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ABSTRACT
This dissertation focuses on two different components of the poetry of African American poet
and writer Langston Hughes, who is best known as a singer of Harlem Renaissance: protest
through the prism of social problems of his time, and spirituality via religious motives rooted in
African American folk tradition. Literary heritage of Langston Hughes is deeply rooted in and
extensively fed by the history of African American people, which reveals itself in multiple
allusions to social history as well as to literature of colored America. After the Emancipation,
despite the great hopes of the Blacks, they had been betrayed by the elite and experienced what
scholars called the Nadir of racial injustice. Therefore, the protest of African Americans had not
faded out. Still, spiritual tradition of the Blacks remained their spiritual stronghold. These facts
had been reflected in national literature. For Langston Hughes, Nadir is something which he
grew and lived with. Hughes campaigns against unjust laws and regulations, unfair racial
attitudes, and hypocrisy of clergymen, often affiliating himself with socialist ideology. However,
African American tradition influences him so much that, alongside, he remains faithful to the
belief (religious consciousness) of his ancestors.
The problem of present dissertation is linked to the necessity of new vision regarding literary
heritage of Langston Hughes after coming of new socio-political and socio-cultural era. XXI
century demands revising and reviewing many of questions and issues, answers on which
seemed axiomatic in previous century. With the fall of communist ideology, with the win of the
rights of colored America, with religious awakening in former socialist camp, and religious crisis
in many of established democracies, the questions put by Hughes in his poems require new
insight. This leads to the hypothesis of the dissertation, which, summed up, says that: 1) As
racial/social protest and religious spirituality are widely present in African-American literature,
these two are intensively present in poems of Langston Hughes, thus making him an important
successor of his predecessors; 2) Although the existing literature identifies Langston Hughes as a
writer hostile to religion, religious motives are an important component of his literary heritage,
which stems from his adherence to African-American tradition; and 3) In his creations, the poet
manages to find the domain in which the motives of social protest are coherent with religious
spirituality, where these two do not exclude each other.
Using historical, literary, linguistic, and, even, statistic analysis, we can say with assurance
that not only does the hypothesis have the right to exist, but it can be fully justified. Among else,
we appeal to such a unique form of African American folklore as the blues, which Hughes used
in his poems. The blues proves to be the domain where the poet manages to combine his motives
of protest to those of spirituality bringing these two in harmonious synergy.
vii

Introduction
Every national literature reflects the spirit of a nation, the history of a nation, and those
principles on which the statehood of a nation is built. American literature does the same: it is
based on the ideas, which were the core of the formation of American statehood – freedom and
God.
When an American author writes about freedom, he often mentions lack of freedom (e.g.
Mark Twain, William Dean Howells). However, while writing about lack of freedom, he does
not condemn American statehood as such, rather he criticizes the existing social or political
order, which leads to this lack of liberty. From the XIX century, American literature has
experienced the birth of a new unique literary tradition – protest literature – which in a literary
form tries to criticize those unfavorable social practices or tendencies, which do not match with
American perceptions of liberty and justice as conceived by the Founding Fathers of the USA.
The technique, which the authors of protest literature use, is the protest. Their literature is
directed at causing action, their works express irritation, anger, and appall the reader, or just
bring about sympathy in the reader, who co-experiences with the heroes or narrators. Such
literature is usually directed against social injustice and sets its purpose to eliminate it.
On the other hand, American national tradition is unimaginable without religion, without
belief in God. Even if an American writer openly expresses his disapproval of the conservatism
of clerical circles, in his soul he remains a believer. That is just for Mark Twain, that is just for
Nathaniel Hawthorne, who revealed the nature of true spirituality. In American literature,
spirituality is expressed as such a belief in God, where the religiousness reveals itself in placing
the human being as the measure of all things, where the religious faith is anthropocentric, is for
the sake of the human, and because of the human.
During and after the liberation from slavery, African American history gains great
intellectuals, who introduce strong element of radicalism in the struggle for civil rights of
colored population. Names of John Brown, Frederick Douglass, Booker T. Washington, Harriet
Tubman, Sojourner Truth, and others, become the symbols of resistance of the fighters for
freedom. Their protest becomes open, their evaluations of the imperfections of native democracy
are very overtly expressed through works, pamphlets, speeches, and poems. However, they do
not denounce Christianity as spiritual basis of African Americans, rather going against the
hypocrisy of religious leaders and figures. True Christianity remains for them spiritual
stronghold of African American culture, with the teaching of Christ as the core around which
African American consciousness exists.
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Campaigning for civil rights of colored population enters new paradigm with the formation of
new intellectual and literary movement of Harlem Renaissance, which amalgamated various
poets and writers under the unofficial auspices of National Association for Advancement of
Colored People. The works of these literati analyze the attitudes towards Black population
prevalent in American society, which formed during and after the years of Nadir (1877-1900) –
the years, called the Years of Betrayal of Negro or the Years of Disappointment (Logan, 1970).
These writers sought for expressing Black racial and national identity through relying on Black
literary and folk tradition, started at the end of XIX century by African American poet Paul
Laurence Dunbar. Dunbar introduced Black dialect verse, the major contribution made by the
colored poet to American literature. Such Harlem Renaissance poets as Langston Hughes and
Sterling Brown are logical successors of the style initiated by Dunbar.
Langston Hughes, in particular, strived to write poems and novellas, which would reflect
Black national spirit. While doing so, Hughes demonstrates his rebellious spirit, his reluctance to
submit to Nadir-influenced attitudes of white America toward the Blacks and disobedience to
Jim Crow policy. The creations of Langston Hughes are saturated with protest. While
demonstrating his protest, though, he puts forward such unique form of African American poetry
as dialect verse and such a unique genre as the blues. In doing so, Hughes frequently refers to
such an important component of African American tradition as religion and spirituality through
references to God and faith. Although in his autobiographical works Hughes asserted his nonreligiousness, the sticking to this component in his works is obvious. The question here is what is
the role of religious (spiritual) references in his poems against the background of the protest,
which he expresses in many of his poems, which are racial by content, and which, very often, are
so radical that border with or represent the examples of socialist-oriented poetry.
The goal of the study is to investigate the poetic heritage of African American poet and writer
Langston Hughes. The study sets its objective to focus on two components of his creative work:
protest, associated with his poems directed against racial and/or social discrimination; and
spirituality, reflected in his poems, in which he refers to God, remaining faithful to AfroAmerican tradition.
The problem of my dissertation is linked to the necessity of new vision regarding literary
heritage of African American poet Langston Hughes after coming of new socio-political and
socio-cultural era.
Understanding of literature greatly depends on the angle at which one views is. We believe
that Langston Hughes’s work is significant for both social and literary processes that were
2

happening in American society in the first half of the XX century. That is why we chose his
works as the object of our study and we needed to find the angle at which we would first of all
analyze them.
With the coming of the XXI century, many aspects of contemporary social problems are
being revised and reconsidered. We think that Langston Hughes’s work needs such an updated
analysis (from literary, musical, historic, social, and spiritual viewpoints) to be better understood.
In the XX century, especially during the times of the Cold War, there dominated two polar
philosophic trends, each claimed to be universal and indisputable: idealistic approach and
materialistic approach. There was such a fierce debate between these two teachings that even
liberal West scholars and critics tended to stereotype philosophical or literary works as belonging
to the first or the second camp.
In literature, this stereotyping was quite visible. If a writer or a poet expressed his views
different from the mainstream liberal thought, then he could easily be put in “leftish” camp or
“the camp of radicals”. For example, because of his Animal Farm, George Orwell was praised as
a “progressive”, even right-wing, writer, while it had actually been forgotten that he remained a
socialist in his thought and never totally abandoned socialist camp.
On account of that, literature associated with racial and social problems is yet to be studied
more carefully. The first half of the XX century was featured by still strongly present racial
biases and prejudices despite the on-going progress toward democratization and tolerance. Such
a representative example of African-American literature as Harlem Renaissance serves as a
reflection of the problems accumulated in American society.
This literary movement reconsidered and reviewed many aspects of African American
history, which gave incentive to literary, cultural, and social innovations in American society
associated with race. At the same time, the writers of this movement were the first important
heralds to report to American society about literary gift of “colored” people in the United States.
They made their non-white compatriots as well as white society aware that African Americans’
right for American dream was yet to be realized and that the true liberty had not yet been
achieved. At the same time, these writers and poets managed to maintain tradition of African
Americans having incorporated its elements, such as folk language and religious awareness into
their works. In the light of recent development in internal politics in the United States, when, for
the first time in the history of this country an African American has been elected as the leader of
the nation, present study gains its significance, bringing new insight over the matter, which had
earlier been differently treated by different scholars.
This is also especially topical for contemporary fledgling democratic society, which is still
learning what democracy is, and which slowly but steadily gets rid of its totalitarian past. There
3

is plenty yet to learn, especially in terms of national, social, and racial tolerance – the problems,
which became especially acute after the break of socialist economic system, which resulted in
ethnic conflicts, civil war, and national intolerance, which is the logical result of drastic changes
in social and economic structure of society.
Partly because of her history oriented towards the survival of an individual, partly because of
non-pluralistic Soviet past, Georgian public often tends to think in one-sided way. The values of
socialist times are radically rejected, whereas religious awakening, which takes place nowadays,
often takes form of religious intolerance. Not only wide public, but also the majority of
intellectuals finds religious awareness versus social-democratic, socialist ideas as incompatible
ones. The word “socialist” is equal to curse, while it is being forgotten that socialist ideas played
important role in the thought of Western intellectuals. Present dissertation explores how the
poetry of Langston Hughes manages to combine these two. Therefore, from the point of
contemporary state of collective mind in our country the study is urgent as it teaches to look at
these ostensibly incongruous components in an integrated way.
The hypothesis of our study is framed around the following issues:
1) Just as racial/social protest and religious spirituality are intensively present in the history
of African American culture, these two are strongly present in the creations of Langston
Hughes;
2) As a poet of protest, Langston Hughes can be seen a successor and follower of the protest
literature of African-American literature of XIX century;
3) Although the existing literature identifies Langston Hughes as a writer hostile to religion,
religious motives are an important component of his literary heritage, which stems from
his adherence to African American tradition;
4) In his creations, the poet manages to find the domain in which the motives of social
protest are coherent with religious spirituality, where these two do not exclude each other.
Therefore, the most appropriate way to analyze Hughes’s writings is through the prism of
both his social and spiritual views.
In order to justify the hypothesis, we applied the following methods of research:
-

review and analysis of existing literature and criticism on the topic;

-

literary analysis of the creations of the poet;

-

statistical analysis of the points of research focus.
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Novelty
There are a number of points, which makes present dissertation highly innovative:
1. Numerous articles and books have been written about Harlem Renaissance and Langston
Hughes. However, because of various factors, mainly the ideological struggle between West and
East lasting for decades, ideological cliches, which had taken roots during these decades, above
mentioned components of the poet’s works had not been thoroughly investigated. The poems of
protest, which constitute the lion’s share of the poet’s heritage had been almost bashfully
ignored, whereas the emphasis was placed either on his not numerous (although, undoubtedly,
not less important) patriotic, statehood-centered poems such as Let America Be America Again,
or neutrally (from the standpoint of ideology) charged jazz poems like The Weary Blues. The
legacy of protest poems had almost been neglected. On the other hand, Marxist and Soviet
criticism, which concentrated solely on racial/social element of the poems, criticized the poet for
being not left enough. Thus, this component of his writing needs to be duly analyzed;
2. Regarding the part of the hypothesis connected with religious spirituality, there are certain
flaws as far as existing studies on the subject are concerned. Because of the sharp criticism of
white religion, spiritual component of the poet had been analyzed just superficially, and only a
few works strived to delve a little bit deeper into the subject. It should be mentioned though that
when the poet derives his inspiration so much from African-American spirituals and blues, his
religious views expressed through his works need a deeper investigation. Our thesis strives to
bring the two above-mentioned issues together and find out what is common or different
between them;
3. The study, dealing with literature (the poetry of Langston Hughes), analyzes the verse of
the poet through the prism of African-American history. Thus, being in its essence literary, the
study approaches to social science, focusing on such historically important elements as social
problems and spiritual (religious) aspects;
4. The study is of a interdisciplinary nature (see the Theoretical Importance);
5. This study in humanities is unique to have incorporated such a technique as statistical
analysis, while making effort to justify the hypothesis even stronger.
Theoretical importance of the study
The peculiarity of this study lies in the fact that it is a multidisciplinary study. It focuses on
such diverse components as: (a) language/literature; (b) history; (c) religion; (d) social ideology;
(e) music. We claim that we have managed to bring all these components together, which help
analyze the problem of the study, and justify the hypothesis of the exploration. No academic
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work before had strived to consider these various parts together from a single culture studies
perspective. In this way, the present thesis represents a unique academic significance.
Practical importance of the study
1) Because of the experience of “socialism with undemocratic face” Georgian society
recently has tended to evaluate socio-political phenomena and events from rather right point of
view. This is a very negative trend. Because of this even the best achievements of Soviet Georgia
are estimated with irony in the best case. While striving to become the part of European
community, our society forgets that it is socially oriented consciousness what makes Europe
distinct from the rest of the world. Western intellectuals, including Langston Hughes, made their
contribution with this respect. Therefore, it is useful to make Georgian public aware of their
position through the example of notable poet of Afro-American literature of XX century.
2) In the light of religious awakening, which Georgia experiences nowadays, also against
the background of overall popularity of American values, it is extremely useful to provide the
public with the viewpoint of American intellectual over spiritual issues with the consideration of
all its complexity and profundity. Sometimes, our community lacks the vision over the matter,
which envisages looking at the problem from different angles.
Structure of the dissertation
The present dissertation covers the following parts: Introduction, 3 chapters, and Conclusions.
Chapter I is subdivided into two parts. Part 1 is a general overview of American literature
from the standpoint of two components as the focus of the study. In this respect, such important
philosophic trend as Transcendentalism is recalled; Walt Whitman is referred to as a democratic
poet being both believer and rebel at the same time; special reference is made to Paul Laurence
Dunbar as the father of Black folk poetry. Part 2 focuses specifically on African American
protest literature, finding that spirituality had always coexisted with protest.
Chapter II reviews existing books and articles about the works of Hughes in general, and
about his protest and spiritual motives in particular.
Chapter III is the main part of the dissertation, where the hypothesis is being justified. For
this, we analyze to some poems of Hughes referring to Emancipation; mention and explain the
importance of great religious awakenings for African American culture as the ground for
Hughes’s poetry; assert that the poetry of Hughes is a vivid example of the Decades of
Disappointment (Nadir) as the blues becomes the powerful tool of his artistic expression; define
the blues both in secular and non-secular terms; use statistical analysis to provide quantitative
proofs for the justification of the hypothesis.
6

Chapter 1. The Origins of Black Folk and Langston Hughes’s Poetry: Protest
Versus Spirituality
1.1. The Philosophical and Literary Precursors of Modern African-American and Langston
Hughes’s Poetry: Protest and Spirituality
The roots of African American poetry of the XX century, in particular, of Harlem
Renaissance, lie in the XIX century. Although the views and, hence, the artistic perception
of Langston Hughes and other poets of Harlem Renaissance were largely shaped by sociopolitical environment of the beginning of the XX century, the foundations for their
philosophic creed and attitudes had been laid much earlier in the XIX century. Although
African American literature had been shaping as a quite distinctive tradition, it had been
developing in line with mainstream American arts of letters. In Afro-American literature
of the start of the XX century we can see the influence of romanticism, the extensive use of
verse-libre (free verse), powerful basis of folk tradition, and, proceeding from the
mentioned, the unusual blend of the spirit of tumultuous protest with often veiled, but still
discernable, imbedded spiritual motives. What were the philosophic foundations for Black
poetry and – correspondingly – Langston Hughes’s poetry of protest of the 1920s? And
were these foundations based on materialistic perception of the being, or did they contain
any grounds for other, non-materialistic, spiritual perception of the world and life? The
below chapter tries to give answers for these problem questions.
1.1.1. The Rebellious Spirit of Romanticism
The beginning of the XX century is a controversial period in the world culture. In Western
Literature, the period of intensive struggle between ideologies coincides with the development of
the literary trend of Romanticism. Romanticism of the first half of the XIX century gradually
was replaced by Realism. Romanticism in its peculiarly elevated, sublime manner praised the
past, traditions, honesty, dignity, and, what is most important, liberty. Romanticism was rooted
in German Pietism – the post-Lutheran religious movement, which placed intuition and emotion
over the rationalism of Enlightenment; and in the ideologies and events of the French
Revolution. Following the Revolution, William Blake affianced Hell with Heaven, seeing in Hell
the source of unrepressed revolutionary energy. Byron paid homage to his ancestors, who were
the symbol of aristocracy, faithfulness to the British Crown and traditions, being, at the same
time, an ardent supporter of Greeks revolutionary fight for independence, which led him to spend
7

a particular period of time in this land becoming one of the strugglers himself. His contemporary,
Percy Bysshe Shelley, who would be admired by such authorities as Karl Marx, Bernard Shaw,
and Bertrand Russel, wrote about unbound Prometheus offering no reconciliation with Zeus the
Thunderer. Romanticism was both idealistic and avant-garde, both elevating and overthrowing,
both worshipping and rebellious.
In Russia, the motherland of the greatest rebellion the mankind has yet ever known, which has
the direct relation with the object of our research, the whole XIX century poetry is penetrated
with the sentiment of disobeying the “rotten autocratic regime”. Following the suppressed Revolt
of Decemberists of 1825 through the second revolutionary landmark of 1905, it became an
established fashion in Russian poetic elite to express one’s discontent with the existing social
order – including the great Pushkin and Lermontov, the later not managing to leave the domain
of Romanticism because of his early death on duel symbolizing the inevitable and fatal end of
rebellious youth. Although Russian poetry underwent further a substantial influence of Western
European poetical thought, including various decadent directions, the protest lyric of Pushkin
and Lermontov proved one of the decisive factors for the mind of Russian intelligentsia, which to
the large extent became nihilistically predisposed toward the social philosophy and policy of the
Third Rome.
In America, Romanticism did not find such radical expressions, as it came after the
Revolution, and the society had, so to say, to “rest” from the protest, especially as it had such
evident representatives of revolutionary pre-romanticism in face of Philip Freneau, who is justly
considered a singer of two revolutions – American and French, as well as the Hartford Wits, Joel
Barlow among them, who expressed their uncompromising position with regard to conflict
between the labor and ruling classes in their poem “Anarchiad”.
1.1.2. American Transcendentalism – the Bridge between Romanticism and Folk Poetry
In America, the XIX century is featured by a rapid development of authentic American
poetry. In the XIX century, the foundations of what would later be named “protest poetry” were
laid. With this regard, the first significant trend to be mentioned is Transcendentalism. American
Transcendentalism rejected the teaching of Locke that human mind is a “tabula rasa” and that
only practice and experience, the surrounding world influences personality. Based on the
teaching of Kant, it assumed that the ideas of good and evil are transcendental (i.e. “beyond the
man’s reason”). “Striving to grasp the reasons of evil, investigate the conditions of harmonic
development of a human being, transcendentalists... came to condemnation of [contemporary]
morale and practices, the ideals [of those times]. Transcendentalism became a peculiar form of
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protest of American intelligentsia against the aesthetically repulsive sides of progress [of the
XIX century] in the USA”, - writes Soviet scholar N. I. Samokhvalov. “Transcendentalists
proceeded from the fact that, having thrown down the chains of colonialism, America created
favorable conditions for the development of personality. The society will develop
harmoniously, they thought, provided that every personality expresses himself as at his
best, reveals the inner capabilities given by God or nature. <...> This fundamental thesis...
asserted full-value of each personality, required the respect to every individual and disregarded
everything, which precluded the full disclosure of personality, which stood in its way. Hence, the
abhorrence of the transcendentalists towards slavery, their sympathy towards abolitionists.”
(Самохвалов, 1971, p. 161-162)
Anne C. Rose in her Transcendentalism as a Social Movement says that the practical aims of
transcendentalists were varied; some among the group linked it with utopian social change and,
in the case of Browson joined explicitly with early socialism, while others, like Emerson, found
it an exclusively individual and idealist project. In the treatise The Conduct of Life, Emerson
thinks that the real problem, which the mankind faces, is universal well-being, elimination of the
poverty of the people. “How to offer to every human the opportunity of access to masterpieces of
art and boons of nature – this is the problem of civilization” (Rose, 1981).
As John B. Wilson writes in his article An Analogue of Transcendentalism, referring to
different scholars, the word “Renaissance” most accurately expresses the spirit of
transcendentalism, following the awakening of New England, its “new life”. He refers to
Parrington (1963), who defined the movement as “glorification of consciousness and will”, a
rediscovery of soul, dethroned by rationalism. He recalls the words of Cook believing its chief
characteristics to be an eagerness for “what was instinctive, primitive, and aboriginal, what
belonged to the nature of man as a moral being”. Finally, he points at Goddard pronouncing
transcendentalism “a literary Renaissance, a philosophy, a religion”, which characterized
Oxford humanistic movement in the XV and early XVII centuries. Wilson points at the union of
Hebraic and Hellenic ideology, characterizing both the English humanists and the New England
transcendentalists, finding the best expression in the works of John Milton – a link between the
Oxford and the Harvard books. He recalls Margaret Fuller declaring Milton to be “more
emphatically American than any author who has lived in the United States” because he
represented the “purity of Puritanism”. According to Wilson, it was Milton, in whom the leader
of American transcendentalists Emerson found his ideal champion of the moral sentiment with
Milton’s life being an epic poem, and his character an exemplification of his philosophy (Wilson,
1966).
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Samokhvalov writes that Emerson appeals to American youth to look for spiritual values,
strive for other life. Emerson comes to conclusion: in spite of the fact that capitalism is in the
zenith of its development, it, just like feudalism, will leave the stage, and yield the place to a
more perfect formation, “the blooming of which is already seen in heaven” (Самохвалов, 1971).
Thus, although Emerson protests against the imperfection of the social formation, his perception
of the change of social formation is based on spiritual foundations.
Elizabeth A. Meese (1975) writes in her article Transcendentalism: The Metaphysics of the
Theme about the Emerson’s statement expressed in his essay Compensation about every natural
fact being a symbol of some spiritual fact. She writes that, by Emerson, every happening or
occurrence in nature to some state of the mind, and that state of the mind is reflected or presented
as some natural happening. By Emerson, nature is the primary link to spirit.
Emerson’s philosophy represented the more down-to-earth application of idealistic systems.
However, his system being highly idealistic, his merit lies in focusing the attention not on a
superior force, but on human himself. Woodbridge Riley (1918) writes that, prior to the 1860s,
philosophy in America had been like religion, denominational – aiming at grounding this or that
denominational view, which followed some “guide of life”, which was called as true compared
to other religious systems. Of course, Emerson’s philosophy could not avoid this influence.
Transcendentalists, writes Riley, “were eclectics of eclecticism themselves, Emerson himself
being wont to pick and choose from Occident or Orient whatever might be a confirmation to his
own beliefs” (Riley, 1918, p. 288). Riley distinguishes two types of transcendentalism in
America – Franco-American type, and German-American type, the latter being the most
significant influence.
In this or other way, Emerson’s philosophy, and, generally, the whole direction of
Transcendentalism is based on transformed, metamorphosed, but still present, values of
Christianity, not reflecting, however, any particular denominational opinion, but rather seeking
to reconcile orthodox Christianity with generally accepted (secular) human values (Keller, 1967,
p. 97). Accepting God as the Rock on which the whole system of Christianity is founded,
Emerson reckons him less solid than it was before. For him, it is more identical to the “block of
melting ice”. Keller says, that just as, according to Emerson, quarry provides rock for a house, in
the same way transformed Christianity provides the basic set of moral values (moral philosophy),
from which transcendent ideas are formed. Emerson of the 1830’s reckons that Christianity
provides for the possibility of Transcendentalism. Keller refers to the saying of Jesus: “In my
father’s house are many mansions”. The Rock is not rejected, but rather is viewed as a source
and foundation for a new house – a house of intellect (Keller, 1967).
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In his article From Christianity to Transcendentalism, Karl Keller (1967) suggests that at
some point in his thinking about religion, “Emerson conceived of his gospel Christianity, the
remnant of Puritanism left in his Unitarian orthodoxy, as ‘melting’ into some other religious
philosophy”.
1.1.3. Ralph Waldo Emerson as a Spiritual Precursor of Langston Hughes
What does transcendentalism represent as one of the spiritual precursors of Harlem
Renaissance, i.e. how can Ralph Waldo Emerson as a spiritual precursor of Langston Hughes be
described?
In his article Emerson: 1803-1953, Stuart Gerry Brown (1954) writes that in the summer of
1832, when he was twenty-nine, a prolonged spiritual struggle, taking place in Emerson’s
conscience, reached its peak, as he broke finally with his congregation of the Second Church in
Boston, where he ministered. “He turned his back on the God of the market to face the God of
the Universe”, explains Brown Emerson’s new religious creed. In general, Emerson’s religious
creed is very controversial. Although the poems of early Emerson contain few references on
Jesus as a guiding light of life, the correspondence and journals of his early years show that he
had always had an intention to become a minister. At the same time, in the earliest entries there
are indications of radicalism and rebellion. As an undergraduate student he did not show great
eagerness to associate with Unitarian divines among the faculty. He was not very much excited
about the courses in orthodox Christian morality and theology. His early correspondence also
shows that he chose the divinity school of Harvard exactly because it was the least orthodox of
all divinity schools in New England, against the wish of those who recommended him other
schools for the purity of their theology. “Even as he entered the Divinity School in 1821 he was
already in more or less conscious revolt against the Christian ministry and the Christian church”,
writes Brown. But his striving to improve public morality under the spiritual umbrella, pulled
him subconsciously to church. According to Brown, his calling was to be a prophet, rather than a
priest (Brown, 1954).
He sought to find spiritual support in Oriental philosophy, writes Brown. The same is
discussed by Dale Riepe (1967), who writes that Emerson and other Transcendentalists were
attracted by Indian wisdom, because, being profound and wise, it lacked gloominess, so peculiar
for Puritanism. The Puritan system could provide for the way of salvation, reforms and social
revolutions, but could not satisfy the spiritual hunger of the Boston prophet.
Similarly to Brown, Patrick F. Quinn (1950) explains why for Emerson, a religious person,
the focus of his teaching was not God, but a human being. According to Quinn, the one
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concerned primarily with God is the mystic; the one concerned primarily with a man is the
humanist. “God is mystic’s goal, any other goal being, from the mystic’s point of view, unreal”,
writes Quinn. “This orientation is markedly different from that of the humanist, whose attention
is focused on this life, in this world, on man and his human faculties. The mystic seeks to
transcend this life and to ‘empty’ himself of his human faculties, so that he may say, in language
equivalent to St. Paul’s: ‘I live, yet not I, but Christ liveth in me’. The humanist, however, would
like to say that Man is the measure of all things” (Quinn, 1950, p. 400). That also explains why
Emerson placed so high the great poet John Milton and his Paradise Lost. Richard C. Pettigrew
(1931) writes that Emerson’s criticism of Milton’s poetry was caused by his preoccupation with
ethical issues raised by the great Englishman, and quotes his words: ‘I think that true poetry
which mankind craves is that Moral Poem of which Jesus chanted to the ages stanzas so celestial,
yet only stanzas...’. And then he discusses Emerson’s attitude towards Milton’s idealization of
man, quoting his words that ‘the idea... of a purer existence than any he saw around him to be
realized in the life and conversation of men, inspired every act and every writing of John
Milton’. According to Pettigrew, the sympathy of Emerson to, and his interest in, the classicism
of Milton lies not in romantic plots and images, but “in the collective idea of man, an idealized
type, more permanent and real than any one human incarnation of man could be” (Pettigrew,
1931, p. 49).
In the opinion of Percy H. Boynton, the sage rejected the revealed religion only to provide
space for another kind of religion, which, in its turn, was based on another kind of revelation, the
intuitive perception of moral truth. In terms of morality, he was as demanding as any true
Puritan. However, by that notion he meant something different: not a code of religious rules and
regulations, but the expression of the righteousness through personal conduct. Quoting Boynton:
“When the Puritans queried, ‘What shall it profit a man if he gain the whole world and lose his
own soul?’ he could comment that not to lose one’s soul was presumptively to save it, and he
could query in reply, ‘If a people have not a vision wherewith shall it be saved?’ When they
quoted the Psalmist that in the fear of the Lord was the beginning of wisdom, he could quote the
Messiah to the effect that the truth would set men free” (Boynton, 1929, p. 180).
Analyzing central points in Emerson’s philosophy, Charles M. Bakewell argues that
Emerson’s ethical idealism lies in his generations of protestant ancestry, his puritan conscience,
his modern love of liberty. That is why he preaches the sovereignty of ethics; emphasizing
heroism, self-reliance, character; proclaims the gospel of individualism. He tells us that every
individual is unique. He believes that each one has a message, which he can give that the world
needs. Quoting Blackwell, “Emerson recognizes the difficulty of reconciling this truth with his
view of the absolute unity of the spiritual world, but is none the less sure that both views are
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somehow true, and that the soul is supreme over matter, so the individual soul is, or may be,
supreme in its world” (Bakewell, 1903, p. 532).
1.1.4. Henry David Thoreau: Both Rebellious and Spiritual
If Emerson was contemplating about the theory of “right life”, then another great
representative of Transcendentalism – Henry David Thoreau – was inclined to look for practical
applications of this theory. Thoreau is famous for his rebellious spirit. He demonstratively did
not pay a 5-dollar fee for his Master’s degree diploma in Harvard, left the Concord Academy in
protest against the corporal punishment, which he should carry out, was put in jail for the refusal
to pay poll taxes, as he violently opposed the Mexican-American War as well as slavery (being
released the next day over his protests, since his aunt paid the taxes).
Like the hippie of the end of the 1960s of the XX century, Thoreau spends the period of 18451847 in unity with nature on Walden Pond, the event he described in his work Walden, or Life in
the Woods. As the Soviet scholar Elvira Osipova writes, by his unconventional experiment of
two-year-long life on Walden Pond Thoreau disturbed the peace of the century honoring
convenances. Osipova explains that Thoreau addressed his sermon book primarily to “middle
class”: urban intelligentsia, businessmen, prosperous farmers, students, choosing their way in
life. Them he wanted to teach Emerson’s “Right Life”. Self-knowledge, closeness to nature, selftrust, healthy physical work – those were what the Walden Dreamer offered as an ideal, the sum
of life wisdom, an example for imitation (Осипова, 1985).
Another Soviet scholar, N. Pokrovskiy, identifies three key episodes from the ideologicalpractical evolution of Thoreau: 1) Walden experiment; 2) Proclamation of the program of nonviolent revolution; and 3) Solidarity with the leader of anti-slavery armed insurgency John
Brown. Let us discuss in brief the second and the third items. According to Pokrovskiy,
Thoreau’s non-violent revolution has two sides: external – political, and internal – moral. The
external side is brought down to the refusal to pay taxes, while the internal one – to the moral
revolution in the consciousness of man. This is exactly what Sinclair Lewis subsequently called
the “revolution of one man” (Покровский, 1985). This is what Alexander Solzhenitsyn would
repeat some five quarters of a century later in his famous document Live Not by Lies.
Thoreau systemized his views on non-violent revolution upon his release from jail and return
to Concord in one of the most important works in the history of American civil movement
thought: “Civil Disobedience”. Here the three aspects of the problem Langston Hughes’s poetry
will be concerned with later are touched upon:
(1) Race (the white people should not be indifferent towards the civil rights of colored people)
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(2) Social change (the demand of the ‘better’ government instead of ignoring government at all)
And, as a result of the two (3) Dream (the rejection of concurrent democracy, and fancying true democracy) (Meyer, 1983,
p. 383-413).
Thoreau’s uncompromised position over the issues of race was expressed in his vigorous
support of the ideas of the insurgency led by John Brown. As N. Pokrovskiy writes, in the face of
John Brown the philosopher saw not only an outstanding hero, but also a messiah of
transcendental goodness (Покровский, 1985).
Elvira Osipova (Осипова, 1985) answers: understanding Thoreau is only possible in
dialectical complexity of his nature. The writer himself called himself a “mystic,
transcendentalist, and, in addition, philosopher of nature”. Transcendentalism Thoreau explains
his love for nature, and as his ardency of civil protest, as well as “peaceful war with state”. Thus,
Thoreau, having influenced the whole pre- and post-Civil War movement for civil rights, was, in
essence, both the first and the second.
The Encyclopedia of Philosophy (2006) states about Thoreau that in spite of being limited to
the reality of New England, and featured by certain lack of theoretical maturity, Thoreau’s
doctrine of civil disobedience is diachronically connected by means of European revolutionary
idealism, with the greater protest against the existing order, expressed most vividly in Søren
Kierkegaard's The Present Age and the Communist Manifesto. Like Karl Marx, the thinker
supported the disintegration of existing social institutions in hope of revealing the economy,
which could ensure overall satisfaction. However, Thoreau, like Kierkegaard, insisted on
preserving the uniqueness of the individual as an inalienable and eventual value (Encyclopedia of
Philosophy, 2006).
However, it would be a great mistake to consider Thoreau either materialist or atheist, despite
his, on the first glance, inclination to combat the state, this, as Nietzsche said, the coldest of all
monsters.
In 1839, Thoreau went to isolation, which he described in his A Week on the Concord and
Merrimack Rivers, where he spent the whole week. This week led him to re-evaluation of his
self, environment he was in, and relationship between a person with this environment. Paul
David Johnson (1977) devotes an article called Thoreau’s Redemptive Week, in which he writes
that the philosopher’s quest begins with rejection of traditional or materialistic perspective of
John Locke and develops into radical criticism of established social ways, which in its turn leads
to the discovery of self-reliance and creation of a new self, after which the possessor of this new
self comes back to society to participate in it as a subject, but not as a victim.
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Rivers are the opening symbols of the Week, where the author compares the river which he
lives at, the Concord River, with the Nile, the Euphrates, and later, the Mississippi, the Ganges,
the Xanthus, the Simois, and the Helicon. To the author, they all are not only the symbols of
ancient civilizations, but also the symbols of progress, “natural highways of all nations”, and,
most importantly, “representatives of fate”, flowing along with the system of time. Thoreau’s
task is to distance from the past and rather concentrate on the present and the nature, focusing on
the redemptive experiences obtained during annual “flitting perspectives and demiexperiences”, which are “divine”. Then, the author compares the water running in the river with
human consciousness, while he sees in the bottom of the river the product of the mind of a
materialist, and in the reflection – the product of the mind of an idealist. The writer sees the
solution in the combination of these two perspectives as the ultimate goal of a human mind
(Johnson, 1977). Below we shall see that this topic is dealt with intensively in the poetry of
Langston Hughes.
Finally, the thinker ponders upon Christianity, which he shows as an acquired system of
dogmas, adopted by an individual believer, which serves to maintain his affiliation with the
“clear sky” (Johnson, 1977).
Such thinkers as Thoreau imposed a great influence over post-bellum poets, including such
African-American poets as Langston Hughes. Hughes’s worldview, especially of the 1920s, the
Period of Harlem Renaissance, contains transcendental ideas with references to Christianity,
where the author uses Christian tradition to justify transcendental arguments, or, sometimes,
criticize orthodox types of Christianity by means of the very transcendental philosophy.

1.1.5. Walt Whitman: the Rebellious Spirit of Democracy
As it will be shown below in Chapter III, one of the features of Harlem Renaissance is its dual
nature in terms of literary tradition. On the one hand, the poetry strictly oriented toward the
European form, which we shall later call “high poetry”, the title denoting the tendency to
reproduce, and even imitate, non-American (i.e. European) patterns. Claude McKay, and,
especially, Countee Cullen were on the forefront of this movement. They based their creation on
English Romanticism, mostly John Keats. At the same time, they can be seen as logical
successors of American Romantic stream going to them from Edgar Allan Poe through Henry
Wadsworth Longfellow. The great Longfellow, in particular, was considered as being an adept
of, and often even blamed of being an imitator of wording, ideas, and style. Such views were
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expressed by such authorities as Edgar Allan Poe (Meyers, 1992), Margaret Fuller (McFarland,
2004), and Walt Whitman (Reynolds, 1995).
Walt Whitman, in particular, considered Longfellow to be an imitator of European tradition,
though he still praised his ability to appeal to people as an interpreter of common topics – of the
songs of the people (Reynolds, 1995).
Being the most widely read American poet (in Europe Longfellow became known far better
than Whitman), the great Longfellow can be considered as a carrier of the “high poetry” in the
American poetical mainstream of XVIII century.
In his autobiographical work The Big Sea (1940), Langston Hughes writes: “The only poems I
liked as a child were Paul Lawrence Dunbar’s. And “Hiawatha” (The Langston Hughes Reader, 1958,
p.332).

The Soviet critic T. Golenpolskiy in the preface for the volume The People, Yes! issued in the
Soviet Union in 1983 based on the book Mounting the Hurricane of the Voice of America and
published in commemoration of the 200th anniversary of the United States, writes:
American folklore distinctly reflects three main sources, feeding contemporary national culture:
the ancient culture of indigenous population of America – Indians, cultural diversity of the
immigrants from Europe, and African culture of the Blacks.
(Голенпольский, Шерешевская, 1983, p. 4)

Being a “European-oriented Romanticist”, Longfellow within the framework of a romantic
ballad produced the masterpiece, which took as foundation and source of inspiration the Indian
folk tradition. This appeal to aboriginal roots did influence Langston Hughes in his early
childhood, as he was “unanimously elected” the “Class Poet” in primary school (The Big Sea,
1940). A few pages further in the above-mentioned book Langston says about his first poetic
experience: “Little Negro dialect poems like Paul Lawrence Dunbar’s and poems without rhyme
like Sandburg’s were the first real poems I tried to write” (The Langston Hughes Reader, 1958,
p. 334).
Paul Laurence Dunbar (1872-1906) wrote mostly two types of verse: conventional English
poetry and Black dialect poetry. It is exactly the latter, which Langston Hughes added to his
arsenal as one of the several poetical forms he created. Black dialect verse is featured by a rather
frivolous rhythm with the usage of peculiar Afro-American dialect words and expressions, where
the first and the third lines do not rhyme, while the second and the fourth do.
Having criticized Longfellow, what kind of “alternative” did Walt Whitman offer to his
contemporaries? In his Democratic Vistas, issued in 1871, he sums up his perspective of what his
creed as of American poet should be. He says that he will go with drivers and boatmen and men
that catch fish or work in fields, because they are sublime (Самохвалов, 1971).
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Indeed, the program conceived by Walt Whitman had already been set by that time: his
“Leaves of Grass” had already been re-issued two times (1860 and 1861). The collection of
poems has become the manifestation of completely new world of poetry – free verse – having
become the “creative logo” of American form of the world poetry. And the subsequent
developments of the cause started by Whitman were on the way.
Langston Hughes often uses verse libre to undertake, on the one hand, the “jazzy” mood and
form of his lyrics, and, on the other hand, to hold with his literary influence in the common cause
of producing the folk, people’s poetry.
As the famous Soviet poet Korney Chukovskiy writes in his My Whitman (1969), “in his
words, he spent several years in order to exterminate from his book all the “antics, tricks, effects,
embellishments, and artifices” of common conventional poetry” (Чуковский, 1969, p. 94).
The Soviet scholar, Moris O. Mendelson, in particular, distinguishes a number of areas which
the poetry of Walt Whitman is built upon. Among these are:


Race (support of abolitionist movement)



Democracy (demand for the social changes, which can bring more liberty):



Protest (challenging the prevalent social and moral injustice):



Labor (the praising of the working class):



Folk (farmers and pioneers) (Мендельсон, 1969, p. 120 – 240)

So, where does Whitman draw inspiration for his heroes – workers, lumber-men, farmers,
frontiersmen, as well as the humiliated and insulted? We think that the opinion of the Russian
Soviet scholar N. I. Samokhvalov writing about the poet in The History of American Literature is
of utmost importance as it uncovers the metaphysics of contemporary American folk poetry:
“The poetry of Whitman, penetrated by plebeian spirit, full of brotherly love towards workers,
traces its roots back to American folklore. As a poet, Whitman is a direct antipode of the Boston
School (Самохвалов, 1971). Full with deep disgust to salon poets-rhymesters and their crambo,
Whitman finds support in folklore and American humor. His blank verse by its form owed to the
disgust to smoothened poems of the “Bostonians”.
Whitman seamlessly acquired all characteristic qualities of humor and folklore: immeasurable
exaggerations, cosmic scales, social criticism, good-natured bragging of Davy Crockett, and the
heroic pathos of Paul Bunyan. In the spirit of the legends about Davy Crockett, in the spirit of
bragging speeches of frontiersmen he appears to the reader in the “Song of Myself”:
Walt Whitman, a kosmos, of Manhattan the son,
Turbulent, fleshy, sensual, eating, drinking and breeding...
...My ties and ballasts leave me, my elbows rest in sea-gaps,
I skirt sierras, my palms cover continents...
(Whitman, as cited in Самохвалов, 1971, p. 68)
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Just like Paul Bunyan, pulling apart the mountains, Whitman revels in his powerful poetic
force, his images are hyperbolical. In the poem “Song of the Broad-axe” sounds the same hymn
to the labor, hymn to the working folk, as in the legends about Paul Bunyan.
But Whitman did not only simply repeat the folklore motives – his poetry is satiated by
new philosophical and social content. Thus, the title of the collection itself – “Leaves of
Grass” – carries a philosophical idea about eternal rotation of the matter, and based on this
the conclusion is made about the equality of all people, and class and racial biases are
rejected. (bold mine – G.Sh.)” (Самохвалов, 1971, p. 242). Let us now move to spiritual
implications of the worldview of the great poet.
1.1.6. Walt Whitman: Overview of Imbedded Spirituality
Spiritual theme is the subject, which “the democratic vistas” of the great poet contains.
Nick Aaron Ford (1950) writes that Whitman comes to the understanding of the need for
religiousness even beyond the need for the moral component in democracy. However, even here
he insists on the so-called democratic religion, which should free itself from feudal bonds by
which it is connected to the undesirable past. The author quotes Whitman’s words that the
maturity of religion cannot be achieved by actions of church or any related organization. In his
words, the soul can resist the influence of religion as long as it does not compromise with the
church, and not before. He argues that only during preserving one’s solitariness can a positive
effect produced by religious faith come through. The holy books may contain revelations, the
ministers’ preach, and sacraments exercised, but only when one abstracts oneself from the outer
influence, isolates one’s self, can one reach the desired level of veneration and sublimity. Ford
continues that Whitman’s “main concern is the elimination of the idea in traditional religion of
man’s subjection to a monarchical God” (Ford, 1950, p.204). The very idea of a man being a
humble servant of God sounds to the poet as very undemocratic. The author quotes the poet’s
words that he, following and followed by many, proclaims a new type of religion. His religion,
however, has no holy books, no priests, no dogmas or creeds: in the new system, the doctrine of
divinity becomes the doctrine of Man. The new understanding of divine is that the whole
universe, the whole power of divine will is focused on the subject (and not the object) of an
individual. “Nothing, not God, is greater to one than one’s self is” (p. 204).
It becomes clear that in his creations Langston Hughes borrowed from, or, at least, obviously
was aware of such symbols, used first by Thoreau and then by Whitman, as “rivers”. David
Goodale (1938) writes that Whitman, in his own turn, borrowed this important symbol. Thus, the
symbol of river as the eternal in contrast to the transient becomes common for many poets in
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American literature. Goodale quotes the poetical verses of the poet regarding the “long riverstripes of the earth”: the Seine, the Volga, and the Ganges.
Still, despite the democratic inclination of theistic views of the poet, Whitman was a believing
person. In the article of 1938 Further Reminiscences of Walt Whitman, Rufus A. Coleman
(1948) quotes the letter of a life-long friend of Whitman’s Charles W. Eldridge, in which the
latter says regarding the level of religiousness of the great poet: “I know and believe that he was
a great man, also a good man, and the most truly pious person I have ever personally known. He
never would admit, nor even allow any person in his presence to suggest, without rebuke, that
the Divine Order of the Universe could ever have been changed or improved, or that there was
any ultimate imperfection anywhere” (Coleman, 1948, p. 268). Various poems of Langston
Hughes analyzed below suggest of the same thing.
Another author, Charles I. Glicksberg (1934) in his Walt Whitman in 1862 speaks of the same
thing. He tells that early in January, 1862, Whitman attended the celebration of two-hundredth
jubilee of the Presbyterian Church of Jamaica and scrupulously recorded the facts about the
ceremony and history of the church. Glicksberg gives the full manuscript of the event.
In spite of the believing nature of the great poet, he reveals the awareness of Nietzsche’s
philosophy. Maximilian Beck (1942) finds analogies and similarities between Nietzsche and
Whitman. Quoting the poet’s words of ‘the revolving cycles in their wide sweep having brought
me again’, the author compares them to Nietzsche’s “ever-returning” the Ring der ewigen
Wiederkuft. Beck says that this “ever-lasting coming-again” means the same to both Whitman
and Nietzsche, for them life is not static, not stagnating, but “existing only by moving, acting,
dancing”. The word “dancing” is very important here, as it is extremely important in some works
of Langston Hughes, in which he compares White (Apollonian) to Black (Dionysian) culture.
Beck states that both for Nietzsche and Whitman, “Everything exists by forever moving,
returning to itself, ‘dancing’, and this existence is an act of joyously affirming itself, of delight –
in spite of misfortune and suffering” (Beck, 1942, p. 16).
Finally, Lawrence Templin (1970) comes to the conclusion that ‘religious democracy’, or,
‘democratic belief’ of Walt Whitman was greatly influenced by the sect of religious dissenters Quakers. The fact that Quakers appreciated Whitman’s poetry had as its reason the fact that the
poet, being a religious person, has as the core of his religion his belief in what was actually the
same as Quaker’s notion of the Inner Light. Analyzing the impact of Quakers on Whitman,
Templin says that it is important to understand the essence of Quakerism, which lies in rejection
by the Quakers of the solidification of ideas into authoritarian theology, which was done by
orthodox Protestants. If Puritans wanted to ‘purify’ the church of prayer-books, rites, and
ceremonies, Quakers took one step further and purified it from the clergy. They desired to
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maintain the openness of human soul to the source of religious illumination. They believed that
God spoke directly to believers without the mediation of religious leaders. Templin writes that
“Just as Quakers went beyond Puritanism, however, Whitman went beyond Quakerism,
recognizing both his differences and his likeness to the followers of the Inner Light” (Templin,
1970, p. 165).
The essence of Whitman’s religion was analyzed by Vernon L. Parrington (1963). In his
monumental work he writes that the great poet comes to the concept of spiritual solidarity and
makes a conclusion that religion crowns ‘the American Idea’, whereas he himself and America
should become messengers of this new religion. Feeling himself in his element in the world close
to nature, the world of amazing bright, he contemplated the most magnificent nature of people,
who had ever been given sunlight, and preached the life of instinct and inner awakening. The
pitch was set by love, and in one of his poems Parrington speaks about Love, Democracy, and
Religion – a new religion.
1.1.7. Paul Laurence Dunbar as a Precursor of the Folk and of Langston Hughes’s Poetry
African American authors of the XIX century wrote in standard English language, i.e. in
language, accepted in American high society, which was based on classical Anglo-Saxon culture.
Although through communication with white culture and between themselves Afro-Americans
developed a specific vernacular tradition, reflected in their folk tales, stories and music, the
whole literature created before the Civil War as well as post-bellum literature until the end of the
1800s involves attempts of imitation of styles and forms accepted in standard American
literature. Someone had to break this awkward situation and assert that Black vernacular could
be accepted as literary tradition as well. In the 1920s Zora Neal Hurston started collecting Negro
folk stories, transcribing them on paper and publishing as printed editions. Langston Hughes
was one of the first to start writing his own poetry based on Negro folk tradition (the blues
actually constitute the core of his creative writing). However, the first man to have broken the
stagnation of not recognizing the right of the Blacks to enrich American literature through their
vernacular was Paul Laurence Dunbar (1872-1906). Dunbar entered the history of American
literature as the first poet writing in Black dialect.
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1.1.8. Black Dialect Verse versus Standard English Verse
If Walt Whitman laid the grounds of contemporary folk poetry in terms of introducing verse
libre as a form free from the conventional poetical patterns, and bringing forward the issues of
race, labor, protest, and democracy, Paul Laurence Dunbar (1872-1906) was the first poet who
directly influenced Langston Hughes shaping one of the characteristic poetical patterns of the
latter’s – the dialect verse.
The Poetry Foundation, publisher of Poetry magazine, says about Dunbar that he was the first
significant Afro-American poet in the history of the United States. The Foundation quotes the
words of James Weldon Johnson, in whose opinion “He was the first to rise to a height from
which he could take a perspective view of his own race” (From James Weldon Johnson, preface
to his Book of American Negro Poetry, 1922) (Poetry Foundation, 2010, online).
What made Dunbar able to “take a perspective view of his own race”? Although Dunbar was
a very versatile writer (he worked in the genres of poetry, short story, and novel), his key success
was his poetry, and, besides, the poetry, which he himself characterized as “minor” one. The
Poetry Foundation explains that Dunbar experienced his greatest popularity at the beginning of
the twentieth century after the publication of his dialect verse within such collections as Majors
and Minors and Lyrics of Lowly Life. At the same time, the dialect poems constitute only a small
share of Dunbar’s heritage, as he has beside them short stories, essays, novels, and numerous
poems in received language.
Thus, the poetry of Dunbar’s encompassed two types of poems: that of conventional English
and that of Black dialect. The Foundation complements that in his second verse collection,
Majors and Minors Dunbar created poems on a variety of topics, and, at the same time, in
different styles. He unified the poems, which were (in his opinion) of higher literary value under
the heading Majors, and he gathered less (again, in his opinion) important poems, written in
African American vernacular (dialect) as Minors. Despite the fact that Dunbar viewed himself
more specifically as a poet writing in standard English, having been influenced by such poets as
English romantic poets as well as such American writers as Riley, it was exactly his dialect
verse, which became most popular in the white audience, constituting the main part of his
readers. Reviews made by such prominent novelist as William Dean Howells (1896), who
provided a very positive, but somehow patronizing review, contributed greatly to Dunbar’s
popularity. Howells called the poet the first man of his color to study his race objectively and
referred to the poems of Black dialect as true examples of the culture of Afro-American race.
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1.1.9. “Folk” instead of “Race” Consciousness
Sterling Brown, the poet going hand-in-hand with Langston Hughes in the vanguard of “low
poetry” within Harlem Renaissance, wrote in his essay about Dunbar in the Negro Poetry and
Drama in 1937 that, despite his predecessors, Paul L. Dunbar was not only the first African
American, according to William Dean Howells, to feel the Negro life aesthetically and express it
lyrically, but also the first from American poets to bring Afro-American folklore to
comprehensive understanding (Howells, 1896).
Further, in his essay, Brown (Martin, 1975) touches the unquestionable influence of
plantation tradition over Dunbar’s art. However, having discussed this aspect, Brown maintains
that plantation theme is (fortunately) not what Dunbar became famous of. His “business card” is
the description of today’s folk life. The poet was not acquainted with the deep South, but, being
an attentive listener to his Mum (a former slave) he definitely received a good background of the
lore of his brethren, and, besides, he was familiar with small communities of the colored in
Kentucky, Ohio, District of Columbia, and Eastern Shore Maryland. He writes that Dunbar’s
imagination is perpetrated by Negro parties, buzz of bees, religious sermons at Black church, and
domestic being of African Americans. In his poems, he mentions fascinating romances in the
countryside, which are portrayed in his poems with obvious lack of the sense of disappointment
and bitterness, peculiar to such affairs. The poet expresses his sympathy and praises villagers,
bragging farmers, worshipping the weather in their parts, or those, who take a drink contrary to
protests of their spouses, who are nagging them night and day (Martin, 1975).
The Free Library (2007, online) refers to the critic William Stanley Braithwaite, and thereby
provides its own interpretation. Recalling the landmark anthology of 1925, The New Negro, the
Library refers to the words of Braithwaite, who stated that in face of Dunbar American literature
got its first unique poetic utterance, which is more authentic for genuine interpretation of the life
and character of African-Americans, than any type of refined and sophisticated art. Braithwaite
mentions as well that Dunbar was capable of powerful protest: “Occasionally, as in the sonnet
‘Robert Gould Shaw’ and the ‘Ode to Ethiopia’, there broke through Dunbar, as through the
crevices of the spirit, a burning and brooding aspiration, the awakening and virile consciousness
of race”. At the same time, Braithwaite argues that Dunbar mostly reveals more ‘folk’ than ‘race’
consciousness, the consciousness of ‘the happy peasant and the plaintive minstrel’. The ideas,
compared with Dunbar’s, were expressed in this collection by Alain Locke as well (The Free
Library, 2007).
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1.1.10. “White thinking” in a black man
In his famous essay Life and Letters, published in Harper’s Weekly on July 27, 1896, and
dedicated to the collection Majors and Minors, William Dean Howells (1896) reckons that it is
“minors”, which makes Paul Laurence Dunbar a unique poet. In particular, he writes that it is
Dunbar’s Minors, which enable one to feel oneself in the presence of a person, who has a direct
authority to say what he is saying.
Having assumed that racial problems have a substantially significant load in the folk poetry in
the overall context of social theme generally raised in such poetry, it is interesting how Howells
debates the “white-black” content of Dunbar’s Minor poetry. He says that if the Minors were
written by a white person, they would seem too uncommon, which would strike a reader (“I
should have said that they were wonderful divinations”). However, as the Minors represent the
illustration of the life of the race from inside of the race, therefore they seem to Howells a lot
more significant and precious. Here Howells comes to an interesting conclusion. He says that he
often had thought that probably African-Americans thought and felt that they were greatly
different and distinct from the white race that there could hardly be common intellectual or
emotional area between two races, and whatever people tried to do to reconcile these two races,
the irrepressible action of time would inevitably divide the two from each other. However, he
says, the little book of Majors and Minors has prevented him from making such conclusions.
Here, at least, in the artistic effect, there is “white thinking” and “white feeling” in a black man,
and the most valuable thing of this book is the human, in contrast to race, unity, which left-wing
Howells calls “the divine thing” (Howells, 1896).
Thus, although acknowledging the racial (Black) origins of Dunbar’s “minor” or, speaking in
our terms, “low” poetry, Howells reckons that Dunbar incorporated “white forms of thinking” –
a certain blend of black and white consciousness, which he calls a “human unity”. In this way,
Howells in fact admitted that this unity, instead of being racial one, is a “folk unity”, the unity,
which proceeds from the aims and objectives universal for all people, whether they are black or
white.
In her interview Paul Laurence Dunbar: a People’s Poet, done within the framework of the
documentary film America 1900 by PBS, Margaret Washington (2009), the Associate Professor
of History at Cornell University, states that African American considered Paul Laurence Dunbar
a success, since he could both make a living from his poetic creations, and he was a person who
told the society about the black community. Washington calls Dunbar “a people’s poet at the
time”.
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Having grounded her position recalling Dunbar’s background as a son of former slaves, as a
poet writing in vernacular, and a person caring for his folk, as well as having criticized Howell as
one of the whites who preferred to focus on the poet’s dialect verse, providing thus a rather onesided perspective on his creation, Washington, anyway, comes to a conclusion in a way similar
to that of Howells’s. She says that Dunbar wished to be known as a poet. He certainly was an
Afro-American and “people’s poet” was what he considered himself. As a writer and poet he
wrote about the experience of the black community. However, he did not actually want to view
himself or to be viewed by the world as just an Afro-American poet. Considering the hugeness of
the material that he wrote, he strived to depict the hugeness of life and to place the experience of
African Americans within the life he portrayed. In his works, many of those experiences, which
he described in the African-American community, could be applied to any other community.
In other words, an African-American, writing in both Negro vernacular and European
conventional, trying to inter-combine the thinking inside these two traditions in order to break
the borders of a race, not losing the peculiarities of the race though! The term “people’s poet”,
which Washington uses, sounds rather leftish – such a term was widely accepted in the former
Soviet Union and countries of Eastern block. She might as well use the synonymous term “folk
poet”, but the term she used only underlines the interracial (international) nature of Dunbar’s art.
In his essay “We Must Write Like the White Men”: Race, Realism, and Dunbar’s Anomalous
First Novel Gene Jarrett (2007) asserts that in African American literature, racial uplift informed
three different kinds of realism. Having defined the first two types of realism countering the socalled minstrel realism, but still based on racial consciousness, Jarrett writes that the third kind
of realism he had in mind avoided conventional racial realism entirely. The scholar comes to the
key point stating that this ‘anomalous’ realism ‘encoded the markers of class and region while
submerging that of race’. According to the scholar, this third kind of realism has definitely
proved to be controversial in studies of African American issues, which is inclined to associate
‘race with blackness and racelessness with whiteness’. The scholar says that Dunbar believed
that a crucial difference in public perception separated Black and White writers: Black authors
were described more often in racial terms than in national terms, while the converse occurred for
White authors. In his critique of minstrel realism (the prose using extensively dialect as
technique often used by Afro-Americans in minstrel shows), Dunbar sought to deny the
distinguishing the White way of writing as ‘raceless’ and the Black way of writing as ‘racial’.
Gene Andrew Jarrett (2007) writes that in order to overcome the barrier between the races, the
poet argues that Afro-Americans should “write like the white men”. In 1899, while reciting some
of his poems at Hampton Institute, the poet gave interview to a reporter of The New York
Commercial explaining his approach. When a reporter asked him which quality of the poetry
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written by African American did the poet consider as something which is representative of the
Black race, and which is different from what is written by the whites, the poet answered that the
lyric is what primarily distinguishes African American literature from white American. The poet
mentioned though that this does not mean that Black will write in a way different from how the
whites write. The reporter objected that there are nevertheless factors of race and origin, which
place the Blacks in a distinguished position, on which the poet answered that for two hundred
and fifty years Negroes spent in America, they have certainly acquired the manners and methods
of literary expression of the white compatriots. Then the reporter had nothing but to say that
there must be a ‘certain topic warmth, a cast of temperament that belongs of right to the African
race’, the element, which should make its lyric expression a thing apart if it is to be genuine art,
on which the poet answered:
Ah, what you speak of is going to be a loss. It is inevitable. We must write like the white men. I do
not mean imitate them; but our life is now the same.

(Jarrett, 2007, p. 52)

Thus, Dunbar stays higher than simply racial understanding of his art. Both his “majors” and
“minors” are intertwined and interconnected in a single mission: that to serve the artistic tasks
which are superior to racial consciousness, which are common for both blacks and whites, which
place folks higher than race, people higher than nation, class higher than ethnicity. As a poet,
who, after his predecessors, and the first among blacks brought these notions to the forefront,
Dunbar, of course, touched one of the main features of the emerging folk art, extensively
developed further by Sandburg and Hughes – the protest.
1.1.11. Some Examples of Dunbar’s Protest Poetry
The most notable examples of Dunbar’s protest poetry include The Haunted Oak (1903), Ode
to Ethiopia (1896), We Wear the Mask (1895), Sympathy (1899) (Gates Jr. and McKay, 1997).
Writing about We Wear the Mask, Joanne M. Braxton (1993) says that the “we” of the poem
is the collective thought of the black folk, the subject of Dunbar’s poetry, or maybe even Dunbar
himself, who takes off the mask from his dancing language to speak straight and unambiguous
for just a second about the double character of the black experience. Saying in other words, he
‘draws aside the veil of the seventh son to give reader second sight’ into the internal domain of
the Afro-American community and that is the other truth, which is so often hid underneath
Dunbar’s humor, wittiness, and use of irony.
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Thus, Braxton (1993) actually repeats what William Burghardt DuBois said a few decades
before: the mask and what is behind it, represents double-consciousness of a Black person: one
face directed to the outer “white” world, and the second – inside himself.
James A. Emanuel (1975) says that Dunbar was thorough to show that it was the mask,
who was grinning, but not the black man and adds that the cover of cheeks and eyes is the hiding
of the features, which in fact have tears and which ‘give quality to smiles’.
In this way, Emanuel explains to us that the protest expressed by Dunbar is identical to that
expressed by another folk tradition of the Blacks – the blues – dealt with below in this
dissertation, which is revealed through double emotional attitude toward the reality: sorrow
inside and the mask of laughter outside.
According to Peter Revell (1979), We Wear the Mask is assumingly the greatest poem the
poet created, a shout of suffering soul. Revell concludes that Dunbar abandoned the ‘falsity of
dialect’ and didactic nature of his earnest poems about black identity and spoke out of soul.
The Haunted Oak is Dunbar’s one of the most famous poems of racial protest. However,
according to the article of Peter Revell Paul Laurence Dunbar (1979), protest here is expressed
in a rather different way. Revell refers to Jean Wagner, who states that Dunbar’s protest is not
sufficiently expressed, while the strength of the protest in the poem lies not in tumult, but other
means. The use of supernatural powers and the technique of lamentation, making the protest
milder, but not weaker, affects the mind of the reader much stronger and with much more lasting
effect than the usual way of making protest would make.

1.2. African-American Precursors of Langston Hughes’s Writings: The Aspects of Protest
and Spirituality in their works

1.2.1. “Curse of Ham” determines the destiny of African-Americans
“Laughing to Keep from Crying”- that is how Langston Hughes entitled his collection of
short stories published in 1952. Although the collection deals with the lives of colored people in
relatively modern times, he chose this antithesis/zeugma to provide the reader with the
“flashback” to those times, when his compatriots were placed in such conditions that they purely
intuitively came to the solution, which is nowadays sometimes recommended to patients who
suffer from depression: if one forces oneself to laugh, maybe the sorrows and grievances
encountered will not seem so dark.
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The colored people who lived in the antebellum period had more than enough reasons to cry
instead of laughing. Driven away from their native land, having experienced the tortures of transoceanic journey, undergone the humiliation of being sold as cattle on the market, being imposed
psychological trauma while separated from one’s mother or one’s child, exposed to culturally,
climatically, and anthropologically alien environment of North America, having to work for their
self-styled sahibs for the whole day, receiving in return in most cases nothing but humiliation,
and, worst of all, aware of the horrible truth that living so is the only and eternal perspective in
their lives, the blacks gradually developed their own mode of thinking, speaking, or singing, their
own vision, worldview, or philosophy, their own principles, mores, and attitude towards the
problems encountered.
The first slaves appeared in North America in 1607 in Virginia. It took but 47 years to start
legalizing slavery in 1654 on the territory of 12 American colonies (Davis, 2006):
Ham, the father of Canaan, saw his father’s nakedness and told his two brothers outside. But
Shem and Japeth took a garment and laid it across their shoulders; then they walked in backward
and covered their father’s nakedness. Their faces were turned the other way so that they would
not see their father’s nakedness.
When Noah awoke from his wine and found out his youngest son had done to him, he said,
“Cursed be Canaan!
The lowest of slaves
will he be to his brothers.
He also said,
“Blessed be the Lord, the God of Shem!
May Canaan be the slave of Shem.
May God extend the territory of Japeth
may Japeth live in the tents of Shem,
and may Canaan be his slave.”
(From Life Application Bible, p. 23)

The practical application of these words from the Holy Scripture on American soil would seal
the fate of people with dark skin (who, according to theologians, were descendants of Ham, one
of the three sons of Noah, and his son Canaan) of serving the whites (the descendants of Japeth)
for more than 200 years until the trumpets of Emancipation defied the legitimacy of enslaving of
one folk by another, even if this folk were in possession of a different color of skin.
Although the white “massas” justified the subjugation of their colored counterparts on the
grounds of the Scriptures, their black servants quickly acquired the ABC of spiritual tradition,
which was new to them. Phillis Wheatley (1753-1784), the first African American not only to
publish a book, but also the first to achieve an international reputation as a writer, writes in her
short verse On Being Brought from Africa to America (1773 – cited from Gates &McKay, 1997,
p.171)
‘Twas mercy brought me from my Pagan land,
Taught my benighted soul to understand
That there’s a God, that there’s a Saviour too:
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Whitley refers to those, who see “the diabolic color” in the skin color of the black race, and
finishes with following words:
Remember, Christians, Negros, black as Cain,
May be refin’d, and join th’ angelic train.

It is notable that the italics in this poem were set not by the author of this thesis, but by
the poet herself, which speaks of how deeply the poet acquired and got involved in the new
culture offered to her in subject of Christianity. In an earlier poetry of hers the poet states that
“While an intrinsic ardor prompts to write, / The muses promise to assist my pen; / ‘Twas not
long since I left my native shore / The land of errors, and Egyptian gloom: / Father of mercy,
‘twas thy gracious hand / Brought me in safety from those dark abodes.”
Through these examples, Wheatley demonstrates that even becoming a slave, even brought
and subjugated in the new country forcefully, she gladly and willingly accepts the new religion,
and, therefore, culture, in which she envisions salvation to her. Wheatley is open-hearted, she is
genuine and simple, but, most important of all, she is meek. Her meekness, as well as meekness
of her peers will subsequently be misinterpreted by the “plantation tradition” writers, as
obedience and submission to the doom, which the Curse of Ham prepared for Afro-Americans.
In another epistle, however, addressed to Samson Occom, an Indian ordained a Presbyterian
minister, who had written an indictment of slave-holding Christian ministers with which
Wheatley (1774 – cited from Gates &McKay, 1997, p.171) strongly agreed, she shows quite a
different spirit:
Those that invade them [the rights of Negroes] cannot be insensible that the divine Light is
chasing away the thick Darkness which broods over the Land of Africa; and the Chaos which has
reign’d so long, is converting into beautiful Order, and reveals more and more clearly, the
glorious Dispensation of civil and religious Liberty...

According to Whitley, the “divine Light” is, of course, Christianity, while all indigenous nonChristian religious systems of Africa are the examples of “thick Darkness”. Then she continues:
Otherwise, perhaps, the Israelites had been less solicitous for their Freedom from Egyptian
slavery; I do not say they would have been contented without it, by no means, for in every human
Breast, God has implanted a Principle, which we call Love of Freedom; it is impatient of
Oppression, and pants for Deliverance; and by the Leave of our modern Egyptians I will assert,
that the same Principle lives in us.
(Gates & McKay, 1997, p.176)

Here the meek and faithful Whitley openly expresses another sentiment of hers – that of
protest, the protest against injustice committed against “the sable folk”. Written at the dawn of
American Revolution the quotation of hers is penetrated by the belief in the new order, which
hopefully will come after the British (“Egyptians”) have departed: that the new Principle – that
of common liberty from slavery – whether racial or national – will be applied to the colored
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people (“Israelites”) as well. It is noteworthy that these words were spoken only a year after
Whitley was emancipated by her owner.
In one of his stories Hughes portrayed the character of a Negro greatly resembling that of
Phillis Wheatley. In Cora Unashamed (from The Ways of the White Folks, 1934), the story about
a black slave girl strong enough to oppose the immorality of her masters killing their own
offspring trying to save her from public disgrace by means of abortion, he writes:
She was what the people referred to when they wanted to be polite, as a Negress, and when they
wanted to be rude, as a nigger – sometimes adding the word “wench” for no good reason, for
Cora was usually an inoffensive soul, except that she sometimes cussed.
(The Langston Hughes Reader, 1958, p.3)

“Even Cora, the humble, had a lover once”, says Hughes in the story. When Cora gives birth
to an illegitimate child (were there any “legitimate” cases envisaged for a colored person in the
antebellum times, though?), she “was humble and shameless before the fact of the child”.
When her child prematurely dies, Cora puts all her passion and love into the child of her masters,
Jessie. When Jessie, in her turn, gets pregnant, “Cora would have gone on humbly and
shamelessly talking about the little unborn had not Mrs. Art fallen into uncontrollable hysterics”.
When Jessie died, “Cora was not humble in the face of death”. In the climax of the story, humble
Cora shamelessly protests on behalf of the dead corps:
They preach you a pretty sermon and they don’t say nothin’. They sings you a song, and they
don’t say nothin’. But Cora’s here, honey, and she’s gonna tell ‘em what they done to you. She’s
gonna tell ‘em why they took you to Kansas City.
(From The Langston Hughes Reader, 1958, p.10)

Cora might be considered as a literary incarnation of the already mentioned Phillis Wheatley.
In his essay The Glory of Negro History, Langston recalls the life story of Whitley together with
the episode of General Washington writing her a letter commending her talent, and tells the
reader:
Because of her genius, Phillis was given her freedom. But, in a land of slavery, when Phillis
Wheatley wrote one of her famous poems about the freedom of the American colonies after the
Revolutionary War, she must have been looking forward to the future freedom of her own people,
too.
(The Langston Hughes Reader, 1958, p.466)

And Hughes quotes a part of her poem, Liberty and Peace:
Lo freedom comes! The prescient muse foretold
All eyes the accomplished prophecy behold:
Her port described, “She moves divinely fair,
Olive and laurel bind her golden hair.” . . .
(The Langston Hughes Reader, 1958, p. 466)

Thus, for the first time in the history of Afro-American literature Phillis Wheatley formulates
the dream of the subjugated colored folk: to achieve freedom and peace in the country
considered by them as their motherland. Thus, in the imagination of a black person of the XVII29

XVIII centuries both Egypt and the Promised Land became associated with the country, where
this person had been enslaved having not lost the hope of getting emancipated - the United States
of America.
1.2.2. The North vs. South Star
The typical Old Negro was not militant at all. Nevertheless, the hope of the dark-skinned
people to regain their freedom had been sparkling in their meek hearts. These sparks needed to
be developed into stronger flames. The time for the bonfire was not yet to come. The first person
to raise the voice of real protest was the creative successor of Phillis Wheatley, David Walker
(1785-1830). Never having been a slave, in 1829, Walker published a shocking Appeal to the
Colored Citizens of the World, but in Particular and Very Expressly, to Those of the United
States of America. In addition to drawing on American political precedent for his argument for
black nationalism, according to David Blight (1998), Walker also allied himself with the biblical
tradition of the prophet (Jeremiah) crying in the wilderness, denouncing the hypocrisy of the
prevailing religious practice and calling for divine punishment “on behalf of the oppressed”.
Denouncing those of his not numerous free brethren, who, in Walker’s opinion are either in
alliance with white oppressors, or too passive to raise their voices for the argument that “there is
no use in trying to better our condition, for we cannot”, Walker proclaims:
... I appeal to Heaven for my motive in writing – who knows that my objective is, if possible, to
awaken in the breasts of my afflicted, degraded and slumbering brethren, a spirit of inquiry and
investigation respecting our miseries and wretchedness in this Republican Land of Liberty!!!!!!
(Gates, & McKay, 1997, p.180)

Walker puts as many as six exclamation signs after the last three words having ironically
italicized them, thus expressing the strong doubt in the ideals his motherland was ostensibly
based on. A century later, he is echoed by Langston Hughes in his poem Star Seeker. Hughes
alludes his present situation to the situation of a non-emancipated Old Negro. In his poem,
Hughes uses a very subtle metaphor/allusion: he speaks of the stars as symbols of the democratic
republic. Instead of calm, flickering stars of mild light, he speaks to a burning white star (please
note the metaphoric epithet “white” hinting about the oppressing white race). Having told that he
has been a seeker who has sought a flaming star, the poet speaks about his disappointment, as
...the flame white star
Has burned my hands
Even from afar
(Rampersad & Roessel, 1995, p. 64)

Whereas, both in allusion to David Walker’s “dreamless” brethren and metaphorization of the
American dream he concludes:
Walking in a dream-dead world
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Circled by iron bars,
I sought a singing star’s
Wild beauty.
Now behold my scars.
(Rampersad & Roessel, 1995, p. 64)

The “Star” is a metaphor/allusion which Langston Hughes uses very frequently in his poems.
Even though in his times slavery had been long time abolished, the poet uses this symbol as a
guiding beacon of liberty. The whole antebellum African American literature is penetrated by the
ardent wish of enslaved Negroes to escape their doom by following the North Star – the sole
guide of the fugitives on their way towards freedom in the North. In the creative heritage of
Langston Hughes, though, “North Star” becomes just “a star”, or, “stars”, symbolizing by itself
the difference between the Old Negro and the New one, with Langston Hughes belonging to the
latter. Later on, a star will undergo another transformation for the poet: that from the symbol of
racial-social protest to the symbol of racial-class-social protest as represented by his famous
“Post-Renaissance” poems of the 1930s and the 1940s.
In the above-mentioned poem, taken in the context of antebellum period, the first stanza tells
about the star of liberty, the north star. It may be well inferred though that the second stanza
refers to the “South Star”, crossed star, one of the stars depicted on the banner of the
Confederate States of America. If North Star, and, consequently, the stars portrayed on the
banner of the Union, are viewed by Langston Hughes as symbols of liberty and equality, then the
stars mentioned sometimes appear as a symbol of imminent danger – symbols of mercilessness,
and fatal doom. William Wells Brown (1814-1884), the first famous fugitive slave, in his
autobiographical Narrative well depicted the pain and sorrow of a Negro woman, who is
deprived of her child. He retells how a Negress slave was not able to stop her child crying, and
her master decided to separate mother from her baby. She fell upon her knees, and pleaded: “Oh,
my child! My child! master, do let me have my child! oh, do, do, do. I will stop its crying if you
will only let me have it again.” But master’s will was inflexible. The mother and child were
separated. As if in refrain to this sad story, the Langston Hughes’s poem Lullaby (For a Black
Mother) was written in 1927. In the poem, the author speaks on behalf of black mother trying to
make her baby sleep. As if afraid that her baby will not stop crying and not fall asleep, the author
inquires him (or her): / My little dark baby, / My little earth-thing, / My little love-one, / What
shall I sing / For your lullaby? /. And, as if in warning that there is danger present, sinister words
sound in the next stanza:
Stars,
Stars,
A necklace of stars
Winding the night
(Rampersad & Roessel, 1995, p. 64)
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These stars can be understood both as southern, “Confederate” stars – rudiments of slavery
and oppression, and as northern stars – the stars, which, although originally conceived as signs of
liberty, in the opinion of Langston Hughes, fail to fulfill their mission.
It is interesting that Hughes contrasts the notion of “night” against “day”, “moon” against
“sun”, “darkness” against “light”, giving unquestionable preference in all cases to the first ones
of these pairs. For him, night, moon, darkness, blackness – all these are designated for the blacks
as opposed to day, sun, light, whiteness – the representation of “the ways of the white folks”.
1.2.3. About Mulattoes
One of the most interesting themes in Hughes’s poetry is his treatment of the “mulatto
problem”. Langston was a mulatto himself, and personally experienced what it is to be neither
completely black, not fully white. While dealing with life discomforts, which a mulatto person
faces, Hughes, in particular, emphasized the relationship between father and son – the tragedy of
ignoring the fact of fatherhood by the first, and requesting of admittance of the one by the
second. The poet obviously referred to this issue especially topical in the antebellum period –
many slave-owners used to have bastard children from their slaves caring very little or nothing of
their parental responsibility. He described his attitude to this phenomenon in his masterpiece, the
often-quoted poem Mulatto (1927). Claude McKay was another Harlemite who took up this topic
in his famous The Mulatto of 1925.
“I am your son, white man!” – the poem of Hughes’s opens by the words of a mulatto
speaker addressing his father. “You are my son! Like hell!” is the answer.
“Because I am the white man’s son – his own, ... I will dispute his title to his throne”,
proclaims McKay in his opening words.
Both of them presented their perspective over the issue already worked out in the antebellum
period by William Wells Brown and Victor Sejour (1817-1874). Brown, in particular, described
the dramatic story of a bastard daughter of President Thomas Jefferson in his famous Clotel; or,
The President’s Daughter (1853). Here the writer described perfectly the fate of a mulatto
maiden of an utmost beauty: she could be taken for a white lady unless it were known that she
did have an admixture of African blood. Brown skillfully describes how equally Clotel is
despised both by the whites and the blacks: the first see in her a colored person regardless of her
light complexion, the second scorn her for this very light complexion. As for the father – he is
far, and had he even known that his daughter undergoes such a humiliation, being bargained,
sold, and sexually harassed, he would hardly have bothered himself by finding her and relieving
her from her miserable condition.
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Langston Hughes’s Mulatto alludes again to the times described by Brown. The setting of the
poem is the South, the turpentine woods – the poet uses this metaphor to remind the reader of the
hard lot of slavery, to which a colored man is glued – just like turpentine glues paper or wood.
The woods are lit by “moon” – Langston’s favorite means of illumination, timing is “night” – the
poet’s pet time per 24 hours. However, it is “The Southern night” – an allusion to slavery. It is
“Full of stars, / Great big yellow stars” – the sinister sign of “liberty for all, except for the
cursed children of Ham.” A rhetorical question “What’s the body but a toy?” – speaks bitterly
about Negro female slaves, whose bodies were consumed in a lustful fornication by their white
masters, who granted them with children, not willing acknowledging them (“Naw, you ain’t my
brother. Niggers ain’t my brother. Not ever.”).
Another writer having vividly portrayed the mulatto problem was Victor Sejour. In his short
story The Mulatto he tells the chilling story of a young mulatto Georges, whose white master,
being his father at the same time, mercilessly murdered his wife. Georges, not knowing that
Alfred is his actual father, comes with an axe in his room to take revenge and slays him, however
learning in the last seconds, whose son he actually is. Shocked by this news, George in his turn
kills himself.
Less than a century later, Claude McKay interprets the rebellious spirit of Brown’s Georges.
However, contrast to the merciful Old Negro, still loving his father-scoundrel, McKay, in a true
protesting spirit of the New Negro, is very rough:
When falls the hour I shall not hesitate
Into my father’s heart to plunge the knife
To gain the utmost freedom that is life
(Bookman, 1925, p.67)

It will take as far as 19 years before McKay converts to Catholicism to pacify his rebellious
soul and reject violence as a means of establishing justice. However, in 1925, he is in a vanguard
of “socially militant gospel”, impressed by the achievements of the communist world, preaching
the teaching which became known as that of the New Negro.
This is the difference between Hughes and McKay: in a sense, Hughes is much closer to
Sejour, than his Harlem Renaissance colleague. Whereas McKay feels nothing but contempt
towards the “bastard” father, Hughes’s poem ends in an unanswered pleading of a mulatto:
I am your son, white man!
A little yellow
Bastard boy
(Rampersad & Roessel, 1995, p. 100)

In their “common poem” Hughes is much closer to the Old Negro than his Jamaican
counterpart.
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1.2.4. Harlemites and Antbellum Negro Protesters
As we have already seen, the attitude of the antebellum Negro towards slavery is rather
ambiguous. The submissive, obedient, unpretentious servant was more characteristic for preCivil-War times, than the unbridled, irreconcilable rebel. In his Uncle Tom (1949), Langston
Hughes labels the antebellum slave with such metaphors as “a legend and a dream”, “a groan and
a scream”, “a lash on the back”, “a man who’s black”. Langston Hughes’s Uncle Tom is
deprived of any form of protest. In Lament for Dark Peoples (1926), he complains about his
world he was forced to loose, when the white violators came and rid him of his native
environment. They drove him out of the forest, they took him away from the jungles, he says.
Hughes’s Old Negro yearns for his “silver moons” – here again we encounter the usual
preferable timing (night) the poet chooses for his race.
Now they’ve caged me
In the circus of civilization.
(Rampersad & Roessel, 1995, p. 39)

– Hughes says. But again, there is no sign of a militant protest in either stanza.
Another contemporary of Langston Hughes, Claude McKay not unequivocally expressed his
attitude towards the sufferings of his brethren from the outsight of the Negro of the 20s of the
XX century. McKay recalls his race for centuries despised, oppressed and lynched, “denied a
human place in the great life line of the Christian West”,
And in the Black Land disinherited,
Robbed in the ancient country of its birth...
(Liberator, 1921, p. 6)

This famous sonnet (Enslaved) condemns Christian West, laments for the lost homeland
continent, and pleads to revenge: / Then from the dark depths of my soul I cry / To the avenging
angel to consume / The white man’s world of wonders utterly: / Let it be swallowed up in earth’s
vast womb, / Or upward roll as sacrificial smoke / To liberate my people from its yoke! /. Thus,
for Claude McKay, the Old Testament eye for eye, tooth for tooth (Exodus 21:23-25, Leviticus
24:19-21) is more acceptable than New Testament philosophy of forgiveness, which had for
decades been hypocritically taught by white masters to their slave servants.
Despite his Uncle Tom allusion to plantation literature, Langston Hughes himself is surely
not the one of “plantation literature type”. Protest is a leitmotif of the whole creation of his.
It was just that in the 1920s McKay took the position, which Hughes himself would share fully
only a decade later. Hughes always admires the rebellious spirit of his colored counterparts. In
The Glory of Negro History (1955), speaking about American Revolution, the writer admires the
fact that “the first man to fall for American freedom was a Negro, Crispus Attucks”. Hughes
recalls this incident, which occurred during Boston Massacre in 1770, and is proud of the
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martyrdom of a colored person, which, in fact, opened the gate for the Revolution. He sees the
glory of the Negro history in the fact that despite unbelievable cruelty and various ideological
“sedatives”, which the white people imposed upon the blacks, starting from 1800, the antebellum
Negro had conceived the deep hope that his miserable, wretched condition would sooner or later
come to the end. However, to achieve this, the antebellum Negro needed leaders or a leader who
could undertake this heavy burden. Hughes is fascinated by the personality of Sojourner Truth –
native Isabella, who after a vision changed her name and started a vigorous campaign all over the
North against slavery. Sojourner Truth is, perhaps, the first iconic figure of the Old Negro, who
brought to American public what Christian theologians would call the Word of God – Logos,
before this latter would force the society to review the notions and concepts it had long based its
thoughts on. Being at the same time one of the first women suffragists (an unbelievable boldness
for a black and a woman, who had just got free from the horrible bondage of slavery, having lost
all her five children), Sojourner expressed her view about women in her famous Ar’n’t I a
Woman? in 1851, thus opening the new era in the black thought even before the ugly pagan
system of slavery was abolished in the United States of America:
I can’t read, but I can hear. I have heard the bible and have learned that Eve caused man to sin.
Well, if woman upset the world, do give her a chance to set it right side up again.
(Gates & McKay, 1997, p. 198)

Langston Hughes agrees with the famous black female predecessor in his poem Jazzonia
written in 1926. Opening the poem with the allusion to the silver tree, from where Adam and Eve
tasted the forbidden fruit, he brings us to the cabaret, where “six long-headed jazzers play”.
These jazzers only accompany “a dancing girl whose eyes are bold”, who “lifts high a dress of
silken gold”. Hughes portrays cabaret as a place, where people try to create their lost garden of
Eden.
Were Eve’s eyes
In the first garden
Just a bit too bold
(Rampersad & Roessel, 1995, p. 34)

Langston Hughes holds with Sojourner Truth, portraying Eve as the first flapper, whose
earthly successor is a “dancing girl whose eyes are bold”. And, although Eve is most frequently
portrayed by religious painters as a fair-skinned maiden, the poet takes it for granted that her
cabaret successor belongs to the dark-skinned race, taking pride in it.
Oh, shining tree!
Oh, silver rivers of the soul!
(Rampersad & Roessel, 1995, p. 34)

This verse is repeated twice in the poem. By it, the poet alludes again to the lost Garden of
Eden, expressing the belief that the desire of Sojourner Truth:
...If woman upset the world, do give her a chance to set it right side up again
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(Gates, Jr. and McKay, 1997, p. 198)

- will be fulfilled, i.e. the sinful souls of mankind seduced by the first flapper may be given a
chance to be redeemed through the grace coming from the flapper girl herself. The poet
metaphorically described rivers as souls eventually flowing to the bottom of the sea – not
Heaven, since as the common belief of the whites of those times asserted, the souls of the blacks
entered the “different Heaven”. Thus, the dancing girl in a cabaret, this “Black Eve” can be
understood as a symbol of a defiance of the notions of the whites, the flapper, leading “the six
long-headed jazzmen” on the way, which shall finally bring the silver rivers of their souls to the
bottom of a long-desired sea – a challenge, which Sojourner Truth states in her own way to the
racist and patriarchal society of her times.
The attitude of Langston Hughes and the attitude of Negro writers of the XIX century
regarding women differ. If the Old Negro protested about the disturbance of the chastity of a
colored female, the protest of the singer of Harlem Renaissance is rather bold and even proud of
the sexually emancipated female. In her A Double Standard Frances E. W. Harper (1895),
protests against the white male chauvinism, which justifies the action of a male adulterer or
fornicator, and condemns his victim. Being a comrade of such famous suffragists as Lucretia
Mott and Elizabeth Cady Stanton, Harper expressed the position of colored females, who much
more often than their fair counterparts would be abused by their seducers. The female of Harlem
Renaissance is a completely different woman, she is a flapper, or a female, who takes
responsibility for her actions, and, besides dares have the same much fun as male.
Langston Hughes very distinctly identified the position of an antebellum Negro towards
reality in the Old and New Testament context as applied to historical conditions of the blacks
before and after the Emancipation. Langston recalls Harriet Tubman’s words appealing to her
brethren to “steal away, steal away, steal away to Jesus”. “That “steal away” did not mean”,
Langston says, “as the slave masters thought, stealing away to Jesus”. I would add “to their
Jesus”. This can be understood in a following way: “to steal away to Jesus” in the confrontation
between the slaves and their masters did not mean to steal away to the Jesus of the masters.
There is nobody to steal away to, insofar as there is nobody to be found there. Because the
colored slaves realized well that no Jesus can be there, where violence, humiliation, and cruelty
is found. However, as a typical Harlemite, Hughes tends to underestimate the religious
significance of Harriet Tubman’s message, and he concludes that she “used that song as a great
secret call – to steal away to freedom, to steal away through the swamp, and follow the North
Star to freedom!” (The Langston Hughes Reader, 1958, p. 468).
The history of the enslavement of the blacks, their emancipation as citizens after the Civil
War followed by the period of Reconstruction, and, finally, their entering the phase of the
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Roaring Twenties, during and after which they produced an enormous input in American culture,
jazz music and Harlem Renaissance first of all, repeats the biblical story of the chosen people,
who had for long time been enslaved in a non-native land, but through perseverance and vigor of
the best representatives of the folk first managed to cast off the yoke of annihilating claws of
slavery, and then started reviving their potential as people, as a race, as a part of the nation. Each
these phases can be viewed as the XIX-XX centuries reflections of the Old Testament and New
Testament times, with the point of transformation from the Old to New Negro as the milestone
commemorating the bestowal on Afro-Americans of Freedom in a Christian sense of this word as
opposed to misery and torture, which the chosen people had to undergo to show the mankind
what it was and what it could and deserved to be.
The way towards Emancipation of the 1860s was long and thorny. Numerous personalities
contribute to this grand event in the recent history of the mankind. The Emancipation, this
milestone of the XIX century of the United States, was reached by endeavor of people gifted by
exceptional boldness, amazing spiritual strength, and prophetic wisdom. Names of Sojourner
Truth, Frederick Douglass, Booker T. Washington, W.E.B. Du Bois, and other prominent
colored intellectuals often appear in the lines of Langston Hughes’s protest verse. Protest is the
end-to-end component of Langston Hughes’s creation. Protest literature had long ago become the
key form of expression in Afro-American arts-and-letters, and the poetry (as well as prose, and
drama) of Hughes owes much to his colored predecessors of earlier times. The purpose of our
research is to identify and reveal the place, which the creation of Langston Hughes’s occupies
both in a synchronic and a diachronic angle if Afro-American literature is taken as a whole, and,
besides, to provide an interpretation from the standpoint of one of the most important
components of (Afro-)American culture: religious worldview. Regardless of how stubbornly had
Langston Hughes tried in his works to identify himself with the left-wing movements, which
overspread the West in the XX century, regardless of how dear are to him in many of his poems
the names of the founders of radical socialist doctrines, especially in those of the 930s and the
1940s, one thing is obvious: Langston Hughes is an Afro-American poet maintaining folk
traditions, that means, the poet, whose arts are based on the customs, beliefs, dialect, and even
faith of his kinfolk. Hughes expresses different views in his different poets, they often contradict
each other. Still, whatever view or worldview the poet confesses in this or that composition of
his, his racial background, and the tradition of his race, which matured on American soil,
remains the sanctum sanctorum of his work.
The Harlem Renaissance years of Langston Hughes are featured with less militant protest,
than when they will appear in 1930. In his works of the Jazz Age, one may find a number of
examples stemming from antebellum tradition, when work songs and spirituals were the basic
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musical and verbal expression of a colored man’s self. The lore of the Negro of the preEmancipation era is the lore of Despair, which is still accompanied by Hope. Misery is a
perpetual condition of a Negro of the XVIII and the first half of the XIX century reflected in both
secular and religious folk traditions. In the poem Misery written in 1927, Hughes in a typical
work song tradition describes the black soul in the condition of having a fit of spleen:
Play the blues for me.
Play the blues for me.
No other music
‘Ll ease my misery
(Rampersad & Roessel, 1995, p. 77)

Although Langston Hughes used the word “blues”, Misery is not the blues yet. “Yet”, because
work songs, featured by four line stanzas with the repeated pairs of line, were the folk forms,
along with spirituals, from which the actual blues originated. A work song is a musical and
lyrical expression of a working person, which has been composed to raise the spirit – to rise from
Despair to Hope. Despair was what a Jew felt while being subjugated by Gentile Egyptians,
Hope was what flickered in his bosom, as he believed that one day there would appear a leader
or leaders, who would call the nation for casting off the yoke and guide it to the Promised Land.
Some poems of Langston Hughes can be described as “modern work songs” (do not confuse
them with the “songs of proletariat”, which constitute a substantial portion of his heritage),
which always contain elements of protest to a certain degree.
If work songs were the secular forms of the lore, the spirituals were another important type of
Negro culture, which was born in the heart of church. Here the consciousness of a slave could
find at least a partial consolation in the awareness of the fact that the sufferings he or she had
been undergoing had not been of no avail. Spirituals were hymns, which amalgamated the
depressed and humiliated creatures in collective worshipping of the ordeal the Almighty had
bestowed upon His humble sheep. Such was at least the only explanation, which a colored
person being beaten, separated from his wife or children, sold in an auction, and humiliated in all
senses, could draw from his unenviable situation.
Langston Hughes’s poetry owes much to this unique oral-musical tradition. Pay attention to
the tone of his beautiful spiritual-influenced piece Feet o’ Jesus written in 1927:
At the feet o’ Jesus
Sorrow like a sea.
Lordy, let yo’ mercy
Come driftin’down to me.
(Rampersad & Roessel, 1995, p. 78)

In this poem we experience the meekness characteristic to the “plantation literature” Negro.
Here Hughes’s Uncle Tom entirely relies on the will of the Lord, be his mercy bestowed upon
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him or not. The simile “sorrow like a sea” underlines the depth of unhappiness the subjugated
colored person feels. The spiritual ends up with pleading rather than complaint:
Oh, ma little Jesus,
Please reach out yo’ hand.
(Rampersad & Roessel, 1995, p. 78)

The form of the protest employed in most of the Negro spirituals is pleading – Langston
Hughes merely paid tribute to this oral tradition, stressing his adherence to the folk forms of his
poetry. Struggle of Antebellum Negro wrapped up in religious packaging was meek and humble,
it was spiritual – in the spirit of ten commandments given to the chosen folks at the Mount Sinai.
But this struggle also presupposed militant action, which should be directed by leaders, whose
energy, bravery, and sagacity would make their counterparts believe in the presence of living
prophets among them. The Old Negro needed Moses – the militant leader, who would arouse the
dispirited race, call it for the deeds worthy of a person free from shackles of slavery, and protest
further with the ultimate aim of complete liberation of his folks.
Pamphleteer and writer David Walker, ex-slave and suffragist Sojourner Truth, fugitive slave
William Wells Brown, activist Harriet Tubman – these personalities did certainly prepare the soil
for Afro-American Emancipation. We would, however, mark out two distinguished personalities,
who, in our opinion, played a crucial part in the stepping of enthralled Antebellum blacks on the
way, which would lead them to the Promised Land.
1.2.4. The Insurgent Priest
“And there came a kind of Moses intending to lead the slaves to freedom. His name was John
Brown, old and tall, white, with a flowing white beard, a Bible in one hand and a gun in the
other. John Brown believed that God had called him to help free the Negro people”, Langston
Hughes writes in h is Glory.
In a sense, John Brown is an icon, which influenced Langston Hughes’s creative passage of
the 1940s. Brown was following the path usual to the XIX century revolutionaries drawing the
inspiration from the experiences of his Greek and Italian (Garibaldi) counterparts. John Brown’s
confession could be described as orthodox Christianity saturated with radical appeal for social
changes and justice. Brown was a Congregationalist minister, Puritan in a vernacular – his
theology was not that of meek submission with readiness to receive the heavenly grace. It was
rather a Calvinistic pre-determination philosophy, stating that those survive who deserve.
And a spirit was born, John Brown
(Rampersad & Roessel, 1995, p. 343)
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- says Hughes in his Ballad of the Seven Songs: A Poem for Emancipation Day. We think that
the poet had chosen the word “spirit” deliberately: in Afro-American Biblical tradition the
“spirit”, “spiritual” precedes “gospel”, “that of soul”. Here “Spirit” and “soul” dwell on the
opposite sides of the bridge connecting the two philosophical traditions – those of the Old and
New Testament.
Although John Brown was a Christian minister, for Langston Hughes he symbolizes the force
called to bring the “Israelites” out of “Egyptian” yoke. For Langston Hughes, John Brown is a
real leader: he raises funds with the help of influential abolitionists of those times (“the Secret
Six”), his revolutionary example is Garibaldi, and, last but not least, he has enormously
authoritative consultants in face of Ralph Waldo Emerson and Henry Thoreau – the men who
shaped the whole American thought of the XIX century.
The whole poetry of protest of Langston Hughes’s of the 1940s is penetrated with an ardent
wish to forcefully change the state of events in his country, to “put one more ‘S’ in the U.S.A.”
(an allusion to the USSR).

The example of John Brown was not the least factor, which

contributed to such a radical swerve from the Roaring Twenties to the “Insurgent Thirties”. We
know that in 1858, John Brown and his followers stored 200 Sharp Rifles at Tabor Iowa, and
made a deal to purchase 1,000 pikes (Reynolds, 1995). Imagining the thoughts of the White
Preacher being in preparation for his famous Pottawatomie campaign, Langston Hughes writes:
Mine eyes have seen the glory of the coming of the Lord:
He is trampling out the vintage where the grapes of wrath are stored;
He hath loosed the fateful lightning of his terrible swift sword. . . .
(Rampersad & Roessel, 1995, p. 348)

In these lines, the poet obviously refers to the famous words from the Gospel announced by
the Lord and Prophet:
Do not suppose that I came to bring peace of the earth. I did not come to bring peace, but a sword.
(Life Application Bible, 1995, p. 1670)

The events at Pottawatomie in 1959 confirmed that the Congregational minister John Brown
believed in the literal sense of these words.
A very controversial figure from the standpoint of American civil consciousness, John
Brown’s martyrdom immortalized the speed-gathering Afro-American movement for
Emancipation. If for Abraham Lincoln Brown is a “misguided fanatic”, for Langston Hughes he
is a kind of a prophet, whose action is exemplary for the colored race. John Brown had
conceived to bring the Underground Railroad to Kansas rather than to Canada. John Brown was
an author of a Provisional Constitution, which would create a government for a new state in the
region of his invasion (Reynolds, 2005). Although such plans seemed delirious and Utopian even
in those times, the eventual objective for which they were being worked out would only cause
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admiration and honor in many colored people who shared the pain of their enslaved brethren,
including Langston Hughes.
John Brown was a figure, which triggered the events leading to the greatest civil war in
American history. But despite his obvious huge contribution in the cause of the Emancipation, he
is not “Moses” for Langston Hughes. Merely because Langston’s Moses could not be white.
Even Christ is not portrayed as white in Hughes’s poems. In every possible sense, Hughes
transforms and applies the Euro-American biblical tradition to Afro-American one, and here lies
one of the uniqueness of his works.
1.2.6.

The Black Moses?

The failure of John Brown as a prophet was that he wanted to create an artificial Promised
Land through foundation of a new state through self-made Provisional Constitution. In a sense,
what John Brown theoretically conceived as a “state for the blacks” had some similarity to what
was practically applied by the successors of John Smith, another controversial figure of the XIX
century America, whose martyrdom brought the restorationist branch of American Christianity –
Mormonism, which claimed that America was the new Israel, and that only the followers of the
Church would not perish. But Mormons did not intend to confine themselves to Utah. Neither the
blacks wanted to confine themselves to some sort of a reservation for the colored people. Unlike
the followers of Marcus Garvey in the early 1900s, who dreamily looked eastwards at Africa, the
majority of blacks felt and were sure that their Canaan was here, in America, and through the
efforts of brave black and white abolitionists they finally started believing in their strength. By
the beginning of the 1850s, there appeared the need of a new voice, a powerful voice, a black
voice, which would not only provide an example of resistance, protest, and enlightenment, but
who would also reproach the country and the world for the indifference revealed towards “those
under Ham’s Curse”.
In his poem Ballad of the Seven Songs, Langston Hughes names seven personalities,
representing in his opinion the black resistance throughout the American history: Cudjoe,
Sojourner Truth, Harriet Tubman, Frederick Douglass, Booker T. Washington, Dr. Carver,
Jackie. In this list, Frederick Douglass keeps the median position, followed by Booker T.
Washington. These two personalities represent the two types of collective thought of the colored
society of the XIX century. Both of them were prophets for their people in a sense. They
functioned in different eras and therefore their perception of the methods of struggle differed
from each other.
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The first one of them – Frederick Douglass – lifted up the voice, which thundered in all the
states of the Union. Although Douglass himself was a fugitive slave, he was not an ordinary
fugitive: he neither sought comfort in being satisfied by reaching slave-free states or Canada, nor
believed in success of individual mutinies such as that of John Brown.
Frederick Douglass believed in the power of the North Star – North Star as a guiding beacon
of Freedom, the Star as a symbol of equality, one of the main symbols of the United States of
America, the confirmation of the fact that “all men are created equal, that they are endowed by
their Creator with certain inalienable rights”. For Afro-Americans, the mild blinking of the North
Star became the chief source of true light enlightening their way out of the white hell under the
cover of a friendly black night instead of a scorching Sun against the background of hostile white
day.
Langston Hughes’s Ballad of the Seven Songs says:
Before Emancipation thousands of slaves
Made their way to freedom - <...>
By dark of night, prayer-guided, star-guided <...>
And the deep river was not Jordan, but the Ohio
(Rampersad & Roessel, 1995, p. 346)

In this poem, Langston Hughes openly alludes Afro-Americans to Israelites, pursued by their
white (alluded to Egyptian) oppressors.
Perhaps, the most distinguished feature of the Ballad of the Seven Songs is free verse – verselibre. Langston Hughes chose this poetical form to accentuate the subject he was writing about freedom:
The seven letters
F-R-E-E-D-O-M
Spell Freedom
(Rampersad & Roessel, 1995, p. 343)

Besides, verse-libre is considered the poetical form by which Biblical passages are written.
This tradition had long been neglected in American culture before Walt Whitman incorporated it
in the American tradition, thus stressing his striving, on the one hand, for the “democratization”
of national poetry, and, on the other one, creating the poetical tradition distinctive from those of
other nations.
Hughes views each of the seven letters comprising this word as individual songs – by the
number, which is considered sacred in many cultures, including the Christian one. In the middle
section of the verse he again refers to Fredrick Douglass, Sojourner Truth and Harriet Tubman,
saying that each of them “made his (her) way to freedom”, speaking, in particular, about Tubman
that “She went back into slavery land, / And back again, and back again, and again, again, / Each
time bringing a band of slave / <...> / To freedom! / . Langston Hughes’s words that
Before the Civil War,
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Long before ’61,
Before Emancipation,
Freedom had begun!
(Rampersad & Roessel, 1995, p. 347)

- are, in a sense, the statement explaining the free will of the suppressed Israelites to free
themselves from the yoke of Egyptians – courtesy to the contribution of the chosen
representatives of the race starting from Phillis Wheatley and culminating in the personality of
Frederick Douglass. We think, it is exactly Douglass to whom Hughes refers the lines of the
greatest spiritual of all times – Go Down, Moses – which would have sounded hackneyed had not
the skill of the poet have aroused in the reader the demand to hear exactly these words.
Frederick Douglass is the key figure in the antebellum Afro-American protest movement.
This person combined features, which would later serve as exemplary properties for several
generations of the colored people. Through his written works we can conclude that he possessed
an utmost will to render resistance whenever feeling humiliated, never surrendering and falling
to wretchedness characteristic to many slaves, and, at the same time, was inclined not only to
literate himself and enrich his intellectual abilities to the best way possible, but to pass over the
accumulated knowledge to as many of his brethren as he could. These two personal features,
presupposing the conduct of this true leader, would further found the development in the
behavioral ideologies of the period of the Reconstruction as well as of the Harlem Renaissance.
Creations of Langston Hughes testify how much the poet drew from the rebellious spirit of
the most famous fugitive slave. Let us recall the famous passage from the first edition of the
autobiographical Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass written in 1845. Douglass tells the
reader about his unusual experience of his first resistance to his master, Mr. Covey, who had
sadistically been beating him as well as other slaves, to maintain his reputation of the “first-rate
overseer” prevalent in the nearby white community. Douglass gained the upper hand of his
torturer, and succeeded in such a way, that this former even did not retell the accident to his
peers, not to undermine his own reputation of the “first-rate overseer” which he held. This was
the first step of the Black Moses towards getting rid of the bondage, and, as we see, not the last
part of it was owing to beating of the abuser by his own weapon.
Douglass never lost his striving for complete, total liberty. Even when he found himself living
with the master, who was relatively kind to him, his despise towards his new shackles never
ceased. “I will give Mr. Freeland the credit of being the best master I ever had, till I became my
own master”, Douglass says. He cannot hide his despise to another “kind” master of his, Mr.
Hugh, who allows him to work free hours earning his own money, always getting his regular
share, though. When Douglass finds himself in a “semi-free” working environment together with
white carpenters, he, instead of complying spiritually to the racism he is being exposed to,
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resists, and is beaten by white workers. Gradually, through his perseverance, Douglass reaches
the condition, when he enjoys minimal humiliation, earning his own money. But –
I have observed this in my experience of slavery, - that whenever my condition was improved,
instead of its increasing my contentment, it only increased my desire to be free, and set me to
thinking of plans to gain my freedom.
(Gates. & McKay, 1997, p. 356)

Frederick Douglass speaks about the internal freedom, the lot of the chosen, the one of those
who are called to guide their people.
But not all the “free” are free
(Rampersad & Roessel, 1995, p. 349)

- says Langston Hughes. Douglass explains that to make a contented slave, it is necessary to
eradicate the ability of thinking. It is necessary to put a veil on his moral and mental vision, and,
to the best way possible, extinguish in him any spark of reason. “He must be able to detect no
inconsistencies in slavery; he must be made to feel that slavery is right”. But, for Douglass, that
is possible only when he ceases to be a man.
The words and ideas Frederick Douglass expressed may be labeled as prophetic. Let us recall
two excerpts from the Old Testament:
“Were there no graves for us in Egypt, but thou must bring us away for to die in the wilderness?
Wherefore hast thou served us thus, for to carry us out of Egypt? Did not we tell thee this in Egypt
saying, let us be in rest and serve the Egyptians? For it had been better for us to have served the
Egyptians, than for to die in the wilderness” (EXODUS, 14:11, 12)
(Life Application Bible, p.126)
“Would to God we had died by the hand of the LORD in the land of Egypt, when we sat by the
flesh pots, and ate bread our bellies’ full for ye have brought us out into this wilderness to kill this
hole multitude for hunger”(EXODUS, 16:2)
(Life Application Bible, p.130)

These are the words by which the Hebrews were complaining to Moses when the latter led
them through desert to the Promised Land. These words reflect the thought of a slave who has
got accustomed to the usual condition of his enthrallment. In his famous Appeal, David Walker
was protesting against such a way of thinking. In his Narrative, Frederick Douglass explains
what makes a slave a slave.
In the same Ballad, Langston Hughes unequivocally supported the point of view we have
considered, saying that
Yet to some Freedom is still
Only a part of a word:
Some of the letters are missing.
(Rampersad & Roessel, 1995, p. 350)

In the opinion of Langston Hughes, the genius of Sojourner Truth, Harriet Tubman, John
Brown, Frederick Douglass, and other leaders of Mosaic nature lies in the fact that they have
never fled off from freedom at the expense of their own well-being, they never thought of only
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their own freedom, and here is the answer why each of them individually can be called Moses.
The North Star for Frederick Douglass is not a Northern Star, North is not the end of the
Underground Railroad. The word “freedom” must be for all and everywhere – that is the position
of antebellum abolitionists, revered by Langston Hughes as expressed by:
It’s enough of a word
To be a universal star –
Not just a North Star anymore:
Thenceforward and forever – free!
(Rampersad & Roessel, 1995, p. 350)

1.2.7. Sweet Home of Liberty
The year of 1938 was commemorated by the next selection of poems by Hughes A New
Song. In this selection Langston expresses his prevalent sentiment of the 1930s – a sharp protest
against the injustice in his motherland towards the colored and workers. Such poems of the
selection like Ballads of Lenin, or Chant for May Day are openly pro-communistic, the tribute to
“the insurgent 30s”. Open Letter to the South, for example, not only condemns the diehard
racism of the region, but provides with communist-based solutions of the problem. However, in
this very selection we find a poem, which does not fall within leftish mainstream, rather proving
that Langston Hughes belonged to the intellectuals who appreciated and respected the social
order established by the Founding Fathers of the country, and wanted these principles to be
enforced.
In 1831, the de-facto hymn of the United States, My Country ‘Tis of Thee, known as America
was written by the Baptist minister Samuel Francis Smith. The song praises the pioneers of the
new land, its nature, its faith, and God to whom this country owes its happiness. Later on, a
number of other stanzas were added by different authors, but the notions of “Freedom” or
“Liberty” remained to be the main asset of the country to which the song was sung.
Of course, for Afro-American slaves, bound mortally to scaffold of slavery by their shackles,
this song was incomprehensible and nothing but irony could be perceived in it by them. Here it is
worthwhile to recall one of the poems written by James M. Whitfield, who was admired and
endorsed by both Frederick Douglass and William Wells Brown. This poem, America, appeared
in Frederick Douglass’s The North Star in 1853. The poem starts with an irony and sarcasm
regarding democracy in the United States with an allusion to My Country ‘Tis of Thee. But it is
love, not hatred, which guides the author through his creation. He speaks with reverence about
those who gave their lives for the freedom of their sons, questioning the compatibility of slavery
with democracy:
Was it for this they shed their blood,
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On hill and plain, on field and flood?
(Gates. & McKay, 1997, p. 402)

For Whitfield, there is true America, it does exist, it was conceived in a right way. Out of this
consideration did the blacks fight side by side with their white compatriots during the
Revolution. But as the time passed the blacks were put in a disadvantageous position by the
white successors of the fighters for independence, who distorted the real ideals of America:
They never thought, when thus they shed
Their heart’s best blood, in freedom’s cause.
That their own sons would live in dread,
Under unjust, oppressive laws...
(Gates. & McKay, 1997, p. 356)

The author regrets that the present situation occurs under “that same flag whose stripes and
stars / had been their guide through freedom’s wars”. The most awful, for the author, is the fact
that slavery is not only enforced by law, but also justified as the will of God. Whitfield is puzzled
that in America, “the land of liberty and law”, Christians imposed the bondage of slavery upon
their coreligionists, which is more severe than that put by Babylonians or Egyptians. Whitfield
appeals to Father, under whose name all that injustice is committed, with the promise to pray and
never cease, until all, the old and the young, will raise their voice for the freedom and break the
bonds of slavery with the optimistic conclusion of
Till north and south, and east and west,
The wrongs we bear shall be redressed.
(Gates & McKay, 1997, p. 356)

In a word, the antebellum America produced two versions of America. The one of Samuel F.
Smith is, so to say, a “white” perspective on the democracy having fledged after the War of
Independence. Here the newly created republic is praised with the ideals the Founding Fathers
embodied it with. James M. Whitfield’s version is the black perception of reality, which is
gloomy, with a strong spark of hope, however, that the distortions of the conceived liberties are
yet to be restored.
Decades later, Langston Hughes writes on the same topic. Although he just, like Whitfield,
Expresses a strong criticism to the Sweet Home of Liberty regarding the racial/social state of
events, which have remained unsolved neither after the Emancipation, nor after the
Reconstruction, nor even in his own times, Hughes’s America is not a myth taught to charm
citizens’ ears. Writing Let America Be America Again, Hughes chose verse-libre, the favorite
poetical form of his great influence – Walt Whitman. This choice symbolized Hughes’s belief in
the freedom his country took as the national creed. Just like Whitman, Hughes uses the principle
of enumeration. With the use of different metaphors, he attributes to himself the images of “the
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poor white, fooled and pushed apart”, “the Negro bearing slavery’s scars”, “the red man driven
from the land”, “the immigrant clutching the hope I seek”
And finding only the same old stupid plan
Of dog eat dog, of mighty crush the weak
(Rampersad & Roessel, 1995, p. 190)

Dream is another strong symbol in Langston Hughes’s creations. Although in most of his
poems, Hughes speaks about a dream in an Afro-American context, in Let America he specifies
that his Dream is an integral part of American Dream. In the 7th stanza Hughes identifies himself
with people who rushed to America from different parts of the world drawn by a magnetic notion
which the new country was founded on – the dream: he remembers the Old World with the
servants of the kings, “who dreamt a dream so strong, so brave, so true” – meaning dreaming of
the republican, not monarchical state order; he calls himself “the man who sailed those early seas
in search of what I meant to be my home”, he is an immigrant from Ireland, Poland, and
England, and, last but not least
And torn from Black Africa’s strand I came
To build a “homeland of the free.”
The free?
(Rampersad & Roessel, 1995, p. 191)

Here Hughes reveals that nobody has actually been free to date. “The millions on relief”, “the
millions shot down when strike”, “the millions who have nothing for our pay, except the dream
that’s almost dead today”.
And, as if borrowing the spirit of Frederick Douglass raising his voice decades ago, Hughes
issues his verdict:
America never was America to me,
And yet I swear this oath –
America will be!
(Rampersad & Roessel, 1995, p. 191)

Thus, Langston Hughes, on the one hand, pays credit to America as seen by the eyes of
Samuel Francis Smith; on the other hand, he goes hand-in-hand with the vision of America by
James M. Whitfield; and, finally, the poet believes in America as such. He expresses his belief in
a rather metaphysical manner.

1.3. Conclusion
As we can see, the great founders of American poetry, philosophy, and thought combine
in their works both protest and spirituality. Their understanding of divinity is not passive
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obedience of ugly social practices, but rather in trying to change them in order to achieve
social justice, which, in their opinion, is itself divine, as they understand the divine truth
not only in transcendental existence, but also in bringing earthly happiness to human
beings.
In its own turn, the protest of African-American writers and public figures against the
condition of African-American population does not flow apart from the spirituality –
religious faith and tradition of colored Americans. The examples of XIX century Negro
literature and history prove that these two trends, the combination of both the protest and
spirituality, successfully coexist with each other. Being coextensive, protest and spirituality
reinforce each other, and often proceed from each other. Religious tradition of AfroAmericans is subordinated to their natural striving to express their indignation against the
white practices, which sometimes takes very radical, even leftish, forms, as it happened
with John Brown. At the same time, radicalism of XIX century Negro writers and social
figures coexists with, and even augments, their religious zeal, in which spiritual freedom is
unimaginable from physical freedom and vise versa. In all these cases, the poems of
Langston Hughes as if repeat the creative and philosophical path started by his
predecessors in previous century.
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Chapter 2. Protest in Langston Hughes’s Poetry: Literature Review
2.1. On Langston Hughes as a Protest Poet of People
John P. Shields writes about the undisputable influence of Walt Whitman on Langston
Hughes. While analyzing his famous Not Without Laughter, he mentions the poem I, Too, Sing
America, having appeared in 1926, he states that the poet reverses Whitman’s celebratory tone in
I Hear America Singing. Shields compares the passage from Not Without Laughter with the part
of the mentioned poem, saying that both the passage and the poem contain occupational listing
(including mechanic, carpenter, mason, boatman, and shoemaker) to point at the common thread
of a song. The author also states that, while being influenced by Whitman both in philosophic
and literary terms, Hughes simply hears and therefore sings quite a different song than does
Whitman (Shields, 1994).
“ ... Blacks had emerged from under the domination of two schools of political thought since
the Civil War”, paraphrases Skip G. Gates (1974, p.52) the words of V. F. Calverton of his
review of the book called The Latest Negro. The first school, he said, was the ‘Assimilation
Ideal’, as expressed by Armstrong and Booker T. Washington. Here the emphasis is placed on
social adaptation, industrial education, and the abstaining from resistance to racism. He wrote
that its intellectual counter-balance was maintained by ‘imitations of white culture: white mores,
white conceptions, white ideals, as the source of both inspiration and aspiration.’ <...> The
second school of thought, Gates continues, is ‘The Literature of Protest’, as embodied in DuBois
and the NAACP, and was characterized by the ‘defiant declaration of human rights and their
sentimental exaltation of all things black. Imitation’, he said, ‘was transformed into antagonism’.
According to Gates, the climax of this stage was the Garvey movement... an apex of
‘extravagance and fanaticism, (with its) “Back to Africa” slogan, its Black Star Line steamship
company, its black god, black Madonna, and black Jesus.
In his 200 Years of American Negro Poetry (1975), Langston Hughes writes that regardless of
the forms, which Negro poetry have taken in the XX century, whether traditional couplets,
quatrains, or free verse, from simple lyrics to ornamented sonnet, from the folk poetry (blues and
spirituals) to the highly personalized philosophy of beatniks of some of the black poets of
younger generation in Greenwich Village or San Francisco, the object of Afro-American poetry
as a whole remained more or less the same: the problems associated with freedom in a white-led
society. Hughes says that just like a hundred years ago, most of Negro poets of today are protest
poets. He mentions and recalls the arrival of Claude McKay to the United States from the
Caribbean, when he published Harlem Shadows in 1922, which contained a lot of wonderful
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sonnets, among which the most popular was his most militant sonnet If We Must Die. This verse
represented a counter-attack on the vandalism of race riots, which overwhelmed America in the
1920s of the XX century, which discussed the noble ways of fighting against injustice and noble
dying.
Further on, Hughes reviews other pieces of poetry: Countee Cullen’s Incident, in which the
author tells the story of a white boy who insultingly calls a black boy “nigger”; Waring Cuney’s
No Images, about the proscribed beauty of a brown girl; as well as his own piece of poetry I,
Too, written in the 1920s when he was eighteen years old. Having quoted his, as well as others’
representative pieces of poetical verse, Hughes concludes that the wish to be an inalienable part
of the country, whose land the blacks have inhabited for three centuries is a majority desire
among Afro-Americans. He says that the exceptions are the Black Muslims advocating living in
a separate state, as well as pan-Africanists (led by Marcus Garvey), who support the going back
to their ancient homeland – the groups constituting twenty-two million colored citizens of the
United States. In fact, the subject of the most pieces of poetry written for these centuries was
neither romantic feelings such as love, passion, roses, or moonlight, nor life or death taken in
abstract sense, but those problems, which colored people have encountered for these centuries in
the country, which has treated its colored sons and daughters, including artists and poets, like
second-class citizens. Just very few African-American writers were able to get rid of this
negative influence, which swept across America as a ‘white shadow’. For Hughes it seems fitting
and proper: if art has to appear an enhancement of life, or referring to the state of living during
the poet’s own time, then Negro art is mostly protest art. According to Hughes, a poet can ‘hide
in the bosom of Ezra Pound’ as long as he wants to, but he/she cannot escape from the objective
reality. Besides, the problem of color is the problem of the whole world, and not only of
America.
In his review of Onwuchekwa Jemie’s book Langston Hughes: An Introduction to the Poetry,
Robert Hemenway (1977) writes that Jemie makes an interesting analysis of Langston Hughes’s
career as that of a social poet. This represents the poet’s side, which has not been actually
examined adequately (which, in Jemie’s opinion, is partly his own fault), and the author studies
the radical disposition of the poet to the poetry with political context. In author’s opinion, the
poet portrayed America’s picture with strong, negative, grotesque epithets and metaphors. Being
a believer in American dream, and asking why the Black people have so long been denied this
dream, Hughes has absolutely no illusions regarding the ‘American nightmare’. The poet sees
African Americans as struggling with complex realities, while asserting their humanity in the
expressions of Black folk culture.
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In the Journal of Black Studies, Abu Abarry (1990) writes that the subject of protest in social
context penetrates the whole aggregate of the poetry of Langston Hughes. Such poems as The
Weary Blues and such collections as Fine Clothes to the Jew provide for the examples of this.
The author thinks that the most vivid expression of protest and social motives in the works of the
poet started since the publication of One Way Ticket in 1949. Many of these poems contain
references to lynching as the most merciless method of punishing the Blacks. It is notable that
one part of One Way Ticket, which is called Silhouette is spared to provide different descriptions
or remarks about this awful crime. The author says that it is interesting to remember that in 1967
a white-skinned high school teacher was dismissed from the job for daring to teach his pupils one
of the poems by Langston Hughes written in this context (Ballad of the Landlord). Thereby Abu
Abarry adds that despite his decent education obtained as well as sound social background,
extensive journeys, and wonderful talent, he became actually the first Afro-American poet to
delve completely in the realm of Black folk language and tradition, writing for and about usual,
ordinary people.
In the opinion of Richard K. Barksdale, though, in the 1930s American literature did not
manage to produce examples of protest poetry commensurable with the examples created in
England. He says that there was a leftish verse, poems of grim social protest written by Langston
Hughes and others, but the leftish American poets appeared paralyzed and even shocked facing
the great depression the country experienced. Instead of ‘graceful acceptance’, which would
stipulate the presence of subtle wit and versatile poetic expression, the American protest poet
was overwhelmed with gloom, which often was brought down to sociological sermonizing (e.g.,
Langston Hughes complaining of Making a road / For the rich old white men / To sweep over
their big cars / And leave me standing here) (Barksdale, 1958).
So, is there any direct or indirect connection between the protest content of Langston
Hughes’s poetry and folk nature of his literary creation? This is one of the issues we shall
try to analyze below. The link between Langston Hughes’s vision and leftist ideologies of
the working class is obvious. Here are some of the excerpts pondering upon this notable
aspect of the poet’s art.
The acknowledged expert on Langston Hughes’s art as well as the biographer of the poet’s,
Arnold Rampersad (1986), states in his article Langston Hughes’s “Fine Clothes to the Jew”
commenting on rebellious race-based letters of the poet that whatever distinction as a poet
Hughes possesses almost definitely derives from his racial background. There are certainly clear
subdivisions notable in his poetry of race. Some poems specifically deal with the social
conditions of the colored people; some of them contain daring declaration about the beauty and
dignity of the race; other poems (probably, the most revered ones) convey both anger of the
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protest and daring declarations to underline the dignity and historical experience of blacks. The
best known poems of Hughes’s, such as The Negro, Dream Variations, and When Sue Wears
Red, - almost all of them belong to one or another of these categories.
In the second part of his essay, by quoting other contemporaries, Rampersad clearly defines
Langston Hughes as a poet who provides a more realistic depiction of life and sings for and on
behalf of the working class. He mentions that by mid-January, 1927, Hughes had copies of Fine
Clothes to the Jew. Not being against the title, his close friend and supporter, Amy Spingarn, was
fascinated by the book even more than by The Weary Blues, since it looked ‘more out of the core
of life’. Arthur Spingarn, her brother-in-law, being also Jewish, made a remark on the title, but
appreciated the book as a splendid work, in which ‘Jacob and the Negro come into their own’.
George Shuyler, the black, confessing right (i.e. conservative) ideas, appreciated Hughes as ‘the
poet of contemporary Afro-American proletariat’. Still, after the criticism of Nigger Heaven and
Fire! Hughes was nervous. Rampersad says that he spoke ‘defensively’ to Chicago’s Defender
that Fine Clothes were harder and somewhat more cynical, being confined to an interpretation of
‘lower classes’, towards whom the life is especially merciless. He said he had tried to identify the
hardship of their lives, the boredom of their work, and the depression expressed in their songs.
‘They are the people I know best’, Hughes said (Rampersad, 1986).
Gunter H. Lenz (1988) partly complements the thesis of Rampersad. In particular, he says that
the political atmosphere and environment, in which the poems of Hughes’s of the 1930s were
written, were quite different from those during the Harlem Renaissance years. They represent the
experimental poems, which deal with black working class experience, which caused Margaret
Larkin in her interview of Fine Clothes to the Jew to celebrate him as ‘a poet for the people’, ‘a
Proletariat Poet’ (Larkin, ‘Poet’). These poems are concentrated more on types, rather than on
the personality, and contain generalizations and bold political statements. Hughes’s political
worldview is documented in his pamphlets Scottsboro Limited (1932), A New Song (1938), and
the collection Good Morning Revolution (1973), published posthumously. The suffering of
African Americans is seen as one (however particularly evident) aspect of an overall social
problem of capitalist society, which the writer of the working class should identify, uncover, and
criticize in his creations from a socialist (revolutionary) perspective. Lenz adds, however, that
many of Hughes’s protest poems, short stories, dramas, essays, and speeches cover the black
history and struggle, which utilize the secular black folk traditions (the church is criticized as
oppressive), and, despite the obvious lack of particularity in imagery and complexity in sound
palette and rhythmical patterns, broaden significantly the literary scales for the discussion of
African American issues in American literature. The romantic and charismatic world of Harlem
and its cabarets is almost absent. Such term as ‘ghetto’ is perceived not as a cultural area for the
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underlining the identity of the community, but as an expression of capitalist exploitation of the
black minority.
In Langston Hughes’s protest poems, the Christian church is an object of attacks of the
poet in a number of pieces of poetry. Mary Beth Culp (1960) conducts her own analysis of the
problem. In her work she tries to view the issue from all sides – from both, so to say, “pro”-side,
and “con”-side.
Probably the most powerful of Hughes’s poems in a religious context are those focused on
Christ as a central figure. In the poetry of Hughes, as well as other black poets, Christ is
sometimes white, symbolizing the oppressors and acting as their accomplice; at other times he is
black, the image and friend of the lynched Negro, and one who suffers with him. By the symbol
of black-white Christ, the poet brought forward the controversial elements of the religious belief
of whites which was imposed or passed on to the slaves. Later on, she continues: in the originally
written poem of A New Song (1932) the poet expresses regret that the Negro has never really
been fully accepted in the Christian community; he tends to reject the fact that Christ’s sacrifice
happened on behalf of the Blacks, and states that the blacks must make redemption by
themselves: “I know full well now / Jesus could not die for me - / That only my own hands, /
Dark as the earth, / Can make my earth-dark body free” (1960, p.242).
Goodbye, Christ! – a poem written in 1933 - rejects the Christ of white supremacy with
contempt and shows the devotion to Communist principles, says Mary Beth Culp (1960). The
author adds that “Hughes later declared he had never shared the views expressed in this poem”.
Mary Beth Culp (1960) further says that as a result of this poem, the poet was prevented from
speaking at a congregation of Los Angle’ YMCA in 1935, was sabotaged by the America First
Party while speaking at Wayne State University in 1942, and a decade-and-a-half later was still
making explanations that the poem was an “ironic protest against racketeering in the churches”.
In another paragraph she says that in some other poems, Christ is seen as the archetype of
suffering blacks. Both early and late, there appears a comparison between the fate of Jesus and
the insulting of black people in Hughes’s poetry. She continues that the ‘union’ of Christ and
black people has a long tradition, which is enhanced by the opinion of many black ministers who
drew analogies between Christ’s martyrdom and the oppression of black people. In Culp’s
opinion, the poem which is the strongest statement of this theme is Christ in Alabama written in
1931: “Most holy bastard / Of the bleeding mouth, / Nigger Christ / On the cross / Of the South”
(1960, p. 244). The poem itself was written to protest violence against blacks, which was
weighing heavily on Hughes’ mind. In an article in the Atlanta World of December 18, 1931,
Hughes said of the poem that any means which forces people think of existing evil conditions is
acceptable. Sometimes, in order to draw the attention of people, somebody must shape these
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ideas in the forms of sensation. He added that he considered his poem to be a protest against the
domination of all kinds of more powerful peoples over weaker ones.
After which the author concludes: “The word protest may have diminished the artistic merit
of the poem in the eyes of many” (p.244). However, through this arguable statement she
expresses subjective opinion of other critics, and not that of herself.
The message Hughes tries to deliver to mankind borders with that of Western ideologists of
social gospel. As Charles Howard Hopkins writes, Christ wanted to establish kingdom on earth.
He came not only to deliver people, but also to harmonize their social relations. A human being
must fulfill the program toward the kingdom – to realize actual brotherhood through social order
(Hopkins, 1961). At the same time, such milestone ideologists, as Washington Gladden, Richard
T. Ely, and Walter Rauschenbusch claim that social aspects play key role in Christianity, and
speak about “our semi-Christian social order” (Handy, 1966).

2.2. Folk Origins of the Protest in Langston Hughes’s Poetry
In a biographical study of 1983 about Langston Hughes’s Harlem Renaissance years, G. Ph.
Cunningham study reflects the poet’s protest and rebellion against middle-class concepts of
culture, prevailing in the consciousness of African-American community, while he participated
in the creation of wider cultural background of Afro-American in their riot against the ‘noble’
tradition. The author considers that as a result of this, the Black art and Black artists were able to
find new directions of art based on new creative models (Cunningham, 1983).
In his Langston Hughes’s “Fine Clothes to the Jew”, Arnold Rampersad (1986) writes that in
Hughes’s poem, the speech of Negroes is expressed in the context of the race’s courage,
endurance, and sense of responsibility. But dialect can be seen only occasional, to the major
initiative of Hughes in the question of poetic form; what his effort is focused can be the
acknowledgement of the connection between poetry and black music, and, especially, the music
not of the dignified and Europeanized spirituals, so often praised, but of the earthly,
unexplainable blues.
Although blues is widely regarded as a distinctively “Black” form of art, from purely
musicological point of view it still represents a kind of blend of African and European traditions,
where its “Africanness”, represented chiefly by peculiar blues scale with its blue notes, is put
over purely European IV-V-I and/or II-V-I scale progressions. In famous poem of Hughes’s The
Weary Blues, Rampersad finds a literal analogy between these African “basis” and European
“superstructure” in musical and literal terms. He says that within a poem built in traditional form,
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Hughes sets blues lyrics he had heard in his childhood in Kansas. The result is that, in one and
the same work, the poet honors both the tradition of Europe (out of necessity, since he is writing
in English) and the tradition of black America (achieved in spite of the English language). The
latter tradition, actually, wins over the former; one must compare the opening lines of the poem
with the cadences of urban black speech, found in the South. The ‘winning-over’ is so
unprecedented that the teller (and, naturally, the poet) does not know what to make of it. Hughes
once recognized that he had a hard time ending the poem.
Earlene D. Garber (1971) argues that for Langston Hughes, metrical structures help to
determine the logical content of the poems. She refers to Hughes’s words, who says that for him
form and content are one, one being the shape, and another being the circle, these two
complementing each other. Taking into account the specificities of rhythm and meter in blues,
jazz, and other forms of folk poetry, it is understandable, what an important statement Hughes
makes.
Discussing the extensive use of dialect in the works of African American writers, Echeruo
(1963) gives an example of Dunbar dialect poem (the technique used later by Hughes), and says
that it is because of the Negro dialect, which makes the verse peculiarly ‘Negro’ and sectarian.
Although the use of dialect definitely has its charms, the very fact that it was used places it apart
from white poetry, as it confirms that it is a ‘race’ dialect. Echeruo thinks that by that the poet
has almost given up any hope of cultural integration of a black man, linguistics included, into the
white community. Since, being widely used in African-American vernacular, the Negro dialect is
something, which creates an isolating gap between the whites and the blacks. After all, although
most Americans like this language, they tend to see in it ‘pristine childlike simplicity’ of a black
person, the kind of art, which keeps the Negro at the ballad, ‘primitive’ level (Echeruo, 1963).
Margaret Walker (1950) says that there is certain dichotomy among Harlem Renaissance
writers, as their approach towards poetry varies from the strictly conventional to the utterly
unconventional. Here Walker compares two antipodes – Countee Cullen and Langston Hughes.
With regard to the first she says that he was well-trained in conventional modes of poetry and
was a ‘true classicist’. Hughes, on the other hand, introduced the pattern of blues poetry. Walker
says that Hughes had no claims to be a poets’ poet, but his merit lies in the fact that his
introduction of the blues as an independent poetic form was the first time such a thing was done
by any poet. Besides, his poetry is featured by application of dialect, which was done for the first
time since both Dunbar and antebellum writers and poets. At the same time, the poetry published
in the 1930s, was basically free verse (Walker, 1950).
In a very interesting article The Shared Vision of Langston Hughes and Black Hispanic
Writers, Richard Jackson (1981) tells the reader about the cultic figure which Langston Hughes
55

has represented for the Hispanic world. Having reminded the reader about the substantial amount
of literature associated with protest in the Hispanic world, Jackson, in particular, touches the
similar nature of incorporation of folk forms into poetical ones in the heritage of some Hispanic
poets and Hughes. He writes, in particular, that African American speech and rhythms often
form the Black author’s vision, mentions, in particular, the fact of introducing by the Cuban poet
Nicolas Guillen of his son-poem shortly after meeting Langston Hughes, who had already
introduced forms of blues and jazz into literature (son is a specific rhythm used in Latin
American, especially Cuban dance and songs). Both Hughes and Guillen draw on folk
inspiration in their poetic creations. Whether their poems rely on son, rumba, or some other
musical mode, their striving is to convert the raw materials of folk tradition into literature.
Formal language falls into the category of formulaic patterns and figurative language from oral
tradition. Guillen gives his son an unmistakable blues voice, says the author. Here Jackson
quotes the son, which Guillen wrote in Spanish in a typical 12-bar blues structure. Then Jackson
writes:
“Whether discussing the Cuban son or the American blues, one sees both poets using folk
forms not only for cathartic emotional release, but also to express ‘the painful realities of daily
living’ and for ‘criticism and complaint’. This is true not just so far as Guillen and Hughes are
concerned. The reader can find evidence of this in... [here the author enumerates the names of
Hispanic performers performing in different genres derived from folk culture, and concludes:] all
protest against racial injustice.” (p. 91).
Nancy L. Arnes (1980) finds that Langston Hughes created his own unique style, which many
poets set as model for them. Eugene Perkin took the cult poem of Hughes’s The Negro Speaks of
Rivers (1926) as a model for his own poem I’ve Known Poets (1968). Perkins’s appreciation of
Hughes’s style is obvious when one compares these two. Arnes gives other examples of
Hughes’s influence as well. In particular, she says literally: “Two poems by Murphey and Arnes,
written in the early 1960s in the blues style of Langston Hughes, are Laid Off Blues and Poverty
Blues (Arnes, 1980, p.11). She gives an example of two poems of these authors written in blues,
with the use a) of the dialect as a mode of folk expression; and b) of the breaking of one line in
two, thus adding the dramatic effect to the poem. She concludes that “Hughes captured the spirit
of the blues form to express Black people’s response to existence” (Arnes, 1980, p. 12).
Trying to analyze the implied importance of the blues for Langston Hughes, Harold R. Isaacs
writes that Hughes achieved true originality as a poet by describing the life and ways of a black
ghetto, catching the sights and sounds of Negroes, their sorrows and anger, as well as their
‘sardonic’ humor. This effect he achieved by uncovering an upper layer of the surface, as he
usually left what had been discovered there undescribed to allow the reader to analyze what
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he/she heard and read as he/she could. He transposed his emotional charge on the blues patterns,
whose rhythms he applied and used. In his preface to one of his books, Hughes explains that the
blues ‘is almost always despondency, but when they are sung people laugh’ (Isaaks, 1960, p.
249). Isaacs adds that, besides, Hughes set as his objectives to do what very few, in fact,
achieved, regardless of their racial or social affiliation – to make living from writing alone. He
(Hughes) succeeded in this by providing lots of examples about the living of different persons of
his race, although in many cases these descriptions tended to be a bit superficial (Isaacs, 1960).
One of the issues our dissertation discusses is the relationship between the concept of Uncle
Tom and works of Hughes, and refers to Hughes’s Cora Unashamed. It is useful to recall here
the work of Tessy Eufamia Chakkalakal (2003), who writes in his dissertation, referring to
Beecher Stowe’s novel, that whereas the name of Stowe’s hero was a key image in the
abolitionist movement of the XIX century, in the community of African Americans, Uncle Tom
has been used as a sign of weakness and submission: those who sell out the “black community”
with the aim of advancing in the “white world” are given this name (Chakkalal, 2003). The same
happens with Hughes, who makes the ‘plantation’ Cora capable of protest and riot in face of
hypocrisy and cowardice of society.
As we will see later, Langston Hughes’s blues combines two elements: spiritual (religious)
awareness; and folk (secular) consciousness, as expressed through musical or literary figures
accepted in both of these areas. Few works have been written regarding the encounter of religion
and music. Erica Hurwitz Andrus’s (2006) dissertation brings together research results from two
disciplines: ethnomusicology and religious studies to explain a diverse grassroots movement that
has at its center a musical genre. Andrus explores the relationship between evangelization and
musical style of bluegrass, where she asserts that evangelical values in fact form the core of
bluegrass identity. The author addresses the lyric content and musical style of bluegrass songs,
both gospel and secular. In Andrus’s opinion, these songs consistently demonstrate a theology
compatible with that of the festival’s services. Although the subjects of songs vary, in general
they reflect a Christ-centered, born-again understanding of religion, which is based on Biblical
stories of the Old and New Testaments. The researcher shows how secular songs reinforce the
same values as gospel songs, even if they do not directly address religious topics.
Both blues in general and Langston Hughes’s blues in particular take their roots in spiritual
music. Kimberly Hawkins (1997) thinks that spiritual, and later gospel, became the preferred
music of protest. Hughes’s protest is of similar background. Therefore it is interesting to know
the history of development of spirituals. Hawkins says that in the first 25 years of the twentieth
century spirituals underwent the transfer from the oral to the written tradition. Until the Harlem
Renaissance period, they were considered to be anthropological rather than musical in their
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interest and intent. The researcher thinks that the transition from anthropological to musical was
greatly influenced by the political and aesthetic atmosphere of the Harlem Renaissance.
The thesis of Jean-Philippe Marcoux (2004) examines the presence of the blues in the poetry
of Langston Hughes. In researcher’s opinion, for Hughes, music is an important aspect of the
African American reaction (in other words, protest) to the burden of racism and oppression.
Hughes’s use of the blues in his poetry is a tribute to black people. Besides, according to
Marcoux, the use of the blues maintains the commitment stated in Hughes’s 1926 essay The
Negro Artist and the Racial Mountain that most of his poems were racial in theme and treatment.
According to the author, Hughes’s blues aesthetics confirm the existential drama proceeding
from the African American experience. His intention, in his words, is ‘not only to demonstrate
that the blues... portray the dehumanizing experience of post-Reconstruction America’, but also
that they serve as the means of transcending this experience through ‘life-affirming musical
rituals’ (p.2).
Joseph McLaren (1980) compares the creative passage of Langston Hughes with that of Duke
Ellington. McLaren grounds that both the [poet and the musician were grounded in an urban folk
tradition, but did not confine themselves by discussing only folk issues, having in possession
broad universal artistic visions. In the opinion of McLaren, Langston Hughes’s accomplishments
as a writer and poet can be paralleled to Duke Ellington’s accomplishments as a composer and
pianist. The author discusses the contributions of both of these epic figures of American culture,
dividing them in three periods, which, in the opinion of the author, were the same to both of
them.
As our dissertation explores the spiritual issues of Hughes’s poetry, it also mentions the
interaction of Apollonian and Dionysian elements. With this regard, the work of Tina Angelone
(2004) is interesting as it contrapositions African American ‘low-down’ culture versus its ‘high’
expression. In Angelone’s opinion, this duality constructs the image of the New Negro. She says
that the refusal or denial of Bacchanal tendencies is always a refusal or rejection of one’s self: “a
culture that does not maintain a connection to its heritage, whatever the reason, can lose its
creativity. Ultimately, the preservation of the Dionysian elements, alongside the Apollonian,
will ensure this development” (p. 2). By Hughes’s bringing together the Dionysian insight of
Simple and the Apollonian logos of the narrator, the significance of ‘low-down’ element in
Black culture gains new meaning.
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2.3. Comparative Analysis of a Protest Poem of Langston Hughes’s and One of the Harlem
Renaissance Poets (Sterling Brown’s)
In order to grasp the essence and spirit of Langston Hughes’s poetry of protest, it would be
useful to take one of his protest poetry samples and compare it with analogous piece written by
another poet of Harlem Renaissance period. Sterling Brown is one of such poets, who wrote
within the same period as Hughes, and was distinguished by similar literary techniques and
philosophical views. In particular, Brown, similarly to Hughes, became well-known for using
dialect in his poems, while many of his poems are written in free verse. At the same time, Brown
was a great devotee of the blues, the fact making him closer to Hughes than to whomever else.
Let us, within the frame of this thesis, consider the two twin poems of Hughes and Brown.
The one by Hughes is Open Letter to the South (1938), and the one by Brown is Strong Men
(1931). As we can see, both of these creations were written in the so-called “Red Thirties”, when
large part of American intelligentsia was overwhelmed with leftish ideas, the fact having
influenced the creative content of many works and compositions made within that period. There
are other factors as well, which make these poems similar:


Writing in verse-libre;



Expression of protest, in particular, the protest against racial discrimination;



Leftish orientation (discussing the problems of working class with socialist ideas);

In Open Letter to the South, Hughes appeals to the working class of the South, in particular,
the southern white workers. The fact itself is very notable. In various other poems, mentioned
below, the poet refers to South as some lost fatherland, the land he is longing for, which, just like
illegitimate father, does not recognize his son. In “South vs. North” poems of Hughes, North is
depicted as cold, inhospitable world, which is difficult to cope for a colored man, whereas South
is described as cruel, malicious, but still the dear. This is probably the reason why the poet
decided to appeal to the white labor of the South (as he could do that with the same success with
those of the North).
Open Letter opens with enumeration (so peculiar for Whitman’s poems): “Miners, / Farmers,
/ Mechanics, / Mill hands, / Shop girls, / Railway men, / Servants, / Tobacco workers, /
Sharecroppers, / GREETINGS!” In the second stanza the poet recalls and re-uses the famous
motto of Lenin’s: “The land – to farmers, the factories – to workers!”:
That the land might be ours,
And the mines and the factories and the office towers <...>
Be ours...
(Rampersad & Roessel, 1994, p. 160)

59

Then the poet retreats in the flashback recalling the famous expression of Booker T.
Washington: “Let us forget what Booker T. said, / “Separate as the fingers.”
One of the features this poem is very similar with the poem of Sterling Brown to be
considered is that it employs the repetition. For example the collocation “Let us...” is repeated 3
more times during the poem: 1. “Let us become instead, you and I, / One single hand...”; 2. “Let
us new lessons learn, / All workers...”; 3. “Let us together, say: / “You are my brother, black or
white...”;
Here “one single hand” is a common metaphor for leftish poetry, meaning that the proletariat
should unite in order to withstand the oppression of exploiters. Another proletarian metaphor is
“the old dead dogmas of the past”, i.e. the traditions and laws established by capitalist society. In
poet’s opinion the black and white workers should unite
To kill the lies of color
That keep the rich enthroned
(Rampersad & Roessel, 1994, p. 160)

Here Hughes expresses the opinion, prevalent in socialist/communist circles that often
capitalist propaganda disseminates untrue information to divide the workers of different color in
order to rule them more effectively.
The fifth stanza is the reiteration of the thesis that black and white workers had been divided
by the ruling classes of America. This idea has been expressed by both non-Marxist and Marxist
scholars. As non-Marxist African American scholar Rayford Logan says:
The exclusion policy of the National Labor Union drove Negro workers away from unionism and
toward political action.
(Logan, 1970, p. 149)

Marxist scholar William Z. Foster explains that the workers were split because of their skin
color owing to incorrect actions of their leaders. From the outset, it was corrupt with the spirit of
reformism, and led by “petty bourgeois opportunists” (p. 401). According to Foster, it could not,
therefore, “develop the militant policies of mass struggle demanded of it by the period of
imperialism, into which it was born. It naturally was not interested in a revolutionary alliance
between the workers and the Negro people, directed against the Southern planters and the
monopolists.” (p. 401).
Langston Hughes feels the need to have the black workers rejoin their white brethren. And it
can be achieved in South:
For me, no more, the great migration to the North.
(Rampersad & Roessel, 1994, p. 160)

The poet prefers “migration into force and power” (p. 160) – the metaphor he uses to
underline his wish to see the change in the mind of workers instead of their flocking to the North
– the change purposeless and fruitless in his opinion.
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In the sixth stanza the poet metaphorically expresses his vision of proletarian rule through
revolution. To express this, he uses a number of metaphors: “Let union be / The force that breaks
the time-clock, / Smashes misery...” (p. 161). The poet uses the word “take” repetitively to
dramatize the importance of grasping the industrial forces for the eventual success: “Takes land,
/ Takes factories, / Takes office towers, / Takes tools and banks and mines. / Railroads, ships and
dams, / Until the forces of the world / Are ours!”
The poem ends with the offering of a hand to a white worker by a black worker.
***
The poem Strong Men by Sterling Brown (1931) is very much alike with the analyzed poem
both in form and content. It is written in free verse as well, the fact stressing its ideological
affiliation to the insurgent thirties. The poem opens with the epigraph from Carl Sandburg –
“The strong men keep coming on”, which prepares the reader for thirteen stanzas, penetrated
with the spirit of fighting against racial injustice with simultaneous focusing of the attention on
the problems of black working class.
Just as in the poem of Hughes, the poem is abundant with repetitions. The verses of 1 st, 2nd,
6th, 8th, and 10th stanzas open with the pronoun “they”, where “they” denotes the representatives
of the class of capitalists as opposed to the class of the labor:
They point with pride to the roads you built for them,
They ride in comfort over the rails you laid for them
(Gates Jr. and McKay, 1997, p. 1215)

Just like Langston Hughes, Sterling Brown speaks in pain about the fact of driving the future
black slaves out of their usual habitats and placing them in suffocating environment of white
civilization (“They dragged you from homeland, / They chained you in coffles...”); recalls the
unbearable conditions of transportation of future slaves (“They huddled you spoon-fashion in
filthy hatches”); while comparing black slaves to domestic animals used in the field work, uses a
simile (“They broke you in like oxen, / They scourged you, / They branded you...”), and a
metaphor (“They made your women breeders”, p. 1215).
It is interesting that the poet does not condemn the religion of white itself, but condemns the
hypocritical use of this religion (“They taught you the religion they disgraced”, p. 1215).
Then, in the 3rd, 4th, and 5th stanzas the poet uses anaphora, which headlines three couples of
verse written in black vernacular:
You sang:
Keep a-inchin’ along
Lak a po’ inch worm. . . .
(Gates Jr. and McKay, 1997, p. 1215)

The whole poem is written in italics, and the poet leaves only a refrain non-italicized:
The strong men keep a-comin’ on
The strong men git stronger.
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(Gates Jr. and McKay, 1997, p. 1215)

In the sixth stanza the poet employs the technique of alliteration:
They point with pride to the roads you built for them,
They ride in comfort over the rails you laid for them.
(Gates Jr. and McKay, 1997, p. 1215, bold mine – G. Sh)

This alliteration is at the same time a metaphor: it insinuates at the Underground Railroad –
the secret routes the blacks used while escaping from the slavery guided by the North Star. The
poet means that the white masters were unaware that by making the blacks build their rails and
roads, they made them build their freedom, which was and is yet to come.
The word “hammer” used in the stanza 6 and stanza 7 can also be understood as metaphor: it
reminds the reader about the hero of black folklore John Henry, who won the contest over the
steam bore, and then died:
You sang:
Ain’t no hammah
In dis lan’,
Strikes lak mine, bebby,
Strikes lak mine.
(Gates Jr. and McKay, 1997, p. 1215)

As we can see, the poet uses the technique of contrast: he refers to the white masters as
“them” (“they”) and the black workers as “you”, which occurs in the whole duration of the
poem.
In the stanza 8, the poet uses colorful metaphors to illustrate that the blacks became the
subject of exploitation regardless of gender. Here he compares the perception of whites of black
females with fowl (“cooped”), and of males with cattle (“penned”):
They cooped you in their kitchens,
They penned you in their factories
(Gates Jr. and McKay, 1997, p. 1215)

In the next stanza, the poet refers to the policy of separation of the workers, undertaken by
white politicians and reactionary ideologists (the idea reiterated by Langston Hughes in the
above-discussed poem): “They bought off some of your leaders / You stumbled, as blind men will
. . .” Brown emphasizes the naivety of black average men: “You followed a way. / Then laughed
as usual.” However, the same laugh and naivety is the source of strength, according to Brown, of
the blacks, which confuses the whites: “They heard the laugh and wondered; / Uncomfortable; /
Unadmitting a deeper terror. . . .” (p. 1215) .
The alliteration-repetition “what/where” is used to develop the idea about what makes the
whites “ill at ease”, “fearful”, which reaches them “from the slums”, “from tiny huts”. The
stanza culminates in elevated and sublimed, but actually fearful address of the whites toward the
blacks, starting with the pronoun “thou”:
Today they shout prohibition at you
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“Thou shalt not this”
“Thou shalt not that”
(Gates Jr. and McKay, 1997, p. 1216)

but the resume of the poet on behalf of his brethren to the whites is – “You laugh” (p. 1216),
which, in his opinion, is the indication of the strength of his folk.
We have presented here the comparative analysis of protest poems of two
contemporaries of Harlem Renaissance, creating also in the 1930s, to show that the works
of these contemporaries shared various ideas, methods, and techniques. Protest is one of
the areas, where the poets of the period expressed similar values, made similar evaluations,
and called for similar actions. Let us now review a selected poem of Langston Hughes,
representing a piece of traditional (folk) poetry containing the elements of protest, with the
comparison to an analogous piece of traditional (folk) poetry. We will try to illustrate how
protest is intertwined with spirituality in these examples.

2.4. Comparative Analysis of the Folk (Blues) Poetry of Langston Hughes and a Piece of
Traditional Folk (Blues) Poetry
Below it will be illustrated the importance of spirituality in the poetry of Langston Hughes.
Indeed, many of his poems contain multiple references to God both in direct and figurative way.
The blues is one of the favorite genres, in which Hughes writes. In Chapter III we shall try to
ground how and why the blues is the area, where the social protest of Hughes’s is reconciled
with his religious spirituality. However, hereby, we would like to offer a comparative analysis of
one of the most vivid examples of such blues pieces of Hughes versus one of the most famous
examples of traditional blues poetry.
The poem Red Clay Blues (1939) was written by Langston Hughes in cooperation with
Richard Wright, who was famous for his affiliation with Communist Party of the United States.
The title itself is metaphoric, “red clay” being a metaphor utilizing the epithet “red” meaning
“belonging to proletariat world”. The poem opens with the following words:
I miss that red clay, Lawd, I
Need to feel it in my shoes.

Red clay is a symbol meaning in this stanza “labor” or “workers”. Therefore, it is
controversial and even paradoxical to observe the mentioning of the Lord along with proletarian
term. The first verse is reiterated, and followed by the third verse in the stanza:
I want to get to Georgia cause I
Got them red clay blues.
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- Below we will discuss some poems of Hughes, where he denounces the North and praises
the South, the rather liberal North as symbol of cold alienation of individuals, and the cruel
South as that of nevertheless unity of people. In this poem, just as in the others, the poet speaks
on behalf of a person, who strives to abandon the North, and head toward South again:
I want to get to Georgia cause I
Got them red clay blues.

“Concrete” is contrasted to “red clay” in the second stanza, the first describing the North
(“Pavement’s hard on my feet, I’m / Tired o’ this concrete street.”), the second describing the
South (“Goin’ back to Georgia where / That red clay can’t be beat”), warm red clay as opposed
to cold concrete.
In the third stanza the speaker expresses his longing for his southern home, referring to God
again (!). As for the fourth stanza is revolutionary: now “red clay” is not merely the symbol of
working/farming class, but the symbol of the revolution:
I want to be in Georgia, when the
Big storm starts to blow.

(Rampersad & Roessel, 1994, p. 212)
Thus, for the poet, Georgia, the South, is not just the place of escape from the North, but the
place where the “big storm” – revolution will start to blow. The stanza finishes with the forecast
of making the masters (capitalists) abandon their chairs:
I want to see the landlords runnin’ cause I
Wonder where they gonna go!

(Rampersad & Roessel, 1994, p. 213)

Thus, we can see that social motives of protest here coexist with religious spirituality, even
though this spirituality is present only in the form of the address.
***
As we will show below in the Chapter III, traditional pieces of blues less often than Hughes
employ addresses to God, and even less often express socially loaded protest. In fact, the main
innovation of the poet is that he managed to introduce social content in this folk form, not losing
or abandoning the spiritual content in it. Still literary all examples of the blues contain some
form of protest, although the degree of militancy is often minimized. Gulf Coast Blues (1923),
written by Clarence Williams, can be considered one of those examples, which is both typical in
terms of the blues tradition being at the same time linked to the literary heritage of Langston
Hughes.
The first stanza is kind of an introductory one, telling the usual blues story about being
abandoned by the girl the speaker loved. The second stanza reiterates the core of the story,
adding that now heavy snow will make the speaker head for Gulf Coast. The next two stanzas
tell us about the decision of the speaker to make for Gulf Coast.
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The fourth stanza is critical in our understanding of what this blues has in common with the
poems of Hughes from the point of social problems. Just as in mentioned poems of Hughes, the
speaker of this traditional blues blames his geographic location in the trouble he is subject to. He
namely criticizes the North, reckoning that people over there are much more pragmatic and
demanding:
These women up North, honey, sure do make me tired,
These women up North, honey, sure do make me tired,
They’ve got a mouthful of “gimme”, handful of “much obliged”.
(Gates Jr. and McKay, 1997, p. 28)

Even though “Broadway’s all right” for the speaker, with “the lights nice shine nice and
bright”, he would “rather walk down home, by his little lantern light” (p. 28). Broadway, this
symbol of Bohemian pastime, is nevertheless boring and alien to the speaker, who has
experienced the reverse side of the civilization during his presence in the North. Therefore, he is
going to let the cold water of Gulf Coast, “flow over him someday” (p. 29).
As we can see from the comparison of the samples of the blues typical for both Hughes
and folk tradition, the blues of Langston Hughes is more social, is more protest-containing,
and more spiritual in religious sense of this word. Both the protest and spirituality plays
higher importance in the poetry of Hughes than in traditional folk poetry as far as the
blues is concerned. Therefore, we reckon it necessary to delve deeper into the relationship
of protest and spirituality in the works of Hughes, and try to explore, what relationship, if
any, is between these two seemingly polar elements of the poetry of one of the main figures
of Harlem Renaissance.
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Chapter 3. Langston Hughes and the “Decades of Disappointment”: from
Protest towards Spirituality
3.1. Langston Hughes about the Emancipation
“Go down, Moses” – this was the most commonly heard pleading of the colored people of
ante-bellum period, the pleading which expressed the belief of the Negro soul: that somebody
would deliver it from the claws of slavery “imposed upon the children of Ham”. The Old Negro
was waiting for a leader or leaders, who would say: “Follow me”, the leader featured by
outstanding capacities. In a word, the Old Negro was delivering himself in the Divine hands. The
North Star shone like a divine lamp, which called the faithful sheep to follow to fulfill the
ancient prophecies. Freedom was perceived in a double way: on the one hand, freedom there,
hereafter, as a reward from sufferings undergone here on the earth. The famous spiritual, City
Called Heaven, conveys this belief of a Negro soul:
I am a poor pilgrim of sorrow.
I’m in this wide world alone.
No hope in this world for tomorrow.
I’m tryin’ to make heaven my home.
(Gates, Jr. & McKay, 1997, p.8)

Although expressed in a genuine, sincere, and frank way, which is so peculiar for a truly
religious personality, this belief was indirectly augmented by hypocritical preaching of numerous
white clergymen, who sanctimoniously convinced at various sermons of the eternity of the
“Curse of Ham”.
On the other hand, there was another spiritual instinct in the Negro soul, which strove to
liberate itself from the Curse, rid of the servitude of Japheth and Shem, and find the land,
promised to subjugated people. This aim is well-expressed in another famous spiritual Oh,
Freedom!:
Oh, freedom over me!
An’ befo’ I’d be a slave,
I’ll be buried in my grave,
An’ go home to my Lord an’ be free.
(Gates, Jr. & McKay, 1997, p.8)

As it was shown in the previous section, the pleading was heard. The answer came through
powerful voices of Afro-American writers, white abolitionists from the North, fugitive slaves,
who burdened themselves with the mission of leading their race on the way, which would bring
them to true America, and, finally, the understanding among the top politicians that there is a
need of a serious change in social order in order to cure the nation from the illnesses, which
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hinder its further development and prosperity in the way it was bequeathed by the Founding
Fathers.
The fledgling civilization had to move to a new paradigm. It had to abandon the “Egyptian
tradition” of getting certain people do jobs and services while depriving them of their freedom,
and justify its adherence to such mottos as E Pluribus Unum, Annuit Coeptis, or Justitia
Omnibus, proclaimed in the glory of the One, in Who one trusts.
Abraham Lincoln was to be the one who would refresh and enforce these famous mottos
anew. In 1858, Lincoln faced Stephen A. Douglass in a series of debates, held in Galesburg,
Illinois, one of the unofficial stations of the Underground Railroad. The main topic of the debates
was slavery. Although then the anti-slavery Republican lost to the pro-slavery Democrat, these
debates issued as a book became the programmatic document for the following presidential
elections, in which the Rail-Splitter became the 16th president of the Union and announced his
intention to abolish slavery altogether. And that was when The Battle Hymn of the Republic, the
American abolitionist song was born, written for the tune of 1855 used as a motif for the song
about John Brown (Randall, 2004).
Langston Hughes uses the words of the hymn of abolitionists in his already mentioned Ballad
of the Seven Songs (1949), which is devoted to the Emancipation Day (January 1, 1863), the day
of the truly landmark document whose author was Abraham Lincoln.
Lincoln...
In the beauty of the lilies Christ was born across the sea,
Abraham...
With a glory in his bosom that transfigures you and me;
(Rampersad & Roessel, 1995, p. 348)

-

writes Hughes attributing the honor and merit of the adoption of this document to the

personality of the greatest president of America. The tune of the hymn was made famous in 1856
by William Steffe (1830-1890), who collected and edited this originally camp-meeting song with
the traditional “Glory Hallelujah” refrain.
The original version of the abolitionist hymn had different lyrics. It was a religious campmeeting hymn with a verse and chorus of equal metrical length where both verse and chorus
share an identical melody and rhythm. The mentioned hymn (Canaan’s Happy Shore or
Brothers, Will You Meet Me?) gained its original title for the words of its first verse:
Brothers, will you meet me on the Canaan’s happy shore?
(Randall, 2004, p.12)

John Brown’s Body follows the same tune and rhythm. However, it has more syllables in its
verse and uses rhythmically more active variation of initial Canaan’s melody. The lyrics of The
Battle Hymn of the Republic were written by Julia Ward Howe (1819-1910), a prominent
American abolitionist and poet. Howe’s lyrics are featured by even longer verse, which has more
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syllables than John Brown’s Body. However, the verse still uses the same underlying melody as
the refrain.
The hymns described became examples for other less popular hymns written under the same
melody and rhythmic pattern in the United States of America. However, it was The Battle Hymn,
which became the main patriotic and religious hymn, which was to become the favorite of such
figures in American history as Abraham Lincoln or Martin Luther King, Jr.
3.2. Some Facts from Religious Awakenings in America and their Importance for African
American History
3.2.1. The First Great Awakening and its Importance
The tradition of this hymn stems from that of campfire meetings representative of the Second
Great Awakening in America, the period of which roughly falls on the time-spell reviewed in the
previous section – 1790-1840s (Hankins, 2004).
There were two great religious awakenings in the history of America – the First and the
Second (Kueng, 1995). There is a substantial qualitative difference between these two typically
American social phenomena which reflect the American consciousness at the beginning of two
consecutive centuries. The First Great Awakening occurred in 1730-1755 in the colonial
America. The future citizens of the future Republic consisted mainly of religious dissenters, who
needed spiritual patronage and guidance, which would amalgamate them all into a single nation.
Thus, the function of the First Great Awakening cannot be overestimated. The main religious
dissenters having fled from the Empire to its colonies – Congregationalists in New England,
Presbyterians in Middle and Southern colonies, as well as Puritan Anglicans found all over the
colonies united in a religious fervor signifying the formation of a unified religion peculiar for
one nation.
Politically the First Great Awakening laid a strong basis for further dissent from the Empire –
the Revolution, culturally it united the people into one nation, while theologically it claimed the
trueness of the teaching, which was condemned in the Old World. What did it mean for AfroAmericans? Theologically, the First Great Awakening proclaimed the inviolability of Calvinism
– the religious teaching, which, according to its founder, asserted that people are born
predestined to either be saved or perish. The theory of predestination was central for Calvinism.
On the one hand, it shaped the original American society, providing for the elaboration of a
unique national consciousness, which could boast of industriousness, frugality, and
individualism, and laid the economic program of the future development, described in the book
of Max Weber Protestant Ethics (1905). On the other hand, the same theory of predestination
68

doomed ones to be seniors, and others to be their servants – by the will of God, it said. Of course,
with the thorough consideration of the biblical story of the Curse of Ham it would be easy to
guess, what the fate of Afro-Americans was predestined to be. Unfortunately, the ideology of
American Protestantism of the mid-XVIII century perfectly matched the Genesis episode of
9:20-27 about the eternal lot of Canaan.
It was the philosophy and ethics of the First Great Awakening, which, along with the positive
cause of the setting of definite objectives for the nation, brought some negative causes of diehard
religious fanaticism, which for Afro-American slave population would by no means mean any
relief from the yoke they had been experiencing. On the contrary, it only aggravated their
situation. In his autobiographical Narrative, Frederick Douglass gives a very interesting
observation about the correlation between the piety and the attitude towards slaves:
Were I to be again reduced to the chains of slavery, next to that enslavement, I should regard
being the slave of a religious master the greatest calamity that could befall me. For of all
slaveholders with whom I have ever met, religious slaveholders are the worst (the bold script
is mine – G.Sh.). It was my unhappy lot not only to belong to a religious slaveholder, but to live
in a community of such religionists.
(Gates, Jr. & McKay, 1997, p. 346)

The great fugitive slave does not provide the explanation of what made the pious people he
encountered crueler than their less religious counterparts. The reason for that lies in the austere
ethics of American Protestants, for the adherence of which they themselves suffered in England
and other lands before, finally, moving to New England, where they would be free to confess
these ethics. The First Great Awakening was the simple collective manifestation of what these
religious dissenters thought was the true way of life.
In the Appendix to his famous autobiography, Frederick Douglass continues criticizing the
behavior of ostensibly pious people of his country. However, Douglass clearly states that
criticizing American religion, he meant the “slave-holding religion of this land” “with no
possible reference to Christianity proper”. “For”, Douglass continues, “between the Christianity
of this land, and the Christianity of Christ, I recognize the widest possible difference...” (Gates,
Jr. & McKay, 1997, p. 365). Thus, Douglass used the expression the Christianity of Christ,
which started to be used some forty or fifty years after the last flames of the First Great
Awakening died out.1
Let us proceed with the further lines of Langston Hughes’s Poem for the Emancipation Day.
Using the words “Lincoln” and “Abraham” as anaphora for consecutive verse, Hughes continues
quoting from The Battle Hymn referring to Christ the Savior:

1

Obviously, for a Christian Orthodox person this terminology would seem inappropriate, as, because of historical
absence of religious-based oppression, an Orthodox person does not differentiate between “the Christianity of the
Church” and “the Christianity of Christ”.

69

Lincoln...
As he died to make men holy, let us die to make men free,
Abraham...
While God is marching on.
(Gates Jr. & McKay, 1997, p.348)

When Fredrick Douglass spoke about Christianity, he also used an epithet “Christianity of the
South”. And indeed, he was right, since the South had been an ardent adherent of the principles
of the Great Awakenings, which up to date is confirmed by the Bible Belt encompassing the
majority of the former Confederate States. However, the ideas of the First Great Awakening
needed refreshment, they needed renovation, as the nation was developing fast. By the first half
of the XVIII century the aim of the purification of the Church from the remains of Catholicism
had long been accomplished. The nation had been formed. The state had been established. The
new laws were being adopted. Now the religious reason of the nation was to move to new
paradigm – the paradigm of the “Christianity in Christ”, in contrast to that of the “Purified
Church”. And the new paradigm came in the form of the Second Great Awakening.
3.2.2. The Second Great Awakening and its Importance for Afro-American History

The Second Great Awakening came exactly from where some sixty years before the First one
had come – the North. Again, as during the Great Awakening, “the most American” of all
American Protestant denominations – Congregationalists – sent their missionaries all over the
land to reinforce the faith of the ancestors, especially to western parts. Their Calvinist fervor was
the spark which induced the second religious revival in American history. The influence of
another Calvinist American religious group – Presbyterians – was evident in a new form of
human congregations by which the Second Awakening was featured – camp meetings. They say
that campfire meetings took their roots in holy fairs, practiced in Scotland during religious events
– by the beginning of XIX century America had already hosted the large number of immigrants
from Scotland and Ireland. It is a campfire meeting song, which Langston Hughes refers to in the
above-mentioned poem.
But it was not Calvinism, which had to play the decisive and determining part in the religious
revival. The teachings of the Dutch religious thinker Jacobus Arminius (1560-1609), which had
only secondary importance in America in XVIII century, now were predestined to give a new
sense to religious, and, hence, social worldview of America. After the Reformation had started,
England knew other religious groups, which, dissenting from the official episcopal semi-Catholic
church, did not, nevertheless, share many ideas with their Calvinist counterparts. These
dissenters, known as Baptists and Methodists made enormous gains during the Second Great
Awakening, especially in the South-West. Being mostly Arminians, the followers of these
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denominations rejected the Calvinist postulates of predestination, viewing the essence of
Christianity in salvation through faith based on the free will. It is not surprising that Baptists
made especially high gains during the Awakening among the colored population all over the
States, particularly in the area, which today constitutes the Bible Belt of America. By the early
1800s, there were several hundred independent Black congregations (Raboteau, 2004).
The Second Great Awakening was the birth of restorationist movements and denominations,
which claimed returning to initial, undefiled forms of early Christianity, restored instead of
reformed, they would say, the Disciples of Christ and the Seventh Day Adventists among them.
They sought the truth in the Gospel, and for them the principle of Scriptura sola became not just
a powerful slogan, but the essence of the style of their life. These, and a number of other new
denominations were noted to completely reject any kind of violence in strict correspondence
with the words spoken in the Gospel. That meant that the Second Great Awakening was the
movement for the evangelization of the religion of the fathers. It is extra to say that it meant the
further undermining of the basis on which slavery was founded.
If Calvinism demanded complete submission to the will of God, and seeking salvation
through asceticism and hard work, then Arminianism and Evangelization triggered new social
mechanisms, which realized themselves in less authoritative relations within church, hence
among human beings, more humane (now we say democratic) attitude towards neighbor, and, as
a result of all this – better social activity, which got expressed in different movements aimed at
prison reform, temperance, suffrage, and abolitionism. The names of such preachers as Charles
Grandison Finney, Lyman Beecher, Barton Stone, Peter Cartwright and others became the
symbols of the Second Great Awakening, which resulted in social activities unknown to the
previous century. Let us mention, for example, that the author of The Uncle Tom’s Cabin,
Harriet Beecher Stowe, was a daughter of Lyman Beecher, a Presbyterian minister.
Thus, one of the most notable results of the Second Great Awakening lies in the fact that,
paradoxically, along with spiritual renovation, along with evident evangelization, it provided
for the secularization of the consciousness of the people. Unlike John Brown, whose religious
ardor made him mount the scaffold, such famous abolitionists as William Lloyd Garrison or John
Greenleaf Whittier were in the avant-garde of fight for the rights of the enslaved colored citizens,
which was based not on religious postulates, but on common sense in the sense it was understood
by Thomas Paine (see Ilyin (1977) speaking about his The Age of Reason, where Paine, being
Deist, nurtures the idea that divine grace is delivered to humans through their own reason). At
the same time, many religious Americans started to evaluate the status of black slaves not in
terms of and proceeding from the Old Testament “Curse of Ham”, but proceeding from the
Second Commandment as stated in the New Testament: “Love your neighbor as yourself”.
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Although the whole creative passage of Langston Hughes, and, besides, his public
statements, speak of him as an unreligious person, we cannot assert that he was an
unbelieving one. Religion and belief are interpolating, but not coextensive categories. The
whole history of Christianity is striving to move from an organized religion to pure faith. This
shift from religion towards faith can be observed in the history of early Christianity: first, the
shift from traditional Judaic religion to Christian faith; then the same processes which took place
within both Catholic and Orthodox world with the emergence of Western European Protestant
(e.g. Huguenots) and Eastern European Heretic (e.g. Bogomils) movements.
What can be said about the Langston Hughes’s attitude towards the problem, is that he in
most of his poems questions the propriety of an organized religion. Even more, organized
religion impedes him from assimilating the essence of the Christian message. In the famous
chapter of his The Big Sea called Salvation, Langston describes his experience in church, when
he was to get up and approach the altar after he had experienced the presence of Christ in his
body and soul. He got up and partook, and was praised by everybody for the transformation,
which actually had not occurred in him. In the last paragraph, Hughes describes how bitterly he
cried at night for not having seen and felt Jesus that morning. By this fact Langston only
confirmed that he was willing to accept the God, and at the same time he showed that he failed to
accept Him within the conventional frame and environs, in which he, as a child, was put.
However, again, we cannot call him an unbeliever. One of the interesting examples, confirming
that, is his Harlem Renaissance period poem Judgment Day (1927). In this poem, Hughes shows
his faith in God, rather than belief in Church:
Lord in heaven,
Crown on His head,
Says don’t be afraid
Cause you ain’t dead.
Kind Jesus!
(Rampersad & Roessel, 1995, p.71)

In this poem, Hughes demonstrates to the reader his belief in salvation, so impetuously
rejected by him when a kid. This time, he was not asked to pronounce standard prayers, meditate
in the expectation of coming Christ, come to the altar and taste the flesh and blood of God. He
just came to God by himself. Just as those black slaves, who after the campfire meetings became
Baptists, Methodists, or Disciples of Christ during the Second Great Awakening.
Another poem by Hughes is called directly Prayer Meeting (1927), where he joins a singing
(“crooning”) colored woman in the amen-corner of a Baptist Church:
Glory! Hallelujah!
The dawn’s a-comin’!
(Rampersad & Roessel, 1995, p.35)
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Such examples of the spirit of the evangelization can be found in some other of his poems
as well. These examples differ from conventional Negro spirituals in a way that the main motif
here is glory and joy, instead of hope. After the Emancipation it became clear that “Moses came
down to let his people go”, which found its concluding expression in “Glory, glory, hallelujah”
of the Battle Hymn of the Republic. The nation, split into the whites and the blacks, slaveholders
and slaves, was united again, first of all, by the endeavors of Afro-Americans themselves, who
broke the vicious circle, imposed on them by white exploiters, to escape from the image of the
Pentateuch Israelites, who, on the one hand, wished liberty, but, on the other hand, complained
when this liberty brought heavy trials; and, second, by significant support of the conscientious
part of American citizens, who, in their turn, returned to revised interpretation of biblical ideas in
a truly Christian way. The author of this thesis strongly suggests that this unification would be
impossible without the process called the Second Great Awakening.
As it was said above, this complex process influenced all people regardless of the color of
their skin. The Old Negro was to be changed. The meek, submissive, naive, illiterate slave had to
transform into a bold, confident, militant, and literate person. They were those, who could decide
by themselves whether to accept the Curse of Ham from Genesis as eternal or just as a heavy, but
temporary, test, which they could pass provided that there was their will on it. However, in
Christian America the antebellum slave Negroes were banned from learning to read and write by
law, and that was done by sanctimonious blessing of pious clergymen! They could not even read
the Holy Scriptures, which from the beginning of the Reformation were obligatory to be read for
every Christian man. The Scriptures, banned from reading to the slaves, should become
accessible to them. One of the greatest merits of the Second Great Awakening is that it
awoke the wish to dwell in Christ not only in the whites, but in the blacks as well. That is
why Frederick Douglass was reading the Bible to the illiterate fellow Negroes and teaching them
to read and write at, as he calls it “Sabbath school” - self-made classes of literacy at a local
chapel:
Every moment they spent in that school, they were liable to be taken up, and given thirty-nine
lashes. They came, because they wished to learn . . . I taught them, because it was the delight of
my soul to be doing something that looked like bettering the condition of my race . . .
(Gates, Jr. & McKay, 1997, p. 348)

That is why he got severely beaten, and that is why John A. Collins used to say that he was a
“graduate from the peculiar institution, with his diploma written on his back” (Gates, Jr. &
McKay, p.370).

73

3.3. The Poetry of Langston Hughes and its Relation to the Decades of Disappointment
(1877-1901)
3.3.1. Langston Hughes and the Hopes of the Period of Reconstruction
One of the indisputable consequences of this Era with its evangelizing spirit was that this Era
resulted in the appearance of the great humanistic reformer, who forecasted the impending doom
of the slavery in the history of his country:
Abraham . . .
No man is good enough to govern another
man without that other’s consent.
Lincoln . . .
I do ordain . . . thenceforward and forever free
(Rampersad & Roessel, 1995, p.348)

Hughes recalls the famous words of the great Rail-Splitter. The milestones in the history of the
nation – the 13th, 14th, and 15th Amendments of the Constitution - started the new era in America
– the Period of Reconstruction.
When Langston Hughes was writing Let America Be America Again (bold script mine –
G.Sh.) he apparently meant something more than just the fulfillment of the Dream. In his famous
poem he never makes precise which period of American history he reckons as “truly American”,
as at least partly the realization of American Dream. However, in the poem his confidence in the
reality or vitality of this Dream is so assured that he leaves the reader certain of the inevitability
of the restoration of American ideals.
For Langston Hughes, as, probably, for any colored American person, America started to
become America only once – in the time period of 1865-1877 known as Reconstruction.
For a little while freedom was wonderful. There were Negro Representatives from the South in
Congress. Negroes held city and state offices. Then the reaction set in . . .
(Langston Hughes Reader, p.473)

-

writes Hughes in disappointment in his The Glory of Negro History.
What preceded that disappointment? As moderate Republicans seized the power after the

Civil War, and the famous Amendments were adopted, it seemed that the nation would step on
the road of the progress unimpeded with racial tensions forever. The new policy anticipated
racially integrated state governments – an unprecedented jump into the future for developing
democracy. The blacks got the right to study, earn, run for political positions and vote for their
political candidates. For most of colored persons, that meant thinking of what they were doing
with their freedom and how they were going to use it. To work freely for themselves – that was
the greatest boon obtained at that stage.
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Let us refer to Langston Hughes to illustrate the spirit of self-working-reliance, which
overwhelmed the blacks as soon as they got their freedom. His poem Freedom’s Plow (1943) is
exactly about what a working man felt in the expectation of the long-awaited liberty. This poem
is penetrated by the spirit of a worker and is written from the worker’s position. Just as in Ballad
of Seven Songs, Hughes carries out an excursion into American history, stating who and how
built America.
First in the heart is the dream.
Then the mind starts seeking a way.
(Rampersad & Roessel, 1995 p. 263)

Thus, American Dream is the starting point for what he should build. Further, Hughes
develops his perception of the dream, saying that a dream only becomes the Dream, when shared
and felt collectively (“Thus the dream becomes not one man’s dream alone, / But a community
dream.”). Then Hughes again mentions the newcomers to the new World – from the Pilgrims to
slaves, underlining:
But the word was there always
FREEDOM
(Rampersad & Roessel, 1995, p.348)

The poem is written in a typical Walt Whitman verse-libre style. The key words – “freedom”,
“plow”, and “labor” explain the poem’s philosophy: only those, who work and toil can fulfill the
Dream, that is, to bring the total freedom. And, vise versa, only free people can work to make the
Dream fully realized. After describing the process of building the country in a typical Whitman
manner, Hughes states: “Out of labor – white hands and black hands – came the dream... And the
way to build America.” Then he quotes the famous words of Jefferson and Lincoln about
freedom and slavery. Again, he recalls “the great prophets” of pre-Emancipation years –
Frederick Douglass and John Brown. However, the climax of his verse is the words from the
famous song, made up by slaves, which state:
KEEP YOUR HAND ON THE PLOW!
HOLD ON!
(Rampersad & Roessel, 1995, p. 266)

Poet himself paraphrases this statement, interpreting it as “Hold on! Freedom will come!” In
the next stanza, the poet admitted that this statement actually came true after the War, saying that
“there was a great wooded land, and men united as a nation”. The years of Reconstruction were
on the way. There was a lot to plan, build, and rebuild. The years of 1865-1877 were to be
written in the history of the nation as the spell of unknown brotherhood, the spell of some
cherished fairy tale, when, although people, united in one nation, experienced much hardship,
they, in the end, for the first time in their history, were not segregated. Hughes celebrates the
75

freedom of his brethren, who, finally, have obtained the opportunity of working for the common
cause of building the nation together with their white compatriots:
America!
Land created in common,
Dream nourished in common,
Keep your hand on the plow! Hold on!
(Rampersad & Roessel, 1995, p. 267)

There immediately sprang a bitter opposition. Now American political establishment was split
into two: the moderate Republicans on one side, continuing the line of Abraham Lincoln, and
conservative Democrats, disapproving of the full equality between the two races on the other.
The paramilitary White League, and the Ku Klux Klan, whom Langston Hughes so often refers
to in his protest poems, were organized during exactly these years. The White League, in
particular, was described as a “military arm of Democratic Party”, which helped the Democrats
to exercise the control of legislation in Louisiana (Rable, 1984). The famous Lincoln-Douglass
debate taking place in 1858 was still continuing.
However, letting aside the objectivity of historical process, let us think whether former
slaves met freedom in an adequate way, in other words, whether they were ready for it or not.
Another question to discuss is what were the Years of Reconstruction for the colored people in a
spiritual sense of the word?
When Langston Hughes spoke of John Brown as Moses – he certainly named him so because
Brown didn’t talk, but acted, he was militant, not passive. Hughes has always admired
personalities, who appealed by and aimed at mundane and not transcendental objectives. But
Brown failed to become the leader of slaves: Brown was too obsessed with “eye-by-eye” and
“tooth-by-tooth”. The messages of the Second Great Awakening were understood wrongly by
him. The Old Negro needed militancy, for which Afro-American writers and abolitionists
appealed to their colored brethren, but no aggression. Frederick Douglass emerged as a symbol
of such militancy, which in the end emancipated the blacks. Douglass lit The North Star, which
awakened the blacks, strengthened them, and, the chief of all, made them put in the word
“freedom” its initial – worldly, mundane, – meaning. Now a chained colored man sang his
spirituals with the belief that freedom is to be bestowed upon him now, before the hereafter. And
he got the answer. He set free.
The question now was – how to apply the obtained freedom, and what were the chances of
really applying it? How would American economy react to millions of people, who at once got
free? Would the great octopus of slavery, whose tentacles grasped cities, regions, and people die
at once, or would some of its less powerful offspring survive?
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Booker T. Washington, whose monumental figure rose in and after the years of
Reconstruction, mentions that he had never seen any slave who did not want to be free or one
who would return to slavery. At the same time, he mentions an interesting fact: after they got
freedom while he was a child, most of his elder fellow colored people left the plantation just to
enjoy the air of liberty. They remained away for some time, but some of them, the older ones,
especially, returned to their old homes and made some kind of contract with their former owners
by which they remained on the estate. Washington even provides some unprecedented examples,
when former slaves cared with love and affection their masters wounded in the battles, treating
them as still their upper friends, without experiencing bitterness towards them.
Washington knew slavery too well. However, his genius was able to sensibly analyze the
reasons and causes of this ugly social phenomenon, and draw relevant conclusions, providing
sensible and wise recommendations. Washington is a typical Child of Reconstruction: first and
foremost, he views slavery as system, which his country had inevitably to pass through.
According to Washington, there is no single section of the country, which was wholly
responsible for its introduction, being, above all, recognized and protected for years by General
Government. For Washington, the law of the country, its Constitution, its legislative and
executive power – all those are supreme, and with regard to these he speaks as true patriot.
I have long since ceased to cherish any spirit of bitterness against the Southern white people on
account of the enslavement of my race.
(Gates, Jr. & McKay, 1997, p. 496)

This is a very important statement. A colored person, who rose “up from slavery” forgives his
oppressors and torturers. This is not the fanatical insurgency of John Brown, the second side of
the coin of “Protestant Inquisition”. This is not the just bitter militancy of Frederick Douglass,
not his desperate resistance to injustice, resistance at any price. But, at the same time, it is no
meek obedience of a plantation Negro either, who is taught how to live and think by white
“Massas”.
We must acknowledge that, notwithstanding the cruelty and moral wrong of slavery, the ten
million Negroes inhabiting this country, who themselves or whose ancestors went through the
school of American slavery, are in a stronger and more hopeful condition, materially,
intellectually, morally, and religiously, (bold script mine – G.Sh.) than is true of an equal
number of black people in any other portion of the globe.
(Gates, Jr. & McKay, 1997, p. 348)

Thus, in his Up From Slavery, Booker T. Washington expresses if not a gratitude to his
oppressors, but some degree of satisfaction for the misfortunes, which fell to the lot of his race.
Washington perceives the hardship and ordeals, which befell on his people not as evil
experience, which mutilated the body and soul of his race, but, on the contrary, as a useful
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experience, which tempered the race, filled it with enormous spiritual strength, and made it think
more rationally about their future.
As we can see, Washington’s approach is quite different from that of the abolitionists. He does
not blame white people for the evil committed to his brethren, he does not have aversion to
former slave-holders. He wisely sees the reason for century-long national tragedy called slavery
in objective grounds and circumstances. Thus, Washington’s views, the views of reconciliation
between blacks and whites can be interpreted as the products of evangelization of the nation,
nation’s shift to a new social paradigm, which can be described as the first steps toward social
gospel.
Washington considered colored people as naturally very inquisitive and intelligent, able to
learn much and then teach, and also to perfect themselves in this process. Very notable with this
regard is the part of Langston Hughes’s biography, where he describes the perception of his
white peers about Negroes’ literate creativity. Langston writes that there was no pupil in the class
who had ever written a single piece of a poem. Being the only colored child in the class, he
suddenly became an object of universal attention, when it got to the question of selecting
somebody from the children, who would contribute his or her poetry to a local newspaper. The
choice fell on him, as all the white children were sure that natural ability for rhythm would make
Langston excellent poet at school. Hughes did not object, and the forecast of his white peers
came true.
Washington thoroughly tells us about his persistence in getting into one of the few
educational institutions for blacks at those times – Hampton. He soon became there one of the
leading students, and started thinking of establishing of his own school. The establishment of
Tuskegee University almost coincided with the last years of Reconstruction, and Booker T.
Washington became an indisputable leader-enlightener of Afro-Americans. He considered
education as one of the key instruments in overcoming the barriers between the races, one of the
key tools for the development of the physically united, but still mentally separated American
society.
Thus, on the one hand, reconciliation is offered; on the other hand, education-enlightenment.
In his famous The Atlanta Exposition Address made in 1895, Booker T. Washington addressed
the people gathered with a wise proverb about the ship whose crew was dying of thirst. They
encountered another ship, whom they asked for water. Three times did they ask the friendly ship
for fresh water, and three times the friendly ship answered: “Cast down your buckets where you
are”. Washington himself interpreted this parable: he addressed all the blacks, but, especially,
the blacks in South. He recommended them to be patient, industrious, striving for knowledge,
and willing to cooperate with their white compatriots in any way possible. In Washington’s view,
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if a colored person overcame his just memories about the injustice committed towards him, if he
accepted his past as an ordeal on the way of self-improvement, if he stretched his hand to his
white brother, accepting him as brother, that would be thousand times more useful and fruitful
than if he, using his freedom, escaped to the North, or other parts of the country, where nothing
would remind him of the horrors he and his ancestors have undergone.
In fact, Booker T. Washington put forward to his brethren one of the Commandments from
the Scriptures, having adjusted it to be suitable in their present situation: “Love your neighbor as
yourself”, and another one, proceeding from the first, and based on it: “Be perfect, as your
heavenly Father is perfect” (Matthew, 5:43-5:48).
By cultivating the desire for learning, the wish for cognition among his colored brethren,
Washington re-introduced in the consciousness of the Negro the concept of Sophia – Wisdom
proceeding from divine, as described, first in ancient Greek, then in Mediaeval scholastic, and,
finally, in reformed Protestant theology. According to Washington, Love and Wisdom are those
two, which can only lead to the true progress of his race, as expressed in cooperation with new
white friends and former white enemies, building bridges of mutual understanding between the
two races – parts of one nation, striving first for learning, then knowledge, and, finally,
scholarship – only thus, according to him, the healthy and wealthy black middle class could be
built in his motherland. The ideas of Washington fostered the emerging of various institutions
designated primarily for black population – from Tuskegee to Howard.
Booker T. Washington is a product of Reconstruction. Although his major activities lasted
beyond those miraculous 12 years, the foundations for his philosophy were laid exactly then. In
his Prelude to Our Age: A Negro History Poem of 1951, Langston Hughes unambiguously calls
Washington, together with Paul Laurence Dunbar, as “Black Congressmen of Reconstruction
days” (Rampersad & Roessel, p.382). Reconstruction was a period of hopes being realized,
wishes being fulfilled, dreams coming true.
For me –
Now free.
(Rampersad & Roessel, 1995, p. 267)

- says Hughes about these 12 years. Booker T. Washington was not the Moses of the race – the
time of Moses had passed, as the great Frederick Douglass lit the light of The North Star above
the dark Southern night, which illuminated the paths of the Underground Railroad. Moses
fulfilled his promise to lead his people out of Egypt. But the Promised Land was not to be
reached at that stage. Another spell was approaching, which was to become the Nadir of Negro
History. The Decade of Reconstruction was over with the Decades of Disappointment ahead.
Could colored people enjoy freedoms and rights, which nowadays are regarded as universal
regardless of color of skin, gender or other criteria? Could Reconstruction have had a chance to
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be successful in terms of harmonization of racial relationships between the whites and the blacks
inside the nation? History showed that it could not. The assassination of Lincoln in 1865 – the
first year of the Reconstruction – was the first, and, maybe, the critical, signal that the white
reactionaries would not tolerate the “new-fangled ideas” of abolitionism, evangelization, or
racial integration. The debate started at Galesburg, Illinois, in 1858, seemed not to have been
solved so easily, although it was exactly the issues raised there which divided the nation, the
reunification of which became only possible through a bloody merciless war. Slavery was
abolished, but ex-slave-owners were alive. Confederacy was defeated, but thirteen-star banners
continued to be flapping as official flags of some southern states, although in the Union; slaves
were rid of chains, and they were free, but except for freedom, they had nothing but their broken
chains.
Lincoln was dead. However, northern idealists worked hard to implement the ideas of their
great leader. The blacks were given the right to study, to work, to vote, and even to stand for
political positions. And these rights started to be exercised – partially. Yankee idealists flocked
south to take up new responsibilities and bring the nation to the new level of existence. They
started promoting those blacks who deserved that because of their capabilities, they helped the
colored to recover from the wounds inflicted by decades of forced enslavement. But the new
America could not be built so fast, notwithstanding the goals of these idealists. The idea of
universal equality was just maturing, it was fully realized only by mature-minded minority of the
nation. Idealism was not enough to built a new society on the debris of the old one. The blacks
could study, but they were penniless; they could work freely, but many of them returned to their
former owners to work on newly-formed business-agreements; they could vote – but many of
them could not distinguish one political program from another; they could run for the position in
a state government, but most of them were not educated enough to bear such a huge
responsibility. And to recover all these social vices within ten or twenty years proved extremely
utopian. The actual reconstruction was to be a quite prolonged, difficult, and painful process,
which required funds, personas, but, most especially, the will of society to be so. The great
Booker T. Washington was one of the first, who understood the new challenges of the new Era.
According to Washington, unless the colored people got adequately educated and trained, there
would be extremely small chances that they could dispose of their rights fully.
Another danger which threatened to impede this progressive process, was the discord in
American political establishment regarding the status of the colored populations. The
conservative white Democrats vehemently opposed the initiatives of the Republicans to
strengthen the position of the colored people throughout the states. Conservative Democrats
facilitated the creation of paramilitary groups like Ku Klux Klan, the White League, and the Red
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Shirts, which undertook violent actions against black freedmen in the South. The most notable
event is the suppression of the greatest riot, which took place in 1917 in East Saint Louis, where
two hundred Afro-Americans perished and six thousand were burnt out of their homes (Lewis,
1989). All in all, the Northern officials informed about the increasing number of violence
accompanied with torturing and killing of the freedmen in southern states.
Although the serpent of slavery was beheaded, its eggs were not destroyed and its offspring
escaped. The controversy which existed between the North and the South, between progressive
industrial forces and regressive industrial relations, had not been eliminated by the destruction of
the Confederacy and unification of the nation. It still remained the controversy, but in a rather
veiled form. Reconstruction’s mistake was that the reformer started building the house not from
the foundation, but from the roof.
Booker T. Washington, who grew up in West Virginia during Reconstruction, concluded:
The Reconstruction experiment in racial democracy failed because it began at the wrong end,
emphasizing political means and civil rights acts rather than economic means and selfdetermination.

(Harlan, 1988, p. 164)

Washington sought the solution of the challenges, first of all, in being trained and educated,
and, second, in training and educating others. The University of Tuskegee, which subsequently
became the symbol of black education, was initially confined to a small church, where the black
students would humbly and meekly expose themselves to the world of learning, which became
accessible for them from the Years of Reconstruction:
Ideals are like the stars,
Always above our reach.
Humbly I tried to learn,
More humbly did I teach.
(Ramperad & Roessel, 1995, p. 67)

- Langston Hughes writes in his Teacher (1927) about the educational fervor overwhelming the
colored America during the Reconstruction. Whatever means the blacks had, they tried to use it
for the education of their children. What earlier had been a legally forbidden fruit, now became
the allowed, and, moreover, a necessary thing. And the Reconstruction Negro avidly started to
devour the A, B, and C of what is called literacy. Now, he thought, he would not need to listen to
white preachers about what was in the Scriptures, he would not confide his books risking to be
caught and receive a harsh beating. Now he belonged to himself, he, the Israel, being rid of
Egyptian yoke, with the hope to finally settle peacefully down on the Promised Land.
Booker T. Washington understood that however noble the idea or racial equality was, given
the present social and economic preconditions, it was doomed to fail. The story of Fisk
University, one of those specifically designated for the colored people, is very notable. Several
years after its establishment, the University was at the edge of financial catastrophe. Other black
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colleges and universities were in no better condition. Some of them had no means not only to pay
the wages of teachers, but even to maintain and heat the premises. There is freedom, there are
teachers, there are learners, there are premises, but there is something still wrong. The Teacher
of Langston Hughes concludes in the following words:
But now I lie beneath cool loam
Forgetting every dream;
And in this narrow bed of earth
No lights gleam.
(Rampersad & Roessel, p. 67)

Although the post-bellum Negro gained the freedom to learn, this freedom proved hard to be
realized. He had to re-gain this freedom step by step by himself. And the unexpected help came:
although the post-bellum Negro was not yet sufficiently trained to answer the demands of
developing labor market, he was in possession of something, which his white counterparts had
just occasionally.
In America most white people think, of course, that all Negroes can sing and dance, and have a
sense of rhythm.
(The Langston Hughes Reader, 1958, p.331)

- Hughes writes in his The Big Sea. The belief of most whites in America in times of Hughes
was not groundless. Soon after the iron chains were removed from the wrists of the slave, and
soon after he was given the opportunity to freely breath, eat, and speak, the white America
discovered the skill, the capacity, the talent, which the Negro developed through the decades of
the forced “im-plantation”: the tremendous ability to reproduce orally the musical pieces, while,
at the same time, creating unique versions, “arranged” according to the taste and musical
perception of a black performer. For decades of slavery, the blacks developed their unique
musical culture – spirituals, the religious hymns based on musical harmonies stemming from the
jungles and shores of Africa, sacred songs addressed to God appealing to his grace – the grace to
protect them from evil on earth, and devil in Heaven.
Having good intuition, the Fisk enthusiasts promptly discerned the treasure imbedded in the
colored students. Soon, by the initiative of George White and Adam Spence the Negro choir of
the students at Fisk was organized. The choir triumphantly traveled across the United States and
Europe and raised funds enough to continue university activities (Конен, 1977).
The musical legacy of black slaves transferred to the Reconstruction generation had to be
discovered anew by the white America. The ante-bellum white America’s attitude towards the
Negro folklore was quite straightforward and simplistic: Negro spirituals, ballads, or work-songs
were perceived as something barbarian, or, in any case, inferior to musical forms of white
America. Besides, if the musical tradition of Yankees was based on Puritan hymns, which were
featured by strictness of form and simplicity of content, that of the South was associated and
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self-identified with serious classical European tradition. Wealthy Southern families proudly
called themselves aristocrats, claiming to belong to the lines of European nobility. For them the
northern musical tradition of Yankees was primitive and tasteless. On the contrary, classical
European music was favored as the only true musical art. It goes without saying that in the end
history identified this attitude as snobbish, as it was exactly because of this diversity, which bore
the great American national musical traditions, in which the “primitive” New England hymns
played not the least part.
If spirituals were the musical tradition of the colored people, designed to be performed in
church, then the work songs were the music to be performed “at field”. Often both spirituals and
work-songs were composed by white masters in order to maintain “the working spirit” among
“the subordinates”. White preachers made colored parishioners repeat the words appealing to
subordination here on earth, promising the reward hereafter, in Heaven. Similarly, the work
songs were often cynically composed to raise gratitude towards the “Massas” for their merciful
ruling of slaves. But the main thing was that the blacks started to lyric-wise interpret the words
of both spirituals and work-songs, and, most important, enrich the melodic lines by musical
modes, stemming from African mainland.
Langston Hughes derived much both from spirituals and work-songs. The trained ear can
distinguish one of the most common techniques used in Negro spirituals and work-songs: call
and response. As a labor and folk poet, Langston Hughes wrote numerous songs dedicated to
working class, which, having preserved only a remote resemblance to the ante-bellum worksongs, can be viewed as a changed, transformed, but, nevertheless, the maintained old tradition.
Let us take, for example, the already mentioned poem of 1929 Misery. The poem is written in
(and actually is) the typical form of the XIX century work-song. Each chorus has four verses, of
which the first two are the same. The first stanza says:
Play the blues for me.
Play the blues for me.
No other music
‘Ll ease my misery.
(Rampersad & Roessel, 1995, p. 77)

In a typical work-song either two or three, of the four, lines of a stanza are repeated. Of the
four verses, the even ones can be considered as a response – the collective answer of a choir. In
the noted chorus, the second line – “Play the blues for me” can be sung in polyphony as an
answer, hence the name – “call and response”.
Another example of a “modern” work-song can be a poem Workin’ Man (1927). It is written
in the Dunbarian sequence of four-line stanzas, with the even ones rhyming with each other. It is
a typical poem of protest, the type of poetry Hughes delves deeply in the 1930s. In the present
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piece, however, his leftish sentiments are not so distinct and obvious, for which reason this poem
cannot be called a “proletariat” one in the Marxist sense of this word. It is rather a folk verse –
the verse of urban working class originating in a popular tradition of work-songs, ballads, and
dialect poetry.
The poem opens with a stanza in which the hero states that he toils the whole day, coming to
an uncomfortable and comfortless flat (“hovel”) at night. The spouse of the working man is
forced to help the husband to make the subsistence through working in the street as a prostitute
(“ain’t nothin’ but a ‘hore”). The whole being of the man is discomfort and misery. Even his
wife fails to satisfy him as a man either because of their desperate situation, or for the absence of
love between them (“But she don’t gimme lovin’ / Cause she ain’t de right kind”). In the final
stanza the working man concludes that, he, being a hard working man, pays double,
Cause I tries to be good
An’ gits nothin’ but trouble
(Rampersad & Roessel, 1995, p. 119)

Although there are no repetition of the line in the ABCB-type stanza, as it often occurs in real
work-songs, one may assume the supposed call-and-response pattern if the first and the second
lines of the chorus are considered.
Langston Hughes wrote numerous “work songs of XX century”, they constitute a lion’s share
of his poetry of protest, and, generally, of the whole literary heritage of his. The above noted
poem is written under heavy influence of the dialect poetry of Paul Laurence Dunbar. At the
same time, this, and other similar poems – protest poems among them – belong to the poems of
social conscience and the common man, influenced by another predecessor of his – Carl
Sandburg.
Here there is another labor poem of Hughes, which is, this time, written in a very Sandburgian
tradition – that of social conscience ornamented in patterns and rhythms of verse-libre: A Song to
a Negro Wash-woman (1927). In this poem, Hughes praises the industriousness, humility, and
selflessness of a colored working female. In the first stanza, Hughes speaks of the soul of the
woman “washed clean” – the metaphor he chose to describe the purity of the heart of a
hardworking person and says his stock of words is insufficient to glorify her personality.
This is one of his poems where Hughes skillfully raises the black-white racial problems. In
the second stanza the phrase “I saw you wringing out the last shirt in Miss White Lady’s
kitchen” the poet 1) uses the antonomasia “Miss White” to show that the centuries go, but still
the blacks remain the servants of the whites; and 2) uses the word “shirt” metaphorically to
accentuate that, being largely of white color, shirts as a symbol of superiority belong to the white
race.
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The third stanza is interesting from the standpoint of the form: here, although continuing
writing in the peculiar Sandburg verse-libre, Hughes imperceptibly introduces a regular four-line
stanza, the verses of which could be identified as a transformed, veiled, but still, present calland-response pattern.
But I know, at seven one spring morning you were on (call)
Vermont Street with a bundle in your arms going to wash clothes (response)
And I know I’ve seen you in a New York subway train in (call)
the late afternoon coming home from washing clothes. (response)
(Rampersad & Roessel, 1995, p. 41)

In the fourth stanza Hughes enumerates different merits of a Negro wash-woman and says
that he knows them: nurturing the children and giving them education; faithfulness and
helpfulness to the husband; the modesty in the decor of the apartment; and, referring to the
white-black social status:
And how you raise your churches from white suds for the
service of the Holy God.
(Rampersad & Roessel, 1995, p. 41)

Hughes uses the metaphor “white suds” (meaning literally “soap foam” or “soap water”)
twice in the poem: in the first and the third stanzas. Under them he means “white people”. Here
the irony can be discerned: the wash-woman builds her church on the basis of the ones
established by the white people to worship her Holy God. The colored people baptized and
converted during the Second Great Awakening come to the mind, while reading these lines.
In the fifth stanza, a Negro wash-woman of Langston Hughes’s is singing. “Hanging white
clothes on long lines in the sun-shine” she is singing a work-song; whereas “in church a Sunday
morning . . . praising . . . Jesus” she is singing a spiritual – two main Afro-American types of
folklore of ante-bellum, and early-post-bellum period.
In the final stanza, Hughes follows the pattern of his spiritual teacher Carl Sandburg: just like
in Chicago, Hughes closes the poem with the words repeating those said in the first stanza about
the “soul clean” and “clothes clean” Negro wash-woman with only one, although significant,
addition: “Singing” is the key word of the last stanza: here the poet repeats it four times.
Both spirituals and work-songs were disclosed to the wide public in the United States exactly
in the Reconstruction period: the experience of Fisk University was just one of the most
successful cases. It caused ambiguous reaction: some American citizens got charmed by the
vocal art of their colored compatriots, finding it beautiful, harmonic, and moving; others
continued to consider it lacking structure, being coarse, and even vulgar considering the criteria
the art, especially, religious art, should be based on. In a sense, both of these opinions can be
considered as true: it was exactly because of this duality that it became possible for such a
unique musical art called jazz to come into existence later. But the road towards jazz was to be
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like Golgotha: it had to be covered and achieved through suffering, just as the Savior set off on
his last way on the passage towards resurrection. The Reconstruction – the hope of many –
abolitionists, fugitive slaves, freedmen, and their children – sadly came to the end. It came to the
end, because the society was not yet ready for such radical reforms. The Negro, now freedman,
had to pass another ordeal of his historical passage – The Nadir.

3.3.2. The Relationship between the Blues and Spiritual Music with Reference to
Langston Hughes
Protest penetrates the whole creative passage of Langston Hughes’s. This protest finds its
expression in three major poetical forms, which the poet used: verse-libre as a continuation of the
line started by Carl Sandburg; dialect verse modified after the style of Paul Laurence Dunbar; the
blues – the authentic folk tradition of Afro-Americans.
Blues, ragtime and spirituals are three musical traditions of Afro-Americans, where jazz
started from (Finkelstein, 1948). Nowadays, many scholars of arts-and-letters reckon that the use
of the blues is the greatest contribution of Langston Hughes’s to Harlem Renaissance. Faith
Berry writes that Langston referred to The Weary Blues as his “lucky poem” (Berry, 1983).
Steven Tracy thinks that Langston Hughes’s famous Weary Blues is a fitting opening to all of the
poet’s volumes written (Tracy, 1988). Gwynn considers that the greatest contribution of
Hughes’s lies in the fact that he transformed the blues as a merely form of Negro folklore into a
serious literary tradition (Gwynn, 2004).
How did it come to pass that the blues played the crucial part in Langston Hughes’s
creations? Why it happened so that the poet gained the widest recognition through “literary
processing” of a quite simple (in literary sense of this word) lyrical forms, which has, however,
gradually won the popularity all over the world? The answer lies, first of all, in the importance of
the blues as social and cultural phenomenon and its significance as a social and cultural
paradigm in American history. Second, and proceeding from the previous sentence, it is
explained by specificity of the blues as a separate musical form, and its difference from its
predecessors – the spiritual and work-song.
As it was mentioned above, spiritual music along with the work song was the main musical
tradition of Afro-Americans before and during the Years of Reconstruction. For the white
listener, spirituals sounded like purely “black” melodies with its peculiar structural patterns, the
one of call-and-response, in particular, and musical modes, being unknown to the white public
for that period of time. The technique of Call-and-Response had been developed at cotton fields,
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which means that one of them, the leading singer would sing a musical phrase or verse, and the
others would repeat it in choir. If we take the first stanza of the famous spiritual Where You
There When They Crucified My Lord?, we shall see that this is a modification of a work song to
be performed within church. At field, the soloist would shout the first and the third lines,
whereas the rest of his brethren would repeat the phrase in the lines II and IV.
Were you there, when they crucified my Lord?
Were you there, when they crucified my Lord?
Oh, sometimes, it causes me to tremble, tremble, tremble.
Were you there, when they crucified my Lord?
(Gates, Jr. & McKay, 1997, p.7)

It should be mentioned that spirituals, in contrast to work songs, are almost entirely choir
music. Proceeding from the religious demand for submission towards the Superior Being, the
performance of the spiritual neglected the need for the solo vocalist, as if underlining the equality
of all the brethren before the Omnipotent. The individualization of the art inside the church was
regarded sinful, unworthy of a believer, especially when Afro-Americans started converting
massively to Baptism and Methodism – the teachings, which accentuated the democratic, “equalbefore-God” approach to parishioners, but which, at the same time, demanded from parishioners
sticking to the same democratic principles in their own turn. The elder or preacher was the only
one who provided guidance for the parishioners, and singing the solo was considered as breaking
the unwritten rule of subordination ethics.
Another reason for spirituals being sung in a choir lied, as it has already been mentioned, in
the condition of black parishioners. Being subjugated, they ascribed to themselves the features of
Israelites being enslaved by Egyptians. Of course, Black Americans were Christians, they were
parishioners of Christian church, and took part in Christian sermons and rites, but there were too
many factors, which made their condition more alike to that of Hebrews in the expectation of the
Prophet, than that of Gentiles having accepted the Messiah. Respectively, their ecclesiastical art
unconsciously imitated those forms of the church art, where the Messiah was not present yet, as
there was not present the artist (soloist) acting as a mediator between the parishioners (choir) and
the Messiah. (This tradition would appear much later in the form of gospel music – an outgrowth
of spiritual music, which will be dealt with below). At that stage of Negro history, no other forms
of musical expression except the collective one were possible. But, after the Emancipation and
the Years of Reconstruction, spirituals, and even more so, work songs, could not remain the only
forms of Negro folk music.
At the same time, it would be a mistake to think that spiritual music was the music based
entirely on African roots. Just like nearly all other forms of American music, spiritual music is a
synthetic genre. The musicologist Conen identifies the two obvious roots from which spiritual
music stems: European and African. European roots of the music are those of Anglo-Celtic
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folklore, the musical patterns of which were incorporated first into Puritan hymns of New
England, and later developed while used in Baptist and Methodist hymns during the Second
Great Awakening (Конен, 1977).
But, however strong European influence over the sacred hymns of Afro-Americans was, it
was not decisive in what made a spiritual hymn distinct from its New England counterpart. First
of all, it was the rhythmical background provided by rhythm section (bass, drums), second it was
such techniques as Call-and-Response, hollers, shouts etc., and, the most important of all, it was
harmony. The main harmonic pattern which radically set spiritual music apart from its brotherly
New England religious hymn was the musical mode (scale) unknown for European
continental music. We know that classical European music from classicist times until the
appearance of impressionists uses two major musical modes – natural major and natural
minor.
For example, if we play the natural major in the scale of C, we have (Fig. 3.1):

♪C

♪D

♪E

♪F

♪G

♪A

♪B

♪C

Fig. 3.1. Natural major scale
If we play the natural minor in the scale of C, we have (Fig. 3.2)

♪C

♪D

♪ EЬ

♪F

♪G

♪A

♪ BЬ

♪C

Fig. 3.2. Natural minor scale
These two modes (scales) are the ones on which the religious hymns of White America – of

Puritan denominations of the First Great Awakening, and, later, of Baptist, Methodist, and other
evangelic congregations of the Second Great Awakening, were based.
Afro-American spirituals use mainly the first of these scales (natural major), together with,
alternatively, its simplified version corresponding to the so-called major pentatonic scale
(Fig.3.3):
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♪C

♪D

♪E

---

♪G

♪A

♪C

Fig. 3.3. Major pentatonic scale
Nearly 95% of all known spirituals are composed and written in these musical scales

(Sargeant, 1975). This mode, found in different cultures of mankind, was incorporated in AfroAmerican folklore from Anglo-Celtic tradition.
The minor scale described above is used in the spirituals far more rarely. Only 5% of known
spirituals can be attributed to the number of those written in this musical mode (Sargeant, 1975).
For example, the famous spiritual Go Down, Moses is written in this very key.
However, one of the musical modes used in Afro-American, and, thus, in spiritual music,
being distinct from that of natural major or minor, is so-called blues mode, featuring so-called
blue notes. The blue notes are the flattened 3rd and flattened 7th played in C-Major. Thus,
the blues mode looks as follows (Fig.3.4):

♪C

♪D

♪G
♪ F-F# (passing note)
♪ EЬ-E (blue note)

♪A

♪ BЬ-B (blue note)

♪C

Fig. 3.4. Blues scale
This exceptional musical mode, reminding us of European minor pentatonic, but differing

from it by extra notes adding to its “blue” (sad) sound, was from times immemorial present on
African continent until it was imported to American continent (Collier, 1979).
The designation of the blue notes is to create the sound, and hence, the mood of melancholy
and sadness. We think, it is already unnecessary to explain, why exactly melancholy and sadness
was to be the denominator of musical mood of the pre-Emancipation Negro. There is, however,
another notable thing with regard to musical harmony of spirituals. As we have already
mentioned a number of times, the lyrical part of spirituals permanently created the mood and
atmosphere of hope among parishioners; instead of the sense of sorrow overwhelming the
colored people humbly gathered around the altar, these hymns generated the feeling of hope and
optimism, which was founded on the experience taken from the events described in the Old
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Testament. This generation of hope and belief in the termination of sufferings was expressed in
the lyrics of the spiritual. At the same time, it was expressed in the music itself.
When we above analyzed the difference of African-based blues mode in contrast to Europeanoriginated modes of natural major and minor, we sad that the flattening of the III step (E to EЬ)
and of the VII step (B to BЬ) leads to creation of blue, mournful sounds, which better than every
words explain the spiritual lament of the Negro soul. However, the paradox of the blues mode
lies in the fact that when a pianist (or guitarist, or vocalist) flattens the 3 rd position, his left
accompanying hand (or the background voices or even orchestra) does not flatten the
corresponding 3rd note in the accompaniment chord, thus creating the major musical sound,
picking the so-called dominant-seven chord, which became the characteristic chord in the
spirituals, blues, and, later in jazz. With this explanation, the left hand (background
accompaniment) extension for the figures 1, 2, 3, and 4 would look as follows:
♪G

♪G

♪E

♪ EЬ

♪C

♪C

Fig. 3.5

Fig. 3.6

Major triad

Minor triad (Cm)

(C)

(♪ A)

♪ BЬ

♪G

♪G

♪E

♪E

♪C

♪C

Fig. 3.7

Fig. 3.8

Major triad with
Blues (dominant)
added sixth (C6) chord (C7)

Thus, initially a Negro spiritual was featured by a musical harmony having an obvious
dichotomy: blue, “minor”, notes, conveying the sense of melancholy, accompanied by the major
triads with blue 7th, the so-called “minor scale with major meaning” as one musician put it.
Apart from the lyrics, it is exactly this dichotomy – “blue” (sad) vs. “major” (cheerful),
which creates twofold effect over human’s mind: on the one hand, it creates the sense of
sadness and sorrow; on the other hand, these sadness and sorrow are set against the
background of cheer and hope. “Laughter through crying” – that is why people often
describe the blues harmony in this way.
All the above-described musical modes lay in the basis of Afro-American spiritual music sung
by enslaved colored population of America. Thus, another dichotomy is obvious in the folklore
of African Americans: European-based harmony, utilization of the above-mentioned modes of
natural major, pentatonic major, and natural minor and African-based harmony represented by
the blues mode. Both of these traditions were incorporated in the art of spiritual singing from the
earliest days of slavery, with European-origin elements gradually gaining more and more
significance.
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The already mentioned scholar Winthrop Sargeant writes that while relatively few of the
published spirituals reflect European melodic principles clearly enough, in the most part of
primeval examples of religious singing in the South of the USA they are realized unusually
consistently. At the same time, if a well-trained Negro choir is more inclined towards the
imitation of European, “white” traditions, then the singing of small rural communities of the
Marginal South, penetrated with unified elemental religious impulse, is often based on the
intervalics of “blues tetrachords”, which is especially visible in the moments of utmost exaltation
(Sargeant, 1975).
Thus, the blues harmony has been present in the melody of Negro spirituals from the very
beginning, playing one of the most significant parts in making this musical form different from
its “white” analogies – Anglo-American religious hymns.
However, it was not spirituals, which would play the decisive role in the poetry of Langston
Hughes. Although he admitted that spirituals had been one of the sources of inspiration in his
creative explorations, it was not the spiritual, but rather its child – the blues – which Hughes
used both as his peculiar poetical tool as well as one of the means of expressing his protest.
Langston Hughes wrote numerous poetical pieces of the blues. From numerous poems, which
he wrote in total during his life, the blues poems constitute the substantial number (statistics are
dealt with in the Chapter III of this thesis). The first significant, and, probably, the most popular
of his poems up to the present times has been The Weary Blues, written and published in 1926 in
the selection of poems of the same name. This poem is generally considered as “the calling card”
of the poet and is usually the first from the Hughes’s poems to be included in any readers or
anthologies dealing with Afro-American poetry. At the same time, we should not forget that, as it
was mentioned above, the blues was only one of the three main poetical forms identified by us
(along with post-Sandburg verse-libre, and post-Dunbar dialect verse), which Hughes used as he
stepped in the realm of Harlemites, and continued through 30s and 40s until he combined these
three in the famous Montage of the Dream Deferred of 1951, which he himself qualified as
“poetic bebop”. It is interesting to analyze and try to understand why exactly the blues was so
important for the poet, what the reasons of the blues becoming one of the main media of his
creations were, and why it played such a significant part in the history of Afro-American
literature. To answer these two questions we shall survey some of the examples of his poetry
with reference to certain period of the history of Afro-Americans covering the years of 18771901, mentioned above as the Decades of Disappointment, or simply Nadir.
In his essay Songs Called the Blues of 1940, Langston Hughes provides the wide reader with
the popularized perception of what the blues is. He explains what the blues is while comparing it
with spiritual music:
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The Blues and the Spirituals are two great Negro gifts to American music. The Spirituals are
group songs, but the Blues are songs you sing alone. The Spirituals are religious songs, born in
camp meetings and remote plantation districts. But the Blues are city songs rising from the
crowded streets of big towns, or beating against the lonely walls of hall bed-rooms where you
can’t sleep at night. The Spirituals are escape songs, looking toward heaven, tomorrow, and God.
But the Blues are today songs, here and now, broke and broken-hearted, when you’re troubled in
mind and don’t know what to do, and nobody cares.
(The Langston Hughes Reader, 1948, p.159.)

Above we provided our vision of what spiritual is, which can be seen as an extension of
Hughes’s opinion. Let us provide you with a similar vision of what the blues actually is and what
it is specifically for Langston Hughes.
3.3.3. The Secular and Non-Secular Definitions of the Blues and Their Significance in
the Poetry of Langston Hughes
As we mentioned, the blues harmony was being present in Negro work songs and spirituals in
the form of the blues musical mode, which was described as the major scale with added
flattened, “blue”, notes. This unique mode was present, but nobody called it “the blues”. The
Blacks were mellowing blue notes vocalwise unknowingly, just because it was there, it was in
their blood, unconsciously, just like the birds use the peculiar warbles not being aware that they
are producing something, which is different from any sounds found in the nature. There was no
such term as “the blues” yet. A slave never knew what happiness was, so could he distinguish
between “merry” and “blue”? All he knew was the feeling of deep despair, despondency, sorrow,
and mourning over his and his children’s present and future. As Frederick Douglass wrote in his
Narrative:
Slaves sing most when they are most unhappy. The songs of the slave represent the sorrows of
their heart; and he is relieved by them, only as an aching heart is relieved by its tears.
(Gates, Jr. & McKay, 1997, p.77).

The Emancipation and, especially, Reconstruction restored to the Blacks the sense of dignity,
pride, and honor. The Reconstruction years witnessed an unprecedented activity of the colored
population, never known before. Although deprived of the initial capital, the colored people were
allowed to start their business; although without money, they were allowed to get education;
although many without education, they were allowed to participate in political life – it seemed
that this chain will continue ever and ever... So went the years of 1865-1877, featured by
political dominance of moderate Republicans, who historically had proved the most active
proponents of abolitionism, and adepts of the equal rights for the Blacks.
And that was when the greatest disappointment in the history of Afro-Americans came. By
the end of the 1870s it turned out, first of all, that White South was by no means ready to accept
the Black people as equal-status citizens; and, second, it showed that the political parties
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dominating American stage, preferred to close their eyes at the trends and events, which
developed after the brief enjoyment of semi-cosmetic freedom. That is, American society proved
not mature enough to sustain this freedom.
Even this semi-cosmetic freedom of former slaves did not suit the conservatively disposed
members of society. Even after the adoption of the Thirteenth Amendment (1863), the Southern
states adopted the so-called “Black Codes”, which would determine the status of freedmen. The
deprivation of the right to vote was among the most discriminating principles (although the
military rule established by the Great Reconstruction Acts returned the Blacks their suffrage).
In spite of the new legal framework established by North in the South, most white Southerners
struggled vehemently to restore the “White Rule” in their former Fatherland.
When Langston Hughes capitalizes all letters in the word “FREEDOM”, he does so in the
gloomy disappointment with regard to the long-cherished liberty being actually lost, which is
mixed with the protest against those people and their actions, which caused this loss. The end of
the Reconstruction was also the end of those civil liberties, the taste of which the colored people
have hardly managed to try. In spite of that, and alongside with his protesting spirit, Langston
Hughes in some of his poems, Let America Be America Again, especially, demonstrates an
unbelievable faith in American democracy as a tool for the realization of American Dream. The
great paradox of the system of the country, founded in accordance of the ideals set by the
Founding Fathers, lies in the fact that for that specific period of Afro-American, and, generally,
American, history – post-Reconstruction times – American liberty proved beneficial for ones and
disadvantageous for others, however bitter that might sound.
Everything started in 1877 – the Rubicon marked by the Compromise between the
conservatives in the North and South and the Federal Government. While Honest Abe, “the RailSplitter”, was the main constructor of the Emancipation and the Great Amendments of the
Constitution, the powerful Railway Lobby was to become the force, which would trigger the
factual nullification of many principles of these Amendments. It was the Southern railway
lobbyists, who stepped forward as the initiators of the Compromise of 1877 – the bringing into
presidency of the Republican Rutherford B. Hayes in return for the withdrawal of the federal
troops from the South. The additional bonus the wealthy southerners – former slaveholders –
enjoyed from the Compromise was a conciliatory policy toward the South as well as provision of
federal subsidies by Congress (Logan, 1954).
In other words, although the Civil War had been inevitable, the sustaining of the equality
between the races could not be enforced forever by military control. Sooner or later this control
had to come to the end. It was purely philosophical issue of how soon or how late it should end
exactly. Just as a human being has free will over his actions, the nation had its free will to decide
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whether it should continue or stop. Such decision-making can prove right or wrong. For AfroAmericans it proved to have the worst consequences they could imagine.
“Cultivate peace and harmony with all” – these are the famous words of George Washington
from his farewell address to the nation. President Hayes used the phrase “peace and harmony”
numerous times in his various speeches during his presidential term. The idea of peace and
harmony between North and South made him withdraw the troops from the South and leave the
South on his own – the famous Let Alone of Hayes. Worst of all, this Let Alone presupposed the
autonomy of Southern states in educational issues. The universal suffrage rested upon universal
education – thus the states could limit the colored people in literacy (Logan, 1954). Thus, the
dream of Frederick Douglass to have his brethren properly educated was hindered. The Blacks
were deceived once again.
This policy continued with insignificant variations with coming and changing of the
following presidents. Dr. Rayford W. Logan, Professor of Howard University defines the federal
policy from President Hayes to President Wilson with regard to colored population as “the
betrayal of the Negro”. Indeed, the whole federal policy of the last third of XIX century toward
the Negro was full with declarative statements about the “Inalienable Rights” of people
regardless of the color of their skin, but in reality, having allowed the states to enact their own
regulations designed in contravention of the Great Amendments, the federal power actually left
millions of Blacks at the mercy of fate. If before and during the Reconstruction, there were
significant differences between the position of leading parties regarding the plight of the Negro,
one being outgrown from the ideals of radical abolitionism, led by the people, who had called
their progressive ideals “republicanism”, while the other, having different vision on racial issues,
had viewed their actually reactionary program as the way to “democracy”, then after the
Compromise of 1877, the differences between the platforms of the parties regarding the colored
citizens have virtually disappeared. Many principles of the Great Amendments remained
beautiful slogans, a packaging, beautiful from outside, but inside having lots of corrupt contents.
Langston Hughes wrote numerous poems of protest addressing to national government. In
these poems he becomes indignant because of the inconsistency between what is declared by the
federal government and what actual state of events is. His poem Dear Mr. President (1943) is
one of the most vivid examples of these pieces. Although in the poem Hughes appeals to a
particular president, its content can be applied to any American president of the postReconstruction period discussed above. It is written on behalf of a Black soldier, serving in
South – “Down the Alabam / Wearing the uniform / Of Uncle Sam”. Each of nine stanzas of the
poem is an indignation about the segregated condition of a Black in South, mixed with sarcasm
directed at the hypocritical speeches of the first officials of the state:
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Respectfully, therefore,
I call your attention
To these Jim Crow laws
Your speeches don’t mention
(Rampersad & Roessel, 1995, p.272)

The poem is an allusion of the condition of the Black Soldiers during and after the SpanishAmerican War of 1898. As Anthony L. Powell (1998) mentions, by 1890, the mere presence of
the Black troops in any area of the U.S. was enough to spark anti-Black actions. Black soldiers
systematically encountered the discriminating attitude even after returning from the war, which,
in their opinion, ought not to have been expressed because of their accomplishments while
fighting for the American cause. They were refused to be served in the places attended by the
whites, such as restaurants or recreational areas, and forced to obey the Jim Crow practices of
segregation at buses and trains.
By 1890, the relationship between the power and the colored went much farther than just a
“betrayal”. “Betrial” could be the better term, if such a word existed in English. Indeed, every
aspect of the life of the Negro – his honor and dignity, social life and financial condition, and,
most important, health and life – all these were put on trial again. The overall euphoria of 1860s,
and the reconstruction of 1870s, gave gradually way through 1880s to pragmatic and calculating
attitude of politicians, and scornful, intolerant, and merciless treatment of many neighbor
citizens.
Jim Crow law is a phenomenon, giving much source of nourishment for scholars even today.
The mocked image of a Black person, the caricature of a colored man personified by white actors
in 1830s became the symbol, against which the whole set of anti-Negro regulations were enacted
even in 1860s and 70s, which were to be flourished from 1880s for several decades. By many in
white community, Jim Crow was not worth to dine where the whites dined, could not rest, where
the whites rested, could not sit while traveling where the whites sat. The dark irony of Jim Crow
laws is that they became gloomy cartoons themselves: in 1930s, in the Cotton club – the
Northern Mecca of traditional jazz and swing – the Blacks were not allowed to enter the
premises where their own colored brethren played. Thus, the colored people performing at the
club were johns and jacks from Negro fairy tales, defying God Himself by their amazing art,
while the colored wishing to listen and enjoy were merely jim crows...
In contrast to Jim Crow laws, by the beginning of 1890s lynching had become an unwritten
law by which “justice” was exercised as far as the crimes committed by the colored citizens were
concerned. In times of slavery, a Negro could not be simply lynched by a throng, as he belonged
to a white Massa, who was the only one exercising justice over him. Now the picture had
changed. Should anybody steal something – the colored man was guilty, so why not beat him to
death? Should anybody kill somebody – the Black citizen was accused, as in the perception of
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the many Blacks were incurable savages, deserving hanging immediately. Should a white woman
be raped – of course, the Negro was the rascal, since in the mind of many white Southerners only
these creatures were inclined to such an unchristian behavior! The (unwritten) verdict was,
often, to burn the scoundrel. For, as we remember, Jim Crow was cursed as early as in times of
Noah, and he had no soul to save, therefore, it was an act of mercy to let him have his soulless
flesh turned into ashes.
White society, especially in the South, consigned to oblivion the ideals proclaimed by the
Second Great Awakening and its political counterpart – the Emancipation with its Great
Amendments. Evangelization gave the way to Pharisaism one more time. Society did not manage
to resist the temptation of turning former slaves into factual servants instead of making them the
full-value citizens. It is true, the Negro was never an Israelite slave under the Egyptian yoke. But
he was not a full member of Roman republic either. He was not even plebeian. He was someone
else – a member of his own community, who could always be condemned, humiliated, tortured,
and killed – the common fate of Christians in Roman times.
This was completely new stage of Afro-American history – the Nadir, as Rayford W. Logan
called it, the darkest period after slavery times. The Blacks found themselves betrayed,
neglected, and oppressed again. The yoke of Egyptian oppression was cast, but another yoke
hung over them – the republic now considered them not slaves, but second-rate citizens:
“Out of the frying pan into the fire.”
The dreams of equality, brotherhood, and liberty burst like a soap bubble. Spiritual music
songs had been keeping the sparks of hopes in the Negro for dark decades of slavery, and had
these sparks hardly become reality, the new gloomy reality replaced the short term of romantic
happiness... Spiritual (religious) music was an artistic protest of the pre-Emancipation (Old)
Negro. However, a theology-based official oppression was now replaced by secular-based
official oppression again. Therefore, spiritual music could not remain the protest of the
Negro anymore. So deep and sharp was the shock of the Blacks from the events, which
followed the brief post-Emancipation period that they could not seek consolation in spiritual
music any longer. If “theocracy” bore its spiritual artistic counterpart in the Negro, the new,
more secular forms of subjugation should bear their own, new counterpart. The blues became
such a counterpart at the end of XIX century.
The blues emerged exactly as the reaction on the new troubles of colored people in
America during the years of Nadir. Actually, as we have already mentioned, the elements of
the blues had always been present in Afro-American music much before the blues formed as a
separate genre of Black folklore. James Lincoln Collier (1979) states that the traces of the “blue
notes”, discussed above, are believed to have been existed on African continent at times, when
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there were no spirituals, work songs, ballads or other forms of the folk creations of colored
Americans, which only shaped after first African slaves had been brought to American continent.
Such features of African musical-lyrical folklore as hollers, shouts, call-and-response, and blue
notes date back to the times when the Negro was dwelling freely on his native continent.
However, as the ships of slave-traders headed for the American continent, these elements were
transported to the mainland.
James L. Collier, Valentine Conen and other authoritative scholars state that it is impossible
to identify the exact date of the birth of the blues. However, they all agree that the blues as an
objective cultural paradigm formed at the end of XIX century, in other words, in the Nadir
of Afro-American history (Collier, 1979, Conen, 1977).
It is a widespread opinion in the listening public that the blues is a secular counterpart of
spiritual music. We, however, think that it is a rather simplified view. First of all, the blues
appeared much later than the spiritual did. It would be much more logical to consider the work
song, not the blues, as a secular counterpart of the spiritual music, as both of these genres
(spiritual and work song) kept step with each other the whole long period preceding the
Emancipation and Reconstruction times. Second, the blues formed as a separate type of Black
folklore in a completely different period of Afro-American history, than the spiritual music did.
The Spiritual and the Work song / Ballad are the products of the times of Slavery; the Blues is
the product of the Nadir. The Nadir was the period, which, according to James Loewen,
continued through the 1940s (Loewen, 2005) – through decades featured by the most prolific
writing of Langston Hughes.
Much of the blues poetry of Langston Hughes follows the typical twelve-bar blues pattern.
Thus, in terms of the form, Hughes preserved the original blues structure. However, he made one
innovation, which distinguishes him from the others, who were also writing the blues. Langston
Hughes broke each of the three lines of a blues stanza into two lines, thus making six lines
instead of the three. Gwynn mentions that Hughes recalled that he had done so in order to get
more money, as he was paid by a publisher per each line. Thus, breaking one line into two would
increase his income twice. Thus the line “I got the Weary Blues and I can’t be satisfied” became:
I got the Weary Blues
And I can’t be satisfied.
(Rampersad & Roessel, 1995, p.50)

We, however, think, that he might have as well done this for purely literary purposes. Many of
the typical protest poems of Langston Hughes tend to be written in stanzas containing four lines,
where each line tends to be rhythmically an iambic or trochaic dimeter, although this latter is
often enriched by pyrrhic foot, spondee, or rhythmic inversion. In many of his poems of protest,
unless it is verse-libre, Hughes tries to avoid trimeters, and hardly writes in tetra- or pentameters.
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The excerpt from The Weary Blues, given above, uses trimeter, but it could have been
hexameter, had Hughes left the original form of the blues untouched. By the breaking of a verse
in two lines, Hughes transforms the trivial folklore pattern, being used by dozens of performers
and writers of the lyrics in the genre, into his own unique style, which distinguishes him as a
poet. Although The Weary Blues, being one of his first blues verse, is not an example of actual
protest poetry, in his initial gorgeous try Hughes intuitively groped after a truly unique
technique, which he applied for all pieces of blues without exception. In this poem the poet
successfully combined the elements of the free verse with those of sixteen- and twelve-bar blues,
which made The Weary Blues the model for his subsequent explorations in jazz poetry.
In order to proceed with the analysis of the blues heritage left by Langston Hughes, let
us make a few clarifications about the blues as a lyrical and musical phenomenon.
As it was mentioned and illustrated above, musically the blues is distinguished by the
characteristic blues scale – the scale consisting of seven tones and featured by flatted third and
flatted seventh (as well as a passing note fifth) – so-called blue notes, which create the mood of
sadness, melancholy and experience of misery by a performer.
Structurally, the most common form of the blues consists of 12 bars. This is unusual for
European forms of oral lore, which are featured by 8, 16, or 32 bars. For example, lets take the
famous European (Scottish) ballad Amazing Grace:
Amazing grace, how sweet the sound
That saved a wretch like me.
I once was lost, but now I’m found,
Was blind, but now I see.
‘Twas grace that taught my heart to fear,
And grace my fears relieved,
How precious did that grace appear
The hour I first believed.
(Piano Bar, 1995, Vol.2, p. 6)

As we can see, in terms of poetic rhythm the ballad represents the mixture of iambic
tetrameter (odd lines) and iambic trimeter (even lines).
When musically performed, the ballad consists of 16 bars:

Fig. 3.9. The example of a European ballad: “Amazing Grace”
1
2
3
Ama-zing grace, how
sweet the sound that
saved a wretch like
5
once was lost, but

6
now am found, was

7
blind, but now I

4
me, ___ ___ I
8
see. ___ ___ ‘Twas
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9

10

grace that taught my

heart to fear, and

13

11
grace my fears re-

14

pre-cious did that

grace ap-pear the

12
lieved, __ __ How

15

16

hour I first be-

lieved. __ __ ___

If sung as a religious hymn or as a march (which both are possible), the musical rhythm is 4/4,
that means that within each bar there are 4 units, from which the 1st and the 3rd (two of the four)
are stressed. This is peculiar for European musical tradition: the white listener claps his/her
hands on the 1st and 3rd units of each bar (we underlined them in the table).
The blues have a rather different structure. As we have already said, a typical stanza of the
blues consists of three lines. From these three lines, the first two lines are identical (or the second
one slightly modified), whereas the third line explains and complements the meaning/idea of the
first two lines. Finally, usually these three lines must rhyme with each other.
For example, let us take the first stanza of Everyday I Have the Blues:
Everyday, everyday I have the blues
Everyday, everyday I have the blues
So when you see me worried baby, you know its you I hate to lose
(Piano Bar. 1995, Vol.3, p. 15)

Performed musically, the blues are broken into 12 bars. The musical rhythm is usually 4/4
(i.e. there are four units in each bar, from which two are stressed). However, if in European
music the rhythmic stress falls on the 1st and 3rd units, in Afro-American tradition the stress
falls on the 2nd and the 4th units of a bar. Unlike the white listener, who claps his/her hands on
odd units of a bar, the black listener claps his/her hands on the even units of a bar. During the
band performance, this accent is made by the drummer.
In the first stanza of the above-mentioned blues, we underlined all four rhythmic units of each
bar, and made bold the stressed units. As we can see, the portions of the text can fall either on the
odd or even units of the bar:
Fig. 3.10. The example of the 12-bar blues: “Everyday I Have the Blues”
Every
day ___

I

___ ___
V

day ___ ___ ___
IX
see me worried people ___

II

___ Every day I have the
VI
___ Every day I have the
X
__ you know its you I hate to

III

blues ___ ___ ___

IV

___ ___ ___ Every

VII

VIII

blues ___ ___ ___

___ ___ ___so when you

XI

XII

lose ___ ___ ___

___ ___ ___ ___
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There is no rigid rule as to where to put the portions of the text, although an observer may
observe some insignificant tendencies. Take another song, for example:
Fig. 3.11. The example of the 12-bar blues: “Confusion Blues”
I
Love is so confusing ___
V
Love is so confusing ___
IX
girl went ___ away ___

II
___ There’s time I just
VI
___ There’s time I just
X
___ Oh , ___ I wonder

III
cry ___ ___ ___

IV
___ ___ ___ ___

VII
cry ___ ___ ___

VIII
___ ___ ___ ___My

XI
why ___ ___ ___

XII
___ ___ ___ ___

Finally, let us consider the example of the famous stanza from Langston Hughes’s The Weary
Blues:
Fig. 3.12. The example of the 12-bar blues: “The Weary Blues”
I
II
III
I got the
Weary Blues, and I
can’t be satisfied ____
V
Weary Blues, and I
XIX
happy no more, and I

VI
can’t be satisX
wish that I had

IV
____ ____Got the

VII
fied ____

VIII
____ ____ I ain’t

XI
died ____

XII
____

____

The principles described above are, of course, valid here. The slight difference of the latter
blues from the two previous ones is that its rhythm is 2/4, not 4/4, i.e. there are only two
rhythmical units – the 1st and the 2nd. Still, and we can see it from the table, the musical/rhythmic
stress (accented usually by the drums) always falls on the 2nd.
Such is the Blues in terms of musical and lyrical form, which Langston Hughes took up
as a core of his Harlem-period creations, and which further extended as a powerful tool of
his protest poetry.
The Spiritual, which we have already been extensively discussing, is different from the Blues
in terms of structure (i.e. number of bars). Just as the Work song or Ballad, the Spiritual,
stemming from white hymns of the First and Second Great Awakening times, has usually either
8, 16, or 32 bars, i.e. in terms of the form it reiterates the “white” harmonic patterns. However,
containing often the above-described blues mode (scale), the Spiritual is the father of the Blues,
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and, vise-versa, the Blues can be considered as the child of the Spiritual. Langston Hughes
illustrated this bilateral “father-to-son” and “son-to-father” relationship in his marvelous poem
Moan, which appeared in his second collection of Fine Clothes to the Jew, in 1927. The first line
is, first, broken into two lines, which, in its turn, represents a call at the same time, and, second,
a third line, actually, a phrase, is added, being a response to what has been stated in the first two
lines:
I’m deep in trouble,
Nobody to understand, [call]
Lord, Lord!
[response]

In a peculiar blues manner, this idea is then restated by a second blues line broken again in
two plus “the response”:
Deep in trouble,
Nobody to understand, [call]
O, Lord!
[response]

Finally, a third “triple” line complements the idea just stated:
Gonna pray to ma Jesus,
Ask him to gimme His hand. [call]
Ma Lord!
[response]
(Rampersad & Roessel, 1995, p. 118)

The most fabulous thing regarding this poem is that it is the spiritual written in the blues form,
or, alternatively, it is the blues with the spiritual content. Here, the peculiar blues misery is mixed
with the religious submission to God, which is rather surprising taking into account an
unambiguous position of the poet with regard to religion. The speaker, on behalf of whom the
poet speaks, does not defy his fate, which is most common case in other pieces of the blues. He
laments, but laments with the appeal to the Omnipotent to help him. This poem appeared in
1927, i.e. 5 years prior to the time, when Tommy Dorsey recorded the first piece of a similar
blend of the Blues with Spiritual, which later was called the Gospel Song. Thus, we can assert
that Langston Hughes was ahead of the time, having envisaged the appearance of a new
genre of black folklore. This shall be discussed further below.
This is a rather atypical example of Langston Hughes’s blues. Most of his blues, like most of
the blues in general, are written in a secular context. Langston Hughes was a child of Nadir,
therefore, he was writing in the spirit of Nadir times, which, for African Americans, under the
circumstances of them being betrayed, meant the further secularization of consciousness.
From 1877 to 1901 the Black community experienced a huge disappointment, which continued
up to 1940s as the Nadir was so deep that they could hardly see glimpses of light from above.
The liberty, brotherhood, and equality – the American Dream – appeared to be farther than they
had imagined. Promised Land appeared to be a disappointing mirage in the desert, and former
slaves had to spend decades sweltering under the heat of the Southern sun to realize that they
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were the only ones who could rescue themselves. The justification only through faith (by Luther)
(Kueng, 1995) could not be exercised; the earthly justification could be achieved only through
deeds. That is why the blues as a new socio-cultural paradigm emerged. And, thus, the old type
Negro began to be gradually replaced by the new type Negro. That is what Hughes meant
under the Spiritual as an “escape” song, versus the Blues as a “today” song. The Old Negro
could not act, he was paralyzed by the oppression. He could not rebel – woe to him! – he had to
be submissive. He had no other way than to pray and hope, to escape spiritually from the reality.
The arising New Negro was prevented exactly from coming into this being by the new
circumstances. He was prevented from acting too. That is why what he did was lamentation.
The term of “the blues” itself is a shortened version of the collocation “the blue devils”, the
metaphor, which, in its turn, is interpreted as “melancholy”, “dejection”, or “low spirits”. If
during the slavery times the Blacks officially had only two places, where they could express their
pain and sorrow through art – that is, the church for the spiritual music, and the working filed for
work songs, than after the liberation of 1860s the places of public gatherings of the colored
people called a “jukebox” became more and more widespread. A jukebox was a small place of
public gathering, a meeting place for the colored people, in which they could rest, have a drink,
and listen to a musician play live music. That was usually a guitar with vocals, to which
sometimes a piano was added. A jukebox could be called a primitive club, with the only
difference that any colored person could enter it, unlike a typical club, which hosts only a fixed
list of permanent members. A jukebox was a place of free people – free, being aware, at the same
time, what slavery was, either through the experience of their fathers, or through their own
personal experience. Being formally free, these people constantly felt the sinister weight of the
Nadir – the new burden, which heavily laid on their shoulders and their souls. After the Betrayal
of the Negro, the social and racial injustice touched all the aspects of the life of the Blacks. And
the lamentation of the Blacks found its expression in the new folk art, already described above –
the blues.
Lamentation is Langston Hughes’s pet mood when it comes to the blues. When Hughes enters
the domain of the blues, the tone of his protest usually changes from the actively militant
complaint to the despondent and weary wail:
I’m weary, weary,
Weary as I can be.
Weary, weary,
Weary as can be.
This life’s so weary,
‘S ‘bout to overcome me.
(Rampersad & Roessel, 1995 p. 77)
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This excerpt is taken from the poem Lonesome Place, (Fine Clothes to the Jew, 1927), which
explores the theme of the troubled soul of a human, who feels himself alone. On behalf of a
speaker, the poet says in the first stanza that “a po’, po’ boy can’t / find a friendly face” – a usual
fate of a newcomer in a large and businesslike city. As the narrator develops his story, he makes
a gloomy hint about suicide in the second stanza, when he talks about his wish to go down to the
river, which flows deep and slow,
‘Cause there ain’t no worries
Where de waters go.
(Rampersad & Roessel, 1995, p. 77)

The most intensive migration of the Blacks from South to North occurred during the Decades
of Disappointment, one of the results of which was the creation of the center of Black culture in
New York, Harlem. By the beginning of the XX century the condition of many Blacks in the
South became unbearable. The neglect of their situation by top state politicians opened the gate
for the most conservative and reactionary elements ignoring their certain and inalienable rights.
Ku Klux Klan became aggressively militant and hostile toward the colored citizens in the South.
Lynching became a widespread practice of doing justice. Jim Crow laws were suffocating the
Black population and humiliating them daily. Last but not least, the condition of the Negro was
aggravated by the economic policy, which could not ensure the stable position and the way of
prospering for the colored population in the South.
As Logan states, the freedmen should have been provided with economic opportunities,
which would serve as a superstructure for their political and civil rights. The capital accumulated
in the South was not enough to provide for the jobs. On the other hand, the investments, which
took the place during and after the Reconstruction, were directed more to the East and West, and
not to the South. As for the South, it showed his reluctance to give freedmen equal economic
opportunity, as early as from the Black Codes of 1860s. And even when the Black Codes were
repealed by the federal government, most of the freedmen could not afford themselves to buy a
farm because of lack of money. Although the vast majority of potential farm owners lived in
South, the actual farm owners constituted only one-fourth of Negroes living on farms (Logan,
1970). Thus, agricultural sector, the backbone of the economy of the South, was actually closed
for the majority of potentially enterprising Negroes, as the state policy resulted in the failure to
undergird the political and civil rights of freedmen.
Thus, the whole aggregate of factors acted against the interests of a colored man after the
Reconstruction had ended. Violation of civil rights, artificial barriers created to nullify these
rights, unbearable level of violence either encouraged or ignored by political leaders, and
unfavorable economic conditions made the existence of the already New Negro in the South very
difficult. Reconstruction ended with Disappointment, which was going to last for several
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decades. Therefore, mass exodus of the Negroes from South to North started at the end of the
XIX century.
As Nathan Irving Huggins says in his Harlem Renaissance, it was not only Afro-Americans,
of course, who were taken away the dreams they had cherished at the verge of the XIX and the
XX centuries. It applied to many Americans. However, Negroes, who had just come out of
slavery, “had more to hope for than others, more of a dream to be deferred and then denied”
(Huggins, 1971). The influx of the Blacks to Northern cities came just in proper time to inform
the country about their Disappointment, expressed in arts and letters, one of the greatest means
of which were the Blues.
The blues as a new cultural paradigm formed in Southern states, where, as it was mentioned,
the racial as well as other social problems linked with race were the strongest. It used to be
commonly said that a true bluesman is only the one who was born and learned the art in South
along the river of Mississippi – a beautiful and romantic definition, which, however, becomes
rather obsolete in the modern times of globalization.
As the Blacks moved to the North, as well as other parts of the country, it meant the spread of
the blues from South to all over the United States. Thus, the Blues was carried from the
Mississippi Delta in the South through the vein of the river to the East Coast, Midwest, and
West. It is said that the Blues always contains the experience of misery – and through putting this
misery into lyrics and notation a person gets some relief. We would like to add here that the
feeling which the Blues conveyed, as it moved to the North, was Disappointment – the
disappointment with the reality and existence drawn from the Years of Nadir, which was
expressed through music and words.
As the Blues moved North, it gradually created the whole “set of schools” in large cities.
Currently, we often encounter terms like “Detroit Blues”, “East Coast Blues”, and others. It is
notable that in Chicago the Blues managed to get established as a very original type of the art, by
which later they generalized the whole genre in Great Britain, and the rest of Europe and the
world. “Chicago Blues” – that is how they call it. The Blacks, who thought that they finally
escape from the provincialism of the South suffocating them and infringing on their rights,
sought shelter in a large city. They hoped that a large city would be different from Southern
ways, they thought of applying their skills there where there was sufficient demand and enough
resources. Having escaped (as they thought), they dreamt of the new life.
But the reality of Nadir years had many facets. Although the scales of racial injustice in the
North were different, and less sharp and diehard than in the conservative South, the essential
picture remained the same. Jim Crow raged both in the South and the North with the exception
that the North proved to be more open and ready to accept Johns and Jacks, who came out of the
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Black folk, to enjoy seeing them on the stage, in contrast to the South, who simply turned away
from John and Jack. However, the North reckoned John or Jack as a servant, who in his
perception was merely the Jim Crow, a buffoon, called in the best case to entertain the White
folks. A large city was another disappointment for the Negro, who preferred to change their rural
unpromising being for the urban mirage of prospects. When Carl Sandburg was writing about
Chicago saying “...so I turn to those who sneer at this my city, and I give them back the sneer...”
he grounds this action of his on the fact that one should understand that the city is “wicked”,
“crooked”, “brutal”, and “cunning”. The big cities of the North proved disillusion to the Negro.
Some scholars think that American race relations reached their nadir in the beginning of the
XX century, exactly after which NAACP and National Urban League, which patronized Harlem
Renaissance movement, emerged (Luker, 1991). This disillusion was reflected in the poems of
Langston Hughes too. Being averted from the ways of the South, his heroes cannot find peace
and harmony in the North either. Let us discuss two of his poems, which explore the spiritual
loss of a person heading for or being in the North.
In the poem Bound No’th Blues (1927) the poet tells the reader about the sensations of a
Black person, who set off from his native state, assumed to be in the South, to the North. The
blues opens with the following words:
Goin’ down the road, Lawd,
Goin’ down the road.
(Rampersad & Roessel, 1995, p.76)

What does the poet mean by “down the road”? According to the poem, the speaker travels
along the Mississippi river towards North, in other words, up the stream. Hence, the poet had
better used the words “up North”, or even “up the road”, as far as the migrant is going to travel to
the inner parts of North American continent. Nevertheless, Hughes uses the phrase “down the
road”. This speaks of two things. First, if we consider the phrase as an idiom, meaning “in the
future”, then the quoted words can be interpreted as “going to one’s future”, where past is
symbolized by South, and future by North. Second, proceeding from the bluesy-pessimistic
mood of the stanza and the whole poem, the speaker is initially negatively predisposed toward
his eventual place of destination. Instead of cheerful “up” he uses “down” the road, thus stating
that the North for him is not the promising prospective center, but rather a dull and delusive
circumference.
The narrator does not seem to have any glimpse of spiritual elevation, which would be natural
to experience, when moving to the new parts to start a new life, having broken with miserable
past. He speaks about the Road as a heavy burden, which he hates to do alone (“Got to find
somebody to help me carry this load”). In the further two stanzas he complains that on his way
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“down the road” he has not got any friends to share his loneliness and sadness. And the bitter
discovery appears that if you ever find a friend on the way, it “seems like try to do you bad” –
here Hughes tries to show that the calamity of the traveler bound to the North starts far before he
enters the realm of Northern reality.
The last stanza is a revelation about what actually bothers the narrator. He exclaims:
Road, road, road, O!
On the no’thern road.

Here he speaks not about a physical “Northern” road, but of another invisible road existing
along the northern one – the road, which not physically, but spiritually drives a disappointed
colored resident of the South out of his motherland. Yes, it is exactly sadness for the necessity to
abandon his motherland, which penetrates the subject of the poem. According to the narrator,
These Mississippi towns ain’t
Fit fer a hoppin’ toad
(Rampersad & Roessel, 1995, p.76)

In other words, it is not a physical road what matters. Even if a traveler could magically jump
from a city to a city situated along the Mississippi, he would not find spiritual liberty because of
various prejudices, which a colored person encounters. Therefore, the road he has to follow, is
immaterial, a road of escape from his material motherland, which he hates to abandon, as he was
born and gown up in it. North will not become his motherland, he knows that very well.
Hughes is even more plain in his other poem, Po’ Boy Blues (1927). The very opening stanza
retells the feeling of nostalgia, which the narrator feels towards his native South:
When I was home de
Sunshine seemed like gold

In other words, the dazzling southern sun, with its burning rays, which shine for the calm
“white” world, is dearer to him than the cloudy sky covering the businesslike fuss of the northern
city. Here Hughes uses simile “like gold”, as if forgetting that in a number of his verses he
contrasted the sun of Whites to the “silver moon” of the Blacks. Being part of the blues, this line
is repeated again, followed by a frank confession:
Since I come up North de
Whole damn world’s turned cold
(Rampersad & Roessel, 1995, p. 83)

Thus, regardless of the relative chances, which the North provides for a colored migrant, this
new world is as cold and severe as the cruel and the merciless South.
In the second stanza the narrator laments that, in his opinion, he does not deserve his fate as
he “was a good boy, and never done no wrong”, but, according to him, this world is full of
hardship and misery, and the life is too difficult and long to suffer. In the last verse, the poet
turns the phrase “life passage” into the metaphor of “road”. “De road is hard an’ long” he says
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obviously linking the main statement of the poem with the concept of the road in Bound No’th
Blues already discussed. Thus, in both of these poems the “road” means “the way in the future”.
The poem ends up with the final stanza containing one of the favorite “blues key words” of
Langston Hughes’s – weary. The narrator says that he is so weary, he “wished he’d never been
born” (p. 83).
Langston Hughes himself was born in the conservative Missouri, adjacent to the formal
American South, in past one of the Confederate states. Hughes personally experienced all the
wear and tear of racism from childhood, against which he spoke out the whole of his life. Thus, it
is remarkable that the poet experienced the same degree of disappointment in the North, where
he came at the beginning of his creative passage. And it is notable that he started writing the
blues exactly after he had arrived to the North, in which he was neither the only, nor the first one
to get disappointed.
What comes here to one’s mind after reading these lines is the wisdom of Booker T.
Washington’s words already mentioned: “Cast your buckets were you are”. Washington had
sagely predicted that the North would not provide his southern brethren with what they expected
to get. In Washington’s opinion, it was not the Negro who should wander and seek comfortable
environment, rather it was the Negro who should strive to change his environment where he was.
In Washington’s opinion, the Blacks should cooperate with the Whites regardless of their
difficult, often desperate, position. Only through education, only through training, only through
constructive relationships with the white compatriots the Blacks could change their being. It
sounded like a highly idealistic teaching, but the confirmation of its truth can be found in the
poems of Langston Hughes and his contemporaries.
This thesis of Booker T. Washington is very concordant to the ideas expressed in New
Testament, in particular the statement of “Love your neighbor”. A child of Reconstruction and
Nadir, Booker T. Washington got firmly convinced that a person should strive to cooperate with
the neighbor regardless of the treatment, which he or she receives from this neighbor. Thus, he
expressed the belief that one should forgive, have good will, and prefer to face challenges instead
of escaping them, escaping the environment, which he or she considers as hostile. Washington
sought the solution of racial problems neither in confrontation, nor in escapism, the first being
recklessness, the second cowardice, but rather in the combination of the willingness to
cooperation (a secular formulation of biblical “love for neighbor”) and working hard on oneself
to train and educate oneself adequately in order to be able to cope with life challenges of the end
of XIX century (“the tree of knowledge”). Thus, he amalgamated belief and knowledge, faith
and reason, soul and mind. Because of this, Washington is considered as liberal wing of AfroAmerican civil rights movement of the Years of Disappointment. However, Washington’s
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doctrine was later doomed to be rejected by his ideological rival-counterpart, National
Association for the Advancement of Colored People, as a supporter of more decisive and militant
actions, which had a bit different perception of spirituality, activity, and accomplishment of
aims, although the objectives remained essentially the same. Langston Hughes both as a poet and
a public figure was nurtured and developed exactly within the frames of this wing. That is why
his creative route is penetrated with protest, whether framed in jazzy rhythms of Harlem
Renaissance, social militancy of “Red Thirties”, or erratic lines of the “montage of the dream
deferred”. However, the lines analyzed above confirm that, nevertheless, the collaborative spirit
of Booker T. Washington is not alien to the poet, and it once in a while exudes through the
roaring disposition of the 20s and revolutionary mood of the 30s.
In his book Langston Hughes and the Blues Stephen C. Tracy states that there were two main
types of the blues, which imposed real influence over the poet’s creative legacy concerning the
blues – vaudeville blues and folk blues. According to Tracy, after Hughes left his home in
Missouri and headed North, he was primarily exposed to vaudeville blues, as a musical form
prevalent in large cities, overwhelmed with the hectic fever of jazz. The scholar analyses
different examples of the blues by the poet from different points of view – structural (12-bar or
8-bar; AAA, AAB, or ABB), thematic (melancholy, topical, occasional), genre (folk, vaudeville,
jazz) (Tracy, 1988). From this standpoint, the already mentioned Weary Blues, is most
interesting, as the scholar finds in it all the above-mentioned elements combined into one single
poem. According to the scholar, the poem starts as a typical vaudeville blues, as expressed by
characteristic vocabulary, repetition of phrases, and “swinging” rhythm; then it has a section of
8-bar blues, delivering the disposition of the speaker, who, although troubled by his present
problems, tries to forget and ignore them as if they do not exist at all (“I’s gwine to quit ma
frownin’ / And put ma troubles on the shelf”), thus deviating from the traditionally melancholic
tone of the blues; and, finally, it ends up with the 12-bar folk blues chorus, as if in manifestation
of the creed of Langston Hughes’s regarding the blues in his poetry: the poet admits that
different types of the blues influenced greatly both his musical and lyrical tastes, while he
experienced the blues along with spiritual and jazz music in large cities, but, nevertheless, the
folk blues constitutes and remains the core of his blues legacy, the milestone, on which his
poetry stemming from the musical tradition of Afro-Americans was built.
In his work, Tracy contrasts folk blues to such non-folk forms of the blues as pop-blues, jazz
blues, and modern blues. We would add one more notion such as “country blues”. Country blues,
as well as vaudeville blues, and, subsequently, rhythm-and-blues, is featured by stronger
emphasis on musical part rather than on words. That is why country blues evolved into the
present electrified form, where the improvised line is granted the key importance. The listener
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might not even hear distinctly the meaning of the text, although of course, the text bears its part
in creating the emotional excitement.
Folk blues, on the other hand, is featured by stronger emphasis on verbal part rather than on
music. That is why folk blues has not developed as a separate musical style – it is rather always
associated as a part of folk music. That is also why folk blues has not gained extremely electric
forms, although, of course, there are also the examples of folk blues performed under the
accompaniment of electric guitar.
To our mind, Langston Hughes, with his full respect to those types of the blues, which are
featured with powerful musical background, and which have therefore gained such an enormous
popularity among the listeners, as a poet, added to his arsenal the folk blues, focusing primarily
on oral content of this unique tradition of Negro people. It is exactly oral content, which made
and makes his blues legacy a milestone of Jazz Age, although it is, of course, derived from
musical harmony, which we have already discussed.
The question still to be discussed is, taking into consideration the Hughes’s focus on the
folk roots of the blues, what is the Blues by Langston Hughes in spiritual terms? In other
words, how does Hughes’s poetry interpret the Blues taking into account the religious and
philosophic perceptions of Afro-Americans throughout the American history in general
and the Years of Nadir in particular?
The poet himself defined the Blues as a secular counterpart of the Spiritual. Let it be so. He
called it the music of Today, in contrast to the music of Escape. We have already mentioned
numerous times that the Spiritual music, born in the gripe of slavery, delivered the messages and
ideas of the Old Testament. The Second Great Awakening followed by the Emancipation, broke
this gripe, and the Negro was free. He was deceived, though, and had to face Nadir – the Years
of Disappointment – which resulted in a new cultural phenomenon called the Blues. The
Spiritual speaks about Tomorrow, whether earthly or heavenly. Earthly tomorrow in terms of
freedom from slavery; and Heavenly tomorrow in terms of being with the Lord hereafter. The
Blues, however, speaks about Today – today, primarily in earthly terms. While singing or
reciting the Blues, a singer or a poet speaks about his today’s worries or troubles, caring little
about tomorrow. He or she reciting the Blues is far from spiritual escapism of tomorrow, he or
she is interested in today. And this correlates somehow with the following words:
Do not worry about tomorrow, for tomorrow will worry about itself. Each day has enough trouble
of its own.
(Matthew 6:34, Life Application Bible, 1991, p. 1659)

With this respect, it is useful to understand what actually African American spirituality is. In
his dissertation, Schmidt grounds that African-American literature (and culture) is based on three
spiritual pillars: indigenous African religious impulses; Anglo-European Christianity; and
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African-American syncretic spiritual productions (Schmidt, 1992). We shall focus on the first
component in a bit more detail to duly understand the phenomenon of the blues.
In the chapter Defining the Blues, Stephen Tracy refers to Janheinz Jahn, a significant African
scholar, who was one of the first, who asserted that African culture and philosophy exists
independently from European or Middle-Eastern influence. This scholar, in particular, discussed
African antiphony as the foundation of the sequence of voices in the blues, and, in particular, the
African origin of the blue notes itself. At the same time, Jahn analyses philosophical foundations
of the blues. Tracy states that
In A History of Neo-African Literature, Jahn commented that the central theme of the blues is “an
individual right to life and to an intact ‘perfect’ life”, defined by the term magara, which is “the
life force which one possesses, which one wants to increase, and which can be diminished by the
influence of others”.

(Tracy, 1988, p.63.)

Further, Tracy concludes that Jahn found the blues to manifest one’s autonomy, and express
one’s desire to consolidate one’s strength in an environment where one’s strength is in jeopardy
of getting lost.
Thus, the Blues cares of one’s unhappiness and suffering of today and strives (or, at least,
dreams) of diminishing this unhappiness and suffering. Suffering is the cornerstone of the
Blues, and the blues would not emerge if suffering did not exist.
Afro-Americans passed through different stages of suffering, and each stage brought a new
understanding of it as well as it was expressed through different cultural paradigms, which
emerged at these stages. Each of these cultural paradigms interpreted suffering in its own way.
Above we analyzed the cultural, structural, and harmonic differences between the Spiritual and
the Blues as well as the ways of solution, which each of these folk forms sought. It can now be
added here that both of these forms had different perception of suffering and provided with
different ways of overcoming these suffering. What is interesting to us is how this perception
correlates with that of Langston Hughes.
The quotation regarding Janheinz Jahn from Stephen Tracy’s book includes the African
concept of magara, which is very concordant with Pali tanha or Hindi trsna, which is translated
as “craving”, meaning literally “thirst” or “desire”. This notion became the focal point in
Buddhism, which asserts that when tanha becomes in discord with the reality, when human
craving for fleshly, material satisfaction exceeds the amount of this very satisfaction provided in
the being, then this causes suffering (dukkha). Thus, by Buddhism, suffering can only be
eliminated through the elimination of craving itself. Thus, the eventual objective in Buddhist
system is the escaping from suffering (and reaching the state of nirvana). Christianity has got
rather different attitude toward suffering, than Buddhism. Christianity considers suffering as a
trial, ordeal, and, often, even mercy, sent from above by the Omnipotent, which one must submit
110

to and accept as a challenge to face and resign oneself to in order to be rewarded in hereafter.
Here material craving is considered not as a cause of suffering as such, but as a vice, which
should be overcome by divine help, which may take the form of suffering. In neither of these two
cases the idea of the blues concords with the purposes established by the religious systems at first
sight.
However, the concept of craving is much more complex, and cannot be understood only as
“passion” or “lust”. One may crave for building a house or an arc, another may crave for healing
the ailing, the third may crave for writing a symphony, the fourth may crave for writing a poem.
All of them crave for creating, and we do not consider this alliteration as accidental. One of the
greatest cravings of mankind of all times was to make, to produce, to create, whether by instinct,
or by some other sublime idea. Christian theology, which has played and is playing an enormous
role in the history of African Americans, has provided numerous and comprehensive
interpretations regarding the act of creation. Nowadays, theologians agree that when the Bible
says “So God created man in his own image, in the image of God he created him; male and
female he created them”, it also means that the Supreme Being has endowed his children with
the ability of creation, and, moreover, made them responsible for creating.
Thus, African concept of magara, which Stephen C. Tracy mentions while referring to
Janheinz Jahn can also be understood as the striving for creating, which can be undermined by
the influence of others, which causes dissatisfaction, and in extreme cases suffering. As Tracy
mentions that, according to Jahn, blue notes and the blues scale had already existed on African
continent, it can be said that both the blues (blue notes) and magara, associated with the
blues, were imported to American continent. Then both of these were incorporated in and
transformed in Negro religious hymns, Spirituals, and, later, in their own turn, became
reincarnated in what we call today the blues.
But what then is African magara in the sense of Christian theology? How can it be explained
that it adapted so well to Christian church, especially during the Second Great Awakening, and
found its cultural manifestation in the form of the blue notes first in the Spiritual, and later the
Blues? For this we should return again to the notion of creation.
Since ancient times idealist philosophers have debated the origins, the beginnings of the
being, and although they recognized the existence of the Superior Mind, they still debated how
this Mind acted through chaos into present conditions. With the formation of the idealistic
philosophy tending toward monotheistic understanding of the construction of immaterial world,
there was introduced the notion of Logos. Heraclitus spoke about Logos as a cosmic word, being
addressed to people, a harmonious entity of immaterial world, which always remains equal to
itself, regardless of the changes in the material world. Further the notion of Logos was developed
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by the Stoics, who viewed Logos as the soul of cosmos, from which the creation of the things in
the inert matter occurs. However, the most important paradigm of the understanding of Logos
occurred, when the following words were inscribed in the New Testament:
In the beginning was Logos, and Logos was with God, and Logos was God. He was with God in
the beginning
(John 1:1. From Life Application Bible, p. 1869. Tyndale House Publishers, Inc.1991)

Both in Christian theology and Western philosophy Logos became understood as a creative
force through which the World became constructed. The Gospel of John sees the personality
of Jesus Christ as the earthly, material incarnation of divine Logos, through which the being in
general, and life of humans in particular, is governed and regulated (Armstrong, 1960).
Thus, we come to fuller understanding of African magara imported to American continent. A
Negro leads free life on African continent – he is displaced forcedly. There he is deprived of all
freedoms, often including freedom of life. A Black person gives life to another creature – they
are separated by force. He or she is sold at auction as a lifeless thing, regardless they want this or
not. Education is forbidden by law, reading the Bible is forbidden by law, because the law stands
guard over the Curse of Ham. And even after the Emancipation the Black person is free on
paper, but in reality he turns from Uncle Tom into Jim Crow, for whom the contempt and
mockery is the only thing saved. In other words, what Negro is craving for is suppressed and the
difference between his magara and what he actually has at hand is enormous with the sign of
minus, resulting in great suffering.
As we have discussed magara and its relation to suffering, and recalling the definition of
Logos, it makes sense to refer to Langston Hughes and see how he is treating this subject.
As we have already seen, the protest of Langston Hughes is not necessarily leftish, although it
mostly concerns racial issues. In fact, Hughes never was member of Communist Party for exactly
not being confined by the necessity of following Marxist ideology. Although, as we know, the
poet would rather call himself a non-religious person, one cannot call him atheist either: he was
too close to Black American tradition, which, in its turn, has been inseparable with religious
customs and views. What can be inferred from Hughes’s attitude towards the link between the
religion and Afro-American culture is that he perfectly understood that if there is true
Christianity, then it dwells there, where one suffers:
Christ is a nigger,
Beaten and black:
Oh, bare your back!
(Rampersad & Roessel, 1995, p.143)

On the other hand, Father God still remains fair-skinned in the perception of the poet. What
Hughes tries to say is that Divinity does not care about the skin complexion. What Divinity cares
about is the relationship between man’s soul and his Creator (“God is His father: / White Master
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above / Grant Him your love”). And, finally, the black race represents the part of mankind,
which through humiliation and suffering redeems the wrongs committed by men:
Nigger Christ
On the cross
Of the South
(Rampersad & Roessel, 1995, p.143)

This poem, Christ in Alabama (1932) speaks of several things: first, the Nadir is a Golgotha
of Afro-American people, and, at the same time, their salvation; second, that suffering elevates,
and here the poet takes rather religiously-optimistic, than secularly-pessimistic, side; and, hence,
the black race occupies special place in history.
Hughes converted the white biblical Son of God into the black Nadir-time Chile of Gosh, thus
underlining the spiritual mission of the black people. By showing that Christ can be anybody,
regardless of national or racial affiliation, he just tried to confirm the true essence of Christian
religion, which reveals itself in submissive exposure to persecution, humiliation, and violence.
In Christ in Alabama, Hughes’s protest is revealed through sarcasm as expressed by such
metaphor as “most holy bastard of the bleeding mouth” as well as the content that we have
already discussed above.
Thus, although Langston Hughes asserted that “he hadn’t seen Jesus, and that now he didn’t
believe there was a Jesus any more, since he didn’t come to help me” (The Langston Hughes
Reader, 1958, p.329), in his above-mentioned poem, he, in fact, states the opposite. It could be
said that Langston Hughes rejects material Jesus, but he accepts his immaterial original essence –
Logos – the Divine Word, through which everything is created, and through which material
craving takes place. This craving, the magara in African terms, is impeded by external hindering
forces, which, in the reality of Nadir years, prevent Negro people from exercising their rights for
work, education, decent nurturing of their children, and even life. This contradiction had been
revealed in Negro culture first in the Spirituals, and then in the Blues, and that is why
Langston Hughes names exactly them (leaving aside jazz, for example) as two great Negro
gifts to American music.
Both the Spiritual and the Blues convey the sense of unsatisfied magara, craving, which has
been prevented from full-value expression owing to external disturbances. Thus, we can say that
both Spiritual and the Blues speak about Logos – but not in the sense of Heraclitus or ancient
Stoics, but rather in the sense of the Gospel of John – about the Divine Word, which was
embodied as Jesus the Christ. When Hughes spoke about the Spiritual as “escape songs, looking
toward heaven, tomorrow, and God”, he unwittingly meant that the Spiritual contains Logos, but
the Logos, which is transcendental, remaining “on that side”, inaccessible in present life and
incomprehensible by contemplating mind, which will become accessible only when soul leaves
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the place of its imprisonment – body, and just as a river flows in the sea, joins the eternal ocean
of the divine world. This can also be inferred from his poem Jazzonia (1926):
Oh, silver tree!
Oh, shining rivers of the soul!
In a Harlem cabaret
Six long-headed jazzers play.
(Rampersad & Roessel, 1995, p.34)

Here the transcendental world (heaven or hell) to which eventually all souls are doomed to
reach, often referred to in the Spiritual music, is contrasted to earthly, material, sinful world of
smoking, drinking, dancing, and jazz. And this is his understanding of Spiritual music itself as
defined by himself above.
The Blues, on the other hand, also speaks about Logos, but not about the Logos
transcendental, but now about Logos incarnated, material, born and developed on the Earth. In
Afro-American tradition, this is, of course, the personality and life of Jesus the Christ, whose
example, for the majority of the believing African Americans, including, as we have already
seen, Langston Hughes, personifies the Truth and Joy, which is only reachable through ordeals
and suffering – the two latter being the cornerstone of the blues.
3.4. Quantitative vs. Qualitative Analysis of the Poems of Langston Hughes
It is interesting to take a glance at some quantitative characteristics of Langston Hughes’s
poems, which would help us understand the actual share of the issues connected with protest and
spirituality in his poems. At the same time, we provide the qualitative analysis of quantitative
aspects, which, in its turn, will help the reader to better understand the implications associated
with numbers.
3.4.1. Some Statistics Regarding Protest Component of Langston Hughes’s Poetry
Poetry is, certainly, a too delicate issue to be mathematically or statistically analyzed: its
power is far beyond dry numbers, but, to support our hypothesis, we still used some quantitative
study. However, we realize that this is just an additional means, while qualitative analysis is the
most adequate method in literature research.
Proceeding from the analyzed above, protest comprises quite a substantial portion of
Langston Hughes’s poems in all the four decades of his works, which is illustrated in the chart. If
in Harlem Renaissance period his protest motives are expressed both directly and via different
stylistic devices, then in the 1930s his poems of protest become very straightforward, daring and
challenging, where he often neglects any figurative language, preferring to form his ideas
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through slogan-type phrases and like ways. The 1940s can be seen as a logical continuation of
this trend in his poetry, where tropes play a less significant role compared to Harlem Renaissance
years. As for the 1950s, especially in his landmark collection of Montage of the Dream Deferred
(1951), here he, on the contrary, delves deep in a highly figurative language full of metaphors
and other tropes, which can be explained by his inclination towards bebop both in musical and
lyrical terms. Just like bebop personified the rejection of commercial swing philosophy of the
1930s and beginning of the 1940s and the return to the initial Afro-American roots of jazz,
Montage is stepping back from the “red” spirit of the 1930s and the 1940s and bringing the
language of figurative protest of Harlem Renaissance years to a new level analogous to musical
language of bebop2. Let us provide analysis of some samples of protest verse written in the
1920s viewed as the source of both direct protest of the 1930s-40s as well as protest with highly
figurative language of the 1950s.
Protest expressed in Langston Hughes’s poems can be sorted into 5 different categories. These
are:


Racial (the poems, which go against racial discrimination of colored citizens);



Social (those verses, which emphasize incongruous social conditions of working class);



Racial + Social (in these poems both racial and social aspects as defined above are
combined);



Religious (the poem protests against organized religion as means of oppression);



Other (here the protest can be expressed against inacceptable practices, such as, for
example, some cultural practices are).

The figure below presents shares of different categories of protest poems vs. total amount of
protest poems in the poetic heritage of Langston Hughes during four creative decades.
Fig. 3.13. Shares of different categories of protest poems vs. total amount of protest poems
in the poetic heritage of Langston Hughes during four creative decades.
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Let us review briefly these categories with the consideration of stylistic devices incorporated.
Harlem Renaissance Period (1921-1930)
3.4.1.1. Racial protest
Protest against racial discrimination plays a major part of the poems dealing with protest in
Harlem Renaissance period. We analyzed Hughes’s poems of this period based on Rampersad &
Roessel (1995). From 35 poems having direct protest motives, 15 deal with problems associated

with racial issues.
(a) Usage of Simile
Sometimes Hughes uses simile to make implied comparisons. For example, in his poem The
South (1926), which criticizes the attitudes of racist public of Southern states, Hughes compares
the South with a beautiful, attractive, however, arrogant and immoral female:
Beautiful, like a woman,
Seductive as a dark-eyed whore...

He describes the South with such epithets as “passionate, cruel, honey-lipped, and syphilitic”.
However, not only does Hughes use simile to refer to the South as a woman, but also he uses
personal and possessive animated pronouns to underline his passion to the land:
And I, who am black, would love her
But she spits in my face.
(Rampersad & Roessel, 1995, p. 27)

116

In another poem (Ruby Brown, 1927), Hughes develops the topic of prostitution. However, he
does not use personification, speaking rather about a person (a beautiful colored female), who at
first works in the kitchen for peanuts for white people. She is young and beautiful,
And golden like the sunshine
That warmed her body.
(Rampersad & Roessel, 1995, p. 27)

Here the combination of the epithet (“golden”) and simile (“like the sunshine”) with the
attributive clause (“that warmed her body”) becomes a metaphor, in which the word “sunshine”
can be interpreted as “glances of white men” (the “sun” for Hughes is often the symbol of white
civilization).
(b) Usage of Epithet
In the above-mentioned poem The South, Hughes describes the South by such interesting
epithets as “sunny-faced”, “beast-strong”, and “idiot-brained”, also “magnolia-scented”, whereas
he refers to the North as “cold-faced”, while using the same possessive pronoun “her”.
Generally, Harlem Renaissance period poems by Hughes reveal an interesting paradox: he feels
an inexplicable sympathy and fondness to racially intolerant and merciless South, and is totally
indifferent and negatively disposed toward less aggressive, but much colder North.
The poet’s consciousness is notable for attributing the feature of beauty to the colored race in
general. He regards the colored race as “beautiful”, as he uses the adjective in the two below
excerpts. In The White Ones (1926), he addresses his white compatriots:
I do not hate you,
For your faces are beautiful, too
(Rampersad & Roessel, 1995, p. 37)

Whereas in the poem I, Too (1929), the poet speaks on behalf of a Black person, who feels
himself American to the same extent as the white ones. He says in particular:
They’ll see how beautiful I am
And be ashamed –
I, too, am America.
(Rampersad & Roessel, 1995, p. 46)

For the poet dark skin definitely only adds to the attractiveness of a person.
(c) Usage of Metaphor
The poet uses colorful metaphors to embroider his ideas with a rich figurative language. For
example, in the above-mentioned poem A Song to a Negro Wash-Woman (1929), Hughes uses
the phrase “white suds”, which can also be interpreted as being the metaphor for “white people”.
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In another already discussed poem Ruby Brown (1927), Hughes reflects upon the fate of a
colored girl bound to serve white people in their kitchen. She is very beautiful, but, because of
the color of her skin, Mayville, the city, where she lives, had neither better place to offer her,
Nor fuel for the clean flame of joy
That tried to burn within her soul
(Rampersad & Roessel, 1995, p. 27)

By “fuel for the clean flame of joy” Hughes means a decent job and/or spiritual nourishment,
which a young and beautiful maiden deserves. The plot of the poem is tragic: the girl finds that
working as a prostitute in a brothel is much more profitable, and, besides, there she is far more
demanded than somewhere in the kitchen:
And the sinister shuttered houses of the bottoms
Hold a yellow girl
Seeking an answer to her questions.
(Rampersad & Roessel, 1995, p. 27)

Thus, the market “showed” an intelligent and beautiful colored maiden a “proper” utilization
of her assets.
The poet skillfully uses metaphors to describe the environment in which a colored person
finds him/ herself. In the already mentioned Lament for the Dark People (1926), Hughes
discusses the fate of an African American in North American civilization.
Now I herd with the many –
Caged in the circus of civilization
(Rampersad & Roessel, 1995, p. 39)

Of course, the “circus of civilization” is a WASP society, which in many ways appears to the
poet alien to the consciousness of a Black person. In another already mentioned poem Star
Seeker (1927), Hughes uses another metaphor, a stronger and more severe one, to denote the
society he lives in: “a dream-dead world, circled by iron bars” (Rampersad & Roessel, 1995, p.
64) – the metaphor he would rephrase some 24 years later in Montage of the Dream Deferred
(1951) (The gates open - / Yet there’re bars at each gate). An analogy with prison (“bars”) is
obviously the basis of this metaphor.
In the poem about lynching Song for a Dark Girl (1927), Hughes speaks on behalf of a person
whose girlfriend was hanged on a tree:
Love is a naked shadow
On a gnarled and naked tree
(Rampersad & Roessel, 1995, p. 104)

Here the epithet “naked” is used in its direct (naked tree) and indirect (naked shadow)
meaning, creating a pun. While a “naked shadow” is a metaphor for “ephemerality” or
“emptiness”, the phrase “gnarled naked tree” can also be taken as a metaphor for Dixie (the
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deformed South). It is notable that earlier in this poem Hughes uses such a metaphor as “white
Lord Jesus” hinting on the term “Lord” understood not in religious, but direct, earthly sense.
(d) Usage of Symbols
Langston Hughes has a number of symbols, which recurrently repeat through his works of
Harlem Renaissance period. These symbols include:


“Star”



“Dream”



“Darkness/Shadow”



“Night/Day”

It is interesting that in different poems the symbol of “star” has a different load. “Star” can act
in his poems both as the symbol of liberty (“Northern Star”) and as (less often) the symbol of
Southern racism (“Southern Star/s”). For example, in Mulatto (1927) and Star-Seeker (1927) the
“star” symbolizes not liberty, as it does on the banner of the United States or (for Hughes)
banners of communists, but racism:
The Southern night
Full of stars
(Rampersad & Roessel, 1995, p. 100)

Although in various poems Hughes shows his alienation of the North, and longing for the
South, here he picks the “Southern night” as the setting symbolizing racial intolerance. In StarSeeker, already discussed, the principle is the same. As for the usage of “star” as the symbol of
liberty, it has already been discussed.
“Dream” is one of the central symbols in the creations of Langston Hughes. This is not some
personal dream, but the desire for his Black brethren to really achieve the democratic ideals
formulated in the Constitution. The Dream penetrates his creations from Harlem Renaissance
through the 1930s and the 1940s, and blooms in the pessimistic 1950s, his famous Montage of
the Dream Deferred (1951). The already analyzed poem Star Seeker contains the metaphor of
“dream-dead world circled by iron bars” meaning “non-romantic, cruel white civilization”. His
poem As I Grew Older (1926) develops this theme. In the first stanza the poet says that “he has
almost forgotten his dream” (Rampersad & Roessel, 1995, p. 93), which was in front of him,
“bright like a sun”. The second stanza tells us that then “the wall rose”, which hid the light of his
dream. The third stanza contains just two sentences:
Shadow.
I am black.
(Rampersad & Roessel, 1995, p. 94)

If in his earlier poems Hughes uses the symbols of “sun”, “light”, “day”, “white” as
something belonging to the white world as opposed to “moon”, “darkness”, “night”, “black”,
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then here the first row of symbols is used in their usual sense. “Shadow” here is the gloom,
preventing a person from the realization of his dreams, “darkness” is the abyss of misery, and not
the usual habitat of a colored person.
Help me to shatter this darkness,
To smash the night

(ibid)

says Hughes as if forgetting how he glorified the darkness and the night in Dream Variations
(1926). Instead, here he wants “to break this shadow into a thousand whirling dreams of sun”
(p.94). Let us compare this poem with the poem much more typical for Hughes called Negro
Servant (1930). If “day” is associated to the poet with “faces that are white”, then the next three
verses are the proclamation of African identity:
O, tribal dance!
O, drums!
O, veldt at night!
(Rampersad & Roessel, 1995, p. 131)

The speaker continues that after a hard working day “dark Harlem waits for you” (p. 131).
The day is the dwelling time of the whites, and the night – that of blacks:
O, drums of life in Harlem after dark!
(ibid)

In the 1930s Hughes will write Let America Be America Again (1938), where he will talk
about the American dream, which, in his opinion, has yet to come true.
3.4.1.2. Social Protest
Social element of the poet’s protest is most vividly expressed in the 1930s and the 1940s, but
is sufficiently present in Harlem Renaissance (the 1920s) period as well.
In the poem When Sue Wears Red (1930), the poet uses “red” as a metaphor-symbol for left
(socialist) movement, meaning being involved in labor movement (“When Susanna Jones wears
red / Her face is like an ancient cameo / Turned brown by the ages.”). It is interesting, though,
that here he as well uses the address “Come with a blast of trumpets, Jesus!” (Rampersad &
Roessel, 1995, p. 30) to describe the surprise of those against whom this protest is directed.
In the already mentioned poem Drama for Winter Night (1925), the incorporated irony itself
is protest. The church attendant tells a homeless person:
You can’ sleep here,
This is the house of God
(Rampersad & Roessel, 1995, p. 47)

In the protest against which the victim appeals to God: “Lord! You can’t let a man lie / In the
streets like this”.
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In God to Hungry Child (1926), the object of the protest is dictated by socialist ideas, when
God talks to a hungry child, using metaphors based on verb tense (“I made the world for the rich
/ And the will-be-rich / And the have-always-been-rich”).
In Rising Waters (1927), the poet uses the metaphoric expression “the foam of the sea” to
describe the rich, and the noun “sea” to define the rest. “Sea” is a powerful metaphor in the
writing of Langston Hughes to describe common, working people.
In the poem Park Benching (1927), the protest with a “socialist flavor” is obvious:
I want a job.
I want work.
(Rampersad & Roessel, 1995, p. 49)

Here Hughes speaks on behalf of somebody, who “sat on the park benches in Paris/New York
Hungry”. He chooses the megalopolises of Paris and New York to underline the fact that even
the largest cities in capitalist societies, which seem to be flourishing, are seriously affected by
an economic crises.
In Elevator Boy (1927), the same sentiment is reiterated, although here the speaker is not in
such a dramatic situation. Here he is merely bored with his routine, running elevators every day,
which is poorly paid – “Maybe a good job sometimes: / Step out o’ the barrel, boy”. Although
the protest here is also social, it is more politically indifferent, focusing on the lack of earthly
pleasures, which is expressed through the use of slang (“in the barrel” means “broke”).
However, the poem Brass Spittoons (1927) is a good example of the mixed approach of the
poet, where his protest is both of racial and social nature. In the poem, “spittoons” symbolize
unqualified jobs, which a person (certainly Black, as the poet speaks on his own behalf) shall do
to barely make his ends meet.

3.4.2. Some Statistics Regarding Spiritual/Religious Component of Langston Hughes’s
Poetry
The quantitative analysis of the poet’s creations shows that although the poetry of Langston
Hughes has had the fame of being secular, the spiritual component plays a vital role in it, while
some of his poems can be called totally spiritual/religious ones. As the poet’s creations stem both
from the White traditions of the XIX century and Black folk traditions, he widely uses
techniques, which allow him to refer in this or that manner to the divinity, or appeal directly or
indirectly to the divinity in the substantial number of his poems, which allows us to think that
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religious ideas played a significant role in his thoughts, although he always preferred to abstain
from acknowledging that.
Let us provide you with some numbers in his poems, which reflect his attitude toward
spiritual/religious topic.
Fig. 3.14. Shares of all poems with religious content vs. shares of blues poems with religious
content in the poetic heritage of Langston Hughes during four creative decades.
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From 234 poems written in Harlem Renaissance Period (1921-1930), 43 ones in total contain
a reference to the divinity in direct or indirect form. From 24 pieces of twelve-bar-blues, 7 ones
contain a reference to the divinity (see the list of corresponding poems in the Appendix).
These are:
a) Interjection: “God(!)...”, “Oh, God(!)...”, “Lawd”/”Lawdy”/“Lord(!)”/ “Jesus” is found in 6
poems. The poet uses the

interjection with reference to God to enhance the dramatic

character of the situation in which the hero of the poem finds himself.
From Brass Spittoons (1927):
Gin on Saturday,
Church on Sunday.
My God!
(Rampersad & Roessel, 1995, p. 86)

From Lover’s Return (1927):
I looked at my daddy –
Lawd! and I wanted to cry.
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(Rampersad & Roessel, 1995, p. 125)

b) Appeal to God/Lord as the last instance of justice, as the Savior. It is found in 9 poems. Here
this technique used by the poet is not so a prayer, as the manner of his address, it is not as
sublime as in a number of his poems discussed below. Sometimes this addresses can be
interpreted as ironic (the examples of actual irony are also dealt with below), although mostly
they are straight-faced appeals to the Creator.
In the poem Drama for the Winter Night (Fifth Avenue) (1925) the poet speaks about a
homeless person, who is not allowed to sleep either in a church or in any other place of
public congregation. The initial focus, however, is on church, as church should ideally be on
the side of those in trouble, whereas, in reality, it does not even provide a shelter. Therefore,
the poet says:
Lord! You can’t let a man lie
In the streets like this.

In the same poem, when the speaker is deprived of a sleeping place, he addresses God
again now to let him be with him in the hereafter life:
Oh, God,
Lemme git by St. Peter.
Lemme sit down on the steps of your throne.
(Rampersad & Roessel, 1995, p. 47)

In the poem Spirituals (1927) the poet attributes such a big importance to Negro church
music, that he asks God to sing to breathe a divine strength into the music performed by
humans:
Sing, O Lord Jesus!
Song is a strong thing.
(Rampersad & Roessel, 1995, p. 102)

c) Metaphors
They are powerful tools used by the poet to ornament his letters and enhance the meaning
inserted in his art dealing with the spiritual topic. The total number of poems, where metaphor is
used in any meaning, amounts to 13. The meanings of metaphors vary from directly denoting
God to making references to earthly life (in a religious sense of this word). For example, in the
poem To a Little Lover-Lass, Dead (1926) Hughes tells the reader about the death of a prostitute,
and her fate in another world. He says that she passed
Into the still,
Dark land of death
Beyond the rim of day.
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Here the metaphor “dark land of death” indicates the Hell, which the woman “earned” for her
sinful life. We learn that the woman entered the Hell from another stanza containing another
metaphor:
[She] gives her kiss to nothingness.
Would God his lips were sweet.
(Rampersad & Roessel, 1995, p. 90)

The last verse represents a metaphor, which says that God is present in the Paradise, while
she, being in the Hell, cannot access him.
Another example of using a metaphor is the poem Pierrot (1926), where the poet makes a
subtle comparison, reminding the reader about the acute debate of Harlem Renaissance writers
regarding national affiliation of African Americans. This theme is also dealt withwhich he in
The Negro Artist and the Racial Mountain (1926). In Pierot Hughes compares two individuals of
African-American culture: Simple John and Pierrot.
Here Simple John (the name being an allusion, referring to the hero of Negro folk tales John)
personifies the Americanized, “civilized” in terms of white civilization African American, who
follows the customs, practices, and faith accepted in White Anglo-Saxon Protestant world. On
the other hand, Pierrot, a constantly sad character borrowed from the Italian folk Commedia
dell’Arte, personifies the African American, remaining faithful to its African roots. In five
stanzas the poet contrasts the lifestyle of Simple John to that of Pierrot. In the stanza 5 he in
particular writes:
Oh, I am good,
Said Simple John,
The Lord will take me in.
Yes, I am good,
Said Simple John,
But Pierrot stepped in sin.

“In sin” here is said apparently from the White American perspective, as African American
perspective of “sin” is different. While the first 5 stanzas compare the ways of John and Pierrot,
the last, 6th stanza, explains, why Pierrot is actually so different from Simple John:
For Pierrot played on a slim guitar,
And Pierrot loved the moon,
And Pierrot ran down the long white road
With the burgher’s wife one June.
(Rampersad & Roessel, 1995, p. 96)

Now – through his association with the moon - it is obvious that Pierrot is Black. And his
“sin” is living with passions (ran away with the burgher’s wife). It is also understandable that he
is not WASPized Black (for he “played on a slim guitar”, a metaphor describing him to be a
jazzman, or, at least, a bluesman); he is not an Apollonian person (the Moon being a metaphor
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defined as a symbol of Dionysian, African, contrasted to the Sun defined as a symbol of
Apollonian, American); he goes astray (“the white road” as a metaphor for the right path);
finally, by the end of the poem the reader will have understood his name “Pierrot” as a metaphor
for “Jim Crow” – the image the Americanized Simple John tries his best to escape.
In the same mood as Pierrot is the poem Bad Man (1927) written in the form of the twelve bar
blues. Each of the three stanzas of the whole poem are a metaphor for “confession”. The reader
reads each stanza, in which the teller explains his sinful nature. The argument that it is a
confession is confirmed by the last two lines, from which the reader understands that the teller is
on his deathbed:
I’m goin’ to de devil an’
I wouldn’t go to heaben if I could.
(Rampersad & Roessel, 1995, p. 112)

The last stanza is a metaphor for a dying African American (conclusion made from the use of
dialect: “heaben” for “heaven”) confessing to a white minister. The teller says that he does not
want to go to White Heaven, in other words, to the heaven how the whites suppose it to be. And
being “bad” is here again, being bad in an orthodox American sense of the word. By the
confession, the author wants to make a reader understand that African understanding of Paradise
is different, as well as the roads and ways to it are different.
d) Five poems of Hughes, associated with faith or religion, contain irony/bitter sarcasm. As we
can see, irony is not the leading sentiment and major stylistic device of the poet in his poems
dealing with religion during Harlem Renaissance years. Nevertheless, irony plays an important
part in his works. The poet uses irony when he criticizes organized religion, especially its WASP
forms, which, in the opinion of Hughes, are often hypocritical. In the already above-mentioned
poem Drama for the Winter Night (the Fifth Avenue) (1925), in the fourth stanza the poet refers
to God twice. It is arguable whether the first reference (the address, already discussed above) is
ironic or not, but in the second case it is definitely that:
What did yuh say, God?
What did yuh say?
You can’t sleep here . . .
Bums can’t stay . . .
(Rampersad & Roessel, 1995, p. 47)

Obviously, here the sentence with the question to God is an example of irony, but the noun
“God” is a metaphor – it stands more for church, the white church not allowing a black homeless
person to stay inside, than God himself.
Another almost identical example of irony is given in the one-stanza poem Shout (1927):
Listen to yo’ prophets,
Little Jesus!
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Listen to yo’ saints!
(Rampersad & Roessel, 1995, p. 117)

Here irony can be interpreted in two different ways. If we assume that the poet speak about
Jesus literally, as about Lord, then “prophets” and “saints” become metaphors for, respectively,
“hypocritical preachers” and “oppressors”. In this case we deal with irony (they are so far from
real “prophets” and “saints”!), and the inference of the meaning is: “Lord, just look what people
speaking on your behalf are doing!” Another version, less discernable, but still present is: if we
assume “Little Jesus” as metaphor for “Church”, then the address-metaphor “Little Jesus”
becomes ironic, as it contains the contrast between the assumed hypocrisy of church under
organized religion and the innocence of newborn Lord. In this case the stanza is deciphered as:
“Dear ministers and their supporters! If you followed the principles and rules, confessed by the
prophets and saints of your church, there would be less evil on earth.”
e) Eight poems of Hughes represent or contain an actual prayer. The mood of prayers varies
from depression to joy. The mood can be underlined or framed by such stylistic devices as
address, irony, interjection and various metaphors. Thus, the prayers can express such feelings as
confusion, repentance, joy, lament, irony, or anger. These examples of Langston Hughes’s
legacy confirm that the poet was if not a religious than at least a believing person. The fact that
his prayer-poems reflect almost all basic human emotions reveal that thinking or communicating
with God was an important part of Hughes’s personality.
Hughes’s poem Prayer [1] (1927) is written under the wish of knowing the way of making
the right choice:
I ask you this:
Which way to go?
I ask you this:
Which sin to bear?
(Rampersad & Roessel, 1995, p. 51)

Here the speaker (the poet) is perplexed by the course of the life passage. The question asked
is: I can choose either of the ways, but what is your will, my Lord? Further the poet asks the
Omnipotent which crown he should put upon his hair – here “crown” is a metaphor denoting
either success and earthly well-being or suffering, but bliss in the hereafter.
The next two examples of prayer-poems represent two contrary attitudes toward the Lord:
submission and challenge. Both of them appeared in the same collection of poems – Fine Clothes
to the Jew (1927), the fact telling us of how ambiguous and controversial the thoughts and
feelings of the poet toward God were.
Feet o’ Jesus (1927) is an illustrative example of submission to God.
At the feet o’ Jesus
Sorrow like a sea.
Lordy, let yo’ mercy
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Come driftin’ down on me.
(Rampersad & Roessel, 1995, p. 86)

The poet chooses the title of the poem as the metaphor for humility and servitude –
willingness to serve Lord, and submit to his will, however difficult it may be to bear.
Another poem-prayer of Hughes’s, Fire (1927), is completely opposite in its viewpoint/mood.
Here the teller challenges God: in a rather daring way he says that he led a sinful life, but that he
is not afraid of eternal fire in the Hell:
Fire,
Fire, Lord
Fire gonna burn my soul!
(Rampersad & Roessel, 1995, p. 117)

Although there is challenge here, there is no disobedience. There is a reproach, probably. The
teller submits to the will of God here as well, although in a different way. Here the
acknowledgement of the sin of arrogance yields to natural right of a human for pride. Thus,
although the two latter poems are different in their attitudes, both of them have in common the
belief in the will of the superior force.
From 8 pieces of twelve-bar blues with religious content, two are or involve a prayer: 1 of
them contains a short prayer, while another actually represents a prayer as a whole. Because of
this, the lyrics of this twelve-bar blues can be viewed as a piece of gospel song if transposed for
musical performance. Each verse of the two stanzas of soulful twelve-bar blues Moan (1927) is
divided into two lines of call, and one line of response-interjection “Lord!”. The first stanza,
having the structure AAB directly states in the third verse that I (the teller)
Gonna pray to ma Jesus,
Ask him to gimme His hand
Ma Lord!
(Rampersad & Roessel, 1995, p. 118)

If you read it attentively, you will notice that in this verse, the author capitalizes the
possessive “His”, but does not capitalize the personal “him”. It may be interpreted in the
following way. As the whole prayer is going to be addressed to Jesus (Lord), the teller is going to
address the second hypostasis of the Trinity, the Son, by objective pronoun “him”, not
capitalizing it, thus stating an intimate, almost informal, relationship with the addressee.
However, he capitalizes the possessive pronoun “His” in order to show that he asks the Son for
the hand of the Father – the first hypostasis of the Trinity. The teller asks the Son to get the help
from the Father. Could not he ask help from the Son directly? Western Christian (Catholic and
Protestant) tradition acknowledges that the Holy Spirit proceeds from Father and Son (so-called
filioque). Had Hughes stuck to this tradition, he would have probably capitalized both mentioned
pronouns to show that he appeals to the Lord (Jesus) and asks help again from the Lord. That is
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not the case in the Eastern and Oriental Christian tradition, though. Eastern (Orthodox)
Christianity reckons that the Holy Spirit proceeds only from the Father. So do the so-called
Ancient Oriental Churches, one of which is Ethiopian Orthodox Church. The overall excitement
of African American community with Ethiopia at the beginning of the XX century is wellknown. Langston Hughes did not escape from this passion either (let alone his poem of 1932
Call of Ethiopia; let us also recall Paul Laurence Dunbar’s Ode to Ethiopia of 1893). Ethiopia,
its culture, and religion became the symbol of African Christian identity for African Americans
in both Harlem and beyond. It is not surprising that Hughes reveals his obsession with Ethiopia
and Africa in such an orthodox way.
f) In a number of his poems Hughes uses such meaningful symbols as “sea” and “river”, “night”
and “day”, “moon” and “sun”. We deliberately unify these pairs of symbols under one heading,
because we believe that they act with each other as antitheses. About 30 from 234 of Hughes’s
poems use these symbol-metaphors.
Hughes entitled his first autobiographical work The Big Sea, pointing at the superior sense
(idea) of his life. In Hughes’s poems, “sea” often points at ultimate reason of human’s life, the
eventual point, where life leads a human. The symbol-metaphor of “sea” appears in 3 of 24
“religious” poems of Hughes, and those of “river” also in three. As for the “night – day” and
“sun – moon” symbols, they rarely appear in these poems. The latter two pairs of symbols do not
belong to those of religious interpretation, they rather represent part of other spiritual
(Nitzschean) discussion of Hughes’s poems: contrast of Apollonian vs. Dionysian cultures.
In the poem Sea Charm (1926), speaking about people, the poet says that they do not
understand the upper reason (“charm”) of eternal life (“sea”):
They know
But that the sea is strong
Like God’s hand.
(Rampersad & Roessel, 1995, p. 44)

The first time we encounter the symbol of river in the poetry of Langston Hughes is the
famous The Negro Speaks of Rivers (1926). Here the poet uses a “river” as a symbol of humble,
but strong and everlasting spirit of Negro people (“my soul has grown deep like the rivers”)
contrary to magnificent, but transient great ancient civilizations.
In Hughes’s “secular” poems, river (Styx, probably) comes out as the symbol of death:
Cause there ain’t no worries
Where de waters go.
(Rampersad & Roessel, 1995, p. 77)

However, in his poems with a religious context it rather acts as a passage, which human’s
soul must pass as an ordeal before merging with “sea” – the eternity in the kingdom of God. In
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his poem Closing Time (1927), the poet tells us about the death of a girl. According to the poem,
the girl drowns in a river. In the poem the river acts as a symbol:
Deep . . . River . . .
Oh, God, please!
The river and the moon hold memories.
(Rampersad & Roessel, 1995, p. 113)

Here the poet masterly combines two symbols of his poetry: theistic symbol of “river” and
Nitzschaean symbol of “moon” as the expression of Dionysian culture.
g) Direct Biblical allusions happen to be in 2 of the 43 reviewed poems. The poem Alabama
Earth, included in the collection The Dream Keeper and Other Poems of 1932, but actually
written in the 1920s, tells the reader about the gravestone of Booker T. Washington. With a
reference to this great figure of African-American folk, the allusion is made:
Serve – and hate will die unborn.
Love – and chains are broken.
(Rampersad & Roessel, 1995, p. 113)

The allusion is obvious. It refers to the place in the gospel, where the Lord tells his disciples:
“...Whoever wants to become great among you must be your servant, and whoever wants
to be first must be your slave – just as the Son of Man did not come to be served, but to
serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many” (Matthew 20:26-28)
(Life Application Bible, p. 1694-1695)

The second verse alludes to the famous thesis about the second commandment telling about
love towards one’s neighbor, equal to the first commandment, which have been already
discussed above.
h) An interesting component of the reviewed 43 poems is curse, appearing in 2 of them. The
poem Lover’s Return (1920s) consists of four stanzas. The first stanza, being an 8-bar blues with
the form AB, tells about the returning home of an old lover (“daddy”), who comes home worn
out and depressed. The second stanza, written in the same form, quotes his words of complaint,
which he shares with the teller, his girlfriend. The third stanza is significant, as it can be derived
from the stanza that he (the lover) may have betrayed his mistress with another female. It says in
italics: “Oh, men treats women / Just like a pair o’ shoes...”. The woman is full with pity toward
her unfortunate lover. The fourth, final stanza is written already in ABC-structured twelve-bar
format. Interestingly, the woman twice appeals to “Lawd” sharing her pity. The third verse, the
“C”-line, however, contains the reference to the devil in italics:
But the devil told me:
Damn a lover
Come home to die!

(Rampersad & Roessel, 1995, p. 113)
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Here two religious positions: that of pity inspired by God and that of hate inspired by devil,
are compared. The teller addresses God with pity, but the devil tempts the teller. Please note an
indefinite article “a”: the devil tries to assure the woman of the insignificance of her lover, who,
in his opinion, has proven his feebleness to such an extent that he does not deserve woman’s
attention anymore. A lover coming home weak and helpless, coming home “to die” should be
cursed and kicked out and never dealt with anymore. It is time to find a new lover.
The graph with the indication of the number of each type of stylistic device used is shown
below.
Fig. 3.15. The number of stylistic devices associated with spirituality according to their
types
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Where
a = interjection; b = appeal; c = metaphor; d = irony / bitter sarcasm; e = prayer; f =
symbol; g = biblical allusion; h = curse.
Finally, let us provide an example of how Hughes manages to us the blues in order to
combine above mentioned two components: that of protest and that of spirituality. His Red Clay
Blues is written in 1942 in cooperation with Richard Wright, a famous leftish writer and poet.
The first stanza states that
I miss that red clay, Lawd, I
Need to feel it in my shoes.
Says miss that red clay, Lawd, I
Need to feel it in my shoes.
I want to get to Georgia cause I
Got them red clay blues.
(Rampersad & Roessel, 1995, p.212)

What obviously strikes a reader while reading these lines is using together of the epithet “red”
for “red clay” and “Lawd”. The teller addresses to the Lord saying he (or she) wants to return
back to his home Georgia because he misses the “red clay” – a metaphor denoting “working
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class”, “working people”, “folks”. The usage of a socialist motif together with a religious one is
amazing. The second stanza says:
Pavement’s hard on my feet, I’m
Tired o’ this concrete street.
Pavement’s hard on my feet, I’m
Tired o’ this city street.
Goin’ back to Georgia where
That clay can’t be beat.
(ibid)

Here the words “pavement” and “concrete street” serve as metaphors for “Northern people”.
The poet contrapositions them, which are “hard on his feet” to his Southern brethren, which are
as warm as “red clay”. In the third stanza he develops this idea with an interesting resolution:
I want to tramp in the red mud, Lawd, and
Feel the red clay round my toes.
I want to wade in that red mud,
Feel that red clay suckin’ at my toes.
I want my little farm back and I
Don’t care where that landlord goes.
(ibid)

What strikes us again in this protest-type blues is the second mentioning of God through the
appeal to “Lawd”. “Tramping in the red mud” and “wading in the red mud” means, of course,
that the teller wants to find himself again in Southern environment surrounded by his brethrenworkers, whom he reveres and understands better than Northern people – “concrete streets” and
“pavements”. However, the last two lines express obviously socialist idea: he wants back HIS
OWN farm, and, besides, he prefers not having the landlord around. The climax of the poem is in
the fourth stanza:
I want to be in Georgia, when the
Big storm starts to blow.
Yes, I want to be in Georgia when that
Big storm starts to blow.
I want to see the landlord runnin’ cause I
Wonder where they gonna go!
(ibid)

Here the poet speaks about socialist revolution. He wants to be at home when the revolution –
“the Big storm”, a meaningful metaphor – starts to blow. Just like Russian socialist revolution
exiled all masters and landlords from the country, the teller wants to savor seeing his landlord
running, wherever this latter is going to go.
Thus, the poet shows that the blues can serve as a powerful tool, where protest motives can be
combined with spiritual motives, while not losing the melancholic, lamenting spirit of blues
itself. And that is why these pieces of his poetry are so much valuable.

131

3.4.3. Conclusion
Statistical analysis shows that both protest/socialist and spiritual/religious components
are present in substantial quantity in the poems of Langston Hughes. The analysis also
shows that there are certain poems, where both of these elements are present at the same
time. Most notable in this respect are the blues poems by Hughes. Statistics say that in his
blues Langston Hughes refers to God or divine power more often than traditional pieces of
the blues do. Statistics also say that the majority of the blues poems of the poet have protest
to some degree. Therefore, the blues can be seen the logical interception of social (protest)
and religious (spiritual) motives of the poet, where these two are brought together in
harmonious coexistence.
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Conclusions
When formulating the hypothesis, our knowledge of the existing literature about protest
poetry wrapped in the framework of social motives, as well as religion and faith theme in the
heritage of the African-American poet and writer Langston Hughes, was rather general. So was
the understanding of his literary legacy. However, it was enough to identify two components of
his creative work, which were used to build our hypothesis.
The hypothesis was formulated taking into account the complexity of the subject, which
included literary issues, the historical background, musicological facts, as well as religious
interpretations. All these were necessary to analyze such an - at the first sight - incongruous
phenomena as racial/social protest and religious spirituality, which the poet used in his works,
identify their origin, and provide our interpretation.
Having comprehensively analyzed the poetic heritage of Langston Hughes from these points
of view, we can assert that key points of our hypothesis proved right. In particular, we can say
that the creative path of Langston Hughes’s work as if in the mirror reflects the mainstream ideas
and perceptions present in preceding African American literature. The difference is, though, that
the writings of Langston Hughes, especially most significant ones, fall on specific sociohistorical paradigm, called “the Roaring Twenties”, “Jazz Age”, or “Harlem Renaissance”. From
the standpoint of the struggle of the race for its rights, and the reliance of the race on its
spiritual tradition, this paradigm is featured by those basic trends, which were present during
the whole preceding period of Afro-American history, which was enriched, though, by such new
significant milestone of Afro-American culture as jazz and blues music. The last became one
more pillar, on which Hughes built his own understanding of the problems of his race in his
country.
While speaking on behalf of his brethren in his poems, Langston Hughes derives the
inspiration from the examples and deeds of the predecessors of African American civil rights
movement, who immortalized their names not only by their actions, but also by the ideas
expressed on paper. The names of Phillis Wheatley, Frederick Douglass, Booker T. Washington,
Paul Laurence Dunbar are the beacons, which must and do highlight the thorny way toward
physical and spiritual liberation. They are “the congressmen” of the race, who set their examples
for their brethren and taught how to cope with a cold and hostile environment. Although white,
John Brown is a lighthouse, showing true passage. Hughes even calls him “Moses”, revealing his
cosmopolitan, internationalist nature. Not yielding to Jim Crow, defying it, saturates Hughes’s
poems of protest. In this respect, he continues the line started in the literature by ante-bellum
writers, representing by himself the herald combating with the dark period of Negro
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history – the Nadir. Statistical analysis conducted to prove this statement shows that in the
decade of the 1920s the number of protest poems amounts to 85%; in the decade of the 1930s –
to 43%; in the 1940s – to 67%. This means that protest as a poetic mood constitutes “lion’s
share” of his poetry, being one of the most, if not the most, important feelings.
While taking examples from great predecessors, and setting this example to his brethren,
Hughes remains faithful to the most important unit of African-American culture – belief in God.
It is true, some of his poems contain irony and sarcasm about God and religion, but the poet
expresses these regarding the perversities of “white religion”, hypocrisy of some circles of
organized religion in America, which, as a rule, serves ruling strata, which, in Hughes’s opinion,
through different ways exercise the oppression of colored population, the Nadir of the XX
century. However, through various references, metaphors, appeals, and even prayers, Hughes
shows that for him, as an African American, belief in God is important and even essential.
Statistical analysis shows that in the decade of the 1920s 13% of all written poems contain
different references to the divinity; in the 1930s this number amounts to 10%; in the 1940s – to
6%; in the 1950s – to 2%. For Hughes, white Christ (in other words, Christianity imposed by the
white people over the Blacks) is the symbol of tyranny and oppression, but black Christ (the
image of Christ accepted by the Blacks) is the symbol of love and liberty. It should be noted
though, that, in our opinion, such a division factually made by the poet seems inappropriate from
the point of our (Orthodox) culture, which, luckily, does not have the history of such oppression
as in the USA.
The positive side of Hughes’s ambiguous attitude towards religion is augmented by such a
significant phenomenon of African American culture as spiritual music. Spiritual music is
something, that Hughes treats with great reverence, and applies such a lyrical tradition of
spiritual music as call-and-response in his poems. The poet regards spiritual music as one of
the strongholds of Afro-American tradition, which saved the colored people from
degradation, which, of course, would be impossible without a firm belief in merciful God.
Spiritual (as a musical genre) is the pillar supporting African Americans in their misery and
suffering. However, the poet’s rebellious spirit cannot be satisfied only with the hopes of
tomorrow, and the more so – with the hopes in a better existence in hereafter life. The singer of
Harlem Renaissance wants not only a consolation, but also a better life now, today, at this
moment. Therefore he chooses another great tradition of Afro-American folklore – the blues – to
bring in to land the thoughts and dreams of Negro spirituals. Through the blues, the poet finds
secular application of the message delivered by spirituals, he relieves himself and his brethren
from suffering, in which the race is put, defying suffering, while protesting in a lamenting way.
Thus, in his poetry, Hughes manages to combine two - seemingly incongruous - instincts: a
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humble belief in God and an active earthly action, submitting to the mercy of fate and
radical struggle for life, resigning to misery and seeking ways to eliminate it. Statistical
analysis shows that in the decade of the 1920s 29% of all blues poems written contain different
references to the divinity; in the 1930s this number amounts to 40%; in the 1940% - to 36%; in
the 1950s – to 50%. As we can see, the domain of the blues proves to be more spiritual than
overall domain of his poems, which ascribes this genre special place both in the heritage of the
poet and of the world culture.
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Appendix
List of the poems by Langston Hughes written in the form of twelve-bar blues in Harlem
Renaissance period (1921-1930). Poems containing religious (spiritual) motives are marked with
an asterisk.
Bad Man (1927)
Blues Fantasy (1926)
Bound No’th Blues* (1927)
Fortune Teller Blues (1927)
Gal’s Cry for a Dying Lover* (1927)
Gypsy Man (1927)
Homesick Blues* 1927)
Hard Daddy (1927)
Hard Luck (1927)
Hey! (1927)
Hey! Hey! (1927)
Lament over Love (1927)
Listen Here Blues* (1927)
Lonesome Place (1927)
Ma Man* (1927)
Midwinter Blues (1927)
Minnie Sings Her Blues (1927)
Moan* (1927)
Po’ Boy Blues (1927)
Red Roses* (1927)
Suicide (1927)
The Weary Blues (1926)
Young Gal’s Blues (1927)
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