
May George Walker: The Unseen
Photographer of the Harlem Renaissance
In the vibrant tapestry of the Harlem Renaissance, where creativity and
innovation flourished, emerged a remarkable woman named May George
Walker. As a pioneering African American photographer, she shattered
societal norms and captured the essence of the era through her lens. This
article delves into the extraordinary life and legacy of May George Walker,
uncovering her groundbreaking contributions to photography and her
tireless advocacy for social justice.
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May George Walker was born on July 17, 1894, in Richmond, Virginia.
From a young age, she exhibited a passion for the arts, particularly drawing
and painting. In 1915, she embarked on her formal education at the
Hampton Normal and Agricultural Institute (now Hampton University) in
Virginia. Hampton was a renowned institution known for its focus on
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vocational training and its commitment to empowering African American
students.

Discovering Photography

It was at Hampton that May George Walker first encountered photography.
Intrigued by the medium, she enrolled in a photography class taught by Dr.
Francis A. Davis, a pioneer in the field of photography education for African
Americans. Davis recognized Walker's talent and encouraged her to pursue
photography as a career.

Establishing a Studio in Harlem

May George Walker's photography studio on West 127th Street in Harlem.
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In 1926, May George Walker moved to Harlem, New York City, the
epicenter of the Harlem Renaissance. She established a photography
studio on West 127th Street, becoming one of the few African American
women photographers at the time. Her studio became a hub for the
community, where she photographed notable figures such as W.E.B. Du
Bois, Langston Hughes, and Zora Neale Hurston.

Capturing the Harlem Renaissance

May George Walker's photography captured the essence of the Harlem
Renaissance. Through her lens, she documented the vibrant cultural and
social life of the era. Her subjects ranged from jazz musicians and dancers
to intellectuals, artists, and everyday Harlem residents. Walker's images
showcased the beauty, talent, and resilience of the African American
community.

Social Justice Activism
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Beyond her photography, May George Walker was an ardent social justice
activist. She was a member of the National Association for the
Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) and worked tirelessly to
promote racial equality. Walker's photographs often reflected her activism,
capturing scenes of protests and rallies.

Recognition and Legacy

Despite her significant contributions, May George Walker's work remained
largely unrecognized during her lifetime. It was not until the 1970s that her
photographs were rediscovered and exhibited. Since then, Walker has
been celebrated as a pioneering photographer and an important figure in
the history of the Harlem Renaissance.

May George Walker's legacy lives on as a testament to the power of art
and the indomitable spirit of those who dare to break barriers. Her
photographs not only document the Harlem Renaissance but also serve as
a powerful reminder of the resilience, creativity, and determination of the
African American community. Through her lens, she captured the essence
of an era and inspired generations to come.
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