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 Langston Hughes was born where?  Joplin, Missouri.  That is just always so 

incredible to me.  Probably the most important, most prolific, most versatile, most well-

known poet of the Harlem Renaissance was born in Joplin.  He grew up mostly in 

Lawrence, Kansas.  His parents, it says, separated but his parents were divorced and, 

in fact, his father, hating the racism of America, moved to Mexico.  Langston went down 

and lived with him for 15 months at one point.  Went to high school in Cleveland.  So he 

lived all over the place.  

 But his real discovery was when he came back from being a merchant seaman.  

He discovered what was going on in Harlem, in New York, and that really began his 

career.  But he was writing poetry when he was a school kid.  He read Carl Sandburg’s 

poetry and that inspired him, and I think you can see similarities in the American 

subjects and talking about the common people, ordinary people.  He did go to Columbia 

in New York for about one semester. 

 When he shipped out as a merchant seaman, interestingly enough the 

destination was Africa.  He made 30 ports of call in Africa which gave him a more 

cosmopolitan outlook than many native writers would have.  He traveled a great deal 

including a trip to the Soviet Union which got him in trouble with the McCarthy 

Committee. 

 They mention his being a busboy in Washington, D.C., but they don’t mention the 

legend.  And I hope it’s not a legend.  I’ve always thought it was true, and then I came 

across a story that said that it’s probably apocryphal.  When he was working in this hotel 

restaurant in Washington, Vachel Lindsey — who was a very popular poet.  Everybody 
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in America knew Vachel Lindsey but he didn’t get into school books because he’s 

politically incorrect.  And that’s the truth. 

 Hughes left — one story said he set his poems underneath Lindsey’s plate, but I 

can’t imagine why Lindsey was lifting his plate up to find ‘em.  That he came and said, “I 

admire your poetry” and set some of his poems down next to Lindsey’s plate, and then 

left and went home.  He was off.  And Lindsey read ‘em and Hughes found his name in 

the paper the next day ‘cause Vachel Lindsey had a press conference saying he’d 

discovered a new, important, young talent.  And so they even came and photographed 

him, and so I think that version of the story I really think is true.  That it’s not just an 

apocryphal tale. 

 They mention Carl Van Vechten, one of the white patrons of African American 

writing.  We’ll talk a little bit more about that when we get to Zora Neale Hurston.  But he 

helped him get his first book published when he was only 24, The Weary Blues.  He 

went on to publish 12 volumes of poetry.  He also wrote novels, autobiography, essays.  

Visited the Soviet Union in 1932, it points out, and was called to testify before the 

Senate Committee on Un-American Activities.  No, actually it was the — that’s not the 

House committee.  This was Senator Joseph McCarthy’s infamous committee in 1953.  

His travel was limited during that period of time for a time because he couldn’t — they 

weren’t gonna let him back in.  He could leave, he was free to leave, but not come back. 

 Very influential not only among American poets but also poets of the Caribbean 

and African poets looked to Langston Hughes.  Part of the problem — and it continues 

still today even for African American writers — is the problem of audience.  For the 
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people of the so-called Harlem Renaissance — Countee Cullen and Zora Hurston and 

others — what kind of audience were they writing for?  Well, they realized that most of 

their audience was actually white and so there was a controversy about how should 

black culture be presented.  You can see a little bit of how he sort of modifies his 

approach, as we get through there. 

 He got away from the folksiness and the down-homeness in some ways, and 

started writing more and more about cities and contemporary urban life.  And that 

solved part of his problem.  He also fairly early on abandoned using dialect very much 

and just started using straight, ordinary English.   And depending on the context of the 

writing, the dialect can take care of itself.  He also famously used stanza forms and I’ll 

give you a good example of that today on this handout, “From Blues.”  But he was also 

interested, of course, in jazz and folk music and protest songs and literature. 

 I’ll give you these things right now but I want to read this one first.  He traveled, 

he read at universities and other places in the American South in the ‘50s and early 

‘60s.  He died in 1967.  And sometimes these were segregated audiences, believe it or 

not.  I went and saw Chuck Berry play to an all-white crowd in Little Rock, Arkansas, 

way back when, if you can imagine that.  Very, very strange.  But if his audience, 

particularly if it was a white audience, if they were beginning to nod off, he had one 

poem that he’d pull out and read it, and he said it always got their attention right.  It’s 

called “Cross,” c-r-o-s-s. 

 My old man’s a white old man 

 And my old mother’s black. 
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So then they’d sit up. 

 If ever I cursed my white old man 

 I’d take my curses back. 

 If ever I curved my black old mother and wished she were in Hell 

 I’m sorry for that evil wish and now I wish her well. 

 My old man died in a fine, big house. 

 My mom died in a shack. 

 I wonder where I’m gonna die, being neither white nor black. 

Which wasn’t Langston’s situation at all, but — which, for the persona of the poem, 

worked pretty well.  Okay.  By the time you get these, we can move on.  Don’t you like 

that one?  Can’t you just see that in North Carolina?  Say like Jesse Helms, a young 

college student, sitting there?  I’d like to picture Jesse Helms there. 

 The poem “The Negro Speaks of Rivers”  — it was published when he was 19 

years old but it was written when he was 17.  Early on.  Interestingly enough, he 

dedicated it when it was published to W.E.B. Dubois.  A very important African 

American writer/thinker/academic/first black Ph.D. from Harvard. 

 I’ve known rivers; 

 Ancient, dusky rivers. 

  * * * 

 My soul has grown deep like the rivers. 

 “Mother to Son,” he’s using a persona and he’s also using some dialect in here, 

having the mother speaking.  But, for instance, in line 9: 



ENG 351 Lecture 18 5  

 I’se been a-climbin’ on, 

 And reachin’ landin’s, 

 And turnin’ corners. 

It’s difficult to read that.  Within the context of the other language, it isn’t dialectical at all.  

For instance, line 16, she says:  “‘Cause you finds it’s kinder hard,” where she 

pronounces the er kinder hard.  He did abandon that pretty much later on. 

 “The Weary Blues.” 

 Droning a drowsy syncopated tune, 

 Rocking back and forth to a mellow croon, 

  I heard a Negro play. 

 Down on Lenox Avenue the other night 

 By the pale dull pallor of an old gas light 

  He did a lazy sway. . . . 

  He did a lazy sway. . . . 

Now, he’s not doing the blues rhythm there yet.  This was — again, this was an early 

poem.  This was written in 1932.  He was 30, though.  Where’s Lenox Avenue?  

Harlem, the heart of Harlem.  But then he includes blues lyrics.  Look at the bottom — 

line 18, I guess: 

  “Ain’t got nobody in all this world, 

  Ain’t got nobody but ma self. 

  I’s gwine to quit ma frownin’ 

  And put ma troubles on de shelf. 
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I’m glad he got rid of some of that dialect. 

 He visited the Soviet Union and came under some criticism for this.  Oh, by the 

way.  When Vachel Lindsey, quote “discovered” him, unquote, he was already well 

known.  He wasn’t making any money working as a busboy, but he’d already published 

quite a bit and been established.  So here’s his defense.   

 I, too, sing America. 

  * * * 

 I am the darker brother. 

 They send me to eat in the kitchen 

 When company comes, 

 But I laugh, 

 And eat well, 

 And grow strong. 

  * * * 

 Tomorrow, 

 I’ll sit at the table 

 When company comes. 

 Nobody’ll dare 

 Say to me, 

 “Eat in the kitchen,”  

 Then. 

  * * * 
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 Besides, 

 They’ll see how beautiful I am 

 And be ashamed-- 

  * * * 

 I, too, am America. 

 I think he’s most effective when he does deal with racial issues and political 

issues, which is what the poem “Mulatto,” which goes back to 1927, does.  You have to 

remember that 1927, the Ku Klux Klan was a formidable source, that lynch law — 

lynchings were not uncommon at all.  That it wasn’t just Jim Crow that people were up 

against but they were up against violence.  And so he takes again the idea — and one 

of the — well, one of the most — greatest fears of the white majority in the South was 

so-called race mixing or miscegenation in which there were laws against interracial 

marriage, and this and that.  So “Mulatto” would be an automatic — just like “Cross,” an 

automatic red flag for them. 

 I am your son, white man! 

  You are my son! 

`  Like hell! 

Look down at line 27. 

  Naw, you ain’t my brother. 

  Niggers ain’t my brother. 

  Not ever. 

  Niggers ain’t my brother. 
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 The Southern night is full of stars, 

 Great big yellow stars. 

   O, sweet as earth, 

   Dusk dark bodies 

   Give sweet birth 

 To little yellow bastard boys. 

  Git on back there in the night, 

  You ain’t white. 

 The bright stars scatter everywhere, 

 Pine wood scene in the evening air 

  A nigger night, 

  A nigger joy. 

 I am your son, white man! 

  A little yellow 

  Bastard boy. 

Oh.  I wonder if he read that in North Carolina.  I hope he did.  I think it might be 

effective.  I always think of Neil Young’s “Southern Man,” but you guys are too young to 

know about that.  What song was written in response?  Everybody knows that, I guess. 

 “Song for a Dark Girl.”  This isn’t a song for her.  This isn’t a song written to her.  

This is a song for her to sing. 

 Way Down South in Dixie 

  (Break the heart of me) 
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 They hung my black young lover 

  To a cross roads tree. 

Lynch law. 

 “Vagabonds.”  Notice the date on this, 1947.  By this time he had a thick FBI file 

and this kind of poem would offend Herbert Hoover because it’s too far left.  It’s too red.  

There’s no race involved in this.  These are vagabonds of any color. 

 We are the desperate 

 Who do not care, 

 The hungry 

 Who have nowhere 

 To eat, 

 No place to sleep, 

 The tearless 

 Who cannot  

 Weep. 

 “Genius Child.”  Hughes’ autobiography is wonderful.  Have any of you ever 

come across that?  He tells stories on himself.  For instance, his — well, I won’t go into 

that one.  About his conversion.  Have you ever read the story of — he was living with 

his aunt and there was a revival, and they took him to the revival and there was a bench 

just for the children.  And the preacher was inviting them to come down — you know, 

the invitation where they sing “Just As I Am.”  In fact, they’d gone on and on and on 

because there’d been a tremendous response.  I know my mother’s preacher, they 
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would sing “Just As I Am” and when they ran out of verses they’d hum it or go back and 

sing the first one.  You know, just keep on coming.  

 And pretty soon it was just Hughes and this one more kid that were left.  And the 

other kid says, “Well, the hell with this.  I’m gonna go down and get saved.”  So the 

pressure was building on him too much so Hughes said, “Hmmm.  Okay.”  So he went 

down, too.  But he was upset because he had not felt the spirit, he had not had any kind 

of emotional — you know, experiential Christianity is what that’s called.  He didn’t have 

that.  So that night he was in his room and he was crying.  And his aunt came in and 

she thought that he was crying because of happiness from being saved that day.  What 

she didn’t know was he was crying because God hadn’t sent a lightning bolt to burn him 

up at the moment that he had rather hypocritically gone down, just to make her feel 

better.  I’ve always thought about that poem and I think about Thomas Hardy who says, 

“I wish I could feel that way but I just can’t.” 

 But the “Genius Child” -- 

 Nobody loves a genius child. 

 Kill him--and let his soul run wild! 

 Again, “Refugee in America,” this is from another book, the same book from 

1947.  The date’s important because of the people who were dislocated by World War II 

and who wound up here and elsewhere.  But the irony is that the — you know, give me 

your tired, your huddled masses, yearning to breathe free, and this and that.  And the 

freedoms and the liberty of America in 1947 may have been extended to refugees 

perhaps but not to a large number of America’s own citizens. 
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 There are words like Freedom 

 Sweet and wonderful to say. 

 On my heart-strings freedom sings 

 All day everyday. 

   * * * 

 There are words like Liberty 

 That almost make me cry. 

 If you had known what I knew 

 You would know why. 

If you knew what I know back in Europe.  At the same time, it’s obvious from the 

authorship of the irony of it all. 

 “Madam and Her Madam.”  Hughes could be funny when he wanted to be.  The 

madame, in this case — madam talking to the madam, is Alberta K. Johnson, a woman 

he created, his own character.  She has several poems of her own.  In fact, “Madam’s 

Calling Cards” is her.  But this little dramatic monologue is the point of view of a black 

female domestic. 

 I worked for a woman, 

 She wasn’t mean-- 

 But she had a twelve-room 

 House to clean. 

  * * * 

 Had to get breakfast, 
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 Dinner, and supper, too-- 

 Then take care of her children 

 When I got through. 

This is so true of the way things worked.  When I was a kid growing up in Little Rock, 

Arkansas, which I thought at the time was southern and then after I lived in the South I 

realized it really wasn’t.  But in the mornings you would see buses coming from 

downtown from the urban parts of town, going out to the suburbs, full of black women 

going to work.  And then they’d be going — in the homes.  And then they’d be going 

back after their domestic chores to their own laundry and cooking and cleaning that had 

to be done at their houses.  And these — their white employers would complain.  I 

remember hearing ‘em complain about how the woman — “Why, she wants her bus fare 

included now.”  What was that, 10 cents?  And they were paying her like $5.00 for three 

days of laundry and ironing and everything else.  So anyway.  And also raising the kids. 

 A beautiful eulogy for a woman named Juanita McMath was published in the 

Arkansas Gazette a few years ago, written by a friend of mine who was literally more or 

less raised by Juanita who took over.  Anyway. 

 Then take care of her children 

 When I got through. 

  * * * 

 Wash, iron, and scrub, 

 Walk the dog around-- 

 It was too much. 
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 Nearly broke me down. 

  * * * 

 I said, Madam, 

 Can it be 

 You trying to make a 

 Pack-horse out of me? 

  * * * 

 She opened her mouth. 

 She cried, Oh, no! 

 You know, Alberta, 

 I love you so! 

  * * * 

 I said, Madam, 

 That may be true-- 

 But I’ll be dogged 

 If I love you! 

 Has some calling cards printed up, Madam Johnson, Alberta K.  She says, “Don’t 

use Old English letters or Roman.”  She says, 

 There’s nothing foreign 

 To my pedigree: 

 Alberta K. Johnson-- 

 American that’s me. 
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 Back again to the problems with the lynch law with “Silhouette.” 

 Southern gentle lady, 

 Do not swoon. 

 They’ve just hung a black man 

 In the dark of the moon. 

And then he says at the end of it, 

 Southern gentle lady, 

  Be good! 

  Be good! 

It works both ways.  And the one “I am your son, white man.  I am your brother,” he’s 

talking about the brutality and the rapes and the visitations upon the African American 

women.  Here in the other case he’s saying, “Southern gentle [white lady], be good!” 

 “Visitors to the Black Belt.” 

 You can talk about 

 Across the railroad tracks-- 

 To me it’s here 

 On this side of the tracks. 

  * * * 

 You can talk about 

 Up in Harlem-- 

 To me it’s here 

 In Harlem. 
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  * * * 

 You can say 

 Jazz on the South Side-- 

 To me it’s hell 

 On the South Side. 

What city would that be?  Chicago.  Where’s Buttermilk Bottom?  Atlanta.  “Kitchenettes 

/ With no heat / And garbage” reminds me of Gwendolyn Brooks who described these 

situations. 

 “Note on Commercial Theatre” — this is 1949.  Hughes got involved in drama.  

He wrote some plays.  He got involved in a production with Zora Neale Hurston — and 

again, we’ll talk about that some more when we get to Hurston.  But some of these 

references I’m surprised aren’t noted.  But it’s the commercialization of African 

American culture for the white audiences of Broadway. 

 You’ve taken my blues and gone-- 

 You sing ‘em on Broadway 

 And you sing ‘em in Hollywood Bowl, 

 And you mixed ‘em up with symphonies 

 And you fixed ‘em 

 So they don’t sound like me. 

 Yep, you done taken my blues and gone. 

Think about, oh, productions like Gershwin’s Porgy and Bess or, oh, Showboat.  Paul 

Robeson singing “Old Man River.” 
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 You also took my spirituals and gone.  

 You put me in Macbeth and Carmen Jones

Macbeth was a production by Orson Welles.  All black cast of Macbeth.  It was a real 

ground-breaker when it happened.  Carmen Jones is the story of the opera, Carmen, 

but with an all black cast.  And Dorothy Dandridge played Carmen.  It was black and 

white so you probably never see it, but I have seen it and it’s pretty good.  The music is 

great.  But it’s a nice twist.  Otto Preminger, of all people, produced that.  Swing Mikado 

— apparently they did a Mikado version — a black version of The Mikado.  It’s still going 

on.  The Wiz.  That was, I believe, authored by blacks and certainly produced by blacks.  

“Black and beautiful--” — this was 1949.  This is 20 years before the phrase Black is 

Beautiful really became current.  That’s line 15.  I just pulled a line out of the poem. 

 A poem like “Democracy” kind of bothers me because — well, as Hughes was 

influenced by Carl Sandburg, one of the things that bothers me about Carl Sandburg is 

sometimes I can’t really tell if it’s poetry or whether it’s just words arranged in broken 

lines.  But does this sound like poetry? 

 Democracy will not come 

 Today, this year 

  Nor ever 

 Through compromise and fear. 

I guess fear and year rhyme, but it seems more like prose. 

 I have as much right 

 As the other fellow has 
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  To stand 

 On my two feet 

 And own the land. 

It’s dramatic, a little bit more dramatic, I suppose, with the lines arranged like that, but it 

still seems kind of prose-y to me. 

 There’s another poem — I don’t have it in here — the line is “Night comes 

tenderly, black like me.”  And, of course, “Black like Me” became a title.  He has lots of 

titles.  Look at “Harlem” which became a — Lorraine Hansbury, in her play about life in 

Chicago’s South Side, A Raisin in the Sun — took a line from this — well, took the line, 

the third line from this, to name her poem. 

 What happens to a dream deferred? 

 Does it dry up 

 Like a raisin in the sun? 

 Or fester like a sore and then run. 

 Does it stink like rotten meat 

 Or crust and sugar over 

 Like a syrupy sweet. 

 Maybe it just sags like a heavy loaf 

 Or does it explode? 

I wish I had the date on that poem.  I’ll find the date for you, but I’m pretty sure it’s the 

‘30s.  It certainly anticipates an awful lot of things, the dream deferred. 

 “Young Gals Blues” is one of many, many Hughes poems.  By the way, his 
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collected poems — a volume about this thick — in which he creates — he’s not 

repeating.  He’s not collecting blues.  He’s writing it.  And I think it’s interesting that he 

has a female persona to sing this. 

 I’m gonna walk to the graveyard 

 Behind my friend, Miss Cora Lee 

 Gonna walk to the graveyard 

 ‘Hind my dear friend, Cora Lee 

 ‘Cause when I’m dead 

 Somebody’ll have to walk behind me. 

 Goin’ to the po’house to see mah Old Aunt Clu 

 Goin’ to the po’house to see mah Old Aunt Clu 

 When I’m old and ugly 

 I’ll want to see somebody too. 

 You know, reading blues is pretty awful.  “Well, a po’house is lonely / And the 

grave is cold.”  I didn’t really know I was gonna do that, I promise.  I sure didn’t mean to 

do that verse.  “Oh, a po’house is lonely / The graveyard grave is cold.”  Need some 

tempo.  “But I’d rather be dead / Than to be ugly and old.”  He has one — the verse is, 

“Baby, baby, baby / Please don’t snore so loud.  Oooooh.  Oh, baby, baby, baby / 

Please don’t snore so loud.”  You have to wait for that other bar.  “You just a little bitty 

woman / But you sound like a great big crowd.”  Ahhh, we can cut this from the tape.  

We can cut that out.  When love is gone, what can a young gal — well, sing the last one 

with me.  “When love is gone / What can a young gal do?”  C’mon.  “Hmmm, when love 
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is gone / Oh, what can a young gal do?  Keep on loving me, Daddy / ‘Cause I don’t 

wanna be blue.”  Rim shots, or whatever. 

 That’s it.  That’s all for today.  I can’t do anymore.  That’s it.  Whooooo! 


