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A Second Black Gay Renaissance in 
Washington, DC

Six decades after Washington, DC’s first gay renaissance brought together Langston 
Hughes, Alain Locke, Georgia Douglas Johnson, Angelina Grimke, and Richard 
Bruce Nugent in NW DC, a second gay literary and artistic renaissance took hold 
among African-American gay and lesbian artists in the 1980s and 1990s.

Based around the ENIKAlley Coffeehouse (816 I St NE) and dc space on 7th St NW, 
these artists experimented in verse and music, drawing not only on their experience 
as African-Americans but also on their lives as gay men and women.  

It was a period of rich artistic innovation and productivity that drew on the art and skills of 
Larry Duckette, Gideon Ferebee, Essex Hemphill, Wayson Jones, Papaya Mann, 
Michelle Parkerson, and Garth Tate among others.  At the same time, visual artists
and photographers Sharon Farmer and Leigh Mosley were capturing the events and 
spirit of the time in photographs.  
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A Second Black Gay Renaissance in 
Washington, DC

Drawn to this ferment were filmmakers Isaac Julien and Marlon Riggs. Their films 
(Looking for Langston, Ethnic Notions, Tongues Untied, Color Adjustment, Black 
Is/Black Ain’t, Black and White in Color …) captured the issues, the poetry, and the 
spirit that infused the poetry.

In a 1991 interview, Marlon Riggs explained, “In a way all the poetry that was coming out 
by black gay men inspired Tongues Untied. About two years before I made this, a 
number of voices had started to speak out in a very eloquent fashion and in a very 
different way from what you would expect. Around 1985-86 the primary means of 
expression for black gay men and a black gay identity was through poetry-using all 
forms and all kinds of expression. I saw one anthology after another of black gay 
voices in poetry, short stories, and experimental essay forms.”

Wayson Jones, local DC musician, poet and performance artist, was at home in this 
second renaissance.  He performed with Essex Hemphill and Larry Duckette as a 
member of Cinque and separately with Chris Prince and other local musicians and 
performance artists.  Following are club notices and flyers for performances from this 
period.
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Cinque
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Earthlife
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Night Skin
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