


A genre-bending study of queer participation 
in the Harlem Renaissance. 
Mood Lavender examines the place of queers within the Harlem 
Renaissance. As with many artistic movements, queer achievers figured 
prominently in the impressive artistic output. Most of these figures led 
closeted lives, now brought to light, but the Roaring Twenties also allowed 
the first few sprigs of a semi-public gay presence to shoot forth. The film 
will demonstrate that the drive for racial equality also sparked a hidden 
contribution to gay and lesbian history. 

Bessie Smith (bisexual)
The greatest blues diva of 
the 1920s, Bessie put her signature 
vocal stamp on all of the early classics.

Langston Hughes (?)
The most famous African American 
writer of the first half of the 20th 
century, Hughes inflamed the lust of 
Alain Locke, Countee Cullen, and 
Carl Van Vechten. 

Gladys Bentley (lesbian) 
Later known as “the bulldagger who 
sang the blues,” Bentley frequently 
performed in a white tux and matching 
top hat. 

Countee Cullen (gay) 
The best known poet of the Harlem 
Renaissance. His first 
collection, Color, brought a radical new 
sensibility to sonnets and rhyme. 

Ethel Waters (lesbian)
Beginning as blues singer on the 
vaudeville circuit, Waters rose to 
become a star on Broadway and in 
Hollywood. 

Claude McKay (gay)
Of Jamaican origin, McKay made a 

major career for himself as a poet and 
novelist of the Black race. 

Ma Rainey (bisexual)
Billed as  “Mother of the Blues,” Ma 

Rainey popularized and developed the 
blues into a major musical form of 

Black expression. 

Alain Locke (gay)
A professor of philosophy at 

Howard University and the informal 
press agent for the Harlem 

Renaissance, Locke’s anthology,  The 
New Negro launched the careers of 

many writers and essayists.

Alberta Hunter (lesbian)
Hunter maintained a successful 

international singing career from the 
1920s to the late 1950s. 

Carl Van Vechten (gay)
Van Vechten, introduced Harlem to 
the rest of America via articles and 

one particularly infamous novel, 
Nigger Heaven



DIRECTOR
ROBERT PHILIPSON

Shoga Films
Robert Philipson came late to filmmaking when he took an Introduction to 

Videography course at Berkeley Community College. Already an experienced
writer and college professor (Ph.D. in Comparative Literature), Robert was

blessed with an intuitive sense of form and structure. His first film festival entry,
“Ma Rainey’s Lesbian Licks” (2005), played in 20 different festivals. His

subsequent shorts have screened in over 80 film festivals around the country
and abroad. Three of them, including “T’Ain’t Nobody’sBizness,” (2011) and “The 

Lives of LaMott Atkins” (2014), have garnered film festival awards. Body and 
Soul: An American Bridge (2016), his first feature-length documentary, won an 

award early in its festival run.

FEATURING NARRATION BY  TONY WINNER
DAVEED DIGGS
Daveed Diggs exploded as a breakout star and millennial icon as a rapper and 
actor when he won a Tony award for his dual role of the Marquis de Lafayette 
and Thomas Jefferson in Hamilton. A performer of breathtaking versatility, Diggs 
has taken roles in serious theater, including Shakespeare, and is featured in 
recurring roles on such TV series as Law & Order, The Get Down, and Black-ish. 
He also fronts the experimental hip hop group clipping.

FILMMAKERS

PRODUCER
KENDALL KANOA HAWLEY

Kendall Kanoa Hawley is a line producer and production manager working in film and 
television.  Her previous credits include multiple projects for the Jim Henson 

Company, UPM on the Fusion Network comedy No, You Shut Up,  feature films, and 
dozens of commercials and new media projects. As a hula dancer and teacher, her 
Hawaiian heritage fuels a commitment to socially responsible work and interest in 

projects that benefit underserved communities. 



Shoga Films creates and disseminates 
multimedia works on race and sexuality 
that raise awareness and foster critical 
discussion.

Shoga Films is a 501(3)(c) non-profit 
comprised of the production company, 
Shoga Films, and educational outreach 
initiatives.

PRODUCTION COMPANY



TREATMENT

Opening Movement

To the sound track of “Freakish Man Blues,” we open on a street scene of Harlem in the 
1920s. Following the appearance of the title, a series of headshots of prominent figures of the 
Harlem Renaissance parades across a black screen bearing the words CLOSETED GAY MAN 
or CLOSETED LESBIAN until we see the headshot of Richard Bruce Nugent fading to the 

label FREAKISH MAN. A voice-over of Nugent describes 
how his poem, “Shadow,” was championed as a work of 
racial protest when in fact it was an expression of the 
anguish caused by his sexual orientation. His final line, “You 
see, I am a homosexual,” segues into a reading of the poem, 
accompanied by evocative stills and silent film footage from 
the 1920s.

Mood Lavender consists of six parts, which introduce the 
historical context, highlight major figures, present cultural 
artifacts, and uncover the hidden history of gay and lesbian 
participation in the Harlem Renaissance. Narrated by young 
rapper and breakout Broadway star Daveed Diggs, the 
documentary presents a wealth of historical stills, 
sometimes enhanced by special effects, visual art, archival 
footage, and filmed adaptations of relevant portions of 
literary works. A spinning record label slows to a stop to 
introduce the title of 

each section.

Part I: The Great Migration and 
the New Urban Culture

This part briefly details the movement of millions of African 
Americans from the Jim Crow South to the new urban 
communities of the north that provided greater scope for 
the extension of Black life and culture into new fields of 
politics (Garveyism), culture, and sexual experimentation. 
Special attention is paid to the rise of the blues divas, the 
most prominent of whom (Bessie Smith, Ma Rainey) were 
either bisexual or lesbian. A modern-day cover of Ma 
Rainey’s lesbian anthem, “Prove It On Me Blues,” makes the 
point that strong, independent women were an accepted 
part of blues culture. Bessie Smith’s niece, Ruby Walker, 



describes buffet flats, private apartments where rent parties included same-sex activities and 
spectacles. Part one ends with an adaptation of an episode from gay writer Claude McKay’s 
then-bestselling novel, Home to Harlem. Set in a small cabaret, this scene presents the little-
known figure of a “wolf” (a masculine gay man) and features the performance of a Bessie Smith 
song, “Foolish Man Blues,” which refers in a joking manner to “a mannish acting woman and a 

skippin’ twistin’ woman-acting man.”

Part II: Carl Van Vechten

Carl Van Vechten, a gay white writer and music critic, played a 
central role in promoting the Harlem Renaissance through novels, 
articles written for Vanity Fair, and introductions he furnished for 
Black writers to white publishers. He was instrumental in 
launching the career of Langston Hughes. Part two places Van 
Vechten in cultural context, introduces his best-selling novel that 
kicked off what was then called Harlemania, and details his 
friendships with such leading Black artists as Bessie Smith and 
Ethel Waters. There is also a discussion of his marriage to the 
Russian actress Fania Marinoff, the famous interracial parties 
(unique for the period) thrown at their midtown Manhattan 
apartment, and a re-creation of Van Vechten’s trick pad in Harlem 
where he 

arranged encounters with Black men.

Part III: The New Negro

With the establishment of the 
historical context, the audience is now 
ready to appreciate the contributions 
of those artists of the Harlem 
Renaissance who were gay or bisexual. 
Part three deals with the better-known 
branch of the movement, artists and 
intellectuals who whose works were 
created and championed with an eye 
toward proving that Blacks were 
deserving of civil equality. This New 
Negro movement enjoyed the 
patronage of white patrons, civil rights 
organizations, and arts publications.

Alain Locke, a Howard professor 



known as the dean of the New Negro Movement, promoted the careers of promising young 
artists and wrote various kinds of arts journalism. As a gay man, he served as an emotional 
advisor to poet Countee Cullen and fruitlessly pursued Langston Hughes on two continents.
 
Countee Cullen, the most famous Black poet of the 1920s, married W.E.B. DuBois’ only 
daughter, Yolanda, in spite of being gay. The marriage was a disaster. This section features one of 
Cullen’s most well-known poems, “Tableau,” a celebration of homoerotic interracial friendship 
dedicated to a white lover of the period.

Part three ends with a discussion of the controversial figure of Langston Hughes whose sexual 
orientation was never ultimately determined (he is fiercely claimed by Black gays and lesbians) 
but who used his beauty to advance his career with both men and women. This section ends 
with a poem, “Café: 3 A.M.,” the only one to make explicit mention of non-heterosexual 
characters.

Part IV: The Modern Temper

Part four provides a brief overview of the Bohemian movement that inspired the radical 
younger artists more concerned with creating Modernist works of art rather than civil rights 
documents. Grenwich Village Bohemianism specifically encouraged various forms of “free love,” 
allowing for greater tolerance of alternative sexualities. The center, for a while, of Black 
Modernism was a rooming house ironically dubbed “Niggerati Manor” by Zora Neale Hurston, 
a frequent visitor. A circle of writers and artists coalesced around gay writer Wallace Thurman, 
including a young Richard Bruce Nugent. 

Thurman and Nugent subscribed 
enthusiastically to the strain of 
Modernism whose aim was to flout 
middle class gentility (épater la 
bourgeoisie!). Consequently, both 
mentioned and depicted homosexuality 
in their writings, a then-taboo topic for 
literary treatment. This part features an 
adaptation of a scene from Thurman’s 
novel of life at Niggerati Manor, Infants 
of the Spring. More radical is an 
adaptation of the first sympathetic 
portrayal of same-sex attraction in 
American prose, Richard Nugent’s 
autobiographic prose poem, “Smoke, 
Lilies and Jade.”



Infants of the Spring features Tony award winner, Daveed Diggs, as the sexually ambiguous 
protagonist. “Smoke, Lilies and Jade” introduces a talented newcomer, LaKeith Price.

Part V: Sissy Men and Bull Daggers

Part five reveals the hidden world of same-sex social networks in New York. The story of 
Leland Petit, a white church organist who championed Black causes as a stand-in for his own 
desire for liberation, illustrates the pressure that many homosexuals lived with. Under threat of 

blackmail by an Italian fruit store 
employee, Petit committed suicide.

Many gays and lesbians in the Harlem 
Renaissance chose to live more openly, 
embracing society’s view of them as sissy 
men and mannish women. This part 
resurrects cultural phenomena and figures 
that were well known at the time but have 
since been consigned to obscurity with the 
suppression of gay history. Gladys Bentley, a 
Harlem cabaret singer, openly flaunted her 
bull dagger image, performing exclusively in 
tuxedo and top hat. Part five also features a 
stylized recreation of Harlem’s famous drag 
balls, where transvestites were allowed to 
parade for prizes and publicity.

The death of millionaire hostess, A’lelia 
Walker, who surrounded herself with 

handsome women and elegant pansies, coincides with the beginning of the Great Depression. 
The Harlem Renaissance passes with the Roaring Twenties.

Part VI: The Invisible Legacy

This short coda asks the question why so little of the contributions of 
the gay and lesbian participants in the Harlem Renaissance has entered 
the official record of Black history. As African American culture 
continues to provide culture heroes for gays and lesbians as well--
James Baldwin, Audre Lorde, Marlon Riggs—Mood Lavender ends with 
the declaration that the reclamation of this hidden history will build 
much-needed bridges between these two minority communities. 
“Then,” as the final line puts it, “it will be America’s turn.”



Theme:

The contribution of Mood Lavender is to bring 
to light the manifold ways in which gays and 
lesbians participated in a cultural movement 
that has been viewed almost exclusively 
through the lens of Black history. Black history 
is American history, and American history is 
multiracial, multicultural, and must include the 
diversity of sexual orientations that exist in 
fact and in history. The Harlem Renaissance 
doesn’t need to be retrospectively “queered.” 
The queers were there already. To paraphrase 
the title of a well-known article written by an 
early Black history,  Arthur Schomberg (for 
whom the Harlem branch of the New York 
Public Library is named), this newly visible 
minority is digging up its past.  

For more information, please contact:
shogafilma@gmail.com


