
Dr. Clark Barwick’s project consists of research of the 

life and works of Harlem Renaissance writer John F. 

Matheus for an upcoming Collected Writings volume 

that he is editing. 

During the 1920s, Matheus was a significant 

contributor to the so-called “New Negro” movement, 

publishing award-winning short fiction and plays along 

with essays and poems in major venues. Matheus’ 

work was attuned to blackness in immigration, war, 

and rural life, as well as diasporic blackness, with 

much of his writing focusing on racial struggle in Haiti, 

Africa, and Europe. 

In his later years, Matheus became an influential 

scholar, committed to African American higher 

education and, in particular, foreign language 

education for African American college students. 

Despite his impact, Matheus’ work has never been  

collected, primarily due to the genres he worked in. 

Dr. Barwick’s volume will not only present Matheus’ 

writings in one collection for the first time but will also 

provide the most detailed biography available, by way 

of an extended introduction.
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Abstract 

Introduction

As Dr. Barwick’s assistant on this project, I undertook a variety 

of tasks that were integral to the execution of this project. In 

order to prepare all the content we collected for inclusion in the 

book, I typeset the various stories, plays, poems, etc. I also 

aided in the final editing of the documents by way of notes and 

corrections. I explored various archives, particularly newspaper 

archives, and collected records in order to gather as much 

information, mostly primary source data, on Matheus as 

possible. I scoured Ancestry.com to find further documentation. 

I also constructed a family tree. In addition, I was charged with 

corresponding with the different universities that Matheus was 

employed at. I also was 

Findings 

John Frederick Matheus was born in Keyser, West 

Virginia on September 10, 1887. He spent his 

formative years in Steubenville, Ohio. In 1910, he 

graduated cum laude from Western Reserve 

University, now Case Western University.

He went on to teach at the Florida Agricultural and 

Mechanical College from 1911-1922. He received his 

master’s degree from Columbia University in 1921. 

He spent 30 years of his career in higher education at 

West Virginia State College where he was a 

Professor of Romance Languages and later 

became Chairman of the department. After the end of 

his tenure in West Virginia, he served as visiting 

professor at several Colleges and Universities across 

the country.

While he was by profession a university professor, he 

was a prolific writer throughout his lifetime. As the 

oldest living writer of the Harlem Renaissance by the 

time he passed away, he had produced a large 

collection of writing which consisted of short stories, 

plays, poetry, librettos, and essays.

Notable Works

• “Fog,” a short story that won the Opportunity 

magazine short story contest

• “Cruiter,” a play that won first prize for drama in 

Opportunity

• the Haiti-based opera “Ouanga,” which he wrote 

the libretto for in collaboration with Clarence 

Cameron White who composed

Matheus undertook many travels abroad and was 

appointed to international posts. He worked in 

Liberia under President Hoover as secretary to Dr. 

Charles S. Johnson who was the American member of 

the International Commission of Inquiry. He was 

appointed Director of the Teaching of English in the 

National Schools of Haiti. He spent time in Haiti 

researching for the opera. He also studied at the 

University of Paris for the summer of 1925 and 

toured countries such as Italy and Switzerland. 

Matheus passed away at 96 years old in 1983.

Matheus’ works include short fiction, drama, essays/non-fiction, 

and poetry. His fiction and plays depict different experiences of 

blackness such as: 

• Midwestern/coal mining black communities

• black veterans 

• blacks abroad – i.e. in Europe

• black-immigrant comparative radicalization

• black disability

The findings for the collected works consist of a total of 21 

short stories, three plays, one essay/non-fiction, nine 

poems, and the opera. In addition to the collection of Matheus’ 

works, the findings include source material that provides 

information regarding his life and career. These sources 

include: 

• newspaper articles

• Ancestry.com documents

• personal letters

• his CV

• Yearbooks

All of these documents display a writer and thinker who was 

active in both creative/artistic work and also scholarly work, 

which were both impactful to African American experiences, 

especially black masculinities.

Methodology

Argument
The works of John Frederick Matheus provide representations 

of blackness from the Harlem Renaissance era that were 

neglected because they did not fit the identity category of 

blackness that was accepted and portrayed at the time. The 

mainstream ideal of blackness that proliferated throughout the 

Harlem Renaissance and American culture at large was that of 

a strong, black man. Matheus’ works are consequential 

because they reflect lesser-recognized identities and contexts. 

As such, a comprehensive volume on Matheus provides the 

insight and content essential to providing a more nuanced and 

expansive understanding of blackness in the era of the Harlem 

Renaissance

“The fog still crept from 
under the bed of the 
river and down from 
the lowering hills of 
West Virginias – dense, 
tenacious, stealthy, 
chilling, but from about 
the hearts and minds of 
some tough unlettered 
men another fog had 
begun to life.”
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