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OVERVIEW 
 

The Harlem Renaissance was a period in which black intellectuals, poets, musicians and 

writers explored their cultural identity. In a society where racism was prevalent African 

Americans lacked economic opportunities. The creation of art, music and poetry was not only a 

way to economically uplift the race but also to demonstrate racial pride. 

The cultural movement started at the end of the First World War and ended in the middle 

of the Great Depression in the 1930s. Many argue that the War expanded economic opportunity 

in Northern cities because of industrialization and the decrease of European immigrants coming 

into the United States.  The Great Migration in the beginning of the 20th century also played a big 

role in the birth of the cultural movement. African Americans in the South were experiencing 

social, cultural and economic oppression so when they found opportunities to escape Jim Crow 

laws they took their chances.  

The lack of a political voice and the prevalent racial hatred led many African Americans 

to express themselves via artistic means. Alain Locke, an African American writer, was the first 

to come up with the term “New Negro” talking about a spur of young black artist who were 

going to change the African American culture by demonstrating that their people were not 

subservient, good for nothing cretins. Other intellectuals such as W.E.B. Du Bois and James 

Weldon Johnson aided in the expansion of the movement by being spokespeople for the literary 

youth. Another important actor of the Harlem renaissance is Marcus Garvey who believed in the 

importance of racial pride and the African heritage. 

The Harlem Renaissance was not only about politics rather it was a way for writers like 

Nora Zeale Hurston , jazz artists like Louis Armstrong and entertainers like Josephine Baker to 

demonstrate that the African American culture not only belonged in American history but proved 
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that the idea about black inferiority was a social construction. It also gave the opportunity to 

some black theater actors to perform among whites and which in turn aided in the rejection of 

blackface and minstrel shows. 

The Harlem Renaissance came to an end during the Great Depression mostly because the 

African American community counted on wealthy white patrons (who were hurt by the 

recession) to contribute to the success of their shows. Nevertheless, the movement inspired new 

authors, musicians and black intellectuals during the civil rights movement. Furthermore, many 

believe that the movement has paved the way towards social equality in the arts and within the 

American society. 
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TIMELINE 1 
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ACTIVITIES 
 
1) Read the book Harlem Stomp: A Cultural History of the Harlem Renaissance by Laban 

Carrick Hill.  
- The student should write a short summary about the book 
-The students should get into groups of three or four and discuss the piece (main themes, 
what stuck out to them, what they learned…) 
-Have the students come up with one or two questions (from each group) and share with the 
class. 
-Discuss with the students the lives of African Americans during that time period. Why was 
the movement so important to them? What did it bring to the community? 

 
2) Have students make their own timeline of the Harlem Renaissance emphasizing either on 

music, art, literature, politics, education, religion… Have them describe how and why the 
particular theme chosen was important during the time period. 
 

3) Provide the children with the list of prominent Harlem Renaissance musicians, writers, 
poets, dancers… and ask them to chose one of them and make a poster board about that 
personality. 
-The poster board should include a background of that famous person, why he/she was 
important, how he/she contributed to the cultural movement… 
-The students should also have a pamphlet including the person’s most famous piece(s) of 
work. 
-The student should organize a fair at the school and present their project to their middle and 
upper school peers. 
 

4) Ask the student to pick a famous play or musical. The class should be made into two groups. 
Allow the students to learn their part and do research on their characters and then have them 
act out the play in front of the other group. 

 
5) Have the students do research on black magazines during the Harlem Renaissance (e.g: The 

Crisis, the Opportunity…) and write a three (3) pages essay about it. 
-students should write a clear and concise background about the magazine (Who created it? 
why was it founded, what struggles did the founders have to go through in order to 
guarantee its success…) 
- What were the main purposes of these magazines?  

        -What type of rubrics was incorporated (e.g.; politics, education, current affairs, musical  
 events…)? 
        -Put the students in groups of two (2) or three (3) and ask them to make their own Harlem       
        Renaissance black newspaper (encourage them to use pictures, clipart, poetry, literature 
       contests…) 
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