The Harlem Renaissance

by Edward Lee Melvin III
The White Man thought we couldn’t write.

Claude McCay proved him wrong.

The White Man thought we couldn’t draw.

Jacob Lawrence proved him wrong.

The White Man thought we couldn’t read,

James Weldon Johnson proved him wrong.

‘Cause it’s mighty hard to write when you can’t read.

James Weldon Johnson planted that Literature seed.

That ery’ body need.

The White Man thought we couldn’t act or perform.

Josephine Baker proved him wrong.

The White Man thought we couldn’t dance.

Bessie Smith proved him wrong.

The White Man thought we couldn’t blow.

Billie Holliday proved him wrong.

‘Cause it’s mighty hard to blow when you can’t sing.

Billie Holliday had that singin’ machine.

That made yo’ toes tingle wit’ please.

The White Man thought we couldn’t play the trumpet.

Louis Armstrong proved him wrong.

The White Man thought we couldn’t play the piano.

Duke Ellington proved him wrong.

The White Man thought we couldn’t write poetry.

And through this poem, I‘ve proved him wrong.

The White Man thought we couldn’t do nothin’.

And over time, we don’ proved him wrong.

We moved up North to escape racial discrimination.

They judged us because of our skin.

They thought they was better than us.

By they, I mean the white men.

Most of us, who migrated up,

Settled in Harlem, New York.

There, we found ways to express ourselves.

To let people know our experiences that we once kept on shelves.

By shelves, I mean stocked up.

Locked up and blocked up.

What we to do in the South?

Couldn’t go up to a White Man and run my mouth.

Could neva’ look a white man dead in the eye.

Before he have my lynched for tryin’ to imply

That I was just as equal as that white man there.

Equal enough to even dare,

to shoot a glare.

But anyhow, let me stay on track.

Not that writtin’ this poem is any sweat of ma’ back.

I’m jus’ tryna’ give you some inside familiarity,

on the Harlem Renaissance, the black creativity.

Speakin’ of the Harlem Renaissance, that’s where I’ll keep goin’.

Once we got to Harlem, our artistic sides wenta’ showin’.

And glowin’.

And flowin’.

And growin’.

And by the time we made it up, everybody was knowin’.

That us coloreds had visions too.

We had dreams of our own.

We had wings of our own.

And when we began writin’ and singin’ and dancin’ and prancin’,

We flew away to a place only we could understand.

A place where we could let out our feelings,

Our emotions that just kept peelin’,

How we felt about the unfairness and the pain that we faced.

The struggle our ancestors went through, and the struggle we had tryna’ win the race.

The race of equality and peace and joy.

The race of tranquility, a race where we could not be destroyed.

We flew to a place where a black man could live,

And his children could play.

Where a woman of color was not mistreated,

And both the black and white race could stay.

The Harlem Renaissance was a rebirth of the black community,

A burst of art among the African American unity.

Harlem was a cultural center for African Americans,

It was the center of opportunity.

However after while, we found that parts of the North,

Were segregated as well.

But we kept our originalities movin’,

And in this building filled with persons of all colors, I can act out this poem, this story that I have

to tell.
