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THE BRILLIANT
MINDS WHO
SHAPED THE
HARLEM
RENAISSANCE

T h e  H a r l e m
Renaissance stands as
o n e  o f  t h e  m o s t
transformative  cultural
m o v e m e n t s  i n
American  history.
Between  the  1910s
and  mid -1930s ,  a
remarkable  outpouring
of  African  American
art,  literature,  music,
a n d  i n t e l l e c t u a l
thought emerged from
t h e  H a r l e m
neighborhood  of  New
York City. At the heart

of this golden age were
e x t r a o r d i n a r y
indiv iduals  whose
creativity  and  vision
forever  changed  how
America  understood
race,  identity,  and
artistic expression. The
p e o p l e  f r o m  t h e
Harlem  Renaissance
were not simply artists;
they were architects of
a  n e w  c u l t u r a l
consciousness.  They
defied  stereotypes,
ce leb ra ted  B lack
heritage, and produced
works that continue to
resonate deeply today.
Understanding  who
these  people  were,
what they created, and
why their contributions
matter is  essential  for
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anyone  seeking  to
appreciate  the  ful l
tapestry  of  American
culture.

THE LITERARY
GIANTS WHO
DEFINED AN ERA

Literature was perhaps
the  most  celebrated
pillar  of  the  Harlem
Renaissance.  Writers
used  poetry,  fiction,
and essays to explore
the  Black  experience,
c h a l l e n g e  r a c i a l
prejudice, and assert a
proud cultural identity.
These  authors  crafted
narratives  that  moved
b e y o n d  m e r e
entertainment;  they
were acts of resistance
and self-definition.

Langston
Hughes:

The Poet
Laureate
of Harlem
No  discussion  of  the
p e o p l e  f r o m  t h e
Harlem Renaissance is
complete  wi thout
Langston Hughes. Born
in  Joplin,  Missouri,  in
1902,  Hughes became
the  movement's  most
visible  and  prolific
literary  figure.  His
poetry,  characterized
by  its  rhythmic  jazz
and  blues  influences,
captured  the  joys,
sorrows, and resilience
of everyday Black life.
Works  such  as  The
W e a r y  B l u e s  a n d
Montage  of  a  Dream
D e f e r r e d  r e m a i n
essential  reading.
Hughes  famous ly
declared,  "I,  too,  sing
America,"  a  powerful
assert ion  of  Black
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b e l o n g i n g  a n d
citizenship.  He  wrote
novels,  short  stories,
plays,  and  newspaper
columns,  making  him
o n e  o f  t h e  m o s t
versatile  voices  of  his
generation.

Zora
Neale
Hurston:
A Voice of
Folk
Authentic
ity
Zora  Neale  Hurston
brought an unmatched
anthropological  eye to
h e r  w r i t i n g .  S h e
studied  at  Barnard
College  under  Franz
Boas  and  traveled

through the rural South
collecting  folktales,
songs,  and  cultural
practices.  Her  novel
T h e i r  E y e s  W e r e
Watching  God  is  now
c o n s i d e r e d  a
m a s t e r p i e c e  o f
American  literature,
t h o u g h  i t  w a s
undervalued during her
l i fe t ime.  Hurs ton
ce leb ra ted  B lack
vernacular speech and
rural life,  resisting the
pressure to write  only
a b o u t  r a c i a l
oppression.  Her  work
radiates joy, wit, and a
deep  reverence  for
B l a c k  c u l t u r a l
traditions.

Countee
Cullen:
The Poet
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of
Elegance

and Race
C o u n t e e  C u l l e n
approached  poetry
with a formal, classical
style  that  contrasted
with  Hughes's  jazz-
inflected verse. He won
major  literary  prizes
and his collection Color
explored  themes  of
race,  beauty ,  and
belonging  with  lyrical
sophistication.  Cullen
wrest led  w i th  the
tension between being
a  poet  and  being  a
" N e g r o  p o e t , "  a
dilemma he addressed
in  his  famous  poem
"Yet Do I  Marvel."  His
work  demonstrated
that  the  people  from
t h e  H a r l e m
Renaissance  could
master  any  artistic
form  they  chose.

Claude
McKay:
The Fiery
Voice of
Resistanc
e
Claude McKay, born in
Jamaica,  brought  a
fierce,  militant  energy
to  the  movement.  His
sonnet  "If  We  Must
D i e , "  w r i t t e n  i n
response to  the racial
violence  of  the  Red
S u m m e r  o f  1 9 1 9 ,
became a  rallying  cry
for  Black  resistance.
M c K a y ' s  n o v e l s ,
including  Home  to
Harlem  and  Banjo ,
depicted Black life with
r a w  h o n e s t y  a n d
i n t e r n a t i o n a l
perspective.  He  was



People From The Harlem Renaissance 5

5

unafraid  to  confront
racism directly, and his
w o r k  i n s p i r e d
generations of activists
and writers.

Jessie
Redmon
Fauset:
The
Midwife
of the
Renaissa
nce
Jessie  Redmon  Fauset
p l a y e d  a n
indispensable  role  as
literary  editor  of  The
Cr is i s ,  the  NAACP
m a g a z i n e .  S h e
d i s c o v e r e d  a n d
nurtured  many  young

writers ,  inc luding
Hughes,  Cullen,  and
Jean  Toomer.  Fauset
also  wrote  novels  of
her own, such as There
Is  Confusion,  which
explored  the  lives  of
e d u c a t e d  B l a c k
families.  She  insisted
that  the  people  from
t h e  H a r l e m
Renaissance  deserved
the  same  l i te rary
respect  as  any  white
a u t h o r ,  a n d  s h e
worked  tirelessly  to
make  that  happen.

VISUAL ARTISTS
WHO PAINTED A
NEW IDENTITY

T h e  v i s u a l  a r t s
flourished  during  the
Harlem  Renaissance,
w i t h  p a i n t e r s ,
s c u l p t o r s ,  a n d
illustrators  creating
powerful  images  of
Black  life  and  history.
These  artists  rejected
demeaning  caricatures
and  instead  portrayed
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Black  people  wi th
dignity,  strength,  and
beauty.

Aaron
Douglas:
The
Father of
African
American
Art
Aaron  Doug la s  i s
widely regarded as the
most  important  visual
artist  of  the  Harlem
Rena issance .  H i s
d i s t i n c t i v e  s t y l e
combined  elements  of
African  art,  Egyptian
hieroglyphics,  and  Art
Deco  geometry.  He
illustrated  books  by
Hughes,  Cullen,  and

James Weldon Johnson,
and  his  murals  for
institutions  like  Fisk
University  told  epic
stories of Black history,
f r o m  s l a v e r y  t o
freedom. Douglas gave
visua l  form  to  the
idea l s  o f  the  New
Negro  movement.

Augusta
Savage:
Sculptor
of Black
Womanh
ood
A u g u s t a  S a v a g e
overcame  poverty,
racism,  and  gender
d isc r iminat ion  to
become  one  of  the
most gifted sculptors of
her  time.  She created
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portraits  of  prominent
Black figures,  including
Marcus  Garvey  and
W.E.B.  Du  Bois,  and
her monumental piece
T h e  H a r p  w a s  a
highlight  of  the  1939
New York World's Fair.
Savage  also  founded
the  Savage  Studio  of
Arts and Crafts, where
s h e  t a u g h t  a n d
mentored  younger
artists.  She  embodied
the  spirit  of  nurturing
talent  that  defined  so
many people from the
Harlem Renaissance.

Jacob
Lawrence
: The
Storytelle

r in Paint
While  Jacob  Lawrence
i s  s o m e t i m e s
considered  part  of  a
later  generation,  his
a r t i s t i c  roo ts  a re
deeply  connected  to
t h e  H a r l e m
Rena issance .  H i s
Migrat ion  Ser ies ,
painted  when  he  was
only 23, tells the story
of the Great Migration
in  viv id,  narrat ive
panels. Lawrence's use
of  bo ld  co lors  and
simplified  forms
creates  an  immediate
emotional  impact.  His
work  continues  the
Renaissance  tradition
o f  u s i n g  a r t  t o
d o c u m e n t  a n d
celebrate Black history.

MUSICIANS WHO
CHANGED THE
SOUND OF
AMERICA

M u s i c  w a s  t h e



8

8 People From The Harlem
Renaissance

2024-03-09

h e a r t b e a t  o f  t h e
Harlem  Renaissance.
Jazz and blues poured
out  of  clubs  like  the
Cotton Club, the Savoy
Bal l room,  and  the
Apollo  Theater.  The
musicians  of  this  era
created  sounds  that
captivated  the  world
and laid the foundation
for virtually all popular
music that followed.

Duke
Ellington:
The
Maestro
of
Sophistic
ated

Swing
Duke  Ellington  was
m o r e  t h a n  a
bandleader;  he  was  a
c o m p o s e r  o f
extraordinary  range
and  ambi t ion .  H is
residency at the Cotton
C l u b  m a d e  h i m
f a m o u s ,  b u t  h i s
compositions  such  as
"Mood Indigo," "It Don't
Mean  a  Thing,"  and
"Black,  Brown  and
Beige" elevated jazz to
an  art  form.  Ellington
wro te  mus i c  t ha t
ce leb ra ted  B lack
culture while appealing
to  universal  human
emotions.  He  remains
o n e  o f  t h e  m o s t
recorded  and  revered
figures  in  American
music.

Bessie
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Smith:
The
Empress
of the

Blues
B e s s i e  S m i t h ' s
powerful  voice  and
commanding  stage
presence made her the
highest-paid  Black
entertainer of her time.
She recorded dozens of
songs  that  expressed
the full range of Black
women's  experiences,
from  heartbreak  to
defiance. Her recording
o f  "Downhea r ted
Blues" sold millions of
copies.  Smith  proved
that  the  people  from
t h e  H a r l e m
Renaissance  could
a c h i e v e  m a s s i v e
commercial  success

without  sacrificing
artistic  integrity.

Louis
Armstron
g: The
Innovator
of Jazz
L o u i s  A r m s t r o n g
m o v e d  f r o m  N e w
Orleans to Chicago and
New York, bringing his
revolutionary  trumpet
playing and distinctive
gravel ly  voice.  He
transformed  jazz  from
a collective folk music
into a soloist's art. His
recordings with his Hot
Five  and  Hot  Seven
b a n d s  r e m a i n
f o u n d a t i o n a l
documents  of  modern
music.  Armstrong's
joyful,  charismatic
personality made him a
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global  ambassador  for
both  jazz  and  Black
culture.

Fats
Waller:
The
Entertain
er and
Compose
r
Fats  Wa l le r  was  a
virtuoso  pianist,  a
gifted composer, and a
beloved  entertainer.
He wrote classic songs
like "Ain't Misbehavin'"
and  "Honeysuckle
Rose,"  and  his  radio
broadcasts  and  film
appearances  reached
audiences  far  beyond
Harlem. Waller's humor

and  musical  brilliance
made him one  of  the
most accessible figures
of the Renaissance.

INTELLECTUALS
AND ACTIVISTS
WHO PROVIDED
THE BLUEPRINT

T h e  c r e a t i v e
achievements  of  the
Harlem  Renaissance
were  supported  by  a
robust  intellectual
framework.  Scholars,
editors,  and  activists
a r t i c u l a t e d  t h e
movement's goals and
defended  it  against
critics.  These  thinkers
e n s u r e d  t h a t  t h e
p e o p l e  f r o m  t h e
Harlem  Renaissance
were  not  just  artists
but  participants  in  a
larger  struggle  for
justice.
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W.E.B. Du
Bois: The
Architect
of the
New

Negro
W.E.B.  Du  Bois  was
already  a  towering
figure when the Harlem
Renaissance began. As
editor of The Crisis, he
provided a platform for
emerging  writers  and
artists.  His  concept  of
" d o u b l e
c o n s c i o u s n e s s , "
articulated in The Souls
of  Black Folk,  became
a foundational idea for
the movement. Du Bois
insisted that art  could
s e r v e  p o l i t i c a l
purposes  w i thout
b e c o m i n g  m e r e

propaganda.  He  was
both a participant and
a  g u i d e  f o r  t h e
Renaissance.

Alain
Locke:
The Dean
of the
Harlem
Renaissa
nce
Alain Locke, a Harvard-
educated  philosopher,
is  often  cal led  the
intellectual  father  of
t h e  H a r l e m
Renaissance. His 1925
anthology  The  New
Negro  served  as  a
mani fes to  fo r  the
movement .  Locke
encouraged  Black
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art is ts  to  draw  on
African  traditions  and
to  c reate  a r t  that
expressed  racial  pride
without  seeking  white
approval.  His  critical
writings  helped  shape
h o w  t h e  p u b l i c
u n d e r s t o o d  t h e
m o v e m e n t ' s
significance.

James
Weldon
Johnson:
The Man
of Many
Talents
James Weldon Johnson
was  a  poet,  novelist,
diplomat,  and  NAACP
leader.  He  wrote  The
Autobiography  of  an
Ex-Colored Man, one of

the  first  novels  to
e x p l o r e  t h e
complexities  of  racial
passing. He also wrote
the lyrics for "Lift Every
Voice and Sing," often
c a l l e d  t h e  B l a c k
nat iona l  anthem.
J o h n s o n ' s  l i f e
demonstrated that the
p e o p l e  f r o m  t h e
Harlem  Renaissance
could excel in multiple
fields while serving the
c a u s e  o f  r a c i a l
advancement.

Marcus
Garvey:
The
Visionary
of Black
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Nationalis
m
Marcus Garvey, though
sometimes  at  odds
with other Renaissance
figures, was one of the
most  influential  Black
leaders of the era. His
U n i v e r s a l  N e g r o
I m p r o v e m e n t
Association  promoted
Black  pride,  economic
self-sufficiency,  and
the idea of a return to
Africa.  Garvey's  mass
meetings  at  Harlem's
L iber ty  Ha l l  d rew
t h o u s a n d s .  H i s
m e s s a g e  o f  s e l f -
reliance  and  global
Black  unity  resonated
deeply  with  ordinary
people.

WOMEN OF THE
HARLEM
RENAISSANCE:
OVERLOOKED BUT

ESSENTIAL

Women were central to
t h e  H a r l e m
Renaissance,  though
their  contributions
w e r e  o f t e n
marginalized  by  both
white society and Black
male  leaders.  Recent
s c h o l a r s h i p  h a s
recovered the work of
many  remarkab le
women  who  helped
build  the  movement.

Nella
Larsen:
The
Novelist
of
Identity
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and
Passing
Nella Larsen wrote two
novels,  Quicksand  and
Passing,  that  explored
the  psychologica l
complexities  of  racial
and  sexual  identity
w i t h  r e m a r k a b l e
s u b t l e t y .  H e r
sophisticated  prose
and  wi l l ingness  to
address  difficult
subjects made her one
o f  t h e  m o s t
accomplished novelists
of  the  era.  Larsen's
work anticipates many
themes  that  would
later  be  central  to
A f r i can  Amer ican
women's  l iterature.

Dorothy

West:
The
Youngest
Member
of the
Renaissa
nce
Dorothy  West  began
writing  as  a  teenager
and became part of the
literary  circle  around
Langston  Hughes  and
Wallace  Thurman.  Her
shor t  s to r ies  and
novels,  including  The
Living Is Easy, examine
class  dynamics  within
the  Black  community.
West lived long enough
t o  s e e  h e r  w o r k
rediscovered by a new
generat ion  in  the



People From The Harlem Renaissance 15

15

1990s.

Ethel
Waters:
The
Singer
and
Actress
Who
Broke
Barriers
Ethel Waters rose from
poverty to become one
of the most celebrated
entertainers  of  her
time. She recorded hit
songs,  performed  on
Broadway, and acted in
films.  Waters  broke
racial  barriers  in  the

entertainment industry
and used her platform
to support  civil  rights.
Her  autobiography His
Eye Is on the Sparrow
remains  a  moving
a c c o u n t  o f  B l a c k
women's struggles and
triumphs.

THE LEGACY OF
THE PEOPLE FROM
THE HARLEM
RENAISSANCE

The  influence  of  the
p e o p l e  f r o m  t h e
Harlem  Renaissance
extends far beyond the
1920s and 1930s. They
created  a  cultural
infrastructure  that
s u s t a i n e d  l a t e r
movements,  from  the
Civ i l  R ights  era  to
Black  Arts  Movement
to contemporary Black
Lives  Matter  activism.
The  writers,  artists,
m u s i c i a n s ,  a n d
intellectuals of  Harlem
demonstrated  that
Black  creativity  was
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not  a  curiosity  but  a
central  element  of
American  culture.
Their  works  remain  in
print,  in  galleries,  and
on  recordings.  They
are  taught  in  schools,
performed in theaters,
a n d  s t u d i e d  b y
scholars  around  the
world.  The  questions
they  ra ised  about
i d e n t i t y ,
representation,  and
justice  remain  urgent
today.  The  Harlem
Renaissance was not a
b r i e f  m o m e n t  o f
b r i l l i a n c e  b u t  a
permanent enrichment
of the human spirit.

Why We
Still Look
to the
Harlem

Renaissa
nce
In  an  era  of  renewed
debates  about  race,
representation,  and
cultural ownership, the
Harlem  Renaissance
offers timeless lessons.
It shows that art can be
both  beautiful  and
political,  that  joy  and
resistance can coexist,
a n d  t h a t  a
m a r g i n a l i z e d
c o m m u n i t y  c a n
p r o d u c e  w o r k  o f
universal  significance.
The  people  from  the
Harlem  Renaissance
refused  to  accept  the
l imitat ions  others
placed on them.  They
imag ined  a  wor ld
where  B lack  l ives
mattered not only as a
political demand but as
a cultural reality


