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Talk About It
1.  How did Van Der Zee feel about the people he 

photographed? How can you tell?
2.  What was the Harlem Renaissance?

Write About It
3.  Choose your favorite photograph by Van Der Zee 

from the pictures in this book. On a separate sheet 
of paper, make a list of the things you like about 
that photograph. Then write about why you like 
these things.

Extend Language
Compound words are made up of two smaller words. 
Knowing the meaning of the smaller words sometimes 
helps you understand the compound word. Newspaper 
is made up of the words news and paper. A newspaper 
is a paper that reports the news. What is the meaning of 
each of these words?

masterpiece nighttime daytime
headline (of a newspaper)

Photographs
Every effort has been made to secure permission and provide appropriate credit for photographic material. The 
publisher deeply regrets any omission and pledges to correct errors called to its attention in subsequent editions.

All black and white images provided by James Van Der Zee/©Donna Mussenden Van 
Der Zee. All backgrounds ©Getty Images.
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Photographs have a lot of power. Photographs 
can make us happy, sad, or curious. They can show us 
places and people we would never see directly.

Born in 1886, James Van Der Zee understood 
the power of photographs. He became interested 
in photography when he was fourteen. He learned 
how to use a camera and to develop and print 
photographs.

By the time he was thirty, Van Der Zee was a 
master photographer. His specialty was portraits, 
pictures of people. People liked Van Der Zee’s artistic 
photographs. He often touched up photographs so 
that people looked their best. Sometimes he added 
objects to the scene in the photograph.

touched up: changed a little, or improved

In Future Expectations 
(Wedding Day), 1926, 
James Van Der Zee 
added the image of a 
little girl to show the 
future child of this 
couple.
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Van Der Zee’s photographs are historical 
treasures. They show people and places of the 
Harlem Renaissance. The word renaissance means 
“rebirth” in French. It is used to describe an exciting, 
creative time in history.

The Harlem Renaissance happened mainly 
during the 1920s. During this time, talented African 
Americans came to live and work in Harlem, a New 
York City neighborhood. Daytime or nighttime, 
Harlem was the place to be! Writers and artists 
shared their work at special events. Jazz musicians 
jammed, or played music, in nightclubs. People joined 
community groups to improve and enjoy their lives.

Many people wanted their pictures taken by 
James Van Der Zee! Van Der Zee said about his 
photographs: “I put my heart and soul into them.”

3

In Graduation 
Day, 1939, Van 
Der Zee etched 
the numbers 
1939 into the 
background.
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Van Der Zee took this picture of himself the year 
after he opened his first studio in Harlem. Business 
was going very well for him.

Van Der Zee is pointing to a newspaper headline. 
If you look carefully, you can see what the headline is 
about. It is about African American soldiers fighting 
in World War I. Van Der Zee is clearly proud of these 
soldiers.

Before World War I, some white people felt that 
African Americans would not make become good 
soldiers.

In the photograph, Van Der Zee is happy to point 
out the heroism of African American soldiers. Many 
of Van Der Zee’s photographs also show successful 
African Americans.

heroism: brave, courageous actions or qualities

Self-portrait, 1918
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55

Self-portrait

When you take a picture of yourself,
What do you see, James Van Der Zee?
Is it the fourteen-year-old who discovers
That just like a story, a photo uncovers
Something waiting to be told,
A secret ready to unfold?
From that early age, you learn to arrange
Shadow and light, like words on a page.
What is your story, James Van Der Zee?
What is the tale you’re trying to tell
When you take a picture of yourself?
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On February 17, 1919, the 369th Infantry 
Regiment held a soldiers’ Victory Parade in New York 
City. The entire regiment was made up of African 
Americans from Harlem and other parts of New York 
City. Huge crowds of people came out on a cold, bright 
day to cheer them as they marched through the city.

The regiment showed great courage in battle. The 
French government awarded all of its soldiers the 
highest military honor of France.

In this photograph, Van Der Zee comes up close to 
the parade to capture the dignity and pride on the 
faces of the soldiers.

Victory Parade of the 369th Regiment, 1919
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Heroes

You’re looking at heroes when you look at these men.
Look how they stand so tall and proud.
They fought so bravely in World War I
We salute their fierce courage, every one.
They are the 369th Infantry Regiment,
These Harlem fighters, back home from the war.

No white American would be their commander,
So they had to fight under French command.
Remember their faces, the Harlem fighters,
Wearing French uniforms, carrying French arms.
They are the 369th Infantry Regiment,
These Harlem fighters, back home from the war.

They stand in the sunlight, proud and tall,
But across their faces, shadows fall.
Was a black man treated the same as a white?
Or did they return to that same old fight?
They are the 369th Infantry Regiment,
These Harlem fighters, back home from the war.
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The photo of the couple standing by their car 
is one of the most famous photographs by Van
Der Zee. It is a street photograph, but it is also a 
portrait. The couple is happy and relaxed. They are 
proud of themselves.

The elegant houses on this street are known as 
brownstones. These houses were built in Harlem at 
the end of the 1800s. They were originally built for 
wealthy white people. But too many homes were 
built, and there were not enough white buyers.

In 1903, African Americans began to buy these 
homes. Many African American doctors, lawyers, and 
other professionals moved to Harlem. Soon Harlem 
became a place for successful African Americans to 
live. It remained so until the 1950s.
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A couple wearing raccoon coats with a Cadillac, taken on West 
127th Street, 1932

9

Come Along!

It was a time of hope and pride,
An easy, breezy, dizzy time,
Of raccoon coats and fancy cars.
The couple smiles from this time so far.
Come, they say, come along for the ride!
We’re out for a drive in the countryside.
The sun is bright, and the new car gleams.
Come along, come along on our dreams!

A couple wearing raccoon 
fur coats, with a Cadillac, 
taken on West 127th 
Street, 1932
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crinoline: stiff cotton cloth

ringlets: long curls of hair

bloom: glow with beauty like a flower

All the Time in the World

All the time in the world,
We have
All the time in the world.
I will sit quietly while you put
The flower in my hair.
The cat is purring on my lap.
His eyes are slits of happiness.
And you’re so pretty, my little girl,
So pretty with the bow in your hair,
So pretty with the crinoline dress,
And your hair in ringlets,
And your little girl hands
Putting the flower in my hair.
Touching my hair like gentle rain,
Here, there, gentle love on my hair.
I am a bud of happiness.
I will bloom with that tender love,
Bloom like you, my little girl.
All the time in the world,
We have
All the time in the world.
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Mother and daughter, 1923
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Time Line of James Van Der Zee’s Life

Born June 29 in Lenox, Massachusetts.

Becomes interested in photography.

Moves to New York City.

Moves to Phoebus, Virginia. Takes 
photographs part-time.

Returns to New York. Continues to 
take photographs.

First job in photography as an 
assistant to the photographer in a 
store in Newark, New Jersey.

Opens studio in Harlem. Becomes 
famous in 1920s and 1930s for his 
portraits of people. In later years, 
works restoring and copying old 
photographs.

Lives in poverty until his photographs 
are “rediscovered” by a young 
photographer.

Closes studio. An art exhibition shows 
many photographs by Van Der Zee.

Becomes famous again for his Harlem 
photographs.

Takes photographs of famous 
African Americans.

Dies May 15 in Washington, D.C.

1886

1900

1906

1907

1908

1911

1917–1968

1967

1969

1970–1978

1980–1983

1983
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Talk About It
1.  How did Van Der Zee feel about the people he 

photographed? How can you tell?
2.  What was the Harlem Renaissance?

Write About It
3.  Choose your favorite photograph by Van Der Zee 

from the pictures in this book. On a separate sheet 
of paper, make a list of the things you like about 
that photograph. Then write about why you like 
these things.

Extend Language
Compound words are made up of two smaller words. 
Knowing the meaning of the smaller words sometimes 
helps you understand the compound word. Newspaper 
is made up of the words news and paper. A newspaper 
is a paper that reports the news. What is the meaning of 
each of these words?

masterpiece nighttime daytime
headline (of a newspaper)

Photographs
Every effort has been made to secure permission and provide appropriate credit for photographic material. The 
publisher deeply regrets any omission and pledges to correct errors called to its attention in subsequent editions.

All black and white images provided by James Van Der Zee/©Donna Mussenden Van 
Der Zee. All backgrounds ©Getty Images.
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