
UC Irvine
UC Irvine Previously Published Works

Title
Harlem on my mind

Permalink
https://escholarship.org/uc/item/0gd181qc

Author
Cooks, BR

Publication Date
2016

Copyright Information
This work is made available under the terms of a Creative Commons Attribution License, availalbe 
at https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
 
Peer reviewed

eScholarship.org Powered by the California Digital Library
University of California

https://escholarship.org/uc/item/0gd181qc
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://escholarship.org
http://www.cdlib.org/


RED UX  23

Redux
Rediscovered Books 
and Writings 

On January 18, 1969, the Metropolitan 

Museum of Art opened the exhibition 

Harlem on My Mind: Cultural Capital 
of Black America, 1900–1968. Mired 

in controversy from the beginning of 

the curatorial process, it was organized 

by exhibition committee director 

Allon Schoener and consisted primarily 

of photographs arranged in thirteen 

galleries by decade and themes such as   

 “1920–1929: An Urban Black Culture” 

and “1950–1959: Frustration and 

Ambivalence.” Schoener and museum 

director Thomas Hoving conceptualized 

the exhibition as a humanistic project 

that would represent the culturally rich 

and historically black community of 

Harlem. However, public frustration 

with the museum’s selection of objects 

and depiction of cross-cultural relation-

ships led to boycotts of the exhibition 

before it even opened. And shortly after 

the accompanying catalog’s appearance, 

it was pulled from shelves.

 The exhibition’s problems were 

far ranging and touched many trigger 

points. That Harlem was an unusual 

topic for an exhibition at the Metropolitan 

was in itself a provocative factor. To 

start, the museum chose to organize the 

exhibition without the participation of 

black people living in the neighborhood. 

And then there was the museum’s 

poor treatment of Harlem artists. For 

example, it is remarkable that no art 

from the Harlem Renaissance period 

was included; nor was work by artist 

and educator Augusta Savage or painters 

Romare Bearden and Norman Lewis. 

Exclusion was just one part of the 

exhibition’s controversy. The Harlem 
on My Mind exhibition catalog produced 

its own host of issues. New York mayor 

John Lindsay and the president of 

the Jewish Anti-Defamation League 

interpreted remarks in the catalog 

introduction as anti-Semitic. The text 

was taken from a high school term paper 

written by recent graduate Candice 

Van Ellison. The idea that Van Ellison’s 

text would be representative of an 

average New Yorker failed. 

 Long after the initial impact of 

Harlem on My Mind, its historical 

significance continues to resonate. 

While some of the photographic 

materials from the exhibition reside in 

the collections of the Schomburg Center 

for Research in Black Culture, New 

York, and the I. P. Stanback Museum 

and Planetarium at South Carolina State 

University, Orangeburg, the record of 

the exhibition mostly lives on through 

its catalog—all four editions. Initially 

published in 1968 to accompany the 

exhibition, the catalog was reprinted 

with modifications in 1979, 1995, and  

2007, when the exhibition was remounted 

at the I. P. Stanback Museum. The 

deletion of Hoving’s original preface, 

Schoener’s foreword, and the controver-

sial introductory essay by Van Ellison 

marked some of the changes. The 

addition of a new foreword by Schoener, 

in which he attempts to reframe the 

controversies, and texts by scholars 

Nathan Irvin Huggins and Henry Louis 

Gates, Jr., as well as politician Charles B. 

Rangel, demonstrates the desire for 
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affirmation of the exhibition decades 

after its closing. That the catalog is still in 

print speaks to the continued relevance 

of the power of photography and the 

politics of black self-representation. 

  The discourse around Harlem on 
My Mind has largely overshadowed 

the photographs that were included. 

One of the outcomes of the exhibition 

was the revived career of the prolific, 

Harlem-based photographer James 

VanDerZee. His now well-known scenes 

of daily life in 1920s Harlem present 

portraits of black soldiers, students, 

and the nationalist leader Marcus 

Garvey. The exhibition of his work at 

the Metropolitan gave the Harlem elder 

unprecedented exposure to thousands 

of visitors, including future photographer 

and scholar Deborah Willis, who would 

go on to consider VanDerZee’s oeuvre 

for serious study in her work VanDerZee: 
Photographer, 1886–1983 (1993).

 Harlem’s vibrant musical culture 

was seen in images by Herman Leonard 

and Charles “Chuck” Stewart, offering 

viewers familiar faces of great American 

entertainers in the 1940s: Lester “Prez” 

Young, Coleman Hawkins, Lena Horne, 

Dizzy Gillespie, and Ella Fitzgerald 

were some of those featured. These 

figures represented a sample of the 

extraordinary talent that regularly 

performed in Harlem nightclubs and 

defined the innovative sound of bebop.

 Works by Gordon Parks were also 

selected for inclusion in the infamous 

show. Parks’s images convey both 

the stillness and activity of Harlem’s 

streets during and after World War II. 

Published in the catalog in grid 

formation, the images document the 

residents of Harlem and their diverse 

interests and positions, from intellectual 

to laborer to dancer. Photographs of 

Harlem’s children reading and playing 

capture both the innocence and 

mischievousness of youth. An iconic 

1948 photograph of young gang leader 

Red Jackson watchfully staring through 

a broken window documents that 

generation’s struggle to survive in 

a place of limited opportunities. 

 Ann Zane Shanks’s Street 
Demonstration (1968), which depicts 

events contemporaneous with the 

exhibition, provided a sense of the 

collective power of Harlemites to 

support urgent issues. Returning to 

the image today, it resonates with 

current photographic documentation 

of organized protests in response to 

the devastating murders of black men 

and women by police officers across the 

country. Printed as a two-page spread 

near the end of the catalog, Shanks’s 

work appears as the last in a continuum 

of images that documents groups of 

Harlem residents engaged in efforts 

for social change.

 Looking through a copy of Harlem 
on My Mind is an opportunity to revisit 

select images from the exhibition and 

consider the controversy that continues 

to surround them. Each decade-long 

section of photographs is preceded by 

a collection of contemporary articles, 

from both black and mainstream presses 

such as the New York Times, New 
York World-Telegram, and Amsterdam 
News, informing the reader of the 

sociopolitical and economic topics of 

the day. In some reprints, you will also 

find discussions about the issues at stake 

in the conceptualizing of the exhibition 

and the protests against it. As a set, 

all of the editions stand as evidence 

of an ideological struggle over who 

represents Harlem and how. They 

picture a community of people engaged 

in the making of America and in how to 

persevere, and even prosper, within it.

Spreads from Harlem 

on My Mind, 1968. 
Top: Jazz musicians, 
including photographs 
by Herman Leonard, 
Gjon Mili, Charles Stewart, 
and Bradley Smith, 
1940–49. Bottom: Ann
Zane Shanks, Street 

Demonstration, 1968
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