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Langston Hughes was born in Joplin, Missouri, in 1901. Often called ‘The People’s Poet,’ he authored and edited over thirty works of poetry, novels, plays, essays and children’s books. He was a poetic innovator and a central figure of the Harlem Renaissance, and his writing promoted equality, condemned racism and injustice and helped shape American literature and politics. He died on May 22, 1967, in New York City.

Danez Smith is the author of four poetry collections including Bluff, Homie and Don’t Call Us Dead. Danez has won the Forward Prize for Best Collection, the Minnesota Book Award in Poetry, the Lambda Literary Award for Gay Poetry and has been a finalist for the NAACP Image Award in Poetry, the National Book Critics Circle Award and the National Book Award. Danez lives in Minneapolis with their people.
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So I am ashamed for the black poet who says, “I want to be a poet, not a Negro poet,” as though his own racial world were not as interesting as any other world. I am ashamed, too, for the colored artist who runs from the painting of Negro faces to the painting of sunsets after the manner of the academicians because he fears the strange un-whiteness of his own features. An artist must be free to choose what he does, certainly, but he must also never be afraid to do what he might choose.

—Langston Hughes, from “The Negro Artist and the Racial Mountain”
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INTRODUCTION

by Danez Smith

When was the first time you read Langston Hughes? For me, it was seventh or eighth grade English class. During the poetry unit, we read dead poet after dead poet, assigned to analyze these verses to prove we could understand poetry. We were asked to approach poetry as a series of right or wrong interpretations, an act of decoding, maneuvering through English that often felt completely alien from what we spoke. Sometimes we just found ourselves bored. It wasn’t a curriculum designed for us to fall in love with poetry, so I didn’t.

I left that class thinking all poets were dead, that all the poems had already been written, that most of the poets had been white. A few lines from one of the pieces we read did stick with me: “I’ve known rivers,” Langston Hughes wrote in “The Negro Speaks of Rivers.” He was the only Black poet we studied, and the title made me think of church, about my pastor’s sermons and all the songs we’d sing about knowing: knowing Jesus, knowing the way through the storm, knowing joy will come in the morning. That a short, quiet poem, one buried deep in a textbook and placed before me as an uninterested twelve- or thirteen-year-old, could send my mind to the music and rapture was new for me. I didn’t fall in love with poems then, but it was my first clue that they might hold some mighty and transformative power, that they may be something akin to church; they may change your life.

The next time Hughes loomed large in my life was my freshman year in college. My friend Sofia Snow and I had been tasked to remix “Harlem” by Hughes for our poetry slam team. We were eighteen years old, and had fallen in love with the power of spoken word poetry and the electricity of performing it onstage. We were real serious writers in our minds, and like many real serious writers before us, we were seeking inspiration.

We created poetry and choreography in an attempt to answer Hughes’s famous question, “What happens to a dream deferred?” In his poems, Hughes showed us that a dream could dry, fester, run, stink, crust and sugar over, and even explode. We stretched our minds to meet Hughes’s imagination. With our bodies, we aimed toward our own dreams. We saw our dreams drown, soar, battle, dance, starve, melt, and wait.

Our work in Hughes’s shadow exploded with more cringe than genius, yet gave us a chance to imagine our lives through the lens of a master poet. I envied Hughes’s brilliance, packed into just a few lines. I searched his poems for more insight about me. I read his words looking for any proof of his queerness while I was still coming into my own, astounded and frustrated that there were only moments where I might speculate, but no hard proof. Hughes might have envied me—the time, ability, and space I have as a poet today to be fully me.

For Hughes, I wrote poems in the voice of his imagined lover. I became hungry to know his beloved Harlem. I read the poets and writers he wrote alongside and called his friends. I listened to the jazz music that made his poetry come alive, and let it enliven me. Not only did I crave his treasure trove of genius but the power of community he sparked around Black lives and artistry. In Hughes’s Harlem, there’s a wild, queer, and loving brood of Black artists, each one talented and each one aware of art’s potential to break open the world. Hughes lived this and it is felt in his poems.

Working on Blues in Stereo, I was able to spend time with Langston Hughes’s work like never before. He walked me into poetry as a middle schooler and has not let me go. In this collection of his early works, we see his journey, not yet the literary giant but just a boy falling in love with poetry as generations have with his.

In the summer of 1920, an eighteen-year-old Hughes headed to Mexico to live with his father and convince him to provide the money he might use to enroll in Columbia University and become a poet. Somewhere outside St. Louis, on his way to Mexico, Hughes looked out the train window and saw the great Mississippi River. In his first autobiography, 1940’s The Big Sea, Hughes details for us the story behind his poem “The Negro Speaks of Rivers,” what I now wholly recognize as Hughes’s most famous poem and one of the most monumental works of verse in the American canon. Hughes recounts about the writing of that poem:


I began to think what that river, the old Mississippi, had meant to Negroes in the past.…Then I began to think about other rivers in our past—the Congo, and the Niger, and the Nile in Africa—and the thought came to me: “I’ve known rivers,” and I put it down on the back of an envelope I had in my pocket, and within the space of ten or fifteen minutes, as the train gathered speed in the dusk, I had written this poem, which I called “The Negro Speaks of Rivers.”



Consider the making of the poem, the magnitude of this moment, the thoughts that lead up to and the ten or so minutes it took this eighteen-year-old boy to write one of the most known English poems of the twentieth century. Even as a boy, and in the face of a world around him that was built on the hatred against Black people, Hughes chose to love his people nonetheless. The boy loved their music, their beauty, their struggle and ingenuity, their ways of being, their terrors and their graces—so much that it made him want to write a poem.

I’m moved by Hughes, at eighteen, writing a poem where his “I” is big enough to hold all of us, where “The Negro” is both individual and all Black folks. I love that Hughes pointed his words at his people, that he loved Black people and Blackness at a time when that love was largely rejected, and that his poems tell us so. I love that this young man—“that baby,” as I’m sure many women called him in those years—wrote his seminal poem on an envelope looking out the window in transit.

“The Negro Speaks of Rivers” would go on to be Hughes’s first published poem in June 1921, published alongside the bulk of his early work in The Crisis, the NAACP’s monthly magazine, edited at the time by W. E. B. DuBois. I find myself so moved when I think of a young Hughes finding favor in the eyes of DuBois, his poems featured so abundantly and lovingly in a magazine presented to the people as food for Black people’s advancement. Blues in Stereo starts there, in the pages of The Crisis, where Hughes, too, began.

In your hands is a collection of works from the early writing life of Langston Hughes. When I read the poems in this collection, I feel the gravity of the great attention Hughes paid when looking at his people, and the power encapsulated in that attention. Hughes’s influence continues to echo through poetry, fiction, and theater. I would even say that his jazz poems are an ancestor to rap and hip-hop. Artists across genres—writers, musicians, playwrights, and yes, the young slam poets—continue to play in his long shadow every time we exact the musicality of our work, when we transform our language with the possibilities of song, when we proudly claim our people’s being and liberation across race, gender, and class as the mission of our craft.

Blues in Stereo spans Hughes’s adolescent writings, penned between 1921 and 1927. The pieces herewith are uncollected poems, songs, drafts from abandoned projects, and works published in groundbreaking radical Black publications in the 1920s and ’30s that are now out of print. In curating this volume, I have strived to maintain the original formatting. I have noted with asterisks areas where Hughes’s handwritten notes are unintelligible, and I have maintained his typewriter markings, the X-ing out of lines to reflect the works in progress. Together these early works weave a rich tapestry revealing a young, brilliant, hungry mind that is on fire with a song for Black people; an artist who spoke of the beauty, splendor, and sorrows of the world and bore witness to how those beauties, splendors, and sorrows emanate from and around Black people and refracted across the nation. In publishing them together, these poems, stories, and verses filled with love and favor will echo through history as long as there are humans around to read them.

I hope Blues in Stereo sings to


OEBPS/xhtml/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Title



		Copyright



		Contents



		Introduction



		Part 1



		A Song to a Negro Wash-Woman



		Mother to Son



		The Negro Speaks of Rivers



		Young Prostitute



		Dream Variation



		Proem



		Poem



		Lament for Dark Peoples



		My People









		Part 2



		Minstrel Man



		Song for a Banjo Dance



		Jazzonia



		Negro Dancers



		Cabaret



		Young Singer



		Prayer Meeting



		Harlem Night Club









		Part 3



		The South



		Seascape



		Caribbean Sunset



		Mexican Market Woman



		The White Ones



		Gods



		Our Land (Poem for a Decorative Panel)









		Part 4



		Railroad Avenue



		Elevator Boy



		To Certain Intellectuals



		Steel Mills









		Part 5



		Brothers



		Fascination



		Fire-Caught



		My Beloved



		Poem (To F. S.)



		Song for a Suicide



		Poem



		The Poppy Flower



		Shadows



		Autumn Note



		Epitaph



		The Naughty Child



		Poem for Youth



		Youth



		Lullaby



		To Beauty









		Part 6



		Cocko’ the World



		Cocko’ the World: A Music–Play



		NOTES ON PLAY



		Moon Magic



		War Is War



		A Land of Sun



		Song of Adornment



		I’ll Drop My Anchor with You



		My Little Black Diamond



		I Own the World



		Kalulu



		Work Song of the Diamond Miners



		After the Ship Is Gone



		Airplane Factories









		Part 7



		Formula









		Citations













Guide





		Cover



		Title



		Start











OEBPS/images/title.png
3
\\\\\ UNTTR\S
S

BLUES IN STEREO

The EARLY WORKS of

LANGSTON
HUGHES

1921-1927

Curated by Danez Smith

s dialogue
ébooksg





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
" LANGSTON
(/”HUGHES

“BLUES IN’STEREO

The EARLY WORKS of LANGSTON HUGHES
CURATED BY DANEZ SMITH

‘Honours a corner of a legendary poet’s life’
Hanif Abdurraqib, author of There’s Always This Year
and A Little Devil in America





