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A Newfound Pride 

 

The Harlem Renaissance was a time of expression of the African American 

culture in the early twentieth century.  They expressed themselves through their art, 

whether it was written, handmade, or painted.  The art ranged from simple to extravagant; 

it all depended on the individual creating the art.  The art was meant as a medium to help 

spread the thoughts and beliefs of the Harlem ideals of the time period.  It is true that the 

art expressed a lot about the culture but this segment of the catalogue is going to focus on 

two very important features of the Harlem Renaissance:  the education of African 

Americans, as wells as the birth of a profound pride in African American culture and 

heritage. 

 It is well known that throughout the early history of America, African Americans 

were not treated as equals.  Even after the Emancipation Proclamation, and the thirteenth, 

fourteenth, and fifteenth amendments, African Americans were treated as less than 

citizens.  This was seen through policies such as “separate but equal”, which was not 

equal at all.  Up until recent years, African Americans have not been given the same 

opportunities as the white citizens of America. 

 While this was true mostly nation wide, it was 

not necessarily true in Harlem during the 1920s.  

According Rudolph Fisher, “In Harlem, black was 

white” (Fisher, 1925).  The arrival of African 

American culture in mainstream America grabbed 

white America’s interest.  This interest in the African 

American art scene was in favor of the culture and 



people as a whole.  In his writing “The City of Refuge”  Fisher continues on to state that 

“You had rights that could not be denied you; you had privileges, protected by law” 

(Fisher, 1925).  This was a completely new concept to those in Harlem.  While society 

was changing and generations were becoming more comfortable with the idea of 

equality, the introduction of African American art played a big role in this evolution. 

 This new concept of rights and appeal helped to lead to a new sense of pride in 

being an African American.  Fisher finishes his thought by saying “Everybody in Harlem 

had money.  It was a land of plenty” (Fisher, 1925).  This new sense of pride made 

everyone in Harlem feel wealthier.  They were able to walk down the street with a little 

less hate directed towards them, and they were given more opportunity than African 

Americans in other parts of the country.  

 This idea of black culture, while covered in Rudolph Fisher’s text “The City of 

Refuge”, it is much more visible in the painted works of Aaron Douglas.  Aaron Douglas 

was a prominent painter who displayed the theme of African pride in a lot of his artwork.  

The painting feature in this catalogue is his painting “Building More State Mansions”, 

painted in 1944.  This image displays several African Americans working extremely hard 

to build a beautiful living community.  It 

features smaller, less modern living spaces 

such as a small home and a temple, but it also 

shows a few futuristic living spaces.  

 This painting is meant to show the 

pride that Aaron Douglas, as well as the rest 

of the African American community, has in 



the African America community.  Not only do they have a strong sense of pride in their 

past, as displayed by the large Egyptian head, but they also believe in a promising future, 

depicted by the large futuristic buildings.  It is clear through images such as these that the 

African American community had a lot of faith in their culture; past, present, and future. 

 Another image that displays the idea that African American’s had a great pride in 

their heritage and culture can be seen in Archibald Motley’s painting, “Brown Girl (After 

the Bath)”.  This image is also a part of this exhibit and it shows a group of African 

individuals surrounding a fire.  The scene displayed is that of what appears to be a ritual 

of some sort.  There are several black men (mostly nude) who are gathered around this 

fire.  They are carrying spears, wearing large necklaces, and one is even beating a drum.  

I believe that these men are celebrating something that has happened within their tribe.  

Also, notice how the most distinct and 

colorful part of most of the men is their 

large red lips.  This is probably a tribute to 

the African American’s of the old country, 

and the way in which they used to decorate 

themselves with color during times of 

celebration. 

 This image is meant to show the 

strong sense of pride that most African Americans had during the Harlem Renaissance.  

Many individuals, such as Marcus Garvey, even enjoyed the concept of going “back to 

Africa”.  It became a huge movement in America during this time period.   This is where 

the concept of respectable versus crude comes into play in regards to having pride in the 



African American culture and heritage.  People such as Langston Hughes, W.E.B. 

DuBois, and Aaron Douglas were very public about how they believed in the African 

race, but people similar to Marcus Garvey who were much more radical in their though 

process were given a little less respect and were not taken as seriously as his highly 

educated and moderate counter parts. 

 While it was not as popular as simple 

equality in the United States, the idea of 

escaping to Africa, or to the roots of 

civilization was a theme strongly seen within 

some of the arts of the Harlem Renaissance.  

In James Weldon Johnson’s “Deep in the 

Quiet Wood” published in 1917, an image of 

“heavenly peace” is depicted throughout the 

poem (Johnson, 1917).  This poem describes 

the idea of escaping to nature, a place where are all equal in God’s eyes and you can 

listen to the “singing tones” of the wood (Johnson, 1917).  Johnson uses nature as a way 

to connect with one’s roots and to connect with God.  There were not a whole lot of 

wooded areas within Harlem and based on African American heritage, one of the most 

natural places on earth is within Africa.  The idea was to escape the complexity of the 

race issue in America and live a simpler, more meaningful life in Africa. 

 This idea was radical and therefore it was taken as a more crude idea rather than 

one that was taken more seriously and given more respect.  African American leaders 



who were more radical were given less respect because they were viewed in a negative 

way in both African American culture as well as white culture. 

Aside from art, texts, such as those written by DuBois. Hughes, and Arnaud 

Wendell Bontemps also display this 

rebirth in pride for the African American 

race and its culture.  In DuBois’ poem 

titled “The Song of the Smoke King”, 

published in 1907, DuBois describes 

himself as a dark, mysterious soul who is 

proud of whom he is.  He describes 

himself as “the thought of the throbbing 

mills” and as “the soul of the soul-toil 

kills” (DuBois, 1907).  Several times 

throughout the poem he states, “I am the Smoke King I am black” (DuBois, 1907).  The 

repetition of referencing that he is black shows the reader how proud he is of his race.  He 

knows that being black is not something to be ashamed of, in fact it means you are 

“whirling home to God” (DuBois, 1907).  

DuBois was well respected for his intelligence 

and because he was not consumed with radical 

ideas he was taken seriously in his pride for the 

African American culture.  

 Another profound author of the Harlem 

Renaissance, Langston Hughes, was also well 



known for his love for the African American race as culture as well as a people in 

general.  He held a lot of pride for the fact that he was black.  He projected a lot of this 

emotion about Africa and the African American culture through his poetry.  Some of his 

most well known pieces such as “I Speak of Rivers” or “Daybreak in Alabama” deal with 

this issue of race, but this catalogue is featuring his poem “I, Too Sing America” written 

in 1925.  This poem acknowledges that Langston Hughes is “the darker brother” in 

America (Hughes, 1925).  The poem goes through to explain how poorly the African 

American people have been treated by white Americans.  He has been sent “to eat in the 

kitchen when company comes”, but this does not faze Hughes at all because he knows 

that regardless of this mistreatment he will “eat well, and grow strong” (Hughes, 1925).  

This is a message to the entire country that he is not ashamed to be African American 

because he believes that no matter what the white community does to African Americans, 

African Americans will always rise above and remain strong. 

 Langston Hughes was very proud to be an African American and because of the 

way he presented these ideas in a respectable, non-radical manner, he was taken seriously 

and respected by the community.  His works helped to spread this great sense of pride in 

the African American past, present, and future.  

 Our last author, Arnaud Wendell 

Bontemps, was also a strong believer in the 

African American culture.  He was fond of a 

popular scene seen in a lot of African 

American writings of the time; the idea of the 

future.  Bontemps wanted to see the future 



generations of the African American race to prosper and to live in a world where they 

were equal.  On top of this he wanted future generations to always remember their 

heritage and to remember where they came from.  He was a profound believer in 

remembering one’s heritage and the generations of people who worked to make the world 

the way it is. 

 This idea presented by Bontemps is easily depicted in his poem titled “A Black 

Man Talks of Reaping”, written in 1926.  In this poem he goes on to mention “what I 

sowed and what the orchard yields my brother’s sons are gathering stalk and root” 

(Bontemps, 1926).  This sentence shows how the present generation is making a world 

suitable for those to come.  What he and the rest of the African American race of his day 

“yield” today, the generations of African Americans to come will “gather” (Bontemps, 

1926).  He elaborated on this thought when he states, “small wonder then my children 

glean in fields they have not sown” (Bontemps, 1926).  In this instance he is arguing that 

children learn from their elders and they depend on their elders to show them the right 

path. 

 This is a concept not unique to Bontemps, but he was a strong supporter of it.  He 

was of the belief that he and the rest of his generation had to spread African American 

culture.  In this way the culture and heritage would lay way for the generations to come 

and create a much stronger sense of pride in their culture.   If African Americans did not 

spread their culture or were not proud of themselves or their people, then the rest of 

society would have no reason to either; they would have no reason to show African 

Americans respect. 



 As with the other authors shared within this catalogue Arnaud Wendell Bontemps 

was respected and taken seriously because of the way he presented himself and his ideals.  

He was not the radical who wanted to force equality through a rushed process and he did 

not want all African Americans to head back to Africa.  He simply wanted the culture to 

thrive and the heritage to be remembered forever.  He, as well as many others, hoped that 

through the spread of their art and their culture they would gain respect and equality. 

 A lot of these men, aside from their intelligent and charisma were well respected 

because of the education they received and because of their reputations in academia.  

This idea of an increase in the improvement of quality as well as quantity of African 

American education was new to the African American culture.  The early twentieth 

century and the Harlem Renaissance created an atmosphere that encouraged African 

Americans to attend school and to better themselves through education.  This concept 

was so new and profound that it can be seen throughout he artwork of the time in the 

same way that the idea of African American pride can be. 

 There is a painting entitled “Black 

History Chalkboard” that depicts this idea of 

African American education and the pride in the 

race.  In this image there are two African 

American children, a young boy and a young 

girl.  Both children are standing at the front of 

the classroom looking at what has been written 

on the chalkboard.  In large letters it read “Black 

History”.  This defends both points that culture and heritage was being spread and that 



education had become an important tool during the Harlem Renaissance.  Students of the 

time were taught about their heritage as a way to try and educate them on how they were 

able to live the lives they were so used to enjoying.  This should a grade pride older 

generations had in their African American heritage and this was later reflected in the 

younger generations that were taught in the schools during the Harlem Renaissance.  

Aside from the importance stressed on black history, young African American children 

were given the tools they needed in order to pursue a comfortable lifestyle in the future.  

During this time in American history African Americans attended school more frequently 

and were even encouraged to do so by those older than them. 

 In similar painting by William H. Johnson, entitled “Art Class”, painted in 1939, 

the same idea is reflected.  In this image there are two African America girls sitting in an 

art class doing work.  This is meant to 

show that it was not just black history, 

math, and reading encouraged in these 

schools.  The arts were very popular; it had 

to do with the great widespread of African 

American art in the recent years.  Younger 

African Americans had aspirations to be 

like their favorite African American 

authors and painters.  This painting 

supports the idea that education became a 

widespread tool within Harlem to help better the young. 



Aside from being a great tool to teach children 

about heritage and culture, it was a great way to 

gain respect for the race.  Prior to the Harlem 

Renaissance and the early twentieth century, not 

many African Americans attended school they 

were looked down upon as ignorant and less 

respected.  Going to school was a respectable 

choice and getting an education was a great way for the future generations to 

prove to white America that they were serious about who they were.  Also, being 

African American and having an education made individuals more credible when 

they spoke out about the race issue and raising awareness about equality.  

 This idea of equality was seen in certain parts of the African American culture 

during the Harlem Renaissance.  With the growth of education of African Americans in 

the 1920s came a sense of equality.  Black schools were treated on the same level of 

some white schools when it came to funding; schools were even able to have sports 

teams.  The photograph taken by James Van Der Zee, “Basketball Team”, taken in 1939 

shows a black school’s basketball team sitting out in the front of their school.  This was 

not something that was regular prior to the Harlem Renaissance, but with the growth of 

the African American culture came certain new rewards.  

 It is clear through the use of the images and texts presented in this portion of the 

catalogue that during the Harlem Renaissance a newfound pride of the African American 

race and its culture became well known.  It was through education and the respect given 

to the culture that helped this idea grow and spread so rapidly.  African Americans during 



the early twentieth century were very proud of their heritage and their culture and they 

showed this through their actions.  They wrote about, depicted paintings to express it, and 

they shared these ideas with their youth.  During the Harlem Renaissance, the African 

American culture was reborn into something that will always be remembered. 
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THE GOOD, THE BAD, AND THE CRUDE: NIGHTLIFE IN HARLEM DURING 

THE 1920’S AND 1930’S 

 

What do the topics of race and night life 

during the Harlem Renaissance have in 

common?  How can two seemingly broad, 

unrelated topics come together to form one 

of the most tense scenarios of the early 20
th

 

century?  To begin with, race and night life 

are both two sided, very complex issues that 

we see brought up over and over again in the 

writings and artwork of the Harlem 

Renaissance.  With race, we see the 

perspective of the white man and how it 

contrasts with the perspective of the black 

man and with night life, we see the constant 

pull and tension between the respectable 

venues of Harlem and the not-so-respectable 

venues of Harlem.  So when artists combine 

two two-sided, complex elements, the result 

is a multidimensional, often tense, topic.  

We can see this tension, even today, when 

reading articles about the Harlem 

Renaissance.  On the “Harlem Renaissance 

Nightlife” website, the web designer writes, 

“Only the wealthiest, most influential, 

famous, and notorious went to The Cotton 

Club. Once new owner redesigned the look 

and feel of the club, he made it a "whites 

only" club. This attracted not just New 

Yorkers but international visitors. Only the 

very best African American musicians and 

performers exhibited their talents at The 

Cotton Club. Many early black entertainers 

got their start at the Cotton Club including 

Duke Ellington, Ethel Waters, Cab 

Calloway, and Lena Horne. At the time, 

Owen Madden also selected specific ladies 

to be "Chorus Girls". He wanted them to 

have a light complexion and the term he 

used was "tall, tan and terrific". That was 

how Lena Horne got her start. She was a 

chorus girl at the age of sixteen. Famous 



Dorothy Dandrige got her start there also. The Cotton Club served as a launching pad for so 

many African Americans. It was definitely a hot spot.”  Notice that he said the Cotton Club was 

redesigned to be a white only club, meaning that this was not originally the case.  This is just a 

premature example of how much tension there was between the black and white crowd 

concerning night life in Harlem.  White men were beginning to invade the black man’s life, his 

streets, his clubs, and, essentially, his home.  This invasion wasn’t just about the club, it was 

more than that for the black man.  White men were coming to enjoy the performance of black 

singers, writers, artists, and dancers.  They weren’t tied to the scene of Harlem by their own 

culture, they were invading strangers.  In his book Bulldaggers, Pansies, and Chocolate Babies: 

Performance, Race, and Sexuality in the Harlem Renaissance, James Wilson writes, “White 

fascination with Harlem was fueled in large part by its representations in the popular literature 

and entertainment of the 1920s.”  Wilson also 

writes that the imagery and exoticness used to 

portray Harlem nightlife drew a huge number 

of white tourists to the area.  He writes, 

“Practically overnight, these simulations of 

Harlem became the basis for how the “real” 

Harlem would be seen and experienced by 

white visitors.”  This is a perfect description 

of how the whites were treating Harlem at the 

time and how the blacks perceived their 

activity.  Whites were intrigued by the 

exoticness and imagery of black Harlem and 



were influencing the way that Harlem would eventually be viewed by other whites.  

Race played a huge role in Harlem night life but so did the venue and various clubs of 

Harlem.  Harlem did have respectable and crude things about it, there is no question about that.  

This catalogue seeks to explore the ways in which we interpret the artwork of that time period 

and whether or not the ways we view the artwork are actually true to the way Harlem actually 

was.  We will look at five different paintings and compare them to five different texts; all sources 

are from Harlem artists.  We will explore artists such as Aaron Douglas, Langston Hughes, Gary 

Kelly, Claude McKay, and Sudeikin Jurevich.  Each piece will seek to explain how the artwork 

relates to the literature and will also talk about whether or not the image depicts a respectable or 

a crude scene.   

 The first image is a piece from Aaron Douglas named Sahdji (1925).  This image depicts 

a respectable image of the African American woman.  In the picture, it looks like there are three 

slaves in the background, carrying things on their heads.  There is also a pyramid and a very big 

sun.  The woman in the front looks like she is important but I can’t tell what she is doing exactly.  

I chose to compare this picture to Claude McKay’s poem, “To the White Fiends” because this 

poem describes how a black man views a white man as inferior: 

Think you I am not fiend and savage too? 

Think you I could not arm me with a gun 

And shoot down ten of you for every one 

Of my black brothers murdered, burnt by you? 

Be not deceived, for every deed you do 

I could not match—out-match: am I not Africa’s son, 

Black of that black land where black deeds are done? 

But the Almighty from the darkness drew 

My soul and said: Even thou shalt be a light 

Awhile to burn on the benighted earth, 

Thy dusky face I set among the white 

For thee to prove thyself of highest worth; 

Before the world is swallowed up in night, 

To show thy little lamp: go forth, go forth! 



-Claude McKay 

To the White Fiends, 1919 

 

This image goes back further than the Harlem Renaissance and seems to depict more of 

the “African man” than the black man living in Harlem.  However, I think that it is important in 

setting up this section of the catalogue because already, we see that there is a fight between the 

races.  Claude McKay writes, “thy dusky face I set among the white for thee to prove thyself of 

highest worth.”  McKay is writing about a black man who wants to prove himself to the white 

man and show 

him what he’s 

worth.  In the 

same way, 

Aaron 

Douglas’ image 

depicts a 

woman who 

has overcome 

slavery.  The 

slaves are in the background and so is her past.  She has risen about this life and is proving what 

she’s worth.  Before even entering into Harlem, we have seen a contrast between black and white 

and how race is a touchy subject.  Now we will take this heated issue and begin to explore what 

it looks like when the social night scene of Harlem comes in to play.   

In Adolf Dehn’s painting “Up in Harlem” (1932), we see our first image of whites and 

blacks intermingling in a club.  This club depicts a respectable scene of the Harlem Renaissance; 

blacks and whites are interacting in a civilized way, there isn’t any “nakey,” and it looks like the 



characters in the image are slow dancing and really enjoying themselves.  Whites and blacks are 

dancing together and there doesn’t seem to be any uproar or tension in the picture.  I chose to 

compare this with Claude McKay’s “The Barrier” (1922) because this poem describes the exact 

opposite of what this picture depicts; the poem, instead, describes what I would expect to see in 

every image from the Harlem 

Renaissance.  McKay writes:  

I MUST not gaze at them although   

  Your eyes are dawning day;   

I must not watch you as you go   

  Your sun-illumined way;   

  I hear but I must never heed           

  The fascinating note,   

Which, fluting like a river-reed,   

  Comes from your trembling throat;   

  I must not see upon your face   

  Love’s softly glowing spark;          

For there’s the barrier of race,   

  You’re fair and I am dark.  

-Claude McKay

The Barrier, 1922 

 

McKay’s poem describes what I would expect to see  in a Harlem club: “there’s the barrier of 

race; you’re fair and I am dark.”  But instead, we see in Adolf Dehn’s picture that blacks and 

whites did, in fact, intermingle.  They overcame the race issue in some cases.  And in this club, 

both race and night life came together in a respectable way.  This wasn’t the only case of blacks 



and whites intermingling in Harlem.  Gary Kelly also depicts a respectable night life scene in 

Harlem of blacks and whites partying together. 

 In Gary Kelly’s painting, “Cotton Club” (no date), we see another night life scene of 

blacks and whites intermingling.  Again, both races are having a good time, not one without the 

other.  Shane Vogel, in his book The Scene of Harlem Cabaret: Race, Sexuality, Performance, 

writes, “With their intimate interaction between performer and spectators, illicit alcohol 

consumption, social dancing, potential for interracial contact, public displays of sexuality, and 

underworld connotations, Harlem's cabarets provided a powerful symbol of the pleasure and 

dangers of urban life.”  I chose to compare this text and image because the image does a perfect 

job of depicting an intimate interaction between performer and spectator.  The audience isn’t 

hostile, they are interactive.  They are enjoying each others company and the performance of the 

musicians.  This is, as Shane writes, a powerful symbol of the pleasure of urban life.  No danger 

is depicted in this scene.  Everyone looks like they are enjoying themselves in a classy manner; 

this is another depiction of a respectable night life scene in Harlem.  Let’s move on to look at the 



white man’s view of Harlem.  We’ve seen blacks and whites interacting in a respectable manner, 

but every situation is not like that, so where do the white men go party when they want to be 

alone?   

 In Georges Barbier’s painting, “Farewell” (1920), we see an image that only depicts 

white characters.  Not just white characters, but very ritzy, well-dressed, high class whites.  They 

look like they are standing outside of a formal venue where a party would be held.  Langston 

Hughes, in an article called When the Negro was in Vogue, writes, ““Negroes did not like the 

growing influx of whites toward Harlem after sundown, flooding the little cabarets and bars 

where formerly only colored people laughed and sang, and where now the strangers were given 

the best ringside tables to sit and stare at the Negro customers—like amusing animals in a zoo.”  

This image depicts a flood of white people standing around on the streets of Harlem; there are no 

black people around, but this is the home of the black man, not the white man.  They are 

strangers here, and, as Langston Hughes describes it, the black people are now seens as “amusing 

animals in a zoo.”  This picture depicts a respectable party but there are no blacks involved.  

From the black man’s perspective, this is not respectable; the white men are strangers invading 

on the black man’s territory.  And on top of that, the white men are receiving the best service, 

tables, parking, etc. that is available; the white men are essentially receiving the best of both 

worlds: the perks and advantages of being white but the free entertainment and amusement that 

comes from observing the black folk.  However, as the picture clearly depicts, the white men are 

only there for entertainment, amusement, and for their own nosiness; they do not actually go to 

Harlem in order to interact with the black men, they only show up in Harlem in order to be 

amused by the black man and make observations and assumptions ofhow the black man lives.  

Even Georges Barbiers’ picture depicts this frequent scenario.  Notice that in his painting, all of 



the white people look as if they are standing on the sideline; no one is pictured in the center or 

the foreground of the picture, they are all off to the side; there is no motion in this picture.  The 

white men come to Harlem to observe, not to interact.  This takes us to our final image where we 

will take a look at Harlem’s famous “Cotton Club” before the white man invaded it. 

 In Sudeikin Sergei Jurevich’s image, “The Cotton Club, Harlem” (1975), we see a 

depiction of one of Harlem’s crude night life scenes.  We can see the alcohol in the character’s 

hands.  Also, instead of a musical performance, there is a dancing performance.  The woman 

performing doesn’t appear to be wearing very much clothing, especially for the time of the 

Harlem Renaissance, this woman is practically naked for their standards.  This picture must be a 

depiction of before the Harlem Renaissance because there are no white people in the club and the 

Cotton Club is one that many whites frequented when the influx of whites into Harlem first 

began.  Regardless, this picture is the prime example of a crude club in Harlem.  I chose to 

compare this image with a poem written by Claude McKay.  In his poem “The Harlem Dancer” 

(1917), McKay writes,

 “Applauding youths laughed with 

young prostitutes 

And watched her perfect, half-

clothed body sway; 

Her voice was like the sound of 

blended flutes 

Blown by black players upon a 

picnic day. 

She sang and danced on 

gracefully and calm, 

The light gauze hanging loose 

about her form; 

To me she seemed a proudly-

swaying palm 

Grown lovelier for passing 

through a storm. 

Upon her swarthy neck black, 

shiny curls 



Profusely fell; and, tossing coins in praise, 

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

Devoured her with their eager, passionate gaze; 

But, looking at her falsely-smiling face 

I knew her self was not in that strange place.” 

 

I thought that this was an ironic comparison between image and text because they both seem to 

depict the same scene, but the way that they portray and describe what seems to be a similar 

scenario, is very different.  Sudeikin Sergei Jurevich’s painting depicts this dancer in a light that 

makes her seem scandalous and crude.  However, in McKay’s poem, he writes about a Harlem 

dancer in a very graceful and positive light.  He says, “she sang and danced on gracefully and 

calm, light hanging loose about her form” and even though men looked at her with “eager, 

passionate eyes…her self was not in that strange place.”  This brings us back to the original 

theme of the entire catalogue: respectable vs. crude.  How can a seemingly similar text and 

image depict something from two opposite sides of the spectrum?  While the image depicts a 

whore-ish, performing stripper of the Harlem Renaissance, a poem describes this dancer in a way 

that flatters her job and the way that the crowd interacts with her.  So in one scenario, we have 

both a positive and negative interpretation of Harlem night life.   

 After looking at all of these images and comparing them to texts, we clearly see how the 

Harlem Renaissance did, in fact, have both respectable and non-respectable elements.  Night life 

brought a lot to the table, race did as well, but the way in which we interpret these original texts 

and images is key to how we look back at the Harlem Renaissance.  What the artists intended to 

portray with their work and the way that we actually interpret their work could be two 

completely different ideas.   
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The social impact of some early African American performing artists can still be seen 

today. These impacts are not only apparent in the entertainment industry but also in areas such as 

civil rights, equality of pay, and feminism. What is the significance of the achievements of Paul 

Robeson, Bessie Smith, Ethel Waters, Louis Armstrong, and Nat King Cole? And is there any 

evidence of this significance in the entertainment industry today? 

 

BEATITUDES 

Can you tell me who is good and who is bad? 

The ancient "we and they" divides us artificially. 

Yet for the children of New York and Baghdad 

only one equation counts: their shared humanity. 

by Alfred de Zayas 

First off there is Paul Robeson; famous for his resonant classical bass voice, but made 

noteworthy for being anti-imperialist, anti-fascist, and anti-war during the Cold War. Robeson 

was remarkable in many ways. This has been said about Robeson’s life, “Paul Robeson was the 

epitome of the 20th-century Renaissance man. He was an exceptional athlete, actor, singer, 

cultural scholar, author, and political activist. His talents made him a revered man of his time.” 



("PBS: American Masters").Born and raised in Princeton, New Jersey. He lived in a community 

with a large African American influence, most of the people living in and near his neighborhood 

had recently migrated from the south. Robeson’s mother died when he was young, so he clung to 

his father and was deeply influenced by his intelligence, dignity, and deep bass voice. In high 

school Robeson excelled in academics and sports as well as music. He was a member of his 

school’s glee club, as well as a star football and baseball player. Due to his outstanding academic 

record, he won a four year scholarship to Rutgers University. At Rutgers Robeson was only the 

third black student to ever attend. In university he had similar success as in high school, earning 

varsity letters in several sports, as a member of the glee club, an award winning member of the 

debate team, and ultimately becoming valedictorian of his class. ("Paul Robeson Foundation"). 

Even in these early years of his life he was already making history, in athletics he is remembered 

to be “the inspiration for those who inspire us.  He is a champion's champion.  His life shows us 

that any man can be great, if he only dares to be.” (Alexander). After graduating Rutgers, 

Robeson entered Columbia Law School in 1920. During this time Robeson began acting and 

made his first trip across the Atlantic with a tour of the production Taboo. It was during this time 

that he met the man who would become his accompanist for the next thirty years, Lawrence 

Brown. In 1921 Robeson married Eslanda Cardozo Goode, who became Robeson’s manager and 

agent. Once Robeson set his mind on performing, his career took off rapidly. He opened in 

Eugene O’Neill’s plays The Emperor Jones and All God’s Chillun Got Wings in 1924. All God’s 

Chillun depicted an interracial marriage, which caused a racist outcry from the  Ku Klux Klan. 

Regardless, it was extremely successfully.  Robeson also did the silent film Body and Soul by 

Oscar Michaux in the same year.  Robeson shot to fame with a concert in which he performed 

Negro spirituals solo accompanied by Lawrence Brown. Following this Robeson began a career 



that took him around the globe as a diplomat for African American culture and an advocate for 

civil rights. Robeson travelled to London to become the first black man to star in Othello, 

starting in 1930 at the Savoy Theatre. Robeson’s acting was critically acclaimed and Robeson 

went on to star in several plays and films over the next few years, playing characters that were 

different from the typical portrayals of blacks. At one point in time Robeson was one of the most 

people on the planet, being the highest paid concert artist in America, and restless activist against 

racism and fascism. These qualities however, are what caused him trouble. ("Paul Robeson 

Foundation"). Robeson at one point, fed up with the racism existing in his own country directly 

addressed the president in saying, “Why have you failed to speak out against this evil?  When 

will the federal government take effective action to uphold our constitutional guarantees?" 

(Alexander). In Russia he was quoted saying, “It is unthinkable that American Negroes could go 

to war on behalf of those who have oppressed us for generations against the Soviet Union which 

in one generation has raised our people to full human dignity.” This was misquoted as 

“American Negroes will not go to war for their country,” and made him a target of the 

government, as this was during the Red scare. In 1950, his passport was taken from him. ("Paul 

Robeson Foundation").Even so Robeson still continued to be a prominent figure for Civil Rights. 

One could argue that Robeson was the forefather that made the African American male the most 

emulated figure in entertainment. Both Michael Jordan in basketball and Michael Jackson in 

performing are evidence of Robeson’s legacy. 



 

“Wild Women”  

They say that wild women don’t get the blues, 

But any they who say ain’t never been wild nor woman. 

Please. Wild women get the blues. They just don’t keep them bottled up inside. They ain’t never 

had to go inside themselves to find themselves only to come out someone else. 

That’s why they talk back, talk smack, and if you act up they will cut you or tell you to hit the 

road, Jack. 

They screech lelelelelelelelele, and hum hmm hmm hmm hmm hmm. 

Glory! 

Is she crazy? Yup. Why not? Sometimes talking crazy is the only way to keep sane. 

 by Simone Monique Barnes 

 

Next there is Bessie Smith, often called the Empress of the Blues. Bessie Smith was the 

most popular Blue vocalist of her time and a major influence on the vocal style of Blues and Jazz 



music. She was also a pioneer in a movement that put female vocalists in the forefront of 

performing Blues music. Smith got her start performing travelling, dancing, and singing 

alongside another Classic Blues performer, Ma Rainey in 1912. Smith performed with Rainey’s 

troupe until 1915, then began performing on her own and gained her own following. By 1920 she 

was already one of the most popular blues vocalists in the south and began recording for 

Columbia records. During her fame Smith was extremely popular among blacks and whites. 

(Alexander). Evidence of her legacy can be found in artists that came later such as Janice Joplin. 

Janice Joplin has been quoted in saying, “She showed me the air and taught me how to fill 

it…She's the reason I started singing, really."("Janis Joplin.net"). Another interesting piece of 

Smith’s legacy is the ideal of female independence and empowerment that she stood for most 

likely without her own knowledge. In David Suisman’s “Was Bessie Smith a Feminist,” he cites 

the work of Angela Davis in trying to find traces of feminism in early blues records. Suisman 

writes, “Davis makes an interesting argument that songs in which the singer gives advice to 

female listeners may be heard as fostering inchoate feelings of sisterhood and solidarity,”  about 

blues singers addressing domestic violence. Evidence of Smith’s empowering image can be 

found in this passage, “Bessie Smith also impressed fans with her private railroad car, as Ma 

Rainey did with her private touring bus emblazoned with her name on the side. Their impact was 

felt not only in their outspokenness on record but also in their strong, charismatic personalities, 

their prominence as public figure, their financial independence, and their reputations as exquisite 

artists. Audiences included women and men, rural and urban, and in the South at least, white as 

well as black.” (Suisman 71-75) 



 

Smith was also known to be rough, crude, and violent. There are many stories of her being 

involved in drunken brawls and having many love affairs. While not exactly the brightest picture, 

she is one of the illustrations of a woman standing on her own two feet. Her willingness to 

openly sing about relationships, money, sexuality, and her independence makes her one of the 

earliest models of a crude woman in entertainment that went against societal expectations, 

examples of artists to follow after her in a similar image would be Madonna and Lady Gaga.  



  
Kay   

I know a woman 

A remarkable woman 

 

A passionate woman 

A defiant woman 

A brave woman  

By Justin Schaefer 

 

“Ethel Waters was the first black Superstar...an innovator who opened all the theatrical doors 

hitherto closed to black performers of her day, to attain the towering position she reached as a 

headliner. She fought hard and long to achieve solo star status in the white world of vaudeville, 

night clubs, Broadway theater, radio, films and television. More than any other black performer 

of the century, Ethel Waters was a woman of the theater, and the celebrity she attained in 

maturity as an actress tended at times to overshadow-at least in memory-the importance of her 

accomplishments and influence as a singer.” (Carr). Ethel Waters, “Sweet Mama Stringbean” 

they called her due to her tall height and skinny frame in her early performing years, perhaps has 

the most remarkable legacy. As mentioned before she was the first black “superstar.” She was a 

talented vocalist who set the precedent for several styles of music; blues, jazz, pop, and even 



theatrical pieces. Water’s story is a remarkable one. She was born to a thirteen year old victim of 

rape by a white man, John Waters. She grew up in Chester, Pennsylvania and started her 

performing career in the black theatre circuit of Philadelphia. She started recording in 1921 and 

had the first international hit single by an African American in 1925 with “Dinah.” (Carr). She 

became the first black woman to star in an all-white Broadway show in Irving Berlin’s As 

Thousands Cheer. (Shaw 64-65). In the 1950’s Waters played a southern mammy figure in The 

Member of the Wedding, but managed change the singular stereotypical image of the figure by 

giving an impactful and emotional performance. She later became the first black actress to be 

nominated for an Emmy Award. (MBC).Waters’ career continued to escalate and she went on to 

star in several films and theatre productions. She is remembered as a pioneer in the performing 

arts for everyone white, black, and ever shade in between, but she opened doors for every 

African American performer thereafter.  Some examples of performing artists who follow her 

image as a multi-talented black female superstar would be Whitney Houston and Beyonce. 

 

 The Banjo Player  

There is music in me, the music of a peasant people. 

 I wander through the levee, picking my banjo  

and singing my songs of the cabin and the field.  



At the Last Chance Saloon I am welcome as the violets in March; 

There is always food and drink for me there 

And the dimes of those who love honest music. 

by Fenton Johnson 

  

 

Louis Armstrong was born on August 4, 1901 in New Orleans, Louisiana and grew up in 

a terribly poor and violent neighborhood. When he was twelve he was arrested for firing a gun 

into the air on Christmas Eve and was sent to Waif’s Home, a reform school for adolescents. 

This seemingly horrible circumstance, however, would end up changing his life forever. At 

Waif’s Home Armstrong began playing the cornet, and later the trumpet; the instrument that 

would make him a legend. Once he was released from the school, he befriended Joe “King” 

Oliver, the leader of the first African American band to record records. Armstrong moved with 

Oliver to Chicago and played with him for several years before moving to New York to join 

Fletcher Henderson’s band. Armstrong soon later returned to Chicago and recorded several of 

the most legendary Blues and Jazz records in history. (Parker). He played for Bessie Smith in her 

recording of “St. Louis Blues,” and he also worked with several other Blues vocalists such as Ma 

Rainey and Clara Smith. In 1925 recorded the legendary pioneering Jazz records the “Hot Five” 

and “Hot Seven.” These recordings showcased his groundbreaking skills and experimentation 

with the trumpet. In most of his records post 1925 Armstrong began adding his vocals which are 

characterized by their deep throatiness and invented with art of scat singing; which unintentional 

result of him dropping his sheet music during a performance and forgetting his lyrics. Armstrong 

was also a great Big Band front man with his trumpet. Some of his recordings in this style show 

the beginnings of many pop music styles to come after. Armstrong is often credited as the 

inventor of the Jazz genre. (Parker).Artists such as Duke Ellington, Ella Fitzgerald, Sarah 



Vaughan, Ellis Marsalis, Miles Davis, Tony Bennett, and Wynton Marsalis have all sang his 

praises and of his influence on them artistically. Bing Crosby has gone on the record saying, “I'm 

proud to acknowledge my debt to the 'Reverend Satchelmouth (a nickname of Armstrong’s) ... 

He is the beginning and the end of music in America." ("Bing Crosby Media Archive"). It is 

evident through this that most of modern music has in some way been influenced by Louis 

Armstrong and he remains an icon of American music today. 

   

“Unforgettable”                                                           

Unforgettable, that’s what you are 

Unforgettable, though near or far 

Never before has someone been more 

Unforgettable in everyway 

by Natalie Cole 

  

Nat King Cole’s contributions to society can be best described by Roy Holmes in saying, 

“It was pioneers such as Nat King Cole who paved the way for the progress of the black 

performer… Nat King Cole who, in the forties, became the first black performer to have his own 

regular radio show and in the fifties became the first to have his own regular TV show. He 

gained acceptance with all sections of the community in all countries of the world and did more 

to further the progress of the colored cause than anything achieved by the more violent 



militants.” Nat King Cole, who originally started off as incredibly talented Jazz pianist is 

remembered today for his smooth vocal styling and for being the first black entertainer to have 

his own television show. For his talents on the piano he won many awards, but as his reputation 

as a singer spread, his piano playing began taking the backseat. (Holmes). Cole remains today 

one of the best selling music artists in history, probably due to his being reintroduced to the 

spotlight by his daughter, Natalie Cole in the 1990’s. Natalie Cole, a great singer in her own 

right, made her father’s legacy even greater by doing a tribute album to him; “Unforgettable” 

which included several covers of his hit songs as well as several duets between the posthumous 

singer and his daughter through studio technology. This album not only took helped introduce 

Cole to a new generation, but also marked his daughter’s biggest success, winning her several 

Grammys. Today every year beginning in the middle of November and up through the beginning 

of January, Cole’s “The Christmas Song” can be heard on the radio several times a day. The 

song that paints wonderful holiday imagery in the mind of the listener is seen as one of the 

greatest Christmas songs of all time. Cole’s legacy is multi-faceted. Without Cole’s influence, 

all-black television companies such as BET or TV one would not exist, nor would black radio 

stations. Cole is the forefather and revolutionary of black entertainment in modern times.  

 The achievements of Paul Robeson, Bessie Smith, Ethel Waters, Louis Armstrong, and 

Nat King Cole are many. Their legacies are evident throughout all of modern entertainment 

whether it is in music, acting, or athletics. They have also been role-models for several great 

performing artists to come after them. Their achievements have also made great social impacts; 

with Paul Robeson’s fight against fascism and supporting African American culture, Bessie 

Smith being one of the first models of an independent woman going against the grain of society, 

Ethel Waters being the first black superstar, Louis Armstrong innovating popular music as the 



world knows it today, and Nat King Cole opening doors for black entertainers as well as leaving 

a legacy of great music that the world continues to appreciate. It is undeniable that these notable 

pioneering African American performers have left a legacy that will forever be ingrained within 

not only America, but the world over.  
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