Countee Cullen Biography

Countee Cullen was very aloof about his past throughout his career, claiming to have been born in multiple places to different people.  Scholars have determined that he was born in Louisville, Kentucky in 1903.  He was adopted in 1918 by the Cullen’s, a religious family who was also extremely involved in the black civil rights movement in New York City.  Cullen was an excellent student in high school and went on to New York University after graduation.  All during his high school and college years, his works were published in local and national publications.  His first volume of poetry Color was published the same year as his college graduation, 1925.  He then continued into Harvard University, earning a Master of the Arts degree.  During this time, the Harlem Renaissance, Cullen became the most prevalent black poet and won many major literary prizes including the Guggenheim Fellowship.  This award allowed him to study and write in France for one year.  

Before he went abroad, he married Nina Yolande Du Bois, daughter of the famous black rights activist and intellectual W.E.B. Du Bois.  The marriage did not last, in July of 1928 (five months later) when Cullen left for Paris, his new bride stayed in the United States and they were divorced by 1930.  From this point forward, his works received less and less critical acclaim and he subsequently wrote much less.  He took a job as a French teacher at a middle school and also explored other genres as a means to earn money.  He wrote a novel, two children’s books, and translated a play.  In 1940 he married Ida Mae Roberson, whom he remained happy with until his death in 1942.  In 1947 On These I Stand: An Anthology of the Best Poems of Countee Cullen was published.

