
HIS 357 The Harlem Renaissance: 

       July 23 – July 30, 2017  Summer Flex Term 
           6pm – 10pm 
   

The rise of African American artists, writers and professionals 
HISTORY 357: fulfills one Doane Plan Liberal Learning requirement         

Instructor: Kit Voorhees kit.voorhees@doane.edu  

TWO PRE-SEMINAR ASSISGNMENTS 
1. Prior to our first class meeting please go to: 
https://www.google.com/search?client=safari&rls=en&q=Notable+artist
s+of+the+Harlem+Renaissance&ie=UTF-8&oe=UTF-8 This site should 
help you select at least 3 – 5 possibilities for your two research 
requirements. Please bring a list of your selected research choices to our 
first class meeting.  

2. Your textbook is: Harlem on My Mind: Cultural capital of black 
America 1900-196 ISBN 978-1-59558-158-7. Edited by Allon Schoener 
with a new foreword by Congressman Charles B. Rangel.  

Prior to our first class, please read the foreword by Congressman 
Charles B. Rangel and Henry Louis Gates, Jr.s foreword to the 1995 
edition. Be prepared to discuss these two short articles during our first 
class meeting on Sunday, July 26.   

COURSE DESCRIPTION:  

The Harlem Renaissance was a cultural movement that spanned the 1920s 
and 1930s. During this period, former slaves, black musicians, artists, 
writers, educators, and businessmen left the harsh conditions in the south 
and settled in that section of New York City called Harlem. Students will 
explore how the collusion of black Africans and white Americans resulted 
in the evolution of the unique African-American culture. Through the study 
of literature, music, philosophy, religion, and politics, students will learn 
the impact of these former slaves and freedmen on the society of the 
United States.  

One of the most unprecedented periods in U.S. History is that time called The Harlem 
Renaissance. Former slaves, black artists, scholars, educators, and businessmen, each 
seeking a life of dignity and good fortune, left the harsh conditions in the south and 
ultimately settled that section of New York City called Harlem. This area quickly became 



the largest residential center for blacks in the U.S. as well as the cultural center for 
African Americans in an otherwise segregated country. In the years between World Wars 
I and II, African Americans had a place to celebrate their culture and showcase in their 
enormous contributions to life in the U.S.  

Students will explore how the collision of black Africans and white Americans resulted 
in the evolution of the unique African-American culture. Through the study of literature, 
performing and visual arts, philosophy, religion and politics students will learn how post-
Civil War former  

slaves and freedmen became a force within the United States population, despite the 
enormity of racial prejudice so rampant throughout the U.S.  

GOAL:  

Students will learn about the emergence of African American artists, educators, 
businessmen, philosophers and politicians that lead to the establishment of a strong 
African American middle class in the United States. Major focus will be contained 
primarily to the years between 1900 & 1938 in Harlem, New York.  

OBJECTIVES:  

I. Students will become aware of the sociological, religious and political forces that arose 
as a result of slavery and its aftermath of government-defined segregation in the U.S.  

II. Students will study selected poems, essays and fiction written by the leading African 
American writers of the first.  

III. Students will be introduced to the creative works of African American musicians & 
composers, writers, visual artists, and dancers who defined their culture and heritage 
through their art forms.  

IV. Students will understand how economic elements and the violence of racism lead to 
the development of a specific and clearly defined African American culture that has 
become a major force in the United  

 

V. Students will explore the lives of some of the most important black leaders who were 
the precursors of Dr. Martin Luther King and the Civil Rights movement of the 1960s.  

AREAS OF STUDY 
Overview of African Diaspora will include a brief survey of the slave trade (Middle 
Passage) and U.S. slavery, its aftermath during and after the Civil War and the western 
and northern migration of former slaves.  



Overview of Harlem Renaissance will reference the following: the psychological 
background, political implications, artistic accomplishments, and the educational and 
professional development of African Americans in the first half of the 20th century.  

A brief study of the philosophical forces (both domestic & foreign) will illustrate how 
the almost spontaneous formation of the Harlem Renaissance came to be.  

Politics and the Development of African American Organizations will trace the 
development of the NAACP, UNIA and African-American churches and the wide-spread 
influences that occurred.  

Artists were central to the establishment of the Harlem neighborhood. A review of their 
artistic accomplishments will show the enormity of their contributions to both the United 
States and to the international world of Arts & Letters.  

The Literary works that emerged from the Harlem Renaissance continue to be 
published and read into century. We will study various works by Langston Hughes, 
Countee Cullen, Zora Neale Hurston, Gwendolyn Bennett, etc.  

The Harlem Renaissance defined the African American arts & culture and continues to 
inform the country and the world, despite its demise, which was the result of the Great 
Depression and of World War II. Those influences that continue into the current century, 
will be addressed as students develop a timeline of the Harlem Renaissance and its 
aftermath. Hughes, Countee Cullen, Zora Neale Hurston, Gwendolyn Bennett, etc.  

The Harlem Renaissance defined the African American arts & culture and continues to 
inform the country and the world, despite its demise, which was the result of the Great 
Depression and of World War II. Those influences that continue into the current century, 
will be addressed as students develop a timeline of the Harlem Renaissance and its 
aftermath.  

Student Project: (presentation will be given on either the seventh of final class 
meeting of the seminar) 
Your presentation will include internet research and You Tube excerpts pertinent to your 
chosen subjects selected from some of the areas listed below. Permission of the instructor 
is important so that no duplication happens. 
Research will be accomplished primarily on the internet and occasional resources from 
the Instructor and/or the library. We will discuss these the first night class and each 
student will identify their specific study areas during the first class meeting. The general 
areas below will guide you in selecting and specific African American person and his/her 
work has contributed to:                                                                                                                     
a. formation of the first post-slavery ‘home town’ for African-Americans                             
b. contributions to national and international arts and letters 
c. influences that have affected African Americans into the current century.  



This is to be completed prior to our first class meeting so that we can create a 
relevant list for your individual class presentations. The internet and You Tube 
have excellent materials on each person on this list. If there is someone of whom you 
know who is not on the list you may add that person to your possible-choice list.  

CATEGORIES FOR CLASS DISCUSSION & STUDENT RESEARCH: 
1. MUSIC, DANCE & VISUAL ARTS: How the unique music created by the slaves 
and their descendants became the international art form identified as uniquely American.  

2.LITERATURE: How the African rhythms of speech translated into the American 
English of poetry, prose, song, theater and fiction;  

3. RELIGION AND SPIRITUALITY: How African American religion and nationalism 
fed into the development of the mega-churches and televangelists so widespread today 
both throughout the country and on television.  

4. SEGRATION & ITS ANTIDOTES: How African American artists before, during 
and after the Harlem Renaissance portrayed their culture as well as the injustices that 
arose from legalized racism.  

5. SOCIO-POLITICAL LEADERS: Who were those remarkable cultural leaders who 
encouraged, defined and shaped the Harlem Renaissance.  

GRADING:  

ATTENDANCE & PARTICIPATION 
Each class will include listening to music, watching dance, reading literature, or viewing 
specific art that is central to the remarkable period called the Harlem Renaissance. Each 
artistic encounter will be follow by a student-generated discussion of the works under 
study. Because of the importance of student interaction no class can be successfully 
replicated. As a consequence attendance and participation will count for 20% of 
your grade.  

JOURNAL:You are to keep a detailed and comprehensive journal on each class session 
and your reactions to the arts and the class discussions. This is to reflect how you, on a 
personal level, have responded to each area of study and discussion throughout the 
quarter. Your journal will count for 30% of your grade.  

CLASS PRESENTATIONS 
You will give one 10-20 minute presentation to the class that reflects the art and the artist 
whose works you have chosen to explore. I encourage the use of You Tube for citing 
examples of any subject you choose to study. If you are exploring the works of a 
particular visual artist please consult with me about how you can acquire a sample of the 
work under study. The internet is truly a remarkable resource for all of the areas/people 
you might choose to explore. I also have a limited number of books you might want to 



utilize for some of your research. Your class presentations will count for 25% of your 
grade.  

RESEARCH PAPER: 
1.You will write a 5-6 page paper the particular African Americans you choose to study 
and present to the class. (due one week after your presentation)  

All research papers should include a reasonable section on the life of the person, the 
works produced, the particular work(s) you choose to present to the class and how they 
undertook to be activists in the creation of the Harlem Renaissance or in the development 
of a black middle class. I will discuss guidelines for these essays during the first class 
meeting. The paper(s) will count for 25% of your grade.  

SOME HARLEM RENAISSANCE POSSIBLE RESEARCH 
SUBJECTS  

Writers and Poets  Langston Hughes,  Countee Cullen,  Sterling A. 
Brown,  Jessie Redmon Fauset  , Claude McKay,  James Weldon 
Johnson,  Zora Neale Hurston,  Jessie Fauset,  Paul Lawrence Dunbar, 
Joel Augustus Rogers,  

 Musicians  Louis Armstrong,  Edward Kennedy "Duke" 
Ellington,  Fletcher Handerson, Dizzy Gillespie,  Billie Holiday,  Charlie 
Parker, Gertrude “Ma” Rainey,  Bessie Smith, W. C. Handy, Sidney 
Bechet, Madame Sissiereta Joyner Jones, Marion Anderson  

Artists  William H. Johnson,  Lois Mailou Jones,  Palmer Hayden  , 
Romare Bearden  , Augusta Savage, Aaron Douglas, Jacob Lawrence, 
James Van Der Zee (photographer).  

Actors  Charles Gilpin,  Paul Robeson,  Ethel Waters,  Evelyn Preer,   
Adelaide Hall, Etta Moton Barnett, Madame Sul-te-Wan (movies).  

Dancers  George Snowden,  Bill (Bojangles) Robinson,  Herbert 
White,  Earl Tucker,  Florence Mills, Josephine Baker. Katherine 
Dunham.  

Philosophers and Sociologists, Organizers, etc. W.E.B. Du Bois, 
Alain Locke, Marcus Garvey, A Philip Randolph, Madam C. J. Walker, 
Rev. Adam Clayton Powell, Jr. & Adam Clayton Powell, Sr., Bessie & 
Sadie Delany.  

 


