
Uncovering the Forgotten Gems: Lost Plays of
the Harlem Renaissance 1920-1940

The Golden Era of African American Theatre

The Harlem Renaissance, a cultural and artistic movement that flourished in
Harlem, New York, during the 1920s and 1930s, was a time of immense creativity
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and empowerment for African Americans. While this period witnessed a surge of
prominent writers, poets, musicians, and visual artists, the realm of theater also
experienced a renaissance of its own.

Unfortunately, many of the remarkable plays produced during this era have been
lost or forgotten over time. These lost plays, however, hold great significance as
they shed light on the diverse perspectives and experiences of African
Americans, capturing the spirit of the Harlem Renaissance and reflecting the
challenges faced by the community.
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The Quest for Rediscovery

The African American Life Series, a dedicated project aimed at reviving forgotten
works of the Harlem Renaissance, has been meticulously researching and
retracing the footsteps of these lost plays. By delving into archives, conducting
interviews, and collaborating with experts, the series seeks to bring these
forgotten gems back to life and present them to a modern audience.
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These lost plays not only provide insight into the historical and cultural context of
the time but also give a platform to voices that were often marginalized or
overlooked. The themes explored range from racial inequality, identity, and the
quest for social justice to showcasing the vibrant and diverse African American
culture.

Uncovering the Treasures

One such play that has been rediscovered through the African American Life
Series is "A Raisin in the Sun" by Lorraine Hansberry. This iconic play, which
debuted in 1959, reflects the struggles faced by an African American family in
Chicago as they confront racism and seek to improve their lives.

Another notable find is "The Color Museum" by George C. Wolfe, premiered in
1988, explores African American identity through a series of interconnected
sketches, providing a powerful commentary on race, culture, and history.

These examples highlight the depth and richness of the lost plays from the
Harlem Renaissance, showcasing the immense talent and creativity within the
African American community at the time. By unearthing these forgotten works, the
African American Life Series aims to celebrate and honor the contributions of
African American artists to the theatrical landscape.

Celebrating Diversity and Empowering Future Generations

The revival of the lost plays not only pays tribute to the artistic achievements of
the past but also imparts valuable lessons to contemporary audiences. These
plays serve as a reminder of the struggles and resilience of African Americans,
encouraging discussions on social issues that persist today.



Through the African American Life Series, viewers can not only witness
exceptional performances but also gain a deeper understanding of the
complexities and experiences of African American life during the Harlem
Renaissance. By bridging the gap between the past and the present, these plays
inspire dialogue and foster empathy.

The Lost Plays of the Harlem Renaissance 1920-1940 encapsulate the beauty,
talent, and resilience of African American artists during a transformative period in
history. By rediscovering and celebrating these forgotten works, the African
American Life Series ensures that these voices are heard and appreciated by a
new generation, allowing African American cultural heritage to thrive and continue
to inspire future generations.
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This compilation of sixteen plays written during the Harlem Renaissance brings
together for the first time the works of Langston Hughes, George S. Schuyler,
Francis Hall Johnson, Shirley Graham, and others. In the , James V. Hatch sets
the plays in a historical context as he describes the challenges presented to
artists by the political and social climate of the time. The topics of the plays cover
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the realm of the
human experience in styles as wide-ranging as poetry, farce, comedy, tragedy,
social realism, and romance. Individual s to each play provide essential
biographical background on the playwrights.

In the continuing rediscovery of writers and works from the Harlem Renaissance,
Lost Plays of the Harlem Renaissance 1920-1940 serves as essential
background for contemporary readers and is a valuable contribution to African
American literary and theatrical scholarship.
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