CLAUDE MCKAY (1890-1948) 
Nato e cresciuto in Giamaica, McKay lascia la sua isola nel 1912 conducendo in seguito una vita da girovago.  Dopo gli studi alla Tuskegee University in Alabama (università per neri fondata da Booker T. Washington)  e una laurea alla State University del Kansas, arriva a New York nel 1914, dove inizia a scrivere poesia e a attivarsi per la rinascita culturale e politica dei neri.  Per qualche tempo collabora al Liberator, la rivista di Max e Crystal Eastman   [image: image1.jpg]


 innovativa rivista del partito comunista.


E’ in questa rivista che venne pubblicata la sua poesia più famosa, “If We Must Die”, scritta In quell’ “estate rossa” del 1919 che vide i neri ferocemente aggrediti dai bianchi anglosassoni in numerose città americane, Chicago in particolare, dove vi furono anche reazioni dei neri. Gli scontri facevano seguito alle tensioni sociali emerse con il ritorno dei combattenti neri e bianchi dal fronte, e ai problemi lavorativi del dopoguerra.
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Una gang di bianchi che dà la caccia ai neri a Chicago nel 1919.  
If We Must Die

If we must die, let it not be like hogs
Hunted and penned in an inglorious spot,
While round us bark the mad and hungry dogs,
Making their mock at our accursèd lot.
If we must die, O let us nobly die,
So that our precious blood may not be shed
In vain; then even the monsters we defy
Shall be constrained to honor us though dead!
O kinsmen! we must meet the common foe!
Though far outnumbered let us show us brave,
And for their thousand blows deal one death-blow!
What though before us lies the open grave?
Like men we'll face the murderous, cowardly pack,
Pressed to the wall, dying, but fighting back! 


Esponente di quel movimento transcontinentale che collegava in una rete di solidarietà, di lotte e di produzione culturale originale  i neri di tutto il mondo, McKay viaggiò e visse in Inghilterra, Russia, Germania, Francia e in Nord Africa, per poi ritornare negli Stati Uniti e stabilirsi definitivamente a Chicago. 
Il romanzo che lo ha reso famoso, Home to Harlem (1928),  cerca di catturare l’identità nera e lo spirito del vagabondo nero, sradicato e carico di energia, attraverso la rappresentazione della vita della gente comune nelle strade di Harlem. 
Sempre a Harlem sono ambientate le poesie raccolte in Harlem (New York: Harcourt, Brace and Company, 1922.), da cui è tratta la poesia “Harlem Dancer.” 
THE HARLEM DANCER
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GXaFOdfd1R4
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PPLAUDING youths laughed with young prostitutes

And watched her perfect, half-clothed body sway;

Her voice was like the sound of blended flutes

Blown by black players upon a picnic day.

She sang and danced on gracefully and calm,

The light gauze hanging loose about her form;

To me she seemed a proudly-swaying palm
Grown lovelier for passing through a storm.

Upon her swarthy neck black, shiny curls

Profusely fell; and, tossing coins in praise,

The wine-flushed, bold-eyed boys, and even the girls,

Devoured her with their eager, passionate gaze;

But, looking at her falsely-smiling face

I knew her self was not in that strange place.

Questa poesia, che vede protagonista una danzatrice di strada, una figura che in qualche modo evoca la Josephine Baker prima dei suoi successi parigini. La tristezza che tuttavia McKay legge nella danzatrice rivela, alla luce del modo in cui Baker usa mente e corpo  per portare avanti un discorso di liberazione personale e collettiva, i limiti di genere della sua prospettiva.

Eccone una lettura: http://www.english.illinois.edu/maps/poets/m_r/mckay/harlemdancer.htm
Eugenia W. Collier

Perhaps the poems which showed most effectively the tragic consequences of oppression, and which speak most eloquently in a universal language, are the poems which present quick portraits of black individuals. Here one sees a close-up of the laborer in Cullen's poem, who must toil incessantly only to have his golden fruit snatched by others. With great frequency the New Negro poets focused on the individual—often a black woman—and suggest the immense human potential behind the toil of the washer-woman, the strutting and wiggling of the prostitute, the swagger of the dandy, and so forth-human potential that has been destroyed by the social system. Among the best of these is McKay's "The Harlem Dancer.". . .
In the slow, measured dignity of the sonnet form McKay has encased the wild and lascivious world of the Harlem night-club. As we study the poem in some depth, we see that this apparent paradox is actually quite appropriate.

Our first impression of the dancer is gained through a glimpse of her audience—young people, already caught up in the sordid life of the city. The men who applaud are mere youths; the prostitutes with them are also young. They applaud and laugh and watch the suggestive motions of the beautiful, half-revealed body. Yet the slow-moving rhythm of the poem implies a kind of sadness that contrasts with their gaiety. Focusing now upon the dancer herself, the poet compares her voice with the sound of a musical instrument—not with the wail of a saxophone, nor the blatancy of brass, but with the softly delicate music of "blended flutes." In the next line the nightclub begins to fade out as the poet places the flutes on the lips of "black players on a picnic day." The outdoor wholesomeness of a picnic contrasts with the nightclub. The next two lines imbue the dancer with classic beauty and simplicity; her grace, her quiet loveliness, her garments draped loosely about her, could easily belong to Greek sculpture. But the poet compares her instead to a graceful palm tree, proudly swaying. In this comparison McKay suggests the pride in their African heritage which was widely expressed by the Harlem poets. The rest of the comparison, describing the palm as "lovelier for passing through a storm," suggests that the hardships of the dancer's experience have endowed her with a kind of beautythat she might not otherwise have attained.

Then abruptly the poet brings us back to the reality of the Harlem nightclub. The coins "tossed in praise" indicate that the world—and she herself—tragically underestimates her worth. She dances for mere coins, casually tossed by liquor-befogged youngsters. The poet reminds us that they, too, are victims, for although they are "wine-fused" and "bold-eyed," they are still only boys and girls. Perhaps their hunger and their eager passion may not be for sex alone, but actually for fulfillment of another sort. In the final couplet, the poet expresses the theme of the poem: that human values can be obscured by economic and social deprivation, but that they persist and are discernable to the compassionate observer.

Now the appropriateness of the sonnet form becomes apparent. Iambic pentameter is a slow, dignified meter, contemplative and often sad; and the theme of the poem is not lascivious dancing, but human dignity, not midnight gaiety but unobtrusive tragedy. The rhyme scheme of the sonnet is demanding and restrictive; so also are the social and economic forces that have shaped the life of the Harlem dancer. There is, then, no conflict between form and theme.

In spite of occasional awkward juxtapositions of words, the poem attains a high level of artistry. The language is dynamic but restrained, the imagery is effective, the emotion is sincere and well-expressed. And although the characters and settings are Negro, the poem has universal application. In vividness it matches the quick, sympathetic portraits of Edwin Arlington Robinson. In social commentary it approaches Edwin Markham's "The Man With the Hoe."

from "I Do Not Marvel, Countee Cullen." College Language Association Journal 11.1 (1967).

Ancora Harlem è al centro delle sue due autobiografie:  A Long Way from Home (1937) e Harlem: Negro Metropolis (1940), a testimonianza di quanto l’esperienza di Harlem sia stata centrale nella sua vita.
Da: A LONG WAY FROM HOME (1937)
Back in Harlem

Like fixed massed sentinels guarding the approaches to the great metropolis, again the pyramids of New York in their Egyptian majesty dazzled my sight like a miracle of might and took my breath like the banging music of Wagner assaulting one's spirit and rushing it skyward with the pride and power of an eagle.

The feeling of the dirty steerage passage across the Atlantic was swept away in the immense wonder of clean, vertical heaven-challenging lines, a glory to the grandeur of space.

Oh, I wished that it  were possible to know New York in that way only-as a masterpiece wrought for the illumination of the sight, a splendor lifting aloft and shedding its radiance like a searchlight, making one big and great with feeling. Oh, that I should never draw nearer to descend into its precipitous gorges, where visions are broken and shattered and one becomes one of a million, average, ordinary, insignificant.

At last the ship was moored and I came down to the pavement. Ellis lsland: doctors peered in my eyes, officials scrutinized my passport, and the gates were thrown open. The elevated swung me up to Harlem. 

At first I felt a little fear and trembling, like a stray hound scenting out new territory. But soon I  was stirred by familiar voices and the shapes of houses and saloons, and I was inflated with confidence. A wave of thrills flooded the arteries of my being, and I felt as if I had undergone initiation as a member of my tribe. And I was happy. Yes, it was a rare sensation again to be just one black among many. lt was good to be lost in the shadows of Harlem again. It was an adventure to loiter down Fifth and Lenox avenues and promenade along Seventh Avenue.
Questo estratto, che descrive l’arrivo a New York dopo uno dei suoi viaggi, mette in evidenza la lettura metaforica della città, i cui grattaceli evocano Piramidi e la cui maestà è associata alla musica di Wagner. Ancora una volta le Piramidi e l’Oriente associano New York a una visione di potenza faraonica, a modelli di architettura che evidenzia sia la piramidalità di struttura della società – ma ricordando il modello egizio delle Tombs dove Bartleby finisce i suoi giorni, evidenzia anche come questa struttura getti la sua ombra negativa - che l’emblematica rappresentazione dei valori sociali  inscritti nella verticalità: insieme aspirazione al potere e all’egemonia, alla liberazione dalla materialità della terra, e costruzione rigida di una società divisa in classi.


Il viaggio in terza classe, la sosta a Ellis Island ripropongono scene familiari dell’immigrazione, dove il controllo sanitario sulla piccola isola, segue alla descrizione della sporcizia e dello spazio ristretto della terza classe in cui il narratore, come i più poveri, ha viaggiato. Lo scuro dello sporco fa da contrasto alla pulita verticalità del grattacielo e di New York, e all’apertura immensa del cielo, evidenziando, più che qualunque esplicito paragone, l’opposizione chiave che sta al centro di questo brano: quella di bianco,luminoso, spazioso, proiettato verso l’alto, di contro al nero, basso, sporco,e allo  spazio costretto e limitato in cui si è trovato il viaggiatore.


Il contrasto si ripropone ancora nell’anticipazione della discesa a terra, laddove i grattacieli divengono alte montagne separate da gole profonde dove lo spazio si fa di nuovo scoro e dove si perde ogni individualità divenendo parte di una massa. Un altro aspetto negli ultimi due paragrafi va sottolineato: l’opposizione fra individualità e massificazione. Il rischio della città è quello di perdere e perdersi. A questo rischio Harlem sembra l’unica risposta possibile. Harlem restituisce vita e individualità attraverso il riconoscimento di appartenenza di colore, di gruppo, di ‘tribe’.
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