flowers in this yard.
They ain’t for niggers.” He began to flog.

Her pale palmed hands grasped the thin air in quest
Until, like two antalgic words, they fell,

And whispered something to her bleeding breast.
And she forgot the misery of her back.

Somehow she know that God, HER God was there—

That what was pain was but her striped flesh.
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Her soul, inviolate, was havened in prayer.

On a cross of bigotry she was crucified

Because she was not White. And like her Father
On the holyrood, whispered, “Forgive.”

And in her eyes there shone a Candlemas light.
He flung the whip into the flower bed,

He did not even note that she was d&ad.
Published first inThe Messengen 1926, Fiat Lux translates from the Latin as “tiedre
be light.” Given the religious connotations in fh@em and the violence of its narrative,
the title of the piece can easily be read as a@aliecularized enlightenment. But, the
fact that spirituality, even the pulling forth diER God,” was not enough to save the
subject from her brutal and senseless death inaitesre nuanced reading of the title.
“Let there be light” could be a plea for enlightesmh In this reading, the burden of
transformation is taken out of religiosity. Humamdiis being held accountable.

The first two stanzas of the poem set the staga ftebate about who owns
beauty and who has access to it. Sexual underd¢sttemoughout the poem: the flower
pressed against the lips, the nakedness of the maimaphallic symbol of the whip, the
open ending of the poem that suggests continueskeadigainst the woman'’s body. The
setting of the poem is a prison. Prisons are mhitr associated with punishment,
detainment centers for individuals who committediestal infractions. As an institution,
prisons have power. They dictate who is kept ish\&ho is kept out, and who is allowed

in and who is allowed out. In the space of Johrspoem, it is actually beauty being

292 Helene JohnsofT;his Waiting for Love29
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held captive. The White guard, arguably a symbMabite power, asserts himself as able
to decide who can “pick flowers from this yard.”

The likening of the murdered Black woman to thecdied Jesus illuminates the
hypocrisy and embodied in the God-fearing racikts Trucified woman makes a
distinction between the religiosity that informsist patriarchal thinking and the
spirituality that “saves” her through death. Thisra nuanced distinction between the last
words of the woman and the famous last words oCtest. Where the original “Father”
famously said “Forgive them, they know not whatytde,” the crucified woman here
stops at “Forgive.” Johnson is clearly saying sdnmgt in what is not being said. While
the murderers of Christ did not understand thereattitheir injustice, this woman’s
killer is all too aware. And yet, with the heartJ#sus, the woman whispers “forgive”
regardless of the fact that her attacker may or nmyinderstand the ramifications of his
actions.

Johnson’s poem uncovers truths of race and geradiéicg of her day. The years
after emancipation unfurled countless attacks @tiBivomen’s character and person.
The White patriarchal system, unwilling to relinsjuipower or view Blacks as equal, was
even more determined to assert their control thmaugust laws and physical and sexual
attacks. Thus, New Negro writers had a vestedasten addressing this perception for
reasons extending from psychological and physicategption and healing. Poetry was
the preferred form for most Black female writergloé era as it was widely published. As
| explore in Chapter Two, a common trope used indi&sance literature to fight this

sexualized stereotype is that of motherhood. Medders of the movement led the
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charge, arguing that a belief in the sanctity ottechood was shared with their White
contemporaries. Prompted by a desire to defenckBlemmen, male writers of the
Renaissance often catered to an idealized imaBé&ack womanhood as being the
“moral” mother?®® Hence, male leaders desexualized the constrigack womanhood
as a response to stereotypes that depicted Blaolewas oversexed.

While many New Negro women writers supported tiffisre their expressions
were not entirely congruent with a domesticatedhseaualized version of motherhood
prompted in much of the male writing of the eras oted in the previous chapter, the
virginal idealization of Black motherhood by maleters proved problematic for at least
two reasons. First, many of the young, New Negoomen did not want to embody the
plainly dressed, unhappy woman of this imadeney points out thdmany of these
poets were, in fact, single or childless. Someavesbians, and those who were married
often refused to assume domestic burdens and weia sctivists as well as writer§
Second, Black women had a relationship to mothetlastinct from that of White
women. On the first matter, these women were agarticipants in the experimental
and liberated culture of the Jazz Age. They wieeechildren of the emancipated. And
while remnants of Victorian ethos still lingereldey, too, were ready to embrace change.
Thus, they wore jewelry, cosmetics, and, owned theauty, femininity and sensuality.
This proved particularly pressing for Black womeghfing a dual campaign that

caricatured them as unattractive “mammies” whogg joy was completing arduous

203 Stavney “Mothers of Tomorrow,” 534.
204 Honey,Shadowed Dream&1.
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work and serving Whites. The “mammy” caricaturesewsed to further promote ideals
of White beauty and to discourage race mixitg.

Poet Blanche Taylor Dickinson analyzes these lalyetements of sexual
repression and identity in “Four Walls.” The pdetitle commits to this discussion. In
conjunction with the first line of the poem, it s¢he stage for exploration of the sense of
imprisonment and powerlessness that plagued thefiiBlack women. Consider the
poem’s two opening stanzas in their appeal to tlseabmores of the era:

Four great walls have hemmed me in,
Four strong, high walls:

Right and Wrong,

Shall and shan't.

The mighty pillars tremble when
My conscience palls
And sings its song—

| can, | can't.

If for a moment Samson'’s strength
Were given me I'd shove

Them away from where | stand;
Free, | know I'd love

To ramble soul and all,

And never dread to strike a wall.

Again, | wonder would that be

Such a happy state for me ...

209bid., 20.
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The going, being, doing, sham—
And never knowing where | am.

| might not love freedom at all;

My tired wings might crave a wall—
Four walls to rise and pen me in

This conscious world with guarded mé?f.

Again, the speaker begins the poem with the anreraeat of entrapment. The speaker’s
word choice in the opening line is particularly quetiing. The use of “hemmed” infers a
more intimate connection with the captor. Notablye must consider the literal power
of the word “hem.” The use of hands, for exameecessary to hem borders around
the edge of the cloth. The action of hemming nexgua repetitive motion that entails a
folding back and sewing. The action is quite deblbe in its attempt to seal.

Reminiscent of the prison depicted in Johnson’smpdhis speaker is confined by
“strong, high walls.” The walls are the social m®that so prevalently weighted the life
of New Negro Women: “right and wrong,/ shall andish” The speaker describes the
wall as strong and high, inferably too powerfuptgssh or climb over. As the poem
unfolds, readers soon appreciate that the spesikert idescribing a physical
imprisonment, but rather a psychological one of‘tmascience.” The borders of this
entrapment “tremble” when she considers rejectgrgcondition. Expressions of
“suffering and resistance” reach a climax in thedtstanza. The speaker ponders what
would happen if she had the power of “Sampson&ngtth” to knock down the walls.
This allusion serves in multiple ways. Within th@em it provides an imaginary

“moment” of empowerment. However, the irony of thmice does not escape readers.

206 Blanche Taylor Dickinson, Four WallsShadowed Dreamsd. Maureen Honey, 77.
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For through the Sampson reference, readers aradenhof a biblical story where a
powerful man fell to the hands of a woman. Theakpein Dickinson’s poem argues
that if empowered by this strength, she will nagitege in her escape from the wall's
imprisonment: “I'd shove/ Them away from wheredrsl;/ Free, | know I'd love/ To
ramble soul and all.” Implicated in these linethis speaker’s inability to explore and
find her own feminine identity under the pressureubjugation and repression.

While the “I” of the poem is not concretely gendgrié both meets and
circumvents racial solidarity dicta much like tlendess’s poem. Moreover, the non-
raced reference to “guarded men” implicates all m&the “hemmers” who maintain the
walls and implicates the adversarial speaker asffemn the final stanza, she concedes
to a fear of freedom. Arguably, the lines reflectumcertainty of the unknown. The
speaker gives voice to the concerns of Black wowiem were conflicted between
patriarchal dicta, Victorian ethos and modern iigy. Like much of the work of her
women poet contemporaries, Dickinson’s poem seages courageous attempt to address

the tabooed regions of her life.

Forbidden Avenues: Same-Sex Love and Desire
Henry Louis Gates wrote that the Harlem Renaisstratat “was surely as gay
as it was Black?’” Certainly, a host of recent scholarship hasased to support Gates’

assertion. However, most of that scholarship fesus the purported lives of

2" Henry Louis Gates. “The Black Man’s Burdein’Fear of a Queer Planet: Queer
Politics and Social Theoredited by Michael Warner. (Minneapolis: Univeysf
Minnesota Press, 1993), 233.
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Renaissance men. Much of the attention in thisrtegas been on the key figures like
Langston Hughes, Alain Locke, Countee Cullen aral@ McKay. The lack of focus on
women writers and poets of the era is not necdgsaresult of oversight. Scholars such
as Hull, Wall, Christa Schwartz and Siobhan Sonlleriave expressed frustration with
the lack of evidence surrounding many of the nd&ted Negro women poet’s sexual
orientation. Hull explains the difficulty of suehpursuit in her review of poets like
Grimké and Dunbar-Nelson:
What has emerged regarding their sexuality profysteer speculation about the
hidden nature of women’s sexual lives in generdl amore specifically, about
lesbian invisibility. It also highlights some ¢fe difficulties of doing lesbian-
feminist scholarship, where the subjects feel camstd even in their private
utterances from expressing themselves clearly alhd fFor the sensitive
researcher, there is often a gap between whatmmekand what can be
“proved,” especially to those readers who demakish@ of evidence about the
individual and the meaning of her work that coutd Ipe produced for
heterosexual subject®
Any potential analysis of the poetry regarding sxarientation, and specifically women
loving women behavior, usually deteriorates at jilmture. The inference here is that if
scholars cannot confirm specific sexual orientatibthe writer being reviewed, then
gueer readings of the texts cannot be performealveder, as Schwartz’ text

successfully models in its review of key male figgipof the movement, academically

208 5chwarzGay Voices21.
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“outing” women poets is not necessary to analyeg tworks for queer influences. Such
a concern serves only to limit the writer’s creaticense and completely denies the
individual who does not identify as lesbian thdigbto empathize with queer culture.
Moreover, the modern moment, which lent itselfésisal experimentation, easily invited
interpretation from the writers of the day, muchhte dismay of Renaissance leaders like
DuBois. Ironically, Locke may have indirectly hetbto prompt a surge in lesbian
writing. As Honey contends: “Alain Locke’s intetleial leanings were, perhaps, even
more instrumental in creating a tolerant atmospharéesbian writing. While by no
means a friend to women artists (he often pointadlylected them), his philosophical
leadership in the New Negro movement fostered danep of the kind of writing they
were doing.?*® Honey points to a Sapphic reference in his foremio Georgia Douglas
Johnson’s work and his admiration of Cowdery as@wee of his philosophy. While
Locke’s support of queer culture may have helpddwer some anxieties in writing
about same-sex desire, it by no means evidencegquai playing field for the men and
women poets of the era who participated in quekureu George Chauncey notes that
the difference in power along gender lines placedhen at an even greater disadvantage
for engagement and expression. He explains thaatgd individuals who had same-sex
desires but, who avoided acts of inversion suatr@ss-dressing escaped sexual

persecution because of the “straight world’s ignoeaof the existence of a hidden

9% Honey,Shadowed Dream&3.

158



middle-class gay world®*® Hull's discussion gestures toward the fact tioae of our
women writers avoided this recognition.

Nevertheless, as Chauncey explains, it importadisiinguish in queer culture
between genders. He writes, “Gay men as men ajsgaezhgreater freedom of
movement than lesbians did as women, since mathegfublic spaces where gay men
met, from street corners to bars, were culturadlffraed as male spaces. Moreover, the
different sexual and emotional characters ascribeden and women meant that the
boundaries between “normal” and “abnormal” intinegciboth physical and affective,
were also drawn differently for men and woméH.”Notably, women faced unique
obstacles with experimenting in sexuality as theyfiont gender normativity, social
mores, and racialization. Yet, 1920s urbanity mdrkeurfacing of sexual discourse and
expression which guided the way to contemporaryetstdndings of gender identities.
During the era, “various identities involving saisex contacts coexisited” in small,
intimate urban spacé¥’

Despite an individual poet’s sexual proclivitidsatt these writers were influenced
by contact and culture. Thus, employing Schwaamnlework removes the “evidence of
sexuality” prerequisite of queer readings by gastutroward the influence of the modern

moment which sought to blur the various borderdiogidentity to include sexuality.

219 George Chaunceay New York: Gender, Urban Culture, and the Maginfjthe
Gay Male World, 1890-194MNew York: Basic Books, 1994), 103.

*"bid., 27.
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Honey explains how a counter-culture of tolerarféerded to women an opportunity to
“explore their love for other women less self-caassly than they had in the past”:
Renewed attention to the Harlem Renaissance isliagein fact, that gay and
lesbian culture was very much a part of Harlensdidicircles. Lesbian singers
Bessie Smith, Ma Rainey, and Gladys Bentley, fetance, were star performers
during the twenties and their sexual preferences keown to those frequented
jazz clubs. In addition, the primary organizergdaflem social life, A’Lelia
Walker and Carl Van Vechten, routinely sought tbmpany of lesbians and gay
men and invited them to their parties. The intéllatand social atmosphere in
which Renaissance writers worked, therefore, &t ldial not condemn
lesbianisnf*?
One of the most spectacular methods women poetstoskefy the dicta of racism was to
blur the rigid social lines of sexuality. In theepious section, | discuss poets who
challenged the taboos of heteronormativity. Thetpa this section shatter the sexual
absolutes that inform those patriarchal taboos biyng about same-sex love and desire.
In evidencing even the successful possibilitiegheke forbidden taboos, the poems in
this section transgress boundaries imposed by eoldmgender.
Angelina Weld Grimkeé is the most noted Renaissavar@an poet to write about

same-sex love between women and much of her pdeégted toward women subjects

13 Honey,Shadowed Dream&3.
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was published after her dedtfi. As Schwarz observes, “sexual dissidence was thus
clearly part of the younger Renaissance writeesidgressive strategies and their
rejection of the burden of representatioft™It is quite possible that many women poets
of the era were influenced by the courageous wbfBromké. She is a significant figure
in Black lesbian studies, despite that fact thatimaf her poetry was “too lesbian and
too sentimental for audiences during and aftetthdem Renaissancé™® Revisiting her
work in the context of Intersectionality helps Hlaminate the poetry’s value as part of
the identity driven movement. Somerville remindshaw vitalrace and gender studies
are to our understanding of the evolution of cardtons (not necessarily behavior) of
homosexuality: “Although gender insubordinationeo$f a powerful explanatory model
for the “invention” of homosexuality, ideologies @énder also, of course, shaped and
were shaped by dominant constructions of race.

Indeed, although rarely acknowledged, it is stgkinat the emergence of a
discourse on homosexuality in the United Statesiwed at roughly the same time that
boundaries between “Black” and “White” were beimdiged and enforced in

unprecedented ways, particularly through the istinalization of racial segregatiofi*

214 As my investigation is primarily interested in hove published women’s poetry
contributed to the movement, | primarily explore ffoetry of Bennett and Cowdery who
were publishing near the end of the movement.

15 gchwarzGay Voices42.

218 carolivia Herron, ed. “Introduction,” iBelected Works of Angelina Weld Grimké,
(New York: Oxford University Press, 1991), 21.

217 spibhan SomervilleQueering the Color Line: Race and the Invention of
Homosexuality in American Culturd™ ed. (Durham: Duke University Press: 2005), 16.
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While queer studies are primarily focused on malaessex behavior, many of the
women poets were certainly negotiating their spadkbe sexual terrain of the movement.
Their work is particularly poignant as their bodvesre marked as nonsexual by
Renaissance leaders and rendered as vesselslétirichiby patriarchal thinking. Poems
that celebrate Black, lesbian love reject alimdsjehder assumptions and racial
obligations placed on New Negro women. At the Jeagt, such extreme resistance
weakens the pillars of heteronomativity for evetehesexual men and women.

Grimké helps to open this discussion because shreei®f the first female poets
of the movement to blur the gender lines of sexyalithe movement. She is often
confused with her famous White abolitionist aungAalina Grimké Weld. The poet was
reared by her father in a liberal, aristocratic oamity of old Boston. Hull argues that
Grimké’s social status was a source of disillusientfor the writer. “To an
undeterminable extent, her background also probadotyributed to a kind of personal
unhappiness that impelled her toward themes ottefeand loss. Angelina also felt the
psychological pressure of having to live up to lgmame and standards, exaggerated by
the ‘we must prove ourselves’ syndrome that opdrameong educated Blacks™®
Ultimately, Grimke was impressively prolific. Imdition to poetry, she wrote essays,
fiction and drama. Her pldyachelfirst staged in 1916, is often credited as the pitay
of the Renaissance with its aggressive critiqugrathing. Confronting the race problem
of the early twentieth century was an essentidl @fathe writing process, as she notes in

an essay titled “Remarks about Literature.” Almastphetic, she acknowledges that the

218 Hull, Color, Sex, and Poetr,10.
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race problem would likely not be resolved in h&stime, but that the work of her
contemporaries could serve as a guiding light flutare “genius.” As Grimké writes,
But before he arrives | most certainly believe ¢hewst be a change in the
attitude of colored people towards themselveswabae we are still inclined to
feel ourselves inferior to White people. We do canisider what we think or say
and feel and suffer as interesting or valuable. &ofrus are even ashamed of
these things. In preparation of the coming of Blaxk genius | believe there
must be among us a stronger and growing feelirgad consciousness, race
solidarity, race pride. ... Then perhaps, some dayme where, Black youth will
come forth, see us clearly, intelligently, sympéttadly, and will write about us
and then come into his owA™®
Grimké’s affirmation is reminiscent of Hughes’ fatheanifesto “The Negro Artist and
the Racial Mountain.” He declared that as youmgembers of the movement: “We
build our temples for tomorrowt® Both statements gesture toward a cultural shaate t
each struggles to prevent from invading their wgtand their Truth. Though both
championed being able to explore race on their ®ams, which inevitably meant
delving into the perilous terrain of sexuality, Ihotere debatably close-lipped about their

own sexual preferences. Hughes scholars contonakedallenge the critical myth of his

19 Herron,Selected Works of Angelina Weld Grink?.

2201 angston Hughes, “The Negro Artist and the Radialintain,” inThe Norton
Anthology of African American Literaturg™ ed. edited by Henry Louis Gates and
Nellie McKay (New York: Norton and Company, 2004314.
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asexuality by pointing to clues or interpretatiofisame-sex behaviéf® For Grimké,
familial obligations appeared to have had thewasd. Carolivia Herron argues that her
father “seems to have been the source of somectestirand oppression in her own
sexual self-consciousness as a lesbfah While Grimké never attempted to publish love
poems that were explicitly addressed to women, nafitcter published work is written
about loss or unrequited love or self-abnegatiéor example, Grimké’s poem “A Mona
Lisa” illustrates of this poetic motif:

1.

| should like to creep
Through the long brown grasses

That are your lashes;
| should like to poise

On the very brink
Of the leaf brown pools

That are your shadowed eyes;
| should like to cleave

Without sound,
Their unrippled waters;
| should like to sink down

And down

And down...

And deeply drown.

221 schwarz offers a comprehensive review of the sehotlispute regarding Hughes
sexuality in “Langston Hughes: A “true ‘people’sghg’ Gay Voicesg9.

222 Herron,Selected Works of Angelina Weld Grim&é,
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Would | be more than a bubble breaking?
Or an ever-widening circle
Ceasing at the marge?

Would my White bones
Be only White bones

Wavering back and forth, back and forth
In their depths?

Personal and sensual, the poem describes the olbj@esire in dark and “shadowed”
images. Notions of race implicitly appear in tiwgrk. Melisa Girard’s reading of the
poem is useful in its assertion that Grimké is eKph the pull between “lesbian desire
and aesthetics™
The transgression that the poem seems to envsiootia transcendence of the
self, but a self-shattering that resituates a wi@miitarian, desiring body in
relation to art. The final question, with its sugtiee "White bones" remains even
more ambiguous, possibly, than the first two. Timg White bones"” evokes a
difference between surface and interior, as wighpgbem’s questioning of the
painting surface and the woman inside. Grimké less hreduced personal identity
to "White bones" leaving race, gender, and anypeedonal distinctions
impossible or irrelevant. She has, in a sensdefiatl the surface of the body to
correspond to the two-dimensional surface of atpgjnremoving any distinction

between interior and exterior, personal and publicelf and othe?™

223 Melissa Girard, “On Mona Lisa%odern American Poetr2012,
http://www.english.illinois.edu/maps/poets/g_Il/gkeimonalisa.htm.
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The negotiation between what is personified andtvghdehumanized in this poem is an
important note on female sexuality. Interestingigyever, the question of desire sends
the speaker into a state of self-destruction, akhéwend of the stanza, the speaker
“should like to sink down/ and down/ and down.../ Aseeply drown.” Thus, the reader
concludes that the speaker’s inability to conndth #he object (as indicated by the
subjunctives “should” and “would”) leads to a mdtapc death. Desire governs this
imaginative death. The questions that comprisgt®n’s second section mirror the
concerns that haunt Bennett's “Secret.” What laeeconsequences of fulfilling this
fantasy? What is its effect on the identity of speaker? What will happen to the
speaker’s world or “bubble?” Will it collapse oritself? Will it widen? As in this poem,
guestions of sexual uncertainly and exploratiogdently motivate women’s poetry that
blurs the boundaries of same-sex desire.

Like Grimké’s work above, Bennett's poems are elniby the motif of the gaze.
Poems such as “To a Dark Girl” and “Fantasy” cedeébthe Black female body. Both
poems have been read as a rejection of racistaggdhat determined Black women
were whores and prostitutes. Conversely, Benngpesker elevated her subject to the
status of royalty. Her work’s ability to reconsttan identity that has been devalued
because of racialization explains why her poetgfisn contextualized in the spirit of
protest and resistané&’. She merits revisiting in this context becauseesfdbility to
infuse sexuality and class into her discussiomaNliller points out in her reading of the

poem, Bennett “displays a supreme faith in artemneptive power, a utopian dimension

2241 explore this element of Bennett’s poem “To a\BnoGirl” in Chapter One.
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of modernism not often acknowledged in the (ost#yscynical Renaissance avant-
garde. And perhaps she forces an even more imp@vant-garde contradiction by
actually crossing class lines to stage the redempt?> Consider the poem again below:

| love you for your brownness
And the rounded darkness of your breast.
| love you for the breaking sadness in your voice

And shadows where your wayward eye-lids rest

Something of old forgotten queens
Lurks in the lithe abandon of your walk
And something of the shackled slave
Sobs in the rhythm of your talk.

Oh, little brown girl, born for sorrow’s mate,
Keep all you have of queenliness,
Forgetting that you once were slave,

And let your full lips laugh at Fate

Indeed, the subject of the poem is redeemed, ramsd from slave to queen through the
speaker’s gaze. This poem can easily be reackindinmunal sense as a love poem for
all Black women. It certainly makes for a grandentribution to the movement. But the
poem also operates at a more centralized levepdben singles out “a” dark girl who
transforms into a queen by the poem’s end. Whatésesting about the transformation

is how the subject comes to us — in body partsn; Skeasts, eye-lids, lips and a voice

22> Nina Miller, Making Love Modern: The Intimate Public Worlds &Y ork's
Literary WomenNew York: Oxford University Press, 1999), 232.
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that is rendered speechless. She is sexuallytdigdavith fullness of lip and roundness
of breast. And, much like Grimke’s “Mona Lisa,” $hsubject is loved for these qualities.

Bennett’s execution of the gaze is even more aggre in “Fantasy.” In this
poem, the speaker is explicitly present:

| sailed in my dreams to the Land of Night
Where you were the dusk-eyed queen,
And there in the pallor of moon-veiled light

The loveliest things were seen...

A slim-necked peacock sauntered there

In a garden of lavender hues,

And you were strange with your purple hair
As you sat in your amethyst chair

With your feet in your hyacinth shoes.

Oh, the moon gave a bluish light
Through the trees in the land of dreams and night.
| stood behind a bush of yellow-green

And whistled a song to the dark-haired queen...
While the gaze is very much prevalent in this podra,speaker’s actions and motives are
at the work’s core. The poem begins with an “I” whareaming, placing the speaker at
the forefront of the discussion. Because the pedithé is “Fantasy,” | am drawn to read
the dream not so much in the subconscious sermggtitthat, too, is useful in this
review. Instead, dreaming comes to us more in éiméext of longing or desire. The

“you” in the poem exists outside the context of fluetasy. The speaker, however,
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conjures a version of the subject that reigns tivespeaker, who in turn wishes to
please the queen in song.

In addition to the motif of royalty, there are sonepeated images in Bennett’'s
work. As in “Street Lamps in Early Spring,” thegi@vokes both “night” and the “veil.”
The capitalization of “Land of Night” points towa#drica, which participates in the
Renaissance movement’s privileging of the Africaraginary. Notably, it is only in this
fantasy world where this speaker can honor theK'éiy®d queen.” Presumably, in the
racialized and repressed speaker’s reality, thepsibannot be worshipped and adorned
by our curious speaker. The fantasy, in fact, eslbis hesitation as our speaker is last
seen singing to the subject while standing behibdsh. The speaker’s concern for
remaining hidden, even in the safety of fantasyast telling. The decision implicates
the heterosexual refusal to explore same-sex desugeriosity. Instead, the speaker
whistles songs (or writes poetry) for her subjectecrecy.

Very few poets wrote about lesbian desire witltbatshroud of secrecy. Mae
Cowdery is one of few poets who explicitly wroteégpooems to women. She is one of
the younger poets of the Renaissance and is sa@vi cross-dressed having worn short
hair, tailored suits with bow ties. She is also oha few women to publish a collection
of poetry, released near the end of the perio®B861Honey describes Cowdery and her
work: “The arresting personal portrait is enouglattbact the attention of modern
readers, but it is Cowdery’s writing that provessincompelling. Her forte was the
poetry of passion, anguished, fierce and erotitil&much of her work is clumsy, there

is a spark of originality that makes it stand agot other poetry of her day, a modern
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quality of sparseness and physical directné€s Much of her poetry is about loss of
love and the intricacies of relationship dynamikker unwillingness to hide her sexuality
in life and on the page promotes an evolution autint toward a sexual revolution. In
the introduction to Cowdery’s 1936 collectigve Lift Our Voiceswilliam Braithwaite
notes: “During these years when the members oR#aissance group scattered and
declined, Miss Cowdery with quiet devotion praati@d matured her art, and the
results presented in this first collection reafsrmy earlier conviction of her genuine and
distinctive poetic talents’®” Consider the following lines of her poem “Insatiat

If my love were meat and bread
And sweet cool wine to drink,

They would not be enough,

For | must have a finer table spread

To sate my entity.

If her lips were rubies red,

Her eyes two sapphires blue,

Her fingers ten sticks of White jade,
Coral tipped...and her hair of purple hue
Hung down in a silken shawl...

They would not be enough

To fill the coffers of my need.

If her thoughts were arrows
Ever speeding true

Into the core of my mind,

226 Honey,Shadowed Dream&9.

227 \jilliam Stanley Braithwaite, “Introduction,” ikVe Lift Our Voices2.
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And her voice round notes of melody
No nightingale or lark

Could ever hope to sing...

Not even those would be enough

To keep my constancy.

But if my love did whisper

Her song into another’s ear

Or place the tip of one pink nail
Upon another’s hand,

Then would | forever be

A willing prisoner...

Chained to her side by uncertairfty!

The poem complicates several norms and expectatiddack womanhood, the most
obvious is its direct expression of lesbian sexyalit breaks through the taboo as this
speaker is neither ashamed nor modest in expressmgame-sex desire. Even beyond
the sexual taboo of lesbian desire, this speakigvawdly rejects tenants of the cult of true
womanhood as she is not humble in speech or loyagt partner. This is a love poem
that essentially rejects the socially prescribetadof monogamy. How ironic is the
speaker’s realization at the poem’s close: onlgugh her lover’s infidelity can she
remain faithful.

Also shattered is the taboo of interracial lovetiBhere and in Bennett’s
“Secret,” the object of desire is White, markedhvbtue eyes and finger of “White jade.”
This description marks an underexposed truth ath@uRenaissance movement; at its

foundation is interracial relationships. Interrdcedationships were fundamental to the

228 Mae CowderyWe Lift Our Voices(Philadephia: Alpress, 1936), 57.
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life of the Harlem Renaissance. White publishergjté&/benefactors, White critics, and
White audiences helped to usher Black writers efrttovement into our literary
consciousness. Black intelligentsia of the dagesgin this relationship as a means to
construct their own identities. Yet, little posdiattention is afforded the fact that the
Renaissance was an interracial effort. Far toemttritics of the movement point to the
relationship between Whites and Blacks of the Resaaice as the primary source of the
movement’s failure in purpose and product. Rich&rthht famously critiqued this
dichotomy in his “Blueprint for Negro Writing.” Heever, as George Hutchinson
explains, investing more in the symbolic weight ithterracial relationships that birthed
the movement into being could prove beneficialppraaching the literature:
In fact, | believe that a tendency to scapegoaépress interracial qualities of the
Harlem Renaissance has been pivotal to prior estaf the movement and has
obscured crucial aspects of its nature and impoetary et the dynamic of
repressing interracial dimensions of the movemangnore often) blaming them
for corrupting it can be found, | believe, in ariim brought to bear on some of
its most important literary achievements. Indeb, critical tendency has
perhaps prevented us from fully appreciating thgimmality and power of certain
texts, thereby contributing to another charge fwinnch the Harlem Renaissance
has suffered—that the literature it produced waseally all that good?®
Admittedly, it is difficult remove the historic paw struggle infused into conceptions of

interracial relationships. One cannot help butduspicious,” as Hutchinson notes of

229 George Hutchinson, “Subject to Disappearancerriat@l Identity in Nella Larsen’s

Quicksand, Temples for Tomorrow: Looking Back at the Harlemdesance.eds.

Geneviéve Fabre and Michel Feith (Bloomington: &mdi University Press, 2001), 177.
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Renaissance critics, of the possible strings att¢b accepting White patronage during
the era. But the power dynamic inferred from raceétionship between the characters in
Cowdery’s poem is, at the very least, disruptedheyr sexual relationship. The White
subject’s “power” over her lover is decidedly ligut In spite of her beauty, talent and
wits, the White subject is unable to sustain heelts attention. Only through infidelity
can she achieve the speaker’s loyalty. Cowdery&pis most useful in closing our
discussion on the Renaissance women poets’ exaonrattheir sexuality because of its
degree of complication. Cowdery successfully asghat sexuality cannot be easily
defined or contained. Echoed in the works of pbk¢sCowdery, Johnson, and Bennett
is the reality that honest representation of Blacknen’s sexuality can only be derived
in the empowering act of writing one’s own identity

To understand the poetic power of representatioa,can must consider the
representational motivation of the Harlem Renaissanoment. Intertwined in the
works of the overshadowed New Negro women poettharpoems of a generation.
Because of their lived relationship to Interseddiity, New Negro women were better
able express their frustration with racialized impon the imaging and suppression of
their sexuality. Women poets of the day providalysis, insight and candid rejection of
the perception of promiscuity that led to attackdleeir character and body. While an
atmosphere of subjugation and aversion limiteddiception of their work, today’s
readers — who are removed from oppressive racgamdiered political tyranny that
engulfed early twentieth century life — have a cebility to revisit their poetry for a

more comprehensive and nuanced understanding eféhe
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CHAPTER 5
Coda
“A black finger pointing upwards”
The Legacy and Implications of a Poetics of Intetisaality

“When we have pleaded for understanding, our chardas been distorted; when we
have asked for simple caring, we have been hanagtyenspirational appellations, then
stuck in the farthest corner. When we have astetbfe, we have been given children.
In short, even our plainer gifts, our labors ogfity and love, have been knocked down
our throats. To be an artist and a Black womaandgday, lowers our status in many
respects, rather than raises it: and yet, artistsvill be.”

-- Alice Walker,In Search of Our Mother's Gardefis

The Black Finger
| have just seen the most beautiful thing
Slim and still
Against a gold, gold sky,
A straight, black cypress
Sensitive
Exquisite
A black finger
Pointing upwards.
Why, beautiful still finger, are you black?
And why are you pointing upwards?
-- Angelina Weld Grimké&®!

Alice Walker often discusses the importance of imggand modeling Black

women writing to not only track the trajectory ofradition, but also to avoid recycling

230 plice Walker,In Search of Our Mothers’ Gardens: Womanist Pr(&an Diego:
Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1983), 236.

231 Angelina Weld Grimké, “The Black Finger,” Bhadowed Dreams: Women'’s Poetry
of the Harlem Renaissanagjited by Maureen Honey (New York: Rutgers, 1988X1.
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buried material. Her research led to the legendaaiscovery of Harlem Renaissance’s
Zora Neale Hurston antheir Eyes are Watching Geda text that has singlehandedly
shifted our contemporary understanding of the s#etions of African American
Literature, American culture and Black Feminismisclose this dissertation informed
and inspired by Walker’s journey with Hurston. Alsave labored to evidence in this
study, New Negro women poets of the Harlem Renacesaxperienced a similar fate of
critical erasure. They have too often been pushi¢lde margins of African American
literary study, forgotten and footnoted in the extitof the Harlem Renaissance
movement.

By ending this study with a Grimké poem as the &g, and its powerful image
of the black finger pointing upward, | mean to gesttoward new, interpretive
possibilities for New Women poets of the Harlem &ssance and Black women poets
of subsequent movements. Renaissance women’s gehpleetics of silence and
resistance -- which was concerned with the intgpnegervation of the self, of the race,
and of the family -- was a significant componentlo$ identity based movement.
Despite critical efforts to either minimalize osdhiss their contribution, Harlem
Renaissance women poets were operating at theig@feslegacy of racialized
gendered poetics that served as a template foequbat identity-based movements.

Consider, briefly, the moves Harlem Renaissance evopoets were making
alongside the contribution and criticism of BlacksAMovement poet Gwendolyn
Brooks. She is the premier poet to place the iHaRenaissance and Black Arts

Movement into a conversation regarding their sharesgtests in intersectionality poetics.
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Brooks’ connections to leaders in both movemergsatly influenced her poetic
motivations, which operate as a commanding foroeutshout the 20 century. She
came to age both literally and poetically at thiegad of the Renaissance, and is much
celebrated for her poetic evolution through andopelythe Black Arts Movemefit?
Brooks’ long poem “In the Mecca” employs similartimedologies, functions and
motivations patterned in Harlem Renaissance wommresics. The narrative poem
traces a mother’s frantic search for a daughter wlater found murdered, raped and
discarded. It is a work of interiority, exploriniget dilapidated condition of a community
weakened by the legacy of racism, sexism and sia$sf Much like the patters that |
have identified in New Negro women'’s poetry, Braoin the Mecca” engages the
intersectionality-informed tropes of interiority otherhood and sexuality.

Moreover, the work is most often associated withdamtity inspired movement.
She makes an explicit and concentrated investmint®AM while penning this
poem®** Kathy Rugoff explores Brooks’ contribution to tAenerican poetic tradition in

the following:

232 Gwendolyn Brooks' life and career placed her imgrposition for literary
comparative discussion. She was born in Topeka#&aim 1917, but her family moved
to Chicago shortly after her birth. Her profountkrest in poetry early in life, by way of
contests and publications, fostered her introdustio notable influences like James
Weldon Johnson and Langston Hughes, who encoutageid read modern poets like
T.S. Eliot and Ezra Pound. By age 17, she waslpmet staff member of the Chicago
Defender, and she had published dozens of poeths iweekly poetry column. In
coming years she would win Guggenheim Fellowshifsk@ecome the first African
American to win the Pulitzer Prize.

¥ Gwendolyn Brooks, “In the MeccaBlacks(Chicago: Third World Press, 1987).

23441 the Mecca” is the longest poem in Gwendolyks’ oeuvre. It was completed
at a time when she, herself, was defining her coimmeto Black movement ideology.
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By confronting issues of race, gender, and clamspbems are reflections of the
social, political, and artistic worlds of AfricanAericans from the 1930s to the
end of the twentieth century. In addition, by loeving from African American
oral and written literary traditions as well asnfré&curopean literary traditions,
Brooks made a remarkable contribution to the hystérecent American poetry.
It is very likely that in future discussions of tmteeth century American poetry,
the work of Gwendolyn Brooks will be given exteresiveatment, possibly even
more than the work of the seminal poets who cagthex imagination as a young
woman?®

Irrefutable is the claim that Brooks’ extraordin@gtalogue adds valuable insights to the

discourse on the placement of politics in poetdpr can many deny the Pulitzer Prize

winning poet’s innovative literary techniques, whmouple African American and

European literary traditions in surprising and detionary ways. Her contribution to

The bookin the Meccanamed for its title poem, would be the last puldisivith Harper
and Row; she turned to Black publishers afterdlsase. To be clear, Brooks had
explored race matters in her earlier works, butctierged atmosphere of the conference,
along with its alliance to the Black Power Movemenspired her to participate in the
movement's determination to conceptualize a nevonitor Blackness and ldentity. In
reflecting on the experience, she writes: “l wasome inscrutable and uncomfortable
wonderland. | didn’t know what to make of whatreunded me, of what with hot
sureness began almost immediately to invadel i&d never been, before, in the general
presence of such insouciance, such live firmnesd) sonfident vigor, such
determination to mold or carve something DEFINIT&MNphasis is hers]Gwendolyn
Brooks, “The Field of the Fever, the Time of thdl Tdalkers,” Black Women Writers
1950-1980: A Critical Evaluatiored. Mari Evans (Garden City, New York: Doubleday,
1984), 77.

235 Kathy Rugoff, The Historical and Social Contexi@frendolyn Brooks’s Poetry,” In
Critical Insights: Gwendolyn Brooksed. Mildred R. Mickle (Ipswich, MA., Salem Press:
2010), 35.
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social and cultural awareness and her unwaveringratment to humanism serve as a
driving force in her poetic analysis of racial amtdéan dynamics.

Yet, surprisingly few critics have attempted taate Brooks’ within an
established African American women’s poetic trawhti Instead, many turn to her
connection to Langston Hughes, James Weldon JoharsbRaki Madhubuti to gesture
toward poetic male influences. Few consider tioetfzat Brooks was familiar with
popular small magazines, lik&risis,where New Negro women poets were publishing.
She was exposed to popular anthologies likeltiteNew NegrandCaroling Dusk,
which featured many of the poets included in thislg. But, as patterned in Rutgoff's
reflection, many critics elect to privilege postriéan Renaissance poetics in their
constructions of African American poetic traditioristching New Negro women poets
out of the poetic canon has created a vacuum icalective literary memory that not
only performs a great disservice to the women vgité the Harlem Renaissance, but it
also diminishes readings of the context and coutiob of poet’s like Brooks who were
actively participating in identity driven movements

Through her fusion of the identity politics andrfalist inspired poetics, Brooks’
efforts are indicative of BAM women'’s aestheticatthre similar to New Negro
women'’s poetic practice. Not unlike her Harlem Reseance predecessors, much of her
work before penning the Mecca was subject to a¢munsaof racial neglect. In pale
attempts to tarnish her 1950s Pulitzer succesgndar of critics read her pre-sixties

efforts as “too pleading a tone with a high aestish that actually excluded most Black
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readers.®* |tis a criticism that rings all too familiar larlem Renaissance poetic
criticism. As Mary Washington asserts, the faet thomen poets of these movements
elected to write about the lives and experienceédlatk women directly affected their
critical reception: “If there is a single distinghing feature of the literature of Black
women—and this accounts for their lack of recognitit is this: their literature is
about Black women; it takes the trouble to recbrdthoughts, words, feelings and deeds
of Black women, experiences that make the realdfdseing Black in America look very
different from what men have writterf* As | have argued, the racialized critical
aversion to exploring the internal and the feminadeng with the question of aesthetic
authenticity is a recycled affront to women writpesticipating in identity-based
movements. Apparently, subscribing too much to@mg of these elements at the zenith
of either of the Harlem Renaissance or the Bladk Atoments signaled a critical failure.
Accordingly, my research into African American wamgepoetic traditions and
contributions beyond this dissertation will chatiergendered disparity and amnesia in
African American literary studies.

The implications of this particular study are faaching. Broadening the
parameters in which the Harlem Renaissance movenasnbeen conventionally defined

beyond the limited scope of race affords scholatis thie opportunity to have more

238 Sheila Hughes,” A Prophet Overheard: A Juxtapmsiti Reading of Gwendolyn
Brooks's ‘In the Mecca,” ilAfrican American Reviev88 No. 2 (Summer, 2004): 257-
280. http://www.jstor.org/stable/1512289. pg. 257.

23" Mary Helen Washington, “The Darkened Eye Restof¢dtes Toward a Literary
History of Black Women.Within the Circle: An Anthology of African Amenica
Literary Criticism from the Harlem Renaissancehe Presented. Angelyn Mitchell
(Durham: Duke University Press, 1994), 446.
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substantive and comprehensive readings of thaiitex. Including other identity
markers such as class, gender, and sexuality atieaders to have more contemplative
engagements with the New Negro movement and tlegegrenodernism project. A
reconceptualization of the Harlem Renaissance mewém thus necessary to include
women poets into the discussion. Principles argectionality demonstrate that singular
determinism is not sufficient and will almost alvgagsult in a perceived failure.
Therefore, singling out any one marker of oppresdentity - such as race (Black male)
or gender (White female) - theoretically erases¢hadividuals who embody more than
one marginalized identity (Black women). Indeeaktgrns in race-reflective criticism
are inherently flawed as evident in many of thevjanes critical readings of Black
women'’s poetry. Conversely, problematizing theabmed critical privileging the myth

of aesthetic “authenticity” would actually leadrtmre accurate representations of the
diversity within African American communities. Uttately, neglected and
overshadowed voices and perspectives would offeghtand texture to the movement’s
trajectory.

Widening the critical conceptions of protest ansis&nce are also necessary to
future readings of identity driven poetry. Womep&etry of the Harlem Renaissance
often incorporated alternative means of resistéimaeturned radical conversations
inward and away from the domain of dominant cultur@eir poetry was especially
attuned to the liberating ways internal reflecticanslates to self-actualization and self-
empowerment. Encased in this call for self-defnitare, of course, race matters. But

exploration of the ramifications of sexuality, gendand class oppression were also at
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the center of their concerns. In their poeticsil@nce, these poets were able to assert
their agency and determine their own responsedio lilied realities in intersectionality.
For many Renaissance women poets, accessing ardstarttling their internal power
became a predominant motivation in their writing.

In considering the legacy of New Negro women poetianced approach to
representation and resistance, | would like totaristudy with a musing on the work of
contemporary poet Lucille Clifton. Her poeticsitersectionality, as captured in “Why
some people be mad at me sometimes,” brings tbesisision of a Black women’s poetic
tradition of intersectionality to full circle:

they ask me to remember

but they want me to remember

their memories

and i keep on remembering

mine**®
The irony that Clifton’s contemporary work negodisimatters of resistance and
representation in ways that are similar to New Megomen’s poetry was not lost on me.
Her poem, and its concern with history, with whastoucts memory, with how the self
and how the Other experiences a moment, and wathréhy vulnerable nature of history
apropos one’s perspective is especially usefuhgaging in a discussion about poetics of
intersectionality. Tracing and exploring this ttaah has been my priority for the last six

years. For me -- a person who connects to inteosedity by identifying as Black,

238 | ucille Clifton, Blessing the Boats: New and Selected Poems 198B(Ra@hester,
BOA Editions, Ltd.: 2000), 38.
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Woman, and American — this project has been as raboht self-discovery as it has
been about excavation. As a poet-scholar, | kn@withs incumbent upon me to
understand this tradition as | situate my own wiarkvomen's lived experiences and in
the creative responses to being alive on the plahgtw Women'’s poetry of the Harlem
Renaissance exposes readers to untapped and die@gaurces of Black women’s
perspectives during a critically important periadAmerican identity formation. It
behooves critics and poets alike to read these wanp®etic contributions anew as

intersectional expression.
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