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Jamaican American author Claude McKay was a prolific letter writer, sending 
missives from cities in Europe and North Africa to friends and colleagues across the world. 
But did this “radical voice” of  the Harlem Renaissance ever think his private correspond-
ence might be published some eight decades after his death, giving the public access to his 
private words and world? This question will linger as one reads Letters in Exile: Transnational 
Journeys of  a Harlem Renaissance Writer, edited by Brooks E. Hefner and Gary Edward 
Holcomb. With “never-before-published dispatches from the road,” the volume includes 
letters that sometimes make for uncomfortable reading, as when McKay “begs” friends 
for financial assistance; or when there is “demeaning language about women or people of  
diverse national and ethnic identities” (xii), as the editors phrase it; or when he discusses 
being treated for syphilis.

Still, according to Hefner and Holcomb, McKay’s letters are at the very least “an 
essential companion to his most revolutionary writings, from the groundbreaking poetry he 
produced after he left Jamaica through his trailblazing novels and short fiction and into his 
extraordinary memoirs and journalism” (2). Or, in the words of  Belgium-based literature 
professor Dr. Eva Ulrike Pirker, in a conversation about the book:
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Inadvertently, the letters constitute an archive of  McKay’s writ-
erly activities, and, in some cases, even more, alluding to, and 
even summarizing work that never went on to be published. 
For instance . . . the only information available about McKay’s 
novel Color Scheme, rejected by Knopf  and other publishers 
(“nobody would take it” [McKay 212]) emerges from his corre-
spondence. More particularly, what we know about the novel 
itself  can be found from his letters to writer Josephine Herbst, 
whom McKay addresses as “a literary comrade” (87).

During our conversations about McKay, Pirker—who is research professor of  English and 
comparative literature at the Vrije Universiteit Brussel—provided an academic viewpoint, 
or, in this case, a counterpoint to one’s instinctive uneasiness on seeing an author’s “private” 
words in print. Throughout Letters in Exile, I kept wondering, Would McKay have wanted 
this correspondence published? And is this even a question that scholars ask themselves? 
Without irony, the editors note that “[p]art of  what makes McKay’s correspondence so 
thought-provoking is his lively and uncensored communication—he rarely shied away from 
presenting strong opinions, even if  those included broad and unfair cultural generalities” 
(xii). But isn’t this what private correspondence entails: the freedom to not censor oneself  
because one does not expect one’s words to be shared with all and sundry, even after one’s 
demise?

The comprehensive collection of  letters covers the years 1916–34, or the “exile years,” 
before McKay returned to the United States for good. The editors say that they chose this 
theme because it was a key component of  McKay’s writing. Even in his correspondence, 
whenever he referred to home, it was often in quotation marks. The passport that Britain 
issued him in the 1930s meant he could not return to Jamaica, and, for some time, he was 
also blocked from travelling back to the United States (McKay 4, 5). The letters were sent to 
individuals who themselves have become cultural icons, if  not household names: Langston 
Hughes, W. E. B. Du Bois, Marcus Garvey, Pauline Nardal, Arturo Alfonso Schomburg, 
Max Eastman, and many others. According to the editors, they drew from twenty-eight 
archival collections, including those of  Yale University, to which McKay’s daughter Ruth 
Hope McKay sold and donated the writer’s papers from 1964 on. They write that they did 
not have access to some private collections of  McKay’s letters (ix).

Born in 1890 (some sources say 1889) in Clarendon, Jamaica, McKay left the 
Caribbean for the United States in 1912, and his wanderings would later take him to Russia, 
England, France, and Morocco, among other countries. His acclaimed work includes the 
poem “If  We Must Die” (written in reaction to the racial violence in the United States 
against people of  African descent in mid-1919); the poetry collections Songs of  Jamaica (1912) 
and Harlem Shadows (1922); and the novels Home to Harlem (1928), Banjo (1929), and Banana 



JWIL Vol. 34, No. 2 | page 165

Book Reviews

A. D. McKenzie reviews Claude McKayʼs Letters in Exile: Transnational Journeys of  a Harlem Renaissance Writer

Bottom (1933). Years after McKay’s death in 1948, at age 57, scholars Jean-Christophe 
Cloutier and Brent Hayes Edwards discovered and authenticated a manuscript that would 
be posthumously published: Amiable with Big Teeth (written in 1941 and published in 2017). 
Another posthumous publication was Romance in Marseille, written in 1933 and published 
in 2020—co-edited by Holcomb. McKay also authored a memoir titled A Long Way from 
Home (1937) and collections of  short stories and essays.

A central figure of  the Harlem Renaissance, McKay was a cosmopolitan intellec-
tual; he was, as French translator J. B. Naudy has described him, a “singular figure of  
displacement,” a “critically productive internationalist,” and a “Black Atlantic wanderer” 
(qtd. in SWAN). McKay is considered an author “far ahead of  his time” (McKay 2), writing 
about race, inequality, queerness, sexuality, oppression, and a range of  other topics. He 
wrote in a sharp, striking, often ironic or satirical way, and Letters in Exile reflects similar 
qualities. The collection “reveals McKay gossiping, cajoling, and confiding as he engages in 
spirited debates and challenges the political and artistic questions of  the day,” according to 
the publisher’s blurb. Many of  the letters deal with France, the setting of  a significant part 
of  McKay’s work and a place where his literary stature has been rising over the past decade, 
through a rush of  new translations, colloquia, and even a film devoted to his life: Claude 
McKay, de Harlem à Marseille (Claude McKay, from Harlem to Marseille).

McKay was the “first twentieth-century Black author associated with the United 
States to be widely celebrated in France” (McKay 9), write Hefner and Holcomb in their 
introduction. They say that the letters show that France shaped McKay’s world view, and 
that he considered himself  a Francophile. But he was equally a perpetual outsider, or étranger, 
and this “played a key role in his vision of  creating a Revolutionary Black art” (3). Through 
the selected correspondence, we see McKay experiencing France in a variety of  ways: 
dealing with winter insufficiently dressed, participating in the community of  multi-ethnic 
outsiders in Marseille, rubbing shoulders with various personalities during the Années folles, 
or observing French colonialism in Morocco. And nearly always short of  funds.

As Pirker observes, “The precarious conditions under which McKay travelled, 
existed, wrote are a central theme. This is something which the introduction does not dwell 
on, although the ‘note on the text’ mentions them in the context of  his lack of  access to 
a typewriter.” McKay writes, for instance, “I am living here in Marseille which [is] about 
the cheapest place in France to live when one has no resources” (157). In Paris, in January 
1924, after a bout of  sickness, he also wrote to Harlem-based social worker and activist 
Grace Campbell that he had had the “bummest holiday” of  his life: “I was down with the 
grippe for 10 days and only forced myself  to get up on New Year’s day. I suffer because I’m 
not properly clothed to stand the winter. I’m wondering if  anything can be done over there 
to raise a little money to tide me over these bad times” (73).
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Seven weeks later, McKay wrote to another correspondent about the “cold wave” 
numbing his fingers and of  having to sleep with his “old overcoat” next to his skin, while 
still not being able to keep warm (79). He also found the “French trading class” to be 
“terrible,” complaining that “they cheat me going and coming” (79). McKay initially called 
Marseilles a “nasty, repulsive city” (79), though his view would soften considerably. Writing 
to teacher and arts patron Harold Jackman in November 1927, he stated, “I am doing a 
book on Marseille. It[’]s a tough, picturesque old city and I would love to show it to you 
some day” (213).

Apart from France, letters written from other countries provide insight into McKay’s 
political convictions, his view on the conditions of  oppressed peoples, and his thought 
processes as he wrote. His overall work remains timely and relevant—and some might say 
the same about his correspondence, since it has been presented to the world. As the editors 
rightly point out, “We find ourselves now in a McKay moment, in which the Black trans-
national author’s intersectional experience and literature have received new life . . .” (3). 
Part of  this is linked to the duration of  copyright, of  course. As Marseille-based publisher 
Renaud Boukh has noted, McKay’s work entered the public domain in 2018, seventy years 
after his death, enabling new translations and editions to appear without the barrier of  
rights fees.

It is little wonder that McKay’s life and work continue to attract significant public 
interest; as this review was being written in Paris, a film screening and talk on McKay’s 
life, hosted by a prestigious university, was sold out. No doubt, many readers and scholars 
engaged with Caribbean, African American, or transnational modernist literature will 
consider Letters in Exile an interesting and thought-provoking addition to the growing body 
of  McKay scholarship.
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