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Nigger Heaven and the Harlem Renaissance 

N1 o one expected Carl Van Vechten's 1926 novel Nigger 
Heaven to cause quite the stir that it did. Certainly not 

Walter White, the author and NAACP activist. "One can judge," 
wrote White in June 1926, "how far we have progressed when 
one notes the calmness with which the title of Mr. Van Vechten's 
book has been received. Intelligent Negroes simply say, 'We will 
wait and see what is in the story and let it go at that.' "Even then, 
two months before the publication of Nigger Heaven, White's tone 
was defensive, as though he hoped to fix the black community's 
reaction to Nigger Heaven in advance. His column continued: 

The one violent protest which has come to my ears was that of a certain 
Negro whose conversation is heavily sprinkled with the words "darky" 
and "nigger." When I suggested to him that he eliminate from his own 
conversation words which he objected to from the lips of others, a 
deathly silence came over him and our conversation abruptly died. 
Soon afterward he remembered that he was already late for an impor- 
tant engagement downtown. 

Not only does this "certain Negro" use the word nigger himself; 
he is on the way to a meeting downtown-that is, in the white 
world. The implicit claim is that blacks and whites are inextrica- 
bly intertwined, and that neither race has exclusive title to any 
aspect of their cultural interchange. Educated people, apparently, 
are above such petty resentments. "There is seldom much preju- 
dice of any sort," White wrote, "among those who are intelligent 
enough to do a bit of thinking and investigating for themselves" 
(16). 

Nigger Heaven tested this claim, splitting the black community 
and causing vigorous protests for months after its publication. 
Walter White was in the minority, and like many of the novel's 
partisans, he had benefited from Van Vechten's friendship. 
Nonetheless, his early review raises some of the most vital issues 
in the furor surrounding the reception of Van Vechten's now-for- 
gotten novel. What was the difference between "white" and 
"black" views of life in Harlem? Was the celebrated "New 
Negro" merely, as George Schuyler had argued in The Nation, a 
"lampblacked Anglo-Saxon" (663) or something entirely differ- 
ent? And if Negroes did possess their own separate "soul-world," 
as Langston Hughes contended ("Negro" 693), how were that 
world and its artistic inflections to be related to the political and 
social self-image of the black American community? These ques- 
tions lurk uneasily behind the glamorous fagade of the Harlem 
Renaissance. Nigger Heaven, whatever its questionable artistic 
value, brought them starkly to the fore, crystalizing the concerns 
of racial confrontation and foreshadowing the bitterness that 
would inform later judgments about the Harlem Renaissance as a 
whole. 

In September 1924, almost two years before he published 
Nigger Heaven, Carl Van Vechten became "violently interested in 
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Negroes" (Kellner, Inchin' 7), as he later 
put it. After reading Walter White's The 
Fire in the Flint, he had persuaded his 
publisher, Alfred Knopf, to introduce 
him to White. Harlem was just becom- 
ing fashionable with whites (the first 
major exploratory article had appeared 
in the October issue of Harper's 
Monthly), and White wasted no time 
introducing his new friend to Harlem's 
intellectuals, poets, and nightclubs. 
Within a few months Van Vechten was 
himself posing as an expert, writing 
articles for Vanity Fair and other publi- 
cations. By the spring of 1925 he had 
identified himself so thoroughly with 
Harlem that Vanity Fair noted his 
"deep tan," and the fashionable carica- 
turist Miguel Covarrubias sketched a 
black Van Vechten with the subtitle "A 
Prediction." "Go inspectin' like 
Van Vechten," crooned Andy Razaf, a 
popular lyricist, in "Go Harlem" 
(Kellner, Carl 198). He became, in 
Nathan Huggins's phrase, a "down- 
town authority on uptown nightlife" 
(100), squiring F. Scott Fitzgerald, 
Mabel Dodge, and countless other 
celebrities through late-night Harlem's 
nightclubs and dancehalls. Nor was the 
traffic one-way: Van Vechten's parties 
at 150 West 55th Street were frequent, 
lavish, and almost always interracial. 
Memoirs by Van Vechten's friends 
describe white celebrities mingling 
drunkenly with black writers and 
artists; on several occasions black 
entertainers like Paul Robeson and 
Taylor Gordon provided musical 
accompaniment. In a popular story 
from the twenties, a Negro porter 
picked up a woman's luggage at Grand 
Central Station. "Good morning, Mrs. 
Astor," he said. "How do you know 
my name, young man?" she asked. 
"Why, Ma'am, I met you last weekend 
at Carl Van Vechten's" (Kellner, Carl 
201). 

After publicizing his insider's 
knowledge of Harlem for nearly two 
years, Van Vechten was pretty well 
assured of a white readership for his 
"Harlem novel." The early reviews 
were respectful, acknowledging that 

Nigger Heaven was far more serious in 
tone than the frivolous satires 
Van Vechten had been producing 
every year since 1922. "Mr. 
Van Vechten has written a novel of 
absorbing interest," said The New York 
Times (Clark 2), describing the author 
as the intrepid, careful observer of a 
decadent underworld. Similar praise 
came from The New Republic and other 
magazines. White reviewers, ignorant 
of fiction written by blacks, could only 
compare Nigger Heaven to other novels 
written by whites; from this perspec- 
tive, it appeared startlingly progressive 
and fair-minded. The older white writ- 
ers-Thomas Nelson Page, Thomas 
Dixon, and Octavus Roy Cohen-were 
either avowedly racist or painfully con- 
descending. More recently, novels by 
T. S. Stribling, Clement Wood, and 
Julia Peterkin had been far more sym- 
pathetic to blacks, even if some black 
critics found them wanting. DuBose 
Heyward's Porgy, published in 1925, 
had received almost universal praise. 
But all these novels were set in the 
South, the Negro's traditional literary 
backdrop. No one had yet written 
about black urban life. 

Nigger Heaven was, as Van Vechten 
later insisted, "one of the oldest stories 
in the world, the story of the Prodigal 
Son, without the happy ending of that 
Biblical history" (Kellner, Inchin' 80). In 
this case the Prodigal Son was Byron 
Kasson, a young black man with liter- 
ary ambitions who is forced to settle 
for a job as an elevator boy. His virtu- 
ous passion for Mary Love, an over- 
refined and underpaid librarian, col- 
lapses when he meets Lasca Sartoris, a 
notoriously decadent Harlem heiress. 
The story ends in disaster, dumping 
Byron into the Harlem low-life he has 
so scrupulously avoided in his writing. 
This criminal element (which forms a 
more or less constant background to 
the "educated" plot) was the source of 
some anxiety for Van Vechten in the 
months before publication; he knew he 
was risking his reputation as a "friend 
to the race," and asked Rudolph Fisher 
and James Weldon Johnson to read the 
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galleys, just to be sure he did not 
offend. They were quick to praise the 
novel publicly in return. It was "the 
most revealing, significant and power- 
ful novel based exclusively on Negro 
life yet written," according to Johnson. 
Most of all, Johnson praised his friend 
for paying "colored people the rare 
tribute of writing about them as people 
rather than as puppets" (215). The 
same idea dominates Charles Johnson's 
letter to Van Vechten in mid-August of 
1926 (later reprinted in the Pittsburgh 
Courier). Nigger Heaven is a book 
"springing from emotions other than 
patronizing sympathy," according to 
Johnson, who goes so far as to "wish a 
Negro had written it." 

Alain Locke, writing to 
Van Vechten from Paris, made the 
same point, calling it a "good correc- 
tive sketch for the white reader who 
takes Negro life under-seriously." He 
particularly liked the character of Lasca 
Sartoris, who would shock white and 
black alike, he thought. "Well, the soci- 
ety approach is at least made for the 
first time," he concluded, "and the 
novel of manners is the acid test. I 
must do a review and say so." Locke 
did not, however, write the review. 
The evidence suggests that his feelings 
about Nigger Heaven were far more 
mixed than he was willing to admit. 
Four years before, reviewing The 
Nigger in The Crisis, Locke had made a 
similar point about Wood's novel. It 
was not condescending, he wrote, or at 
least not intentionally so; the author 
had done his best to paint a serious, 
even "weighty" portrait of Negro life. 
"We can no longer complain of not 
being taken seriously." Not being 
taken seriously, however, was not the 
only danger. Another risk loomed in 
Wood's gloomy sympathy for the 
oppressed, ever-fugitive Nigger of his 
novel. As Locke put it, 

... is there not now a looming danger 
of another lurch of interest-that 
of being taken over-seriously? 
Painstaking realism, the almost micro- 
scopic analysis of problem study- 
commendable as they are, approach 
the tragedy of our social life through 

the formula-and from the pathologi- 
cal angle. This must be, so long as the 
analysis is not self-analysis-done 
from the psychological intimacy of the 
race experience itself. We hope our 
authors, having lost to a considerable 
extent the glory of pioneers, will not 
shirk the more serious and steady duty 
of settlers and tillers of their own 
provinces. (162) 

White reconaissance missions into the 
black world, no matter how careful or 
conscientious, would always smell of 
sensationalism. These thoughts must 
have been in Locke's mind when he 
wrote Van Vechten about Nigger 
Heaven, but he stopped short of 
expressing them. Van Vechten was a 
valuable contact. 

Before long Locke's unexpressed 
misgivings began to take on concrete 
and even virulent form in Harlem. 
Rumors flew: Van Vechten had 
betrayed his black hosts, the long- 
awaited book was a travesty. The black 
newspaper The Independent savaged 
it-"Cheap French romance, colored 
light brown" (Lewis 191-92)-and 
Hubert Harrison mocked the author in 
the Pittsburgh Courier for his clumsi- 
ness with dialogue while berating him 
for his filthy mind ("Homo" 20). In late 
October a book review meeting at the 
New York Public Library's 135th Street 
branch broke into mayhem when a 
press correspondent named Cleveland 
Allen got up before 200 Harlemites to 
denounce the book as an "insult to the 
Race." Another man got up to curse 
Van Vechten personally, and a third 
blamed the literati of Harlem for invit- 
ing him uptown in the first place. "It 
was evident as the discussion pro- 
gressed," according to the Chicago 
Defender, "that most of the 'reviewers' 
had not read the novel, but had formed 
their opinions from the title" ("Novel" 
2). 

Nigger Heaven's title alone was 
widely considered to be a terrible 
insult. This seems a little odd, given the 
fact that Wood's The Nigger had been 
well received just a few years before, 
and a play of the same name had 
caused only a mild stir. The title, as 
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Van Vechten and his friends were keen 
to emphasize, was meant as an ironic 
statement, taken from the popular 
name for the rear balcony in theaters. 
Byron Kasson, the novel's young pro- 
tagonist, makes the point himself: 

Nigger Heaven! Byron moaned 
Nigger Heaven! That's what Harlem 
is. We sit in our places in the 
gallery of this New York theater 
and watch the white world sit- 
ting down below in the good 
seats in the orchestra. 
Occasionally they turn their 
faces up towards us, their hard, 
cruel faces, to laugh or sneer, 
but they never beckon. It never 
seems to occur to them that 
Nigger Heaven is crowded, that 
there isn't another seat, that 
something has to be done. It 
doesn't seem to occur to them 
either, he went on fiercely, that 
we sit above them, that we can 
drop things down on them and crush 
them,that we can swoop down from 
this Nigger Heaven and take their 
seats. No, they have no fear of that! 
Harlem! The Mecca of the New Negro! 
My God! (149) 

This tirade, delivered in Van Vechten's 
peculiar style (he disdained quotation 
marks), might have been all right com- 
ing from a black author. From a white, 
it was probably all the more stinging 
for its fidelity to black sentiments. 

Most of the reviews against Nigger 
Heaven focused on the supposed 
"immorality" of the novel, its naked 
presentation of sex and crime. Black 
critics could be surprisingly straight- 
laced, even in the midst of the "splen- 
did drunken Twenties," as 
Van Vechten called them. Floyd 
Calvin, who frequently paraded his 
disgust for jazz and "Race Theater" 
through the pages of the Pittsburgh 
Courier, attacked both Van Vechten and 
his black supporters: "As a writer, Mr. 
Van Vechten seems to revel in filth and 
obscenity on general principles.... 
Recall who in high places commended 
the book and you will recall who is 
responsible for your world's greatest 
Negro city being known as 'Nigger 
Heaven' " (15). Hubert Harrison saw 
a"singular appropriateness in the 

shoddy quality of this book-a sort of 
argument by example-for it deals 
with a shoddy social set" ("Homo" 20). 
George Schuyler, also writing in the 
Courier, delighted in the controversy. 
"Negroes, like other folk," he cackled, 
"don't like the truth.... if it is a filthy 
book, then one must reply that it could 

The 
controversy 

Nigger 
Heaven 
aroused 

was 
instructive. 

be nothing else, considering 
his subject" (14). 

Most of Harlem seems to 
have agreed that the book 
was vile and demeaning to 
the race. W. E. B. Du Bois 
waited several months before 
delivering his verdict in the 
December Cnsis, and the 
interval had not mellowed his 
feelings. The book was "a 
blow in the face," he 
declared, "an affront to the 

hospitality of black folk and the intelli- 
gence of white." He refused to credit 
Van Vechten's ironic intentions with 
the title: " 'Nigger Heaven' does not 
mean, as Van Vechten once or twice 
intimates, a haven for Negroes-a city 
of refuge for dark and tired souls; it 
means in common parlance, a nasty, 
sordid corner into which black folk are 
herded, and yet a place which they in 
crass ignorance are fools enough to 
enjoy." Du Bois's overall judgment was 
based on Nigger Heaven's failure to 
cohere as either moral statement or 
work of art. But he expressed himself 
with a resentful scorn that suggests 
another motive. Nigger Heaven is con- 
cerned above all with highly educated 
and ambitious Harlemites, and it is not 
a flattering portrait. Whatever the 
author's sympathies, the book presents 
black intellectual life as a pathetic, 
almost futile endeavor, stifled by black 
snobbery on one side and white big- 
otry on the other. Du Bois may have 
felt this way sometimes himself, but to 
hear it from a white interloper like 
Van Vechten would have been infuriat- 
ing. He advised his readers, with quiet 
acidity, to "drop it gently into the 
grate" (81). 
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Even then the controversy was not 
over; it raged in newspapers well into 
the following year. In mid-April of 
1927 Langston Hughes wrote in 
defense of Van Vechten in the Courier: 

No book could possibly be as bad as 
Nigger Heaven has been painted. And 
no book has ever been better adver- 
tised by those who wished to damn it. 
Because it was declared obscene every- 
body wanted to read it and I'll venture 
to say that more Negroes bought it 
than ever purchased a book by a 
Negro author. (1) 

Hughes was more than right: Nigger 
Heaven probably sold more than all the 
books by black writers of the Harlem 
Renaissance combined (Samuels 29). 
Hughes himself took a moderate line, 
refusing to say more than that it was 
"not a bad book." But he confessed 
himself "at a loss to understand the 
yelps of the colored critics and the rea- 
son for their ill-mannered onslaught 
against Mr. Van Vechten" ("Langston" 
1). 

W hy did Nigger Heaven provoke 
such strong, divided reac- 

tions? The answer has to do with the 
politics of race in the 1920s, and with 
complex histories on both sides of the 
racial line. On the black side, the story 
begins with Charles S. Johnson, the 
"entrepreneur of the Harlem 
Renaissance" (Gilpin 215), whose pro- 
motional efforts helped to shape the lit- 
erary environment that made Nigger 
Heaven possible. Johnson, who had 
studied sociology at the University of 
Chicago with Robert E. Park, inherited 
his famous mentor's optimism about 
the "great moral solvent" of friendly 
ties between members of the races. The 
Negro in Chicago, produced under the 
auspices of the NAACP, was Johnson's 
700-page analysis of the Chicago riots 
of July 1919. It had no influence on 
government racial policy in Chicago, 
but it did get Johnson a job as the 
Urban League's national director of 
research and investigations, and editor 
of its new monthly, Opportunity maga- 

zine. He moved to Harlem and took up 
his new responsibilities in 1922 (Lewis 
45-49). 

Johnson's concerns remained 
largely sociological, as witnessed by 
his paper on "Public Opinion and the 
Negro," delivered for the National 
Conference of Social Work in May 1923 
and published in Opportunity the fol- 
lowing July. The problem of race, 
according to "Public Opinion," lies in 
the unthinking assumptions white peo- 
ple make about blacks. Johnson cited 
Walter Lippman's ground-breaking 
study Public Opinion: "Except where 
we deliberately keep prejudice in sus- 
pense, we do not study a man and 
judge him to be bad.... We see a bad 
man." Blacks, in the public mind, were 
innately inferior, immoral, and crimi- 
nal. These beliefs were easily perpetu- 
ated in a society, Johnson lamented, 
where few whites have any real contact 
with blacks or black culture. Still, there 
was hope. "If the myths can be dis- 
solved," Johnson concluded, "if indeed 
the beliefs can be honestly questioned, 
many of our inhibitions to normal, 
rational, and ethical conduct will be 
removed." The way to achieve this, 
Johnson believed, was not to work 
toward a separate black culture, since 
such a subaltern culture would neces- 
sarily remain weak: 

The state of affairs in our culture that 
would follow the independent devel- 
opment of a special culture by each 
racial group in our population can be 
well imagined. Where evidences of it 
have appeared they have been put 
down with a stem hand. The program 
of Americanization was designed to 
prevent just such tendencies as are rec- 
ommended for the Negroes. (206) 

A separate culture, for Johnson, was a 
segregated culture, necessarily inferior 
and probably doomed. The path 
toward racial justice lay in assimilation, 
in an active endeavor to gain common 
cultural ground with whites. And there 
was only one way to achieve that in 
1923, one crack in the edifice of white 
culture where blacks could find their 
way through: the arts. Johnson turned 
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Opportunity into a forum for black art 
and literature and did all he could to 
encourage young writers. According to 
Langston Hughes, Johnson "did more 
to encourage and develop Negro writ- 
ers during the 1920's than anyone else 
in America" (Big Sea 218). Zora Neale 
Hurston declared that the Harlem 
Renaissance was "his work, and only 
his hushmouth nature has caused it to 
be attributed to many others" (168). 

The Renaissance Charles Johnson 
fostered was based on some solid liter- 
ary and artistic achievement: The talent 
of Jean Toomer, Claude McKay, 
Langston Hughes, and the handful of 
others who made up its ranks is unde- 
niable. Those talents, gaining the atten- 
tion first of black editors and then of 
whites, helped create a frenzy of inter- 
racial enthusiasm that crested in 1925, 
when Alain Locke edited a special 
issue of Survey Graphic titled "Harlem: 
Mecca of the New Negro." Already a 
buzzword among the new generation 
of idealistic and culture-hungry blacks, 
The New Negro became the title for 
Locke's expanded anthology of materi- 
al from Survey Graphic and Opportunity 
at the end of the year. There was poet- 
ry by Langston Hughes and Countde 
Cullen, fiction by Rudolph Fisher and 
Jean Toomer, and plenty of serious 
non-fiction by white and black writers. 
All of this writing, along with well- 
publicized events like the Opportunity 
magazine prize-dinners, combined to 
create an atmosphere of intoxicated 
optimism about the power of art to 
change the world. Locke declared him- 
self convinced that the race's "more 
immediate hope rests in the revalua- 
tion by white and black alike of the 
Negro in terms of his artistic endow- 
ments and cultural contributions, past 
and prospective" (Lewis 113-18). 
Others went even further. A week after 
the Opportunity dinner the Herald 
Tibune praised the event and coined a 
phrase: America was "on the edge, if 
not already in the midst, of what might 
not improperly be called a Negro 
Renaissance." The New York World 
declared that "art is slowly but surely 

knitting a close kinship between white 
and colored Americans" (qtd. in Lewis 
116). 

This high tide of enthusiasm was 
bound to recede, with or without Carl 
Van Vechten. As 1925 wore on into 
1926, art failed to heal the rift between 
the races. If anything, matters got 
worse. Lynchings, having faded almost 
into the single digits for three years, 
went up considerably in the new year. 
In October a brutal triple lynching near 
Aiken, South Carolina, brought furious 
headlines from the black newspapers, 
but the white press merely shrugged. 
The NAACP had struggled vainly for 
three years to get an anti-lynching bill 
onto the Senate floor, and now the 
prospects were no better. At the year's 
end Kelly Miller, writing in the 
Pittsburgh Courier, announced solemnly 
that in 1926 "the political movement 
has been decidedly retrograded" (15). 
These setbacks must have been particu- 
larly bitter at a time when white 
America was celebrating its new pros- 
perity with banner headlines- 
"AMERICA'S WEALTH REACHES 
NEW HEIGHT," shouted The New York 
Times (1)-and flaunting its extra cash 
in Harlem's nightclubs. On December 
19, 1926, hundreds of blacks gathered 
in a Harlem auditorium to protest the 
Aiken lynchings. Two delegates were 
appointed to demand that President 
Coolidge enforce the Fourteenth 
Amendment equally with the 
Eighteenth. S. R. Williams, the 
Wilberforce professor who had 
presided over the meeting, stood up 
before the crowd to denounce Nigger 
Heaven, and he tore two pages from a 
copy he held in his hand. With the 
crowd cheering him on, he set the 
pages on fire and let them bum. When 
the ashes crumpled in his hand, he 
announced that there would be a cere- 
mony later on to bum the rest of the 
book (New York Times 20 Dec. 1926: 15). 

Regardless of the political situa- 
tion, some black critics had never 
shared Locke's faith in the transform- 
ing power of art. Du Bois, who had 
long been more skeptical about white 
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patronage, began publishing a series in 
The Crisis in March 1926 titled "The 
Negro in Art: How Shall he be 
Portrayed?" Van Vechten (who had not 
yet lost favor with Du Bois) prepared 
seven questions on exactly the subject 
that had worried Johnson: Negro 
stereotypes and the artist's responsibil- 
ity. There were responses from over 
twenty writers and cultural arbiters, 
black and white, lasting through 
September. The answers were hardly 
surprising: Whites expressed frustra- 
tion over black sensitivity, and blacks 
questioned the whites' sincerity. There 
were repudiations of "propaganda," 
and a certain amount of concern (from 
blacks) over white publishers' willing- 
ness to do justice to the black writer. 

Du Bois sat back in silence and 
then capped the series with a passion- 
ate, embittered essay titled "Criteria of 
Negro Art," delivered as a speech in 
September and published in the 
October Crisis. He began by acknowl- 
edging the power and importance of 
art and beauty in his own life, but 
moved gradually onto racial issues 
until he was forced to admit that the 
political struggle-for black 
Americans-was inextricable from any 
artistic credo they might hold. "I do 
not care a damn for any art that is not 
used for propaganda," he declared. 
"But I do care when propaganda is 
confined to one side while the other is 
stripped and silent" (297). White art, in 
other words, contained an unintention- 
al political (or "propagandistic") ele- 
ment when it encountered blacks. But 
this element was always allowed to 
slip by under the guise of "local color" 
or exoticism. Black art, without the 
cover of such excuses, was more timid, 
and whites (as the Crisis symposium 
had demonstrated) had little sympa- 
thy. Du Bois used "Criteria of Black 
Art" to declare his own intransigency: 
no more license for white ignorance 
and condescension. White writers had 
better watch out. Two months after 
delivering "Criteria of Black Art," 
Du Bois published his withering 
review of Nigger Heaven. There is no 

way of knowing whether 
Van Vechten's book had helped propel 
Du Bois to his extreme stance, or if 
Nigger Heaven simply came into his 
hands just after he had made up his 
mind. Either way, Nigger Heaven 
became a kind of test-case for black 
attitudes about white Negrophilia. 
Assimilationists like Charles S. and 
James Weldon Johnson would persist, 
but a significant portion of the black 
elite had made up its mind: Enough 
was enough. 

A nother element in Nigger 
Heaven's reception was the 

unbridgeable gap between 
Van Vechten's decadent modernism 
and the necessarily progress-minded 
attitude of Harlem's black cultural 
elite. Van Vechten, like so many self- 
proclaimed modernists writing in the 
wake of the Great War, based his artis- 
tic mission on the rejection of middle- 
class values. He came from an Iowan 
family where financial success was the 
norm, and had to justify his choice of 
profession to his older brother even at 
the age of 39. His homosexuality must 
have increased this sense of alienation, 
and his participation in the gay under- 
world of New York probably spurred 
an interest in other subcultures. But 
Van Vechten's fascination with the 
decadent and exotic was in harmony 
with the mood of 1920s magazine jour- 
nalism, and it helped him rise to fame. 
After starting out as a music critic for 
the Times and other newspapers before 
the war, he eagerly joined Mencken 
and other writers for the Smart Set and 
Vanity Fair, flaunting his urbanity and 
wit. His criticism had always been 
fueled by a hunger for whatever was 
new, untried, or "modem" in culture 
and the arts; In the Garret (1922) fea- 
tures quick takes on the Negro, 
Spanish, and Yiddish theater. In this 
way ethnicity and race became, for 
Van Vechten and his magazine audi- 
ence, a matter of style, of gestures to be 
adopted or discarded at will. He had 
been the first man in New York to wear 
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a wristwatch, and he had plans (never 
realized) to "take up the Chinese and 
the Jews" (Letters 88) once he was fin- 
ished with Harlem. 

The same hunger for flashy novel- 
ty runs through Van Vechten's fictional 
career, beginning with Peter Whiffle in 
1920 and lasting through to Parties 
(1930). Written in an affectation of easy 
carelessness, the novels traipse through 
New York high society, following fabu- 
lously named characters like 
Campasbe Lorillard into drunkenness 
and debauchery without much pause 
for characterization. The narratives 
work to convey an atmosphere of 
urbane satire, but the irony is without 
depth; there is none of the tragic poten- 
tial that surrounds revelry in 
Fitzgerald's work. Van Vechten was 
very much a part of the world he 
described, and he wanted nothing else. 
His estrangement from the land of his 
youth is so thorough as to leave no 
residue, no sense of regret or alterna- 
tive possibility. Where other artists of 
the period like Hemingway or Cather 
maintained a redeeming warmth for 
some aspect of living-trout fishing, 
good food, sex, or nostalgia for the 
Midwestern prairie-Van Vechten cast 
his cold, facile glance at everything. 
Only cats survived it (he wrote a book 
about them) along with a few preciosi- 
ties of interior decoration. As Hubert 
Harrison mockingly observed, 
Van Vechten could describe "furniture 
and its accessories, female clothes and 
fripperies" better than any other male 
writer ("Homo" 20). His most fully 
realized characters are always 
women-usually haughty, gin-swilling 
sirens-surrounded by weak, ineffec- 
tual men who drape themselves on 
couches and complain about the heat. 

Given this background, 
Van Vechten's sympathy for the 
young, idealistic black man, with real 
hurdles to overcome, was limited from 
the start. Byron Kasson was probably 
doomed to the same literary impotence 
that afflicts Peter Whiffle, 
Van Vechten's first (and prototypical) 
male character. This is not to say, of 

course, that Van Vechten didn't try. 
The novel creaks and groans with his 
effort at a more "serious" story than he 
usually attempted. But Byron and 
Mary, after a fairly promising start, 
never develop as characters. Instead, 
their lives become the excuse for a 
slide-show of all the big "issues" of 
Harlem cultural life: the indifference of 
whites, the dilemma of "passing," the 
exaggerated snobbism and pretension 
of "respectable" black circles toward 
the rest. Mary's character seems little 
more than an object-lesson for white 
readers, designed to prove that not all 
blacks represent the "primitive" soul 
they seek. As she puts it, 

Savages! Savages at heart! And she 
had lost or forfeited her birthright, this 
primitive birthright which is so valu- 
able and important an asset, a 
birthright that all the civilized races 
were struggling to get back to-this 
fact explained the art of a Picasso or a 
Stravinsky. To be sure, she, too, felt 
this African beat-it completely 
aroused her emotionally-but she was 
conscious of feeling it. This love of 
drums, of exciting rhythms, this naive 
delight in glowing color-the color 
that exists only in cloudless, tropical 
climes-this warm, sexual emotion, all 
these were hers only through a mental 
understanding. (89-90) 

Van Vechten the arts critic comes 
creeping in here, just in case we have 
not been following his articles in Vanity 
Fair. Later, when the white editor 
Russet Durwood (a stand-in for H. L. 
Mencken) invites Byron to his office, he 
delivers a sermon on race that was 
surely familiar to anyone who had kept 
up with Van Vechten's magazine offer- 
ings: 

Why, there are West Indians and 
Abyssinian Jews, religious Negroes, 
pagan Negroes, and Negro intellectu- 
als, all living together more or less 
amicably in the same community, each 
group with its own opinions and 
atmosphere and manner of living. 
... But I find that Negroes don't write 
about these matters; they continue to 
employ all the old cliches and formu- 
las that have been worried to death by 
Nordic blonds.... Well, if you young 
Negro intellectuals don't get busy, a 
new crop of Nordics is going to spring 
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up who will take the trouble to become 
better informed and will exploit this 
material before the Negro gets around 
to it. (222) 

This kind of ham-fisted editorializ- 
ing mars Van Vechten's efforts at char- 
acterization throughout the novel. He 
even manages to thematize the socio- 
logical difficulty of his own novelistic 
undertaking, through a kind of play- 
within-the-play. At one point Byron 
describes a short-story idea to Mary: A 
white boy with a black girlfriend turns 
homicidal when his sister starts to see a 
black man. Mary is dubious: "These 
propaganda subjects are very difficult, 
Byron, difficult to make human. It is 
hard to keep them from becoming 
melodramatic, cheap even. Unless such 
a story is written with exquisite skill, it 
will read like a meretricious appeal to 
the emotions arising out of race preju- 
dice" (204). This is Van Vechten talking 
to himself. And he was right: It is diffi- 
cult to handle such subjects. Mary's 
failed romance with Byron is ample 
proof. There is no nuance, no develop- 
ment; as soon as they run into trouble 
the action shifts to Lasca, the "lovely 
animal" who captures Byron's heart. 
This pattern applies throughout the 
novel. Whenever the "high" plot of 
educated characters and race propa- 
ganda threatens to go somewhere, the 
"low" plot returns-with good reason. 
The Scarlet Creeper and the Bolito 
King may be caricatures, but they have 
the saving grace (as Du Bois himself 
observed) of keeping the reader awake 
("Books" 81). 

However Van Vechten may have 
tried to persuade himself that he want- 
ed to show the world the refined sides 
of black life, his real interest lay in the 
violent, "savage" rhythms of Harlem, 
its bright colors and "warm, sexual 
emotions." His white friends certainly 
thought so, and their letters present a 
convincing testimony. F. Scott 
Fitzgerald, writing from Juan-Les Pins, 
raved about the novel. "It seems," he 
mused, 

to sum up subtly and inclusively all 
the direction of the northern nigger or, 

rather, the nigger in New York. Our 
civilization imposed on such virgin 
soil takes on a new and more vivid and 
more poignant horror, as if it had been 
dug out of its context and set down 
against an accidental and unrelated 
background. 

These words, scrawled in a careless 
hand, certainly bear out Byron 
Kasson's lament about the white 
writer's indifference to black life. For 
Fitzgerald, Van Vechten's "niggers" 
are mere puppets, serving to point up 
the corruption of Western civilization 
in their ridiculous, doomed effort to 
ape it. Another correspondent, writing 
just after Nigger Heaven's publication, 
complained: 

Nigger Heaven equals Nigger Hell to 
me. I don't like your sophisticated 
types. Give me the real nigger as he 
loves and hates in "Porgy." Jungle 
stuff. . . . your Mary is white all 
through. The first really white soul you 
ever wrote about. Your Byron to me is 
typical-and shows all the weakness 
of his race. (Letter) 

The complaint about Mary being 
"white all through" is a common one 
in the letters Van Vechten received. 
D. H. Lawrence thought all of the char- 
acters were too white: 

It is rather disappointing. One likes to 
cherish illusions about the race soul, 
the eternal Negroid soul, black and 
glistening and touched with awfulness 
and mystery. One is not allowed. The 
nigger is a white man through and 
through. (362) 

Others, however, saw a clear distinc- 
tion between the "white" educated 
characters of the novel and its exciting 
"real niggers." Mabel Dodge Luhan 
saw the Scarlet Creeper, who succeeds 
in killing the Bolito King where Byron 
fails, as the "archaic real nigger being 
able to do the deed," while Byron is 
"spoiled for action by thought." 
Whites are pale and ineffectual; blacks 
are all appetite. 

These reactions may seem brusque 
and offensive, but they reveal some- 
thing undeniable about the novel's 
construction. Nigger Heaven begins and 
ends with the Scarlet Creeper, a strut- 
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ting criminal whose success at seduc- 
tion and murder circumscribes Byron's 
failed attempts and makes the entire 
"high" plot seem lifeless. The educated 
characters thus appear weak and unre- 
al, "whiter" than anything 
Van Vechten had ever written. This 
juxtaposition of high and low, ostensi- 
bly the mark of a broad novelistic 
scope, lends itself easily to a view of 
blacks as essentially violent and sala- 
cious. As another correspondent put it, 
"For Van Vechten, each black man has 
his Creeper running around in his 
skull" (qtd. in Lewis 189). Byron, Mary, 
and the rest are not really white; they 
have simply failed to live up to their 
"primitive" potential. 

All this is not to say that 
Van Vechten was a racist. He was far 
more sensitive about race than most of 
the white literati of his time appear to 
have been. His correspondence reveals 
a steady progression of understanding 
as he gained in familiarity with black 
people and their culture. He was extra- 
ordinarily generous to Langston 
Hughes and others, and he certainly 
helped-directly or indirectly-to pub- 
lish and promote most of the writers of 
the Renaissance. His parties alone were 
a meaningful act in an era when most 
whites of his class would never have 
considered receiving blacks at home. 
And his efforts to foster the study of 
African-American arts and letters- 
through the donation of his own collec- 
tions and otherwise-are probably 
unparalleled. 

Nonetheless, Van Vechten's liter- 
ary approaches were more than unwel- 
come in Harlem in 1926. For many 
black intellectuals the white cult of the 
primitive could only seem bizarre and 
infuriating. They had no dull, comfort- 
able Midwest to rebel against, no staid 
and overcivilized tradition to corrupt. 
They hoped-against the odds-to 
build a culture, not to tear one down. 
And if the sensationalism of Nigger 
Heaven seemed relatively benign from 
a white point of view, most blacks did 
not enjoy being gawked at. Hubert 
Harrison titled his stinging review of 

Nigger Heaven "Homo Africanus 
Harlemi." He had no sympathy for the 
black artists who had allied themselves 
with the white world to promote the 
"Harlem Renaissance." They were just 
escaping the real problems of black 
identity and art, he believed, to play 
primitive for a group of jaded and 
drunken whites. Harrison's review of 
Nigger Heaven suggests the beginnings 
of this conviction. When he followed it 
up a few months later with a full- 
blown attack on the Harlem 
Renaissance, he was certain. 

Harrison frames his attack as an 
imagined conversation with a black 
man whose enthusiasm for the "New 
Negro" is matched by his total igno- 
rance of earlier black writers like 
Chesnutt and Dunbar. He rifles off 
dozens of names, making a strong case 
that the current set of writers is vastly 
over-rated. And the source of all that 
"Renaissance" hype? Carl Van Vechten 
and his kind. 

This "Negro literary renaissance" has 
its existence at present only in the nox- 
ious night life of the Greenwich village 
neurotics who invented it, not for the 
black brothers' profit but their own. 
Nor do their darker dupes stand on 
any safer ground. If anyone, in public, 
should care to pick any decade 
between 1850 and 1910 I will under- 
take to present from the Negroes of 
that decade as many writers and (with 
Schomburg to back me) as many lines 
of literary and artistic endeavor as he 
can show for this decade. (" 'No 
Negro' " 1) 

Harrison goes on, like a soap-box cur- 
mudgeon, to extend his dare: He can 
find better literature in any other 
decade than the present one. 

To some extent this boast is a mat- 
ter of simple resentment. The new writ- 
ers were getting all the white attention, 
while Harrison, a learned man and an 
excellent speaker, was unknown out- 
side Harlem. Nonetheless, Harrison's 
sneers point up an uncertainty among 
black intellectuals about tradition and 
audience that was at the core of the 
Harlem Renaissance. Aware of the dif- 
ference between white literary expecta- 
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tions and their own inchoate tradition, 
they did not know where to place 
themselves. Should they be searching 
for a black tradition to build on, as 
Harrison argued? Should they be writ- 
ing for blacks? Or should they take 
advantage of the white demand for 
salacious Harlem material? 
Van Vechten, writing about Harlem as 
an outsider for whites who knew far 
less of it than he did, had been forced 
to resort to a tour guide's bland style, 
explaining the obvious at every turn. 
But black writers often came up against 
a similar barrier. The facts of black 
urban life were too new; they could not 
be taken for granted. Even Claude 
McKay's characters tend to get 
preachy, indulging in long, explanato- 
ry speeches about life in Harlem, or 
being a mulatto, or "passing." 

Meanwhile the Great White 
Market waited, as Carl Van Vechten 
never tired of telling his black friends. 
"The squalor of Negro life," he gurgled 
in The Crisis, 

the vice of Negro life, offer a wealth of 
novel, exotic, picturesque material to 
the artist.... Are Negro writers going 
to write about this exotic material 
while it is still fresh or will they contin- 
ue to make a free gift of it to white 
authors who will exploit it until not a 
drop of vitality remains? ("Negro" 
219) 

He has himself say it in Nigger Heaven, 
where the novelist Gareth Johns (a self- 
portrait) tells Byron, 

Well, the low life of your people is 
exotic. It has a splendid, fantastic qual- 
ity. And the humor! How vital it is, 
how rich in idiom! Picturesque and 
fresh! I don't think the Negro has been 
touched in literature as yet. (107) 

Later in the novel the white editor 
Russet Durwood hammers the point 
home again: "The whole place, con- 
trary to the general impression, is over- 
run with fresh, unused material" (222). 
Indeed it was. Van Vechten proved his 
point when Nigger Heaven became a 
best-seller, and the joke was on those 
black writers who had failed to listen. 

D,} id they have a choice? Aubrey 
Bowers, a young Harlem 

schoolteacher, thought not. Writing to 
Carl Van Doren about Nigger Heaven, 
Bowers complained, 

How many magazines or publishers 
would accept Negro stories from a 
Negro viewpoint? They might accept a 
Negro's work if he would consent to 
denigrate his race and pander to the 
American idea that a Negro is either a 
down, a child, or a brute. But then he 
would not really be a Negro writer; he 
would only be a liar .... 

Black writers needed a black audience. 
And therein lay another rub: There was 
no adequate literary medium for them. 
Bowers went on to detail the inadequa- 
cies of The Crisis, Opportunity, and 
other black literary venues for his dis- 
tinguished correspondent, who had 
published a hopeful essay about the 
future of black literary talent just the 
year before. Bowers knew how hard it 
was: He had put all of his savings into 
his own magazine back in 1919, only to 
have it snuffed out by the printers' 
strike of 1920. Other writers agreed 
that the black demand for 
"respectable" black fictional characters 
could be as stifling as the condescen- 
sion of white editors. To Claude 
McKay, the entire apparatus designed 
to shower prizes, prestige, and encour- 
agement on young black writers-the 
backbone of the Harlem Renaissance- 
was corrupt. The Negro intelligentsia, 
he wrote, was 

actively and potentially propagandist. 
And in striving for professors' arm- 
chairs, Army and Navy shoulder 
chips, sacerdotal gaiters, big business 
fellowships, and high political prefer- 
ences of the majority and ruling race, 
the growing army of the professional 
Negro class necessarily invokes the aid 
of the Negro propagandist intelli- 
gentsia. (qtd. in Lewis 175) 

With all this weight bearing down on 
it, McKay argued, the black intelli- 
gentsia could not possibly foster the 
independent spirit necessary for the 
production of real art. Even Langston 
Hughes saw the black artist working 
against an 
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undertow of sharp criticism and mis- 
understanding from his own people 
and unintentional bribes from the 
whites. "O, be respectable, write about 
nice people, show how good we are," 
say the blacks. "Be stereotyped, don't 
go too far, don't shatter our illusions 
about you, don't amuse us too serious- 
ly. We will pay you," say the whites. 
("Negro" 693) 

Other artists, feeling the pressure 
of these opposed and hostile forces, fell 
into a despair about themselves and 
their situation. Wallace Thurman wrote 
Infants of the Spring, a bitter satire of the 
Harlem Renaissance and all its preten- 
sions. Claude McKay, torn between 
race consciousness and his yearning for 
a universal, non-racial audience, ended 
up in the Catholic church, where he 
angrily rejected all of his former affilia- 
tions: black, white, radical, liberal. 
Only Hughes, in what may be a kind of 
high point of the Renaissance-pro- 
claimed an aspiration to rise above the 
pressures of expectation: 

We younger artists who create now 
intend to express our individual dark- 
skinned selves without fear or shame. 
If white people are pleased we are 
glad. If they are not, it doesn't matter. 
. . . If colored people are pleased we 
are glad. If they are not, their displea- 
sure doesn't matter either. We build 
our temples for tomorrow, strong as 
we know how, and we stand on top of 
the mountain, free within ourselves. 
("Negro" 694) 

The words sound proud and indepen- 
dent, conjuring a fittingly classical 
image of temple on hilltop. Behind 
them, however, lurks an unbearably 
obvious question about audience: For 
whom is this narrator writing? 

The answer can only be that he 
was writing for us. The future, for 
Hughes as for many of his fellow 
"Niggerati," had a special glamor; it 
was all they had. Their evocations of 
that future can be poignant, because 
they knew their weaknesses. Without a 
classical past to spur them on, their 
"Renaissance" must often have seemed 
a bitter joke. For Du Bois, the 

Renaissance was a failure, "because it 
was a transplanted and exotic thing. It 
was a literature written for the benefit 
of white people and at the behest of 
white readers, and starting out private- 
ly from a white point of view" (Turner 
27.) All the same, Du Bois trusted that 
the audience for black writing would 
gain in size and confidence. As he put 
it, 

We must come to the place where 
the work of art when it appears is 
reviewed and acclaimed by our own 
free and unfettered judgment. And we 
are going to have a real and valuable 
and eternal judgment only as we make 
ourselves free of mind, proud of body 
and just of soul to all men. And then 
do you know what will be said? It is 
already saying. Just as soon as true art 
emerges; just as soon as the black artist 
appears, someone touches the race on 
the shoulder and says, "He did that 
because he was an American, not 
because he was a Negro; he was born 
here; he was trained here; he is not a 
Negro-what is a Negro anyhow? He 
is just human; it is the kind of thing 
you ought to expect. ("Criteria" 297) 

These words, written in the wake of 
Nigger Heaven's publication, are both a 
call for militancy and an evocation of 
life without it. Some day, Du Bois 
believed, the Veil of racial difference 
would no longer be there to tempt 
voyeurs like Van Vechten. In the mean- 
time Nigger Heaven may well have 
encouraged other writers to look more 
unflinchingly at black life; McKay's 
Home to Harlem and Fisher's The Walls 
of Jericho appeared soon afterward. One 
thing is certain: The controversy Nigger 
Heaven aroused was instructive. Never 
again would white writers roar 
uptown with such feckless glee, and 
never would blacks admit them again 
so freely. "Many agree," wrote a 
reporter for the Chicago Defender in 
1926, "that had the novel been written 
for no other reason than to start 
Harlem thinking, it has accomplished 
its purpose to a marvelous degree" (2). 
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