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Set in the Great Depression era, both Harlem: Negro Metropolis (1940) and Harlem Glory: A 

Fragment of Aframerican Life (1990) by Claude McKay attempt to document and reconstruct 

Harlem as a site of memory, cataloguing the people and the experiences that evoke the ethos of 

this once celebrated place. As Dorothea Löbbermann contends in “Harlem as a Memory Place: 

Reconstructing the Harlem Renaissance in Space,” through his return to Harlem in text, also 

overshadowed by a poor critical reception, “Harlem, in a sense, becomes the writing tablet onto 

which its stories are written. The streets, buildings, and other spatial features of the real, historic 

place become, in fiction, carriers of ideas through which Harlem and the Harlem Renaissance can 

be remembered” (214). In other words, in these two vital works, McKay revisits both the place 

and the idea of Harlem he first explored in Home to Harlem, essentially using non-fiction and 

fiction forms as an archive of Harlem life. It is here, then, that McKay continues his inquiry into 

the black utopia far from dead or dying. Focused on the black infrastructure in Harlem and the new 

wave of cultural movements that developed, such as the increasingly popular Peace Mission 

movement or Sufi Abdul Hamid’s jobs campaign, he offers readers a return to the former epicenter 

of black cultural life as part of a lifelong search for that lacking group soul. This time, however, 

his focus leaves the Harlem cabaret, focusing instead of the lack of sufficient infrastructure within 

black communities and the issue of white-owned institutions whose refusal to hire blacks (outside 

of menial roles) maintained a veritable glass ceiling for this oppressed minority. This proposed 

paper will examine Harlem Glory as a textual archive in itself, documenting the issues of Harlem 

as part of McKay’s alternative intellectual approach. 

 

 


