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To some extent the most controversial and widely criticized novel of the Harlem Renaissance 

era, the 1926 text, Nigger Heaven, by Carl Van Vechten emerged amidst a growing demand for 

literature on the cabaret culture of Harlem. Such texts, often noted for reinscribing the existing 

stereotypes of the Brute Negro and “the exotic primitive, contributed to what Sterling Brown has 

identified as the “hardening [of] racial character into fixed moulds.” These works, Hurston later 

acknowledges, demonstrate a clear “lack of curiosity about the internal lives and emotions of the 

Negroes.” Unlike these other works, however, that attempted to feed this insatiable hunger by 

depicting the hyper-sexualization of Harlem’s jazz and cabaret culture, Van Vechten focuses on 

the plight of the black intellectual instead, moving beyond the speakeasies to the psychological 

turmoil that unfolds outside of the cabaret. For instance, here Van Vechten follows the story of 

Mary, a librarian, and Byron, an aspiring author, both of whom feel the tension of the ever-

present color line. In doing so, he is able to present to the American cultural imagination an 

increased awareness of the effects of intra-racial color prejudice and racism on the lives of the 

black intellectual, not to reinscribe the existing stereotypes but to open up renewed lines of inter-

racial communication through the arts. This proposed paper will examine Nigger Heaven by Carl 

Van Vechten in order to probe not only his crossing of racial borders (the all too persistent color 

line) but also to trace the development of the black intellectual torn between culture stigma and 

dedication to the life of the mind. 
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