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ﬁ
y’S POEMS: A MASSIVE OUTBREAK TO
HARLEM RENAISSANCE

J.SHARMILA

Claude McKay was a poet who flourished during the Harlem
a major literary movement in the 1920s. During this time,
ems challenged white authority while celebrating Jamaican
ME He wrote about the trials and tribulations of life as a black man in
... and America. McKay was not secretive about his hatred for

2aissance

. and felt that racist people were stupid and could not look past their
rﬂClSm

honsightedness and hatred.
s

The Harlem Renaissance

The Harlem renaissance was an African-American awakening on
Jiterature, music, art and more. It went on from 191 8-37 and had a 'huge
impact on America. It began with the migration of the African Americans
and risen levels of education. It was influenced by not only African
culture, but American or "white" culture as well. Poetry was being used
in many new ways and forms by African Americans. Writers like Hughes
and Countee Cullen created distinct poetry, revolutionizing it during this
time. Along with poetry, the Harlem Renaissance touched upon novels
and stories. It captivated the modern life and diversity of black culture and
experiences. Blacks were proving their work was just better than the
white's. Black literature raised against racism and went beyond class,
ethnicities, and gender. Writers, such as Claude Mckay and Zora Hurston,
created an impact on the renaissance, leaving footprints that people would
be noticing for many more years to come. Literature at this time was an
enormous impact on not only black culture, but getting closer to the
equality they hoped for.

Mckay, a part in Harlem Renaissance

Claude McKay was a Jamaican-American poet best known for his
. radical sonnet “If We Must Die, " the most militant poem of the Harlem
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Renaissance. He was recognised as the artistic counlcrbm'l
Garvey,

Festus Claudius McKay was born in Sunny Ville, Cly

n o i ( .

lamaica, on September 15, 1890. His mother and {

their respective Malagasy and Ashanti heritage, ang

racial pride and a great sense of his African heritage.

of his brother, schoolteacher Uriah Theophilus McK g

Englishman, Walter Jekyll, McKay

Jekyll, who encour

Unde, the
Vs and a Nejg

. N}
and ph||0SODh 0
ative )

studied poetry
aged him to write in his n

amaicyy, dig
10 cease mimicking the English poets.

IQC[

Alage seventeen McKay de

a5 a woodworker in Brown’s T
before e

parted from Sunny Vijje to

own. But he studieg there o, Dpre:lice
aving o work as a constable in the Jamaicap capital, King:ﬂ'\
There, he experienced and €ncountered extensjye racism, probably fo‘r ?i:]
first time in his life. His natjve Sunny Ville was predominant] ‘
by blacks, but in Kingston b}

_ _ Y popy
acks were considereq Inferior an c
only menial tasks. McKay quickly gre

disgusted With the city’
society, and within oney

lateg
w

S big()led
ear he returned home to Sunny Ville,

ckyll’s NCouragemep
f poems. “Songs of
" “Songs of Jamaicy”, McKay

he published his  first two collections o
Jamaica” ang “Constab Ballads”, v,

O continue writing poetry. McKay became

ublished his next poems in 1917 under the

1 1 bl s y o 'Crc
© Periodical “Sever 4457 His verses

: '
attis. who then included some of McKay
Ma

gazine, Among McKay’s most f:
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from this period is “, the White 1 ‘
5 § — i _ ‘e "
" ru"'ﬂ ,ppressors and bigots. A fey, .~ 'ends, ", Vitricr:

(8

; Yearg |, riolic o1
ite : communist sympathi, e, and eq;, aler M, o 'Lhdntn
\ HLLE A e Hor . ¢ Tie .
lJ,lmt ubli-“hcd McKay’s hcs(-km,wh i Of the e Ndeg

i CCe af
Iy “’L Of W()rk‘ 'l] W A )(zr(”,“..
: W y¢ pest-Known work e ]
) S S

X Kay*
hotoMe P |
QP Moist Dl was wiritrer o

) 5! America during the 197 whic ¢ Violenge |
! - \c . . ’ .

mer”. With his sonnet, McKay ¢
n

"d , and to fight back. It wag “Ssentially 5 a
' a

! . action in defending black liveg an
a publication in the July 1919 edition of 'L“
N we Must Die” was pUb|i§|1Cd in political advl
]' 'l888—l966) Cr.usadel‘ magazine. He asgyreq his statyre as a leag;
ber of the literary movement referreq (g 4 the ®ading
H]::apitalized on his acclaim by redoubling pjs effo

and labourers:

s origm

OcCate

N The maSSive impact in McKay’s pPoems

Poetry is an incredible art form iy its Capability (g eXpress al|

I\ emotion eloquently. There is something aboyt g Well-thought-gy; verse
;f,! sructure that can make any sequence of words Sound beautify], powerful
| gaunting, or anything else that might be eXpressed. McKay idemiﬂec’l
| Euro-Americans for what they were, a “murderoys, cowardly pack” and
demanded from African-Americans, courage in dealing with oppression
and victimization. The following poems exploded through the American

psyche, and had a powerful impact.

If We Must Die

Ironically constructed in the form of'a Shakespearean love sonnet.
'If We Must Dije”

is a political protest against racial oppression.
Stimulated by 3 serie

s of violent and blood racial conflicts producing

foling and police brutality, “If We Must Die” defiantly urges oppressec

’ ‘;?,laCks {0 stand up and fight back against white oppressors.
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et us nobly die, So thatour precious blood may
v ot

If we must die, O
in; the <« we defy Shall be constra;
be shed In vain; then ev rs we defy Shall be Constraing,

(o honor us though dead!

en the monste

“If We Must Die™ (lines 5. 8)

bellion is a reminder of the cherisheq y
ﬂlu‘

Beneath the call forre
at would deny freeq Cy
Om 4
ng -

of insurrection in America against those th

undermine one’'s self-respect.

America

McKay was still crafting protest poetry late in his [ife b
':America" is tempered with the realizations that come with timg. l’l .,‘u'
ferocious assault against his adopted country for the many ways jt v l.sa
systematically organizes to dehumanize an eatire race. o

Although she feeds me bread of bitterness, And sinks into my |

. 0 N . ' thr
her tiger's tooth, Stealing my breath of life, I will ¢ ;031
[ love this cultured hell that tests my youth! s

“America” (lines - 4)

At th ' hi '
" | e same time, however, this oppression also serves to harg
S IS 1 r
soul and strengthen his resolve to overconic his oppressors !

Enslaved

“Enslaved” ;

e b: (tjla:de I;/IcKay Is an example of such a poem, one
, hatred, and rage into an ’

anyone can read and wonder at. eloquent art form that can

Oh when [ think of m
y long-suffering r
~ despi g race, For we i
B ::lsed, Opr.>r.‘essed, Enslaved and lynched, denied ary centuries
- Inthe great life line of the Christian West: NG s B

“Enslaved” (lines 1-4)

Scanned by CamScanner



foday it serves as a window into the mind of one of the unfortunate
scgregatcd, oppressed, and crushed spirits that haunted

' McKay’s life, in
jamaica’ the United States, and England.

Couragt

There is something very barren about the start of the poem.
Unyielding earth” and ‘bare rocks’ paints a landscape very bleak.

There is no part of the unyielding earth, Even bare rocks where

the eagles build their nest, Will give us undisturbed and friendly
rest. No dewfall softens this vast belt of dearth.

“Courage” (lines 9- 12)

It describes the emptiness he feels. He is devoid and lifeless as a
result of not receiving the love that he wants.

A Memory of June

The poem itself is a confessional of what the McKay feels about
the month of June itself. He simply describes the emotions, feelings, and
images that come to mind when he thinks of the month of June.

When June comes dancing o'er the death of May, With scarlet roses
staining her fair feet, My soul takes leave of me to sing all day
A love so fugitive and so complete.

“A memory of June” (lines 17- 20)

He seems to believe that the month of June is a type of rebirth
which relates blacks because he talks about the death of May.

Birds of Prey

Birds sing and soar in many of the poems collected in Claude
McKay’s “Harlem Shadows”. However, birds express much more than
ity of nature in Harlem Shadows. Here, birds serve as symbols of
Ist greed and violence. He incorporates birds into an expression of
. italist, anti-racist politics.

87
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singing birds of carth away As,

They scare the
ly. Watching the toilers witl 8reeg
1

they circle threatcnmg

~im
I)Q
From their exclusive haven--birds of prey. 1|((1

'Qn
dhy
€

Ye,

“Birds ofp'_cy“

lin

s : = 2 L

evalence of birds in poems concerned with McK §
(y‘s

The pr ‘
d States. emigral

from Jamaica to the Unite

Flame Heart

“Flame Heart™ is another of McKay’s most well-kngy,

n
among all the protest and politics as a reflection Upon | Ve
years removed from Jamaica. The yearning for innocence o CIM

Yoy

combined with the realization of how much one forgets when ope . Uth |
15
°a\\ 1

stands out

from home.

Oh some I know! I have embalmed the days., Even the sacreg
moments when we played, All innocent of passion, uncorrypy
At noon and evening in the flame-heart's shade. h

“Flame Heart” (lines 25- 28)

It is a lyrical tribute to both to the past and the way that memory impy; |
!

the reality of that past.

His last days

McKay wrote three novels “Home 1o  [arlem’

“Banjo” and “Banana Bottom”. Returning to Harlem, he began work on

an autobiography entitled “A Long Way from Home ", which focuses o1

his experiences of oppression as a black individual in a white socicty
McKay went through several changes toward the end of his life. He \
embraced Catholicism, retreating from Communism entirelv. an |

officially became an American citizen in 1940, Hjs R icices “'/(;rkmﬂ

with Catholic relict organizations in New Yo

¥ rk inspired a new ess®

collection, “Harlem: Negro Metropolis”, which d

offers observations "

- analysis of the African-American community in piae,, d he 19208
. ‘M during the 174

—
§0
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e endur' ; é i 2
]I C S€ erd| IIIIILSSQS lhrOUghOU‘ hlS |a51 y
(] \% ears and

d"ﬂOS‘ J of heart fail
..d of heart fai
;lﬂ,gnlually die ailure on May 22, 1948,
c\
('onclus'on
: qny Years after his death, McKay, the hero of th
: ; ’ e H
issﬂ"ce contmules to be ‘admlred for his intense commi arlem
re"a 18 the predncamenl of Black people and mmitment of
,s-press' . test and for devoting his art and
(10 cocial PrO=
it
o prepare 4 banquet for me, where all my enemies ca
- n . ;
u welcome me as an honoured guest and fill my cup to 1hﬁsi)e_me,
P | rim.”
psaltl® 23:7
The fact is, the blacks are not fighting for survival and race; th
. . ! > ine
2 know they will die. They will fight honorably so that their deat)k(\
o be meaningless, and so that, maybe, their enemy will honor th
em
g the gible saY
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