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    Praise for Black Like Us


    
      “Black Like Us unlocks the closet of black lesbian, gay, and bisexual writing.”


      —Keith Boykin, author of One More River to Cross

    


    
      “A phenomenal pioneering anthology.”


      —Ann Allen Shockley, author of Loving Her

    


    
      “Black Like Us thoughtfully shapes and lovingly nurtures a literary tradition that has been marginalized for too long. An absorbing and enlightening encounter with compelling American literature.”


      —John D’Emilio, author of

      Lost Prophet: The Life and Times of Bayard Rustin

    


    
      “A vital achievement.”


      —George Chauncey, University of Chicago; author of Gay New York

    


    
      “An exceptionally fine read and a rich resource for all of us.”


      —Robert L. Allen, co-editor of

      Brotherman: The Odyssey of Black Men in America

    


    
      “Black Like Us refuses to separate the histories and imaginations of Black America and Queer America. In so doing, it becomes a model for a more insightful and useful cultural discussion, one that has importance for all of American culture.”


      —Joan Nestle, co-founder of the Lesbian Herstory Archives;

      author of A Restricted Country and A Fragile Union
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      We are not the first to suffer, rebel, fight, love and die. The grace with which we embrace life, in spite of the pain, the sorrows, is always a measure of what has gone before.


      —ALICE WALKER, Revolutionary Petunias

    

  


  
    FOREWORD


    Evelyn C. White




    READ? WRITE? AFRICAN AMERICANS ARE DESCENDANTS OF people who were forbidden, on the penalty of death, to engage in such pursuits. Then, as now, the oppressor understood that knowledge leads the dispossessed to power. That power is the springboard to freedom. And most importantly, that freedom can lead to bliss. The kind of bliss that Langston Hughes describes in “Blessed Assurance,” his story about the erotic love between two black men that is made plain in the stained-glass sanctity of the historic black church. As the Shakespeare of Harlem was known to have said himself: Do Jesus! Lawd Today!


    As the nation marks the 110th anniversary of the birth of Langston Hughes (an Aquarian born February 1, 1902), how wonderful it is that Cleis Press has been called to release Black Like Us: A Century of Lesbian, Gay, and Bisexual African American Fiction. I’m happy to leave the debate about who, within our ranks, meets the standards for gay “certification” to those who revel in such sensationalism. Indeed, I’m inclined to agree with the divinely inspired Assotto Saint who once noted that black folk have more salient issues to ponder. Namely, how we might best “rise to the love that we need.”


    To be sure, Black Like Us is resplendent with the fierce jubilation of black queer literary genius—as the creators have seen fit to share their gifts. As with its precursors (most notably Home Girls, In the Life, Brother to Brother, and Afrekete), Black Like Us aims at inclusion. The “hot/not” battle lines and encampments that have, unfortunately, been pervasive in media-marketed gay culture and politics are refreshingly absent here. During an era when “We Are the World” has proven to be more than a warm and fuzzy cliché, the collection stands as an exemplary twenty-first century model for our movement—one that provides a foundation for all future scholars of gay and lesbian artistry. To say nothing of the multitudes of black gay youth searching for voice, visibility, and mirror reflections.


    And on that note, this landmark volume makes clear that while we have often been forced to traverse “the rough side of the mountain,” black queers have never journeyed alone. Within these pages, readers will discover the history, geography, hopes, and dreams of a people who have tried to love in the crucible of racism, sexism, and homophobia that is as much a part of the American fabric as the vaunted “amber waves of grain.” Offered in the soaring voices of Alice, Langston, Jewelle, Darieck, Alexis, Samuel, Shay, E. Lynn, and many others, we, too, sing America. Perhaps that sweet, sweet soul brother Marvin Gaye said it best: “Come get to this.”

  


  
    PREFACE


    
      I name myself “lesbian” because this culture oppresses, silences, and destroys lesbians, even lesbians who don’t call themselves “lesbians.” I name myself “lesbian” because I want to be visible to other black lesbians. I name myself “lesbian” because I do not subscribe to predatory/institutionalized heterosexuality. I name myself lesbian because I want to be with women (and they don’t all have to call themselves “lesbians”). I name myself “lesbian” because it is part of my vision. I name myself lesbian because being woman-identified has kept me sane. I call myself “Black,” too, because Black is my perspective, my aesthetic, my politics, my vision, my sanity.


      —Cheryl Clarke, from “New Notes on Lesbianism”

    


    
      It is not enough to tell us that one was a brilliant poet, scientist, educator, or rebel. Whom did he love? It makes a difference. I can’t become a whole man simply on what is fed to me: watered down versions of Black life in America. I need the ass-splitting truth to be told, so I will have something pure to emulate, a reason to remain loyal.


      —ESSEX HEMPHILL, from “Loyalty”

    


    MOST LITERARY INTERPRETATIONS OF BLACK LESBIAN, GAY , and bisexual literature focus either on race or on sexuality. Readers sympathetic to gay and lesbian studies typically invoke sexual orientation over race in looking at this work; those who are sympathetic to black studies typically invoke race over sexual orientation. This dichotomous approach to the literature—that it is either black or gay—helps explain the ongoing controversy within some black intellectual circles about the sexual identity of Langston Hughes and the sexual politics of his work, for example.


    But as Cheryl Clarke explains, race and sexuality are connected. She identifies as both black and lesbian. According to Clarke, both of these aspects of her identity inform her aesthetics, her politics, and her vision. Either/or readings of writers like Clarke obscure not only that African Americans comprise a distinguished list of lesbian and gay artists whose work has helped to liberate sexuality from repressive and disciplinary conventions. Such readings also obscure the fact that gays, lesbians, and bisexuals comprise a distinguished list of African Americans whose work has helped to liberate race from its entrapment within narrow conceptions of identity and civil rights.


    Thus Black Like Us. Stated simply, the purpose of this book is to showcase the African American lesbian, gay, and bisexual literary tradition in a way that affirms rather than negates the interconnections among race, gender, and sexuality. To do so, Black Like Us brings together thirty-six authors whose combined body of work covers one hundred years—from the writings of the Harlem Renaissance and the Great Migration of the Depression era to the protest literature of postwar civil rights activism and the fiction of the present day that unabashedly transcends sexual identity.


    The table of contents lists equal parts men and women, some of whom are lesbian, some gay, some bisexual, some reportedly asexual, but all of whom are “queer”—and not only in terms of sexuality, but in terms of race and gender as well. The employment of the term “queer” is of course controversial, particularly when applied to African Americans; many black people across the range of sexual orientation object to its white cultural connotation, if not the word’s association with sexual pathology. Consequently, large numbers of African Americans resist identifying themselves as queer, preferring instead the more acceptable labels lesbian, gay, homosexual, or even the relatively recent “same-gender-loving.” Then, too, there are men and women who decline to claim a sexuality under any label whatsoever. Given this social backdrop, it is important to make clear that the term “queer” as employed in this book signifies identity and ideological nonconformity—not a particular sexual orientation. Part of what Black Like Us aims to show is that many of the writers in this volume were queer in terms of how they defined and embodied their racial identity, queer in terms of their conception and performance of their gender, queer in how they articulated and practiced politics, as well as queer in their intimate relationships and sense of sexual identity.


    The majority of authors in this anthology have published at least one novel or short story collection. When taken together, these works represent an impressive cross section of fictional genres, including, but not limited to, romance, science fiction, fantasy, young adult, autobiography, humor, coming out, and AIDS literature. Not all of these works, however, are thought to be essentially “homosexual,” though each contains some form of homosexual content and all are categorized as African American writing. Forthright depictions of queer sexuality, quite expectedly, correlate to the cultural climate of the day. Thus, lesbian and gay fiction in general grew significantly with the advent of modern sexual liberationist politics in the 1960s, with an especially active thrust after 1980. Hence, this anthology is weighted toward the last quarter century, with pre-Stonewall authors represented as fully as possible.


    As this is fundamentally a book about the ways in which race, sexuality, and gender are experienced by black Americans, all of the contributors—with the exceptions of authors Rosa Guy and Michelle Cliff, who immigrated to New York as young children—were born and raised in the United States. This serves the vital function of presenting the first comprehensive collection of twentieth-century African American lesbian, gay, and bisexual writing, but also assists in establishing a more richly detailed consideration of history as it is experienced within a specific country and culture.


    Additionally, the selections included in Black Like Us are exclusively works of fiction. Many of these authors began their careers publishing short stories, establishing their names in magazines and anthologies. The very nature of these publications called for brevity of form and, in the case of the more politically engaged periodicals, sufficient polemical opportunities that were ideally suited to the short story format. For unlike poetry, fiction enabled authors to explore character and circumstance in depth, often toward rhetorical ends. In the case of African American lesbian and gay men, however, fiction also permitted authors to incorporate controversial and overtly autobiographical same-sex content that if candidly expressed might have embarrassed or harmed one’s literary reputation. As for those artists who openly affirmed their sexual identity in print, short stories and novels presented great imaginative opportunities to dramatize fully the stories of characters “in the life.”


    Many people would be surprised to learn that black lesbian, gay, and bisexual literature appeals to diverse audiences. While a handful of the authors featured in Black Like Us are read by mainstream audiences of popular fiction, others are read by lesbians and gay men (across race), or by African Americans (across sexual orientation). Still other contributors are familiar primarily to black lesbian, gay, and bisexual audiences. And a few are essentially unread outside of academia. While many readers are certain to find works by their favorite authors, very few readers of Black Like Us will be familiar with all of the selections, let alone will have read them. As one might expect, this literature reflects the lives of black lesbians, gays, and bisexuals, seldom involving the experiences of black queer men and women exclusively. Therefore, Black Like Us gives voice to mothers, fathers, grandparents, children, ex-husbands, neighbors, classmates, friends, and associates of black lesbians and gays, all of whom contribute to the diversity of what might be called the black homosexual condition. Yet, in some sense, singling out a black homosexual “condition” or “experience” proves as challenging as labeling human sexuality, and indeed may be just as shortsighted. Furthermore, one reasonably might inquire as to the propriety or necessity of showcasing an author’s work in the context of his or her sexuality—or race or gender, for that matter. To put all of this more directly, would not a more effective way to honor black lesbian, gay, and bisexual authors be to free their work entirely from the constraints of identity politics? The answer may depend on whether one believes, as Essex Hemphill did, that who we are in terms of our sexuality and sexual practices “makes a difference.” Black Like Us argues—strongly—that sexuality, like gender and race, matters.


    Black Like Us is organized into three sections, corresponding with three historical periods: The Harlem Renaissance, 1900–1950; The Protest Era, 1950–1980; and Coming Out Black, Like Us, 1980–2000. Each section is introduced by a historical essay that situates black queer fiction in terms of the corresponding cultural, political, legal, and literary conditions under which each author worked. To that end, the introductions combine extended discussions of black lesbian, gay, and bisexual expression with comparably elaborate treatments of the political currents that shaped the sexual identities of these authors and the corresponding gay-identified, or non-gay-identified, content of their work. Informing this approach is the notion that the cultural and political context within which an author produces literature provides at least one interpretive framework for evaluating and making sense of the work.


    The methodological approach we take in the introductions is “integrative.” That is, each introduction attempts simultaneously to engage black history, women’s history, and gay and lesbian history (to employ the conventional identity labels), as well as to illuminate the literary movements of each of the foregoing groups. We adopt this methodology for two principal reasons. The first is to make clear that race, gender, and sexual orientation are interconnected aspects of personhood. The second and related reason is to deliberately complicate our understanding of history, civil rights, and social and literary movements. Typically, we study black history as though it were disconnected from women’s history; often we study gay and lesbian history as though it were somehow not a part of women’s history; and rarely do we study black history in the context of making sense of gay and lesbian history (or vice versa). The tendency is to study literary movements in the same disaggregated way. Indeed, in conducting the research for this book, we could not find a single piece of scholarship that comprehensively delineates the connections among the literary productions of blacks, women, and gays and lesbians (again, using the conventional identity labels), let alone works that situate those connections vis-à-vis history, politics, law, and civil rights over the span of the last century. While the introductions we provide are certainly not comprehensive, they do attempt to “defrac-tionalize” the dominant understanding of the literary productions of subordinated groups as well as the social contexts within which those productions took place.


    If Black Like Us was conceived to encourage an intersectional approach to black queer literature, the book also was conceptualized to expand the literary canon of black queer writing. All too frequently, the canon is reduced to a few distinguished authors: James Baldwin, Audre Lorde, and Langston Hughes. Although the works of these authors are undeniably important and often groundbreaking, they are part of a larger, politicized literary tradition. Almost certainly, none of these landmark authors would have wished to see their writing set above or apart from other black queer artists. For just as writers of the pre-Stonewall era drew inspiration from their antecedents, so too have contemporary black lesbian, gay, and bisexual authors carried forward the black lesbian and gay literary tradition in ways perhaps unimaginable to their predecessors.


    Still, Black Like Us is not a definitive study of black queer fiction. In spite of the breadth of its undertaking, the book is intended merely as a point of departure. Nor does the inclusion of any piece constitute an endorsement of its literary quality or ideological orientation. As you will see, some of the literature is better than others; some more political than others; some more sexually explicit than others; some more black gay/lesbian–affirming than others; some more conservative, even problematic, than others. Guiding the selection process was our aim of presenting a broad representation of the literature and avoiding, to the extent possible, policing the literary quality or ideology of the work.


    Yet there are numerous writers whose work is not represented in this collection. Were this a multivolume project, there no doubt would have been room for a broader sampling. One could quite easily fill a book of this size with the black lesbian, gay, and bisexual fiction published during the last decade alone—and still exclude popular authors. This is one of the reasons Black Like Us includes an extensive bibliography: to provide readers with an opportunity to pursue the literature in greater depth for a better appreciation of the wider literary tradition that includes poetry, memoirs, histories, anthologies, plays, academic studies, and other works. All of this is to say that to some extent Black Like Us is just the beginning. Our sense is that this beginning is long overdue.


    Devon W. Carbado

    Dwight A. McBride

    Donald Weise
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    1900–1950

    THE HARLEM RENAISSANCE

    “…the perfumed orchid of the New Negro Movement”


    WRITING IN 1920, AS THE EPOCH THAT LATER CAME TO BE known as the Harlem Renaissance was gathering momentum, W. E. B. DuBois heralded a “New Negro” aesthetic. “A renaissance of American Negro literature is due,” he proclaimed; “the material about us in the strange, heart-rending race tangle is rich beyond dream and only we can tell the tale and sing the song from the heart.”1 According to DuBois, the “New Negro” would challenge racial stereotypes that had suppressed blacks for centuries. Unlike the “old Negro” associated with the antebellum South, this new generation of early-twentieth century artists would embrace literature as a source of liberation, employing ennobled representations of the African American experience to “uplift the race” from its maligned past. For DuBois, however, this “race tangle” would not be taken up by just anyone. Race matters, perhaps even the salvation of the black race itself, were the province of an elite class of blacks, an exemplary subminority of men and women steeped in culture and education—the “Talented Tenth.” DuBois firmly believed that this distinguished group—ten percent of the overall black population— would lead the coming renaissance and rescue African Americans from the racially subordinating conditions under which they lived. “The Negro race, like all races, is going to be saved by its exceptional men,” he remarked in his seminal essay “The Talented Tenth,” published in 1903. “The problem of education, then, among Negroes must first of all deal with the Talented Tenth; it is the problem of developing the Best of this race that they may guide the Mass away from the contamination and death of the Worst, in their own and other races.”2


    While DuBois forecast a new literary movement, the Harlem Renaissance had in fact already begun. Spanning roughly the years from the end of the First World War in 1918 to at least the mid-1930s of the Great Depression, the Harlem Renaissance represents a significant era of African American artistic productivity. In this respect, DuBois was prescient in foretelling the significance of this period in terms of art, culture, and politics. Still, his notion of the Talented Tenth, though not an unreasonable response to severe racial backlash following the war, deprived him of the foresight necessary to understand that a literary renaissance of such breadth would resist essentialist notions of racial uplift. For the ideological orientation of the Harlem Renaissance fundamentally challenged the idea that a privileged minority of intellectuals could, or should, represent African Americans en masse.


    Nor would the black majority, particularly young people, abide by the marginalization and exclusion that DuBois’s antiracist vision invited. Excluded from the Talented Tenth were the “low-down folks,” as Langston Hughes called the remaining ninety percent of African Americans. “[A]nd they are the majority—may the Lord be praised!” Forecasting predictions of his own in “The Negro Artist and the Racial Mountain,” a 1926 essay, Hughes observed that “perhaps these common people will give the world its truly great Negro artist, the one who is not afraid to be himself.” Hughes’s thinking was that “[w]hereas the better-class Negro would tell the artist what to do, the people at least let him alone when he does appear…. We younger Negro artists who create now intend to express our own individual dark-skinned selves without fear or shame.”3


    The African American lesbian, gay, and bisexual fiction published during the first half of the century is in many respects a study in this conflict over how postbellum blacks might best represent their “dark-skinned selves”—both to other blacks as well as to the world at large. In the case of sexual minorities, the intraracial differences among New Negro factions on issues of race and class were further complicated by considerations of sexuality and gender, though seldom were sexual topics raised as a legitimate point of debate. Beginning in 1926 with Richard Bruce Nugent’s “Smoke, Lilies, and Jade,” the first-known overtly homosexual work published by an African American, same-sex desire, if not thrust into the open, was at least showcased as a controversial theme for black writers to address explicitly. And while African American lesbian or bisexual authors such as Angelina Weld Grimké and Alice Dunbar-Nelson had in fact been publishing politically engaged work since the late-nineteenth and early twentieth-century, this literature was either unconcerned with homosexuality or, when same-sex subject matter was incorporated, often left unpublished, as with Grimké’s love poems and Dunbar-Nelson’s short stories. Although present-day black lesbian, gay, and bisexual fiction may have its origins in this body of fledgling literature, these early writings are not “gay-identified,” in the contemporary sense of the term. Nor would authors such as Grimké, Dunbar-Nelson, or Nugent have identified their own sexual orientation as such. Notwithstanding the fact that the Harlem Renaissance enjoys a popular reputation as a period of extreme sexual permissiveness and gay-themed artistic expression, homosexuality retained an outlaw status that few blacks embraced at the time and, given the extreme racial subordination of the period, that still fewer would have championed alongside matters of race and class. Even queer writers of overtly gay-themed work—among them Langston Hughes, Claude McKay, and Wallace Thurman—took care to conceal their sexuality from the overwhelmingly disapproving public eye, employing a variety of socially acceptable covers (most notably marriages of convenience in the instances of Countee Cullen and Thurman).


    But if modern sexual terminology fails to capture the sexual culture within which the Harlem Renaissance was played out, so too does the notion that the events in Harlem of the 1920s constituted a renaissance among African American artists fail to capture fully the artistic legacy of the New Negro Movement. To many observers, the renaissance dates more inclusively not from the close of the First World War but instead from the politically charged climate of the post–Civil War Reconstruction era. From its start in 1865, Reconstruction, sometimes called the “Second American Revolution,” was a period of progressive politics in which the federal government and supportive whites assisted newly emancipated blacks in an effort to build a more democratic society. Combined with the drastic social and political changes that accompanied the abolition of slavery in 1863 was the need to rebuild the war-torn South. In effect, three constitutional amendments—the Thirteenth (abolishing slavery), ratified in 1865; the Fourteenth (conferring citizenship) in 1868; and the Fifteenth (granting black males the right to vote) in 1870—along with a series of Republican-orchestrated Reconstruction Acts that placed southern states under military control to ensure the enfranchisement of African American men, proved insufficient protections against civil rights violations. Indeed, the job of Reconstruction in the South, even in its most radical moments, was never stable. Former Confederates were bitter about losing the war, and many resentful white Southerners perceived the rapid advancements that Reconstructionist programs demanded on behalf of blacks as being too much, too fast. African Americans had in fact made significant economic and political inroads. From 1870 to 1901, for example, two black men, Blanche Bruce and Hiram Revels, joined the U.S. Senate, and twenty black congressmen entered the House of Representatives. Southern whites found these and other forms of racial progress disruptive of the racial hierarchy to which they had become accustomed economically, socially, and politically. Thus, they deployed a variety of measures, including violence and terror, to reestablish total political control of the southern states and to undo black racial gains. This politics of backlash was helped by the Compromise of 1877, pursuant to which Republican legislators withdrew federal troops from the South, essentially granting the South “home rule,” while congressional Democrats conceded the deadlocked 1876 presidential election to the Republican candidate, Rutherford B. Hayes.


    In the aftermath of Reconstruction’s demise the segregationist era of “Jim Crow” was born. In certain respects, Jim Crow was as bad as institutionalized slavery, and in some instances worse. Subject to much of the same repression under comparably exploitive social conditions in similarly violent circumstances, blacks were for all purposes abandoned without protection by the government. By the 1890s southern states were instituting stronger segregation laws, a situation that the Supreme Court encouraged when it upheld the legality of “separate-but-equal” segregation in Plessy v. Ferguson (1896). Meanwhile, blacks were lynched with unprecedented frequency, as many as one hundred women and men a year. It is in the context of the violent antiblack politics of the 1880s that Ida B. Wells launched her famous antilynching crusade. A journalist and newspaper editor whose early articles “Our Women” and “Race Pride” reflected a political commitment to both race and gender, Wells was among the most ardent public critics not only of lynching but also of the federal government’s complicity in offering no protection to its victims. Writing in the tradition of the abolitionists Frederick Douglass and Frances Ellen Watkins Harper, Wells authored the pamphlets Southern Horrors: Lynch Law in All Its Phases (1892) and A Red Record: Tabulated Statistics and Alleged Causes of Lynching in the United States (1895). Both documents reshaped the post-Reconstruction public discourse, in part by arguing that lynchings were driven not by black men sexually assaulting white women but by white resentment over the political advancement of African Americans. “Why,” Wells asked, “is mob murder permitted by a Christian nation? What is the cause of this awful slaughter? This question is answered almost daily—always the same, shameless falsehood that ‘Negroes are lynched to protect womanhood.’” According to Wells, “This is the never-varying answer of lynchers and their apologists. All know that it is untrue.” She argued that “The cowardly lyncher revels in murder, then seeks to shield himself from public execration by claiming devotion to woman. But truth is mighty and the lynching record discloses the hypocrisy of the lyncher as well as his crime.”4


    Wells’s confrontational politics differed substantially from the accommodationist beliefs of Booker T. Washington, the preeminent black civil rights leader of the late-nineteenth century whose teachings set the tone for post-Reconstruction racial discourse. Washington, a former slave and author of the best-selling autobiography Up from Slavery (1901), was the influential cofounder of the Tuskegee Institute, a vocational school created for blacks in 1881, which emphasized industrial education over academic learning. “Our greatest danger,” Washington posited in his “Atlanta Address,” a career-defining speech delivered at the Cotton States Exposition in 1895, “is that in the great leap from slavery to freedom we may overlook the fact that the masses of us [blacks] are to live by the productions of our hands.” He urged black Americans “to keep in mind that we shall prosper in proportion as we learn to dignify and glorify common labor, and put brains and skill into the common occupations of life.” Central to his thinking was the idea that “No race can prosper till it learns that there is as much dignity in tilling a field as in writing a poem. It is at the bottom of life we must begin, not at the top. Nor should we permit our grievances to overshadow our opportunities.”


    But Washington’s comments were directed not only at African Americans. Part of the ideological project of his speech was to make clear to white Americans that the “New Negro” would be driven not by a politics of resentment but by a commitment of loyalty. “As we have proved our loyalty to you [whites] in the past, nursing your children, watching by the sick bed of your mothers and fathers, and often following them with tear-dimmed eyes to their graves, so in the future, in our humble way, we shall stand by you….” 5 For Washington, racial subordination was an unavoidable and perhaps even permanent reality of African American life. Thus his was a politics of pragmatism that encouraged blacks to strive patiently toward economic rather than racial equality. His conservatism proved popular even with progressive whites, as well as with industrialists like Andrew Carnegie and John D. Rockefeller, who supported Washington’s program to the extent that he was useful in combating labor unions. Among blacks, however, Washington’s reputation engendered greater controversy. Wells notably resurrected the defunct Afro-American League, a black unity organization started in 1890, as the newly established Afro-American Council in 1898, in part to counter the racial politics of white accommodation.


    Among Ida B. Wells’s other groundbreaking accomplishments was the creation in 1912 of the Alpha Suffrage Club of Chicago, believed to be the first organization of black women suffragists. During the political turmoil of the Reconstruction era, women’s suffrage had gained greater momentum with women activists than at any time since the first clear expression of women’s “right to vote” by Elizabeth Cady Stanton and Lucretia Mott at the Woman’s Rights convention in 1848. By century’s end, and in the spirit of Sojourner Truth, who had linked race and gender concerns in her famous “Ain’t I a Woman” speech of 1851, African American women had formed a network of clubs. The National League of Colored Women (formed in 1892) and the National Federation of Afro-American Women (1896) represented more than one hundred black women’s groups. The 1896 merger of these two national bodies resulted in the National Association of Colored Women (NACW), whose motto “Lifting As We Climb” signified the organization’s concern with racial uplift and the betterment of black womanhood as a central platform.


    “[S]elf-preservation demands that [black women] go among the lowly, to whom they are bound by ties of race and sex,” remarked Mary Church Terrell, cofounder and first president of the NACW. 6 Although the club movement was dominated by middle-class women such as Terrell, some of whom sought to educate the black underclass on domestic issues like housekeeping and child-care, the NACW more importantly served as a leading voice in the suffragist cause until the Nineteenth Amendment passed in 1920. Writing in “Woman Suffrage and the Fifteenth Amendment” in 1915, Terrell emphasized that her women’s rights platform was rooted in racial solidarity: “Even if I believed that women should be denied the right of suffrage, wild horses could not drag such an admission from my pen or my lips, for this reason: precisely the same arguments used to prove that the ballot be withheld from women are advanced to prove that colored men should not be allowed to vote.” It occurred to Terrell that “The reasons for repealing the Fifteenth Amendment differ but little from the arguments advanced by those who oppose the enfranchisement of women.” Thus, she believed that it would be “inconsistent” for black people to “use their influence against granting the ballot to women, if they believed that colored men should enjoy this right which citizenship confers.” 7


    The black women’s club movement, and the NACW in particular, served as well to inspire the politics of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NACP). The organization was established in 1909 after white activists Mary White Ovington, Oswald Garrison Villard, and William English Walling issued a “Call” to commemorate the centennial of Abraham Lincoln’s birth with a conference on race relations. “This government cannot exist half-slave and half-free any better today than it could in 1861,” the Call declared. “We call upon the believers in democracy to join in a national conference for the discussion of present evils, the voicing of protests, and the renewal of the struggle for civil and political liberty.” 8 Working toward the advancement of people of color, the NACP operated originally as a white-governed organization, though it became more fully African American–oriented in 1920 under the black leadership of James Weldon Johnson and later under Walter White. Of the three original founders, however, it was Ovington, a Socialist reformer from a privileged family background, who had first conceived of the group and persuaded her male partners to join her cause. For she saw the post-Reconstruction “Negro Problem” as a continuation of the abolitionist struggle, only infused with the implicitly feminist thrust behind the suffragist movement. “I believe that women for a long time to come, whether they have suffrage or not, will need to be banded together against oppression,” she remarked in “Socialism and the Feminist Movement,” a 1914 critique of the Socialist Party for failing to support a woman’s right to vote. “[T]hey will also recognize that as women they have an obligation to stand with all other women who are fighting for the destruction of masculine despotism and for the right of womankind.”9 Indeed, among the sixty names undersigning the Call, one-third were women’s. Moreover, Ovington ensured the inclusion of African American women, particularly leaders like Ida B. Wells and Mary Church Terrell, whose NACW motivated Ovington toward a broader incorporation of gender and race relations in the NACP. Writing of her visit to the NACW convention in 1919, Ovington commented, “I never saw anything like it before or since.” Part of what surprised her was black women’s political and social activism. She wrote: “[T]he white world, and white women especially, have no appreciation for the amount of social service work that colored women, without wealth or leisure, have accomplished.”10


    Joining the Call for a conference on race relations was W. E. B. DuBois, the controversial author of The Souls of Black Folks (1903). In that landmark collection that presaged his formation of the militant Niagara Movement in 1905, DuBois openly attacked the powerful Tuskegee Machine, a gesture that marked a radical departure from the tradition of black conservatism in favor of “persistent manly agitation [as] the way to liberty.” Although poorly funded and short-lived, the Niagara Movement, with little support from whites, sought full enfranchisement of African Americans, proclaiming that “We refuse to allow the impression to remain that the Negro-American assents to inferiority, is submissive under oppression and apologetic before insults.”11 Beyond the financial strains and political pressure applied by Tuskegee loyalists, members disagreed on “nonracial” issues, notably women’s role in the Movement. Cofounder Monroe Trotter objected even to their participation, which DuBois countered by creating the Massachusetts Niagara Women’s Auxiliary in 1906. When the NACP invited DuBois to join its fledgling white staff three years later, he was thus prepared to disband his work with Trotter to become founding editor of The Crisis, the NACP journal that would serve as the primary vehicle for his racial uplift polemic on the “Talented Tenth.”


    While DuBois’s and the NACP’s racial platform was not unproblematic with respect to gender—Ida B. Wells, for example, was an early detractor, charging that she had been excluded by the organizing committee— The Crisis nevertheless became a vocal advocate for women’s rights. “The statement that woman is weaker than man is sheer rot: It is the same thing we hear about ‘darker races’ and ‘lower classes,’” DuBois put forth in a 1915 article that urged black men to vote on behalf of women’s suffrage in the forthcoming election. “Difference, either physical or spiritual, does not argue weakness or inferiority. That the average woman is spiritually different from the average man is undoubtedly just as true as the fact that the average white man differs from the average Negro.” The question for DuBois was whether and how these “differences” should matter. Differences between blacks and whites, he argued, are “no reason for disenfranchising the Negro or lynching him.” Nor, he reasoned, should differences between the sexes justify the subordination of women. In this sense, DuBois’s political project transcended race. He even went so far as to assert that “The meaning of the twentieth century is the freeing of the individual soul.”12


    The topic of sexual orientation, however, lacked a forum in early black civil rights activism, even though one would presume that black lesbians, black gay men, and black bisexuals had been involved in American social protest struggle as long as blacks had participated in such movements. Sexual minorities had been silenced out of shame, fear of criminal retribution, and, importantly, a lack of understanding of the inherently political nature of sexual identity. Furthermore, many blacks had only recently become better acquainted with the politics of race, and the majority of African Americans, to no one’s surprise, prized black enfranchisement above all else. If the “freeing of the individual soul” had at last been enlarged to include black women, it had not been extended to homosexuals and bisexuals who were black. As DuBois’s “Talented Tenth” platform placed extreme emphasis on black respectability, the “outlaw” community of homosexuals early in the century, no matter their education or social status, were effectively sidelined. When the issue of homosexuality did in fact appear in the black political discourse of the time, it often surfaced in the context of “illegal” activity, from which even DuBois was not exempt. Writing in his memoirs, he remarked, “In the midst of my career there burst upon me a new and undreamed aspect of sex. A young man, long my disciple and student, then my co-helper and successor to part of my work, was suddenly arrested for molesting men in public places.”13 The young man in his charge was Augustus Granville Dill, whom DuBois’s biographer described delicately as “fastidious and a predestined bachelor.”14 Meeting for the first time during Dill’s undergraduate years at Atlanta University around 1900, the two scholars coedited several influential sociological studies, including Efforts for Social Betterment among Negro Americans (1909), a study of black women’s self-help organizations. So close was their friendship that when DuBois left his teaching position at Atlanta University to join the NACP, Dill replaced him on faculty until he too came on board The Crisis as business manager in 1913. Smooth working relations between the two continued for almost fifteen years, until, much to DuBois’s dismay, Dill was arrested in 1928 for having gay sex in a subway toilet. Although Dill’s mentor had never “contemplated continuing my life work without you [Dill] by my side,” he nonetheless terminated his protégé.15 Apparently troubled by this decision for the rest of his life, DuBois wrote in 1958, “I had before that time no conception of homosexuality. I had never understood the tragedy of Oscar Wilde. I dismissed my co-worker forthwith, and spent heavy days regretting my act.”16


    Indeed, Wilde’s 1898 court trial and sentencing for violation of England’s Labourche Amendment (an 1885 law that had added oral sex to the list of homosexual offenses punishable by incarceration) was an internationally sensational scandal, cautioning, if not further suppressing, overt expressions of homosexuality. The tragedy’s impact reached as far away as the United States, where, according to Neil Miller, some nine hundred sermons against Wilde were preached between 1895 and 1900 alone. It was under the shadow of such dire circumstances that renderings of male homosexuality in American fiction began quietly to emerge. The first gay-themed novels of the twentieth century, such as Edward I. Prime-Stevenson’s Imre: A Memorandum (1906) and his study of gay pioneers John Addington Symonds and Edward Carpenter entitled The Intersexes: A History of Similisexualism as a Problem in Social Life (1908), were self-published or printed overseas in limited editions, often under pseudonyms. The first openly gay novel by an nationally recognized American author to appear under his own name, however, was Henry Blake Fuller’s Bertram Cope’s Year (1919). Following the armistice of the First World War, two notable authors addressing explicit gay subject matter were Robert McAlmond, whose self-published collection Distinguished Air (Grim Fairy Tales) (1925) features what some critics believe to be the first depiction of a gay bar in American fiction, and Richard Bruce Nugent’s homoerotic, bisexually themed short story “Smoke, Lilies, and Jade” (1926).


    Nugent, who published this landmark story under the pen name Richard Bruce to protect the privacy of his socially established family, was a self-described flamboyantly gay bohemian—“the perfumed orchid of the New Negro Movement”—who has come to be more closely identified with the queer spirit of the Harlem Renaissance than perhaps any other author.17 His story “Smoke, Lilies, and Jade” was widely considered the first identifiably gay work of fiction by an African American male. “Smoke, Lilies, and Jade” depicts transgressive black sexuality in a way that shook the foundations of DuBois’s “Talented Tenth” philosophy. Indeed, merely calling another man “beautiful,” as Nugent had done by naming the love interest Beauty, was a bold act. For as the author remarked in an interview during the 1980s, “You didn’t call a man beautiful. I did.”18 Originally, the story was undertaken on a dare, when it was first proposed for the debut issue of Fire!! (1926), a radical but short-lived New Negro magazine started by Nugent, Langston Hughes, and Wallace Thurman. “Wally [Thurman] and I thought that the magazine would get bigger sales if it was banned in Boston. So we flipped a coin to see who wrote bannable material. The only two things we could think of that were bannable were a story about prostitution or about homosexuality.” Nugent took the topic of homosexuality, while Thurman contributed a piece on prostitution in “Cordelia the Crude” (1926). Thurman, author of the gay-oriented novels The Blacker the Berry (1929), which also prominently considers skin color consciousness among blacks, and Infants of the Spring (1932), a merciless parody of the Harlem Renaissance written as the movement was winding down, similarly embraced the black counterculture, as demonstrated notably by his list of personal abhor-rences, which included all African American “uplift” propaganda, black novelists, morals, religion, and “sympathetic white folks,” among many others.19 Speaking to this rather sudden “visibility” of black male homosexuality in Harlem, Nugent added years later, “You did what you wanted to. Nobody was in the closet. There wasn’t any closet.”20


    Speaking in 1968, Nugent remarked of “Smoke, Lilies, and Jade” that he “didn’t know it was gay when [he] wrote it,” 21 illustrating the caution that must be exerted in equating gay men’s nonconformism in the 1920s with their willingness to self-identify as homosexual or bisexual in the modern context of gay liberation politics. For many celebrated black gay or bisexual writers of the period succumbed to societal pressures to the extent that many married in spite of ongoing attraction to men. Each writer, however, managed “heterosexual” relations in his own way. Thurman, for example, who was arrested for public sex with a man just two days after his first visit to New York in 1925, apparently hid his homosexuality from his wife during their six-month union, whereas Nugent, who claims to have loved the woman he wed in 1952 (though he does not say what forces motivated him to marry a woman whom he admits he did not love physically), continued affairs with men openly throughout their seventeen-year marriage. As if concealing his sexual orientation were not cover enough, Thurman took the additional step of announcing publicly that he was not a homosexual, adding that the rumor was an attempt by the black establishment to tarnish his reputation and undermine his career.


    Perhaps most noteworthy was Countee Cullen, the young poet laureate of the Harlem Renaissance, who in 1928 wed Nina Yolande DuBois, the only daughter of W. E. B. DuBois. Cullen, who was familiar with the nineteenth-century “homophile” writings of gay men like Edward Carpenter, appears to have recognized his gayness in childhood. Moreover, Cullen’s postmarital preference for his best man and intimate friend Harold Jackman, to whom he dedicated his only novel One Way to Heaven (1932), was borne out for everyone to see when, just three months after the wedding, the two men sailed to Paris without Yolande. Significantly, DuBois, whose recounting of the Augustus Dill incident demonstrates his near-complete ignorance of homosexual matters, perhaps optimistically (or maybe more in the interest of politely avoiding opprobrium) attributed the couple’s 1930 breakup not to Cullen’s obvious sexual orientation but rather to his own daughter’s troublesome nature.


    Cullen, who boasted, “I am going to be a poet—not a Negro poet,”22 as he embarked on his writing career in 1924, famously employed lyrical African American themes throughout his successful if short lifetime, winning favorable comparisons even to luminaries such as Keats and Whitman before his death in 1946. Raised as a child prodigy, Cullen strove to impress his gifts on others by means of his tastefully poetic renderings of New Negro moral values. Many of his ostensibly race-based works, however, also contain pronounced homosexual overtones. Beginning with his debut collection, entitled Color (1925), Cullen alludes indirectly to gayness in both “The Shroud of Color” (“I strangle in this yoke drawn tighter than/The worth of bearing it, just to be man/I am not brave enough to pay the price/In full; I lack the strength to sacrifice”) and “For a Poet” (“I have wrapped my dreams in a silken/cloth,/And laid them away in a box of gold”).23 Curiously, both poems are dedicated to men whose names are unknown to Cullen’s editor, Gerald Early, who nevertheless concluded in his footnotes to My Soul’s High Song: The Collected Writings of Countee Cullen (1991) that these men are merely friends or neighbors, even though it is equally plausible, absent any biographical information and in light of the homosexual currents beneath the poems, that these two men might have been Cullen’s lovers. Gay traces may also be found in his next book, Copper Sun (1927), particularly in “More Than a Fool’s Song” (“In Christian practice those who move/To symbols strange to us/May reckon clearer of His love/Than we who own His cross”).24 Alain Locke, an influential black gay Howard University professor and “Talented Tenth” champion who served as one of the guiding forces behind Cullen’s literary output, proclaimed, “Ladies and gentleman! A genius! Posterity will laugh at us if we do not proclaim him now.”25


    Apart from his dedicated mentoring of young writers like Countee Cullen, Locke gained his own notoriety with The New Negro (1925), his groundbreaking anthology of stories, poetry, and essays by the most prominent and promising names in the field of African American literature of the 1920s. Although Zora Neale Hurston, whose story “Spunk” appears in the anthology, attributes the original discovery of many New Negro writers such as herself and Cullen to the pioneering work of Charles S. Johnson, Locke nevertheless established his reputation as one of the foremost arbiters of the Harlem Renaissance with the publication of this book. Aristocratic by birth and the first black Rhodes Scholar, Locke espoused an elitist view of race representation that favored “high art” over so-called “lower forms” such as jazz and blues music. Writing in his foreword to The New Negro, Locke commented, “So far as he is culturally articulate, we shall let the Negro speak for himself.”26 Locke’s position on artistic expression was that blacks should rely on their African past as a source of art, illustrating how New Negro artists could take up a much maligned ancestry and elevate it to the level of high art. If he considered his part in the New Negro movement to be one of mentorship, or in his words “a philosophical mid-wife to a generation of younger Negro poets, writers, and artists,” Locke’s handling of gifted youth, particularly young men such as Cullen and Langston Hughes, extended as well into the realm of sexual interest.27 A letter to Hughes (whom Locke sought to enroll at Howard University, where Hughes had been invited to share the professor’s home) was sent “to tell you [Hughes] how much I love you.”28 Hughes, unlike Cullen, with whom he was often paired as literary competitor, avoided the role of acolyte to Locke, maintaining an aloof but friendly distance from the man of letters. Despite his preoccupation with promoting a movement of social respectability, Locke nonetheless seems to have understood the dilemma of a black gay man aspiring to be integrated into a society that finds black homosexuality unwelcome. In another letter to Hughes, he wrote, “My tragedy is that I cannot follow my instincts—too sophisticated to obey them, not too sophisticated not to hear them….”29


    Langston Hughes, widely considered the most popular male writer of the Harlem Renaissance, if not among the most esteemed authors of twentieth-century America, established a popular reputation with his first book, The Weary Blues (1926), a poetry collection that includes the much-quoted verse “The Negro Speaks of Rivers” (“I’ve known rivers ancient as the world and older than the flow/of human blood in human veins”)30 and whose overall traditionalist content impressed New Negro advocates as a hopeful new addition to their fledgling literary canon. With his next volume, Fine Clothes to the Jew (1927), however, Hughes disappointed these admirers, incorporating instead risqué themes in poems like “Red Silk Stockings” (“Put on yo’ red silk stockings,/Black gal./Go out an’ let de white boys/Look at yo’ legs”).31 As this latter poem indicates, Hughes’s writing style was accessible to the ordinary reader, often employing black dialect, while addressing themes of social and economic concerns especially familiar to working-class blacks. If Hughes’s work occasionally engendered controversy, so too did his enigmatic sexual orientation. Although he confessed to a 1926 sexual encounter with a sailor, close friends and colleagues such as Cullen, Locke, and Nugent have described the author as “asexual.” Careful readings of his later poetry nevertheless suggest a homosexual voice, whether or not Hughes himself was gay. Particularly noteworthy is his collection Montage of a Dream Deferred (1951), which includes “Cafe: 3 a.m. ” (“Detectives from the vice squad/with weary sadistic eyes/spotting fairies./ Degenerates,/some folks say./But God, Nature/or somebody/made them that way”) and “Tell Me” (“Why should it be my loneliness/why should it be my song/why should it be my dream/deferred/overlong?”).32


    The publication of Hughes’s Weary Blues was made possible through the assistance of Carl Van Vechten, an avant-garde white gay music critic, photographer, and best-selling novelist whose forays into Harlem helped “open” the black community to other whites and, perhaps more importantly, brought national attention to African Americans such as Hughes for the first time. No stranger to controversy himself, Van Vechten published the provocatively titled Nigger Heaven (1926), a sensation in both the commercial and cultural senses. The book, which offered an “insider’s” look at black Harlem, sold out immediately, while DuBois, Locke, and Cullen took the title alone as a starting point for their objections to the work that depicts tawdry images of black life. Yet other noted African American writers like James Weldon Johnson, author of The Autobiography of an Ex-Colored Man (1912), praised the novel in the Urban League’s Opportunity magazine, remarking that Van Vechten had “achieved the most revealing, significant and powerful novel based exclusively on Negro life yet written….”33 If Van Vechten is essentially a forgotten novelist to present-day readers, he is better remembered for his close platonic friendship with Hughes. “Your letters are so very charming, dear Langston, that I look forward to finding one every morning under the door,” Van Vechten wrote to Hughes in the first month of their lifelong correspondence that began in May 1925. “The poems [Weary Blues] came this morning and I looked them over again. Your work has such a subtle sensitiveness that it improves with every reading…. [Alfred] Knopf is lunching with me today and I shall ask him to publish them.”34 Unlike black mentors such as Alain Locke, the white Van Vechten was well-placed in New York literary circles and could therefore see his protégé’s work through to publication with no less than the prestigious Knopf company. Still, for Hughes and other African American artists of the era, Van Vechten served not merely as a conduit to white social connections, as many white patrons of the period functioned. Rather, as Emily Bernard writes in Remember Me to Harlem: The Letters of Langston Hughes and Carl Van Vechten (2001), “What they [black writers] saw in Van Vechten was more than a useful contact; he was a fellow champion of free expression in black arts and culture.”35


    Another ardent Van Vechten supporter was Zora Neale Hurston, who remarked in his defense over the Nigger Heaven controversy, “If Carl Van Vechten were a people instead of a person, I could then say, these are my people.”36 For Hurston, like the aforementioned black male writers of the Harlem Renaissance, the New Negro mandate of black respectability was a force to be resisted, if not subverted with transgressive renderings of African American experience. Writing in the autobiographical Dust Tracks on a Road (1942), for example, she recalls the motivation in undertaking her first novel, Jonah’s Gourd Vine (1934): “What I wanted to tell was a story about a man, and from what I had read and heard, Negroes were supposed to write about the Race Problem. I was and am thoroughly sick of the subject. My interest lies in what makes a man or woman do such-and-so, regardless of color. It seemed to me that the human beings I met reacted pretty much the same to the same stimuli.”37 Indeed, Hurston’s body of work marks a point of departure in African American women’s fiction up to that time. Previously, landmark novels like Jessie Fauset’s There Is Confusion (1924) and Nella Larson’s Quicksand (1928) and Passing (1929), which also offer the first candid appraisals of black women’s sexuality in African American women’s fiction, placed primary importance on book-length considerations of racial themes such as color and “passing” among the black middle class. Instead, Hurston’s work, notably Their Eyes Were Watching God (1937), which Barbara Smith described as “one of a handful of books in existence that take Black women seriously,”38 ushers in a more radical shift in black women’s fiction in which, if racial themes are downplayed, they are done so only to the extent that the impact of sexual politics on poor, often rural, black women’s lives may be addressed more forthrightly. “In Biblical times a woman had few choices. She could be an idle queen or independent and an outcast. The only proper role was that of wife,” Smith added. “In Their Eyes Were Watching God Hurston questions these assumptions still in force some two thousand years later.”39


    While by the 1930s considerations of gender assumption had begun to be incorporated into black women’s writings with greater prominence, poet and playwright Angelina Weld Grimké had been writing “woman-identified” literature since the early twentieth century. Born in 1880 to aristocratic biracial parents whose intellectual ancestry included the famous white abolitionists and early women’s rights advocates Sarah M. Grimké and Angelina Grimké Weld (for whom the author was named), Angelina Weld Grimké produced works that infused the family tradition of racial uplift ideology with radical social protest propaganda. Her most prominent work, the antilynching play Rachel (1916), which was the first African American work to be performed by an all-black cast of actors for white audiences, was sponsored by the NACP specifically to counter the racist depiction of blacks in D..W. Griffith’s film Birth of a Nation (1915). Same-sex longings, however, were reserved by Grimké for the more private form of her love poetry, much of which remains unpublished even today. Poems such as “Rosabel” (“Rose whose heart unfolds, red petaled/Prick her slow heart’s stir/Tell her white, gold, red my love is—/And for her,—for her”) and “A Mona Lisa” (“I should like to creep/Through the long brown grasses/That are your lashes”), while not explicitly lesbian, nevertheless enable the author to address romantic sentiments to a female lover in a gender-neutral voice.40 Undeniably overt homosexual sentiments, by comparison, can be found in Grimké’s correspondence with friend Mamie Burrill. An 1896 letter from Burrill to Grimké asks, “Could I just come to meet thee once more, in the old sweet way, just coming at your calling, and like an angel bending o’er you breathe into your ear, ‘I love you.’”41 While one must once again exercise caution in attributing contemporary homosexual labels to people who lived long ago, a letter from Grimké to Burrill speaks clearly of lesbian love. Asking Burrill to be her “wife,” Grimké writes, “Oh Mamie if you only knew how my heart overflows with love for you and how it yearns and pants for one glimpse of your lovely face…. Now may the Almighty father bless thee little one and keep thee safe from all harm, your passionate lover.”42


    If open references to lesbianism seldom appear in the poetry and short stories of black bisexual author Alice Dunbar-Nelson, she similarly chose to record them in more discreet outlets. Dunbar-Nelson, a popular elder poet of the Harlem Renaissance and an early activist in the black women’s club movement, published her first book, Violets and Other Tales (1895), when only twenty years old and a second book, The Goddess of St. Rocque and Other Stories, just four years later. Shortly afterward, she met her first husband, Paul Lawrence Dunbar, the most famous black American poet of the day, retaining his name following their separation in 1902 and his death in 1906. Although Dunbar-Nelson remarried in 1916—“a good professional union,” in the words of Akasha (Gloria) Hull, editor of Give Us Each Day: The Diary of Alice Dunbar-Nelson (1984)43—the author remained sexually available to women, as did any number of married black women club members, as the diary reveals. According to an August 1, 1928, entry, Dunbar-Nelson noted,


    
      	Narka [Mrs. Narka Lee-Rayford of the National Federation of Colored Women] comes to the house for “comfort.” We want to make “whoopee.” So we telephone Mrs. Petis’ home to see if Leitha Fleming is there. She has just come home. We go…. They are eating cream—Leitha, Mrs. Glass and another little soul or two…. Life is glorious. Good home made white grape wine. We really make whoopee. Leitha and Narka strike up a heavy flirtation. My nose sadly out of joint. Something after two Narka starts to drive home alone, just as Bobbo [Dunbar-Nelson’s husband] comes up. Such a glorious moonlight night….44

    


    At the same time, Dunbar-Nelson’s diary also indicates that her affections for men were genuine, albeit conventional, rather than another manifestation of forced heterosexual conformity common to the period. Writing in 1931, she commented, “[L]ove and beautiful love has been mine from many men, but the great passion of four or five transcended that of other women—and what more can any woman want?”45 Dunbar-Nelson otherwise remained private in regard to her sexuality, subject to the proprieties shared by such New Negro advocates of her generation as DuBois and Locke. In the case of black women writers, especially lesbians and bisexuals, however, an added dimension of gender-specific sexual restraint came into play, as Hull importantly observed: “They were always mindful of their need to be living refutations of the sexual slurs to which Black women were subjected and, at the same time, as much as white women, were also tyrannized by the still-prevalent Victorian cult of true womanhood.”46


    Challenging early-twentieth century gender identity from an overtly lesbian perspective in fiction were the first identifiably lesbian novels published in the United States. Arguably the most influential of these works was British author Radclyffe Hall’s The Well of Loneliness (1928), an explicit if bleakly interpreted plea for social tolerance of homosexuals. When the book was charged with obscenity by American courts in 1929, one judge proclaimed, “The book can have no moral value since it seems to justify the right of the pervert to prey upon normal members of the community,” declaring Hall’s novel “offensive to public morals and decency.”47 Nevertheless, the work became a literary touchstone for women writers of all sexual orientations for generations. Prior to The Well of Loneliness, Sarah Orne Jewett had been publishing woman-identified fiction since 1869, most notably The Country of the Pointed Firs (1896). Although her novels are not lesbian-specific, historians have made a case for Jewett’s homosexuality based on her unpublished poetry and a thirty-year intimate involvement (or “Boston Marriage,” to borrow the phrase that describes long-terms relations between upper-class nineteenth- century women) with writer Annie Fields. The novels of Djuna Barnes furthered open representations of lesbianism, principally with the self-published Ladies Almanack (1928), a satire of sapphic Paris, and the landmark novel Nightwood (1936). In spite of the author’s courage in incorporating overtly homosexual themes, Barnes did not personally identify as a lesbian, pointing out instead that she “just loved Thelma,” referring to her eight-year relationship with artist Thelma Wood. Also residing in Paris among white American lesbian expatriates was Gertrude Stein, whose Tender Buttons (1912), “Miss Furr and Miss Skeen” (1922), and the posthumously published 1903 homoerotic novel Q.E.D. (1950) gave the modernist avant-garde a decidedly lesbian voice.


    In Harlem of the 1920s, however, the modernist avant-garde was showcased by no one more boldly than by the heiress A’Lelia Walker, daughter of Madam C. J. Walker, a self-made millionaire whose fortune derived from the invention of hair-straightening products. Although A’Lelia Walker was neither an artist nor intellectual (she “spent the Renaissance playing bridge,” David Levering Lewis observed dryly),48 she was known principally for her lavish gay parties at her Hudson River estate and in her Manhattan apartment, dubbed “The Dark Tower.” Her guest list regularly included royalty and visiting dignitaries, not to mention a veritable roll call of Harlem Renaissance celebrities like DuBois, Cullen, Hurston, Van Vechten, and Hughes, the last of whom remarked that Walker’s social connections “would turn any Nordic social climber green with envy.”49 Often described for her tall, striking appearance, not to mention her riding crop and jeweled turbans, Walker was provocative by nature, as when she threw a segregated dinner party where whites were served chitterlings and bootleg liquor, while blacks were seated separately in more lavish quarters and offered caviar and champagne. For Richard Bruce Nugent, however, these functions were nothing more than “a place for A’Lelia to show off her blackness to whites.”50 And while she went through four short-lived marriages, she is remembered for having been surrounded by attractive women, all of whom “were crazy about her.”51 Furthermore, it has been argued that Walker’s openness about her.”Furthermore, it has been argued that Walker’s openness to homosexuals engendered greater tolerance of lesbian and gay men by setting a progressive example for other socially prominent African Americans to follow. Still, her “funny parties,” as black lesbian Mabel Hampton called the more intimate gatherings at The Dark Tower, illustrate the extent to which the millionairess was willing to participate in Harlem’s sexual bohemia. “They were kinds of orgies. Some people had clothes on, some didn’t,” Hampton recalled years later, speaking of one evening in particular when men and women, gay and straight, black and white partied at Walker’s home. “People would hug and kiss on pillows and do anything they wanted to do. You could watch if you wanted to. Some came to watch, some came to play. You had to be cute and well-dressed to get in.”52


    Performing in all-black shows at Harlem’s Garden of Joy and the Lafayette Theater as a dancer in the 1920s, Mabel Hampton was acquainted with most of the black lesbian and bisexual entertainers of the Harlem Renaissance, such as Gladys Bentley, perhaps the best-known “bulldagger” on stage during the era. Bentley, a butch woman who had left Philadelphia in 1923 to live openly in Harlem, won headlining fame as a male impersonator at The Clam House, a speakeasy popular among black lesbians and gay men. Dressed in an elegant men’s suit, top hat, and cane, the three-hundred-pound-plus star sang off-color renditions of blues standards. If Bentley’s shows shocked Harlemites, the entertainer’s off-stage behavior—such as marrying her white woman lover in a well-publicized civil union—was a public illustration that she was willing to employ lesbianism as the very foundation of her celebrity persona. Late in life, however, Bentley took great care to distance herself from her homosexual past. “For many years I lived in a personal hell,” she began apologetically in a 1952 article of redemption entitled “I Am a Woman Again,” published in Ebony magazine. “Like a great number of lost souls, I inhabited that half-shadow no-man’s land which exists between the boundaries of the two sexes…. I earned large sums of money and thrilled to recognition, still, in my secret heart, I was weeping and wounded because I was traveling the wrong road to real love and true happiness…until the miracle happened and I became a woman again.”53 Bentley’s self-described “miracle” in reality consisted of hormone therapy, faith in God, and, maybe most importantly to Ebony’s audience, marriage to a man, which she describes as the “awakening within me of the womanliness I tried to suppress.” Photographs accompanying the article depict the author at home turning back her husband’s bed and taste-testing meals she has prepared for him, while printed captions assure readers that “Miss Bentley enjoys the domestic role she has shunned for years.”54 Although her marriage was short-lived, and she confessed to remaining “haunted by the sex underworld in which I once lived,” Bentley nonetheless asked that her message be embraced as a source of hope for lesbians and gay men. “I want the world to know that those of us who have taken the unusual paths to love are not hopeless; that we can find someone in the opposite sex who can teach us love as love ought to exist.”55


    In many respects, Bentley’s purported transition from lesbian nonconformist to husband-happy homemaker tellingly demonstrates the extent to which even gay-identified homosexuals in the declining years of the Harlem Renaissance felt increased pressure toward “normalcy” at any cost. Writing in his study of gay New York, George Chauncey observed, “After a decade in which gay men and a smaller number of lesbians had become highly visible in clubs, streets, newspapers, novels, and films, a powerful backlash to the Prohibition-era ‘pansy craze’ developed. The anti-gay reaction gained force in the early to mid-thirties as it became part of a more general reaction to the cultural experimentation of the Prohibition years and to the gender rearrangements of the Depression. As the onset of the Depression dashed the confidence of the 1920s, gay men and lesbians began to seem less amusing than dangerous.” 56 The federal government’s prohibition against alcohol, beginning in 1917, not only had failed to end the manufacture of liquor but


    

    

    

    
      	For those who already identified themselves as lesbians, military service, with its opportunities to meet other women and to engage in work and adventure that were ordinarily denied them, was especially appealing. For many others who had not identified themselves as lesbians before the war, the all female environment of the women’s branches of the armed forces, offering as it did the novel emotional excitement of working with competent, independent women, made lesbianism an attractive option.62
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