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Abstract

The essay deals with the concept of “blackness” in the early poetry of Langston Hughes. It identi-
fies the inspirational impetus of W.E.B. Du Bois and then goes on to explore three mutually related 
fields of associations: blackness as the night, as a shadow and as depth. The analysis shows the 
sophistication of Hughes’s poetics and the complexities of its seeming simplicity. The author seeks 
to reaffirm Hughes’s achievement in articulating the black experience in the first half of the 20th 
century. 
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1. Introduction
When W.E.B. Du Bois published his ground-breaking collection of essays The Souls of 
Black Folk (1903), his goal was to revive the conciliatory and gradualist tone of the earlier 
program of B. T. Washington1 and provide a new and provocative perspective on black 
life in America around the turn of the century. His book thus had not only historical, 
philosophical and sociological significance: it was an attempt to synthetize the cultural 
and spiritual imprint blacks had left in American history and help the African American 
community as well as those beyond to articulate the core tensions within “Black folk” as 
they are perceived “within and without the Veil.” (Du Bois Souls, 3). Du Bois’s crucial 
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metaphor of the “Veil” which separates the Blacks from the Whites and the Blacks from 
“Opportunity”, i.e. from fully identifying with America, may be seen as an invitation to a 
new generation of black artists to reconceptualize the vision of American “blackness” as 
a pars-pro-toto metonymy of the troubled, shadowy existence of the African Americans 
alongside the Whites.

In that sense, the notion of “blackness” in relation to the African Americans shows a 
great semantic potential to be exploited in black writing. This notion also plays a central 
role in the early verse of the key poet of the Harlem Renaissance, Langston Hughes (1902–
1967), a poet to whom W.E.B. Du Bois offered the first publication platform in his Crisis.2 
Hughes reflects, albeit indirectly, on some of Du Bois’s central ideas about the “soul” of 
the African American community, and offers a distinctive poetic articulation of black life 
in America in the first half of the 20th century.

In this essay I shall focus on the semantic richness of Hughes’s concept of “blackness” 
in his early poems published between 1921–1930,3 when he introduced his characteristic 
poetic style and established himself as a poet of the “black vogue” of the Harlem Renais-
sance.4 I want to show the inner tensions of Hughes’s treatment of this issue and the poetic 
mastery hidden behind his declaratory simplicity. 
 
2. The night was black, too: the double paradox of being black and American
The core tension of being black in Hughes’s poetry is a troubling ambiguity: being “black” 
separates “Negroes” not only from the rest of the American society and the key ideals 
it represents, but also from themselves, since their identity has been essentially defined 
“from behind.” Being black is thus an enigma unto itself: the simple reference to skin color 
launches a game of paradoxical meanings.

In “A Black Pierrot”, the “Veil” of blackness makes it impossible to impress a (sup-
posedly white) lady: the Pierrot disappears into the “night” that is just as black and mys-
terious as the enchantment of this “white” entertainment. In the end, the Pierrot becomes 
exhausted and his separation is confirmed: his love potential can only be realized within 
the group of the stigmatized “colored.” In the end, the Pierrot goes on to seek a “brown 
love”:

I am a black Pierrot: 
She did not love me, 
So I crept away into the night 
And the night was black, too. 

I am a black Pierrot: 
She did not love me, 
So I wept until the red dawn 
Dripped blood over the eastern hills 
And my heart was bleeding, too. 

I am a black Pierrot: 
She did not love me, 
So with my once gay-colored soul 
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Shrunken like a balloon without air, 
I went forth in the morning 
To seek a new brown love. (Hughes 31)5 

In fact, “night” seems to be a crucial association of blackness in Hughes’s early poetry: 
black life is a “night” life of blues bars and cabarets, hidden and mysterious, inhabited with 
“dark” musicians and “night-veiled” girls (Cf. “Danse Africaine”, 28). Their nocturnal 
existence clashes with the world of “light”, but also with being “white” or “bright”. The 
rhythm of black life seems to be turned upside down: the end of the “day” turns into its 
beginning. The “night” liberates the energy of Hughes’s “Negroes”: the night unleashes 
moments of joy, free dreaming and “gayness”:

[…] 
Sun’s going down this evening –
Might never rise no mo’.
The sun’s going down this very night –  
Might never rise no mo’.
So dance with swift feet, honey –

(The banjo’s sobbing low)
Dance with swift feet, honey –

Might never dance no mo’. (“Song for a Banjo Dance”, 29)
[…] 
Droning a drowsy syncopated tune, 
Rocking back and forth to a mellow croon, 
I heard a Negro play. 
Down on Lenox Avenue the other night 
By the pale dull pallor of an old gas light 
He did a lazy sway .... 
He did a lazy sway .... 
To the tune o’ those Weary Blues. 
With his ebony hands on each ivory key 
He made that poor piano moan with melody. 
O Blues! 
Swaying to and fro on his rickety stool 
He played that sad raggy tune like a musical fool. 
Sweet Blues! 
Coming from a black man’s soul. 
O Blues! (“The Weary Blues”, 50) 

[…]
White ones, bright ones,
What do you know
About tomorrow
Where all paths go?

Jazz-boys, jazz-boys –
Play, plAY, PLAY!
Tomorrow… is darkness.
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Joy today. (“Harlem Night Club”, 90)
Jazz and blues music communicate the complexity of the “black soul” driven by the 

“black and white” contrast of the “Negro” otherness: indeed, the musician in “The Weary 
Blues” makes the “poor piano moan with melody” with his “ebony hands on each ivory 
key.” 

Since the mentioned words “night”, “white” and “bright” rhyme, Hughes exploits their 
inner tensions and often confronts them in rhyme pairs. The magic of the “night” (or 
“blackness” in general) is thus transformed into the mystery of the strange, unexplained 
contrast between being “black” and the opposing words or concepts. However, this differ-
ence is not always presented as an opposition: in fact, it often seems to be just a juxtaposed 
inner tension. 

In “Winter Moon”, for instance, the contrast between the “whiteness” of the moon and 
the “blackness” of the night is the only semantic tension of the poem. Nevertheless, the 
poetic effect is satisfactory:

How thin and sharp is the moon tonight!
How thin and sharp and ghostly white
Is the slim curved crook of the moon tonight! (35)6 

In “Walkers with the Dawn”, the African Americans are “not afraid of night,/Nor days 
of gloom,/Nor darkness – /Being walkers with the sun and morning” (Hughes 45). Again, 
the semantic tension of the text is created by this supposedly “simple” contrast. In “Song”, 
a black person is commended to go behind the seeming opposites and embrace their inner 
tensions and paradoxes. The contrasts of the rhyming pairs create the essence of the text’s 
poetic effect: all these words in the poem represent semantic tensions or downright oppo-
sites. A dramatic rhythmic pause at the end underlines the final climax:  

Lovely, dark, and lonely one,
Bare your bosom to the sun.
Do not be afraid of light,
You who are a child of night.

Open wide your arms of life,
Whirl in the wind of pain and strife,
Face the wall with the dark closed gate,
beat with bare, brown fists –

And wait. (45)

A similar instance of this use of rhyming pairs can be found in “To a Dead Friend”: 
there the contrast between the moon sending “its mellow light/Through the purple black-
ness of the night” with the morning star being “palely bright” stands in a sharp opposition 
to the sadness of the lyrical subject, for whom “no joy can be/Happiness comes no more to 
me,/For you’re dead” (Hughes 26).7 
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The simple association of “night” with “stars” in Hughes’ early poetry launches yet another 
wordplay of paradoxical collocations with “Star-Spangled” America and its inaccessible 
ideals. In “Stars”, the Harlem night is defined by the opposition of the poverty and the 
“sweep of stars over Harlem streets/little breath of oblivion that is night.” The addressee 
of the poem, a “dark boy” is challenged to take “just/One star” out of this “little breath of 
oblivion,” i.e. the night (85). 

Hughes addresses the issue in a more direct way in a poem called “America”: America 
as “the star-seeking I” is contrasted with the lyrical “I” as the voice of the voiceless: 
namely, the blacks and the Jews who also happen to seek “the stars” (52–53). In “Star 
Seeker”, “the flame white star/has burned my hands/Even from afar.” The tension of the 
poem is again pointed by a dramatically contrasting rhyming pair: “I sought a singing 
star’s/Wild beauty./Now behold the scars” (64).

The South as the archetypal region of black American presence transforms the motif 
of the “stars” into a series of intriguing opposites: the beauty of the starry Southern nights 
conflicts with the gloomy sadness on the part of the lyrical subject. Such “stars” no longer 
provide orientation, and they lose any reference to the world of dreams and ideals: they 
merely sadden and hurt:

[…]
Love 
Is a bright star 
Glowing in far Southern skies
Look too hard
And its burning flame
Will always hurt your eyes. (“Love Song for Lucinda”, 68)

[…]
Cotton and the moon,
Warmth, earth, warmth,
The sky, the sun, the stars,
The magnolia-scented South.

Beautiful, like a woman,
Seductive as a dark-eyed whore.

Passionate, cruel,
Honey-lipped, syphilitic– 
That is the South.

And I, who am black, would love her
But she spits in my face. (“The South”, 26–27)

The night thus uncovers a troubling ambiguity: the lure and magic of black as a color 
clash with the perception of “blackness” as a painful stigma and a deficiency. This creates 
an almost schizophrenic sense of a “double-consciousness” which W.E.B Du Bois poign-
antly articulates in The Souls of Black Folk:

After the Egyptian and Indian, the Greek and Roman, the Teuton and Mongolian, the 
Negro is a sort of seventh son, born with a veil, and gifted with second-sight in this 
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American world,—a world which yields him no true self-consciousness, but only lets 
him see himself through the revelation of the other world. It is a peculiar sensation, 
this double-consciousness, this sense of always looking at one’s self through the eyes 
of others, of measuring one by the tape of a world that looks on in amused contempt 
and pity. One ever feels his two-ness,—an American, a Negro... two thoughts, two 
unreconciled strivings; two warring ideals in one dark body, whose dogged strength 
alone keeps it from being torn asunder. (9)8  

This “two-ness” of the black consciousness is reflected in the “shadowy” aspect of the 
black existence: “a dark body” becomes a “shadow” of the “white” existence, as well as a 
“shadow” unto itself. The “blackness” thus acquires yet another meaning.
 
3. A naked shadow/ On a gnarled and naked tree: blackness as a double-edged shadow 
“Song for A Dark Girl”, a “simple” story of hanging/lynching a “black young lover/To a 
cross roads tree”, climaxes in a reference to the crucifixion of a “white” Jesus. The brutal-
ity of the event becomes “visible” through the negative: indeed, the “blackness” of the 
lover prevents him from being identified with Christ:

Way Down South in Dixie
(Break the heart of me)

They hung my black young lover
To a cross roads tree.

Way Down South in Dixie 
(Bruised body high in air)

I asked the white Lord Jesus
What was the use of prayer.

Way Down South in Dixie
(Break the heart of me)

Love is a naked shadow 
On a gnarled and naked tree. (104)

The “naked shadow” of love sums up multiple “darknesses”: the darkness of the vul-
nerable “black” girl facing such brutality, the individual story of the “dark” lover, and 
the “darkness” of the crucifixion, which in the Christian tradition is seen primarily as a 
redemptive narrative. The “dark girl” is left with a (dark) song and unanswered or (per-
haps) unanswerable prayers. This inner drama of a “broken heart” contrasts with the seem-
ing un-reality of the black “shadow” existence.

The shadowy existence of the black lyrical I in “As I Grew Older” is a one of separa-
tion: the “dreams” contrast with the situation of the “wall” standing “between me and my 
dream”:

[…]
Dimming,
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Hiding, 
The light of my dream.
Rose until it touched the sky –
The wall.

Shadow.
I am black. […] (93–94)

The situation of “blackness” in the poem prevents the light from coming in and makes 
it difficult to fully accept oneself as a “dark” person whose “darkness” is created from the 
outside. The tone of the poem changes to a seemingly optimistic “call to action”: 

[…]
I lie down in the shadow.
No longer the light of my dream before me,
Above me.
Only the thick wall.
Only the shadow.
My hands! 
My dark hands! 
Break through the wall! 
Find my dream! 
Help me to shatter this darkness,
To smash this night,
To break this shadow
Into a thousand lights of sun,
Into a thousand whirling dreams
Of sun! (Hughes 93–94)

This call, however, uncovers a deep ambiguity: the light “of the sun” that is to come in 
“to break the shadow” may refer both to the liberation of the blacks as well as to the prob-
lematic identification with the tokens of the dominant “white” culture, i.e. being defined 
from the outside and essentially again as a shadow.

In “Shadows”, the corporate person representing the black community (“we”) finds 
itself in “shadows” created by the “narrow space of stifling air/That these white things 
have made” (Hughes 34). The rhetorical effect of the poem is energized by the contrast 
between the “stifling” aspect of the “shade” and the dynamism of the poem:

[…]
We run,
We run,
We cannot stand these shadows”
Give us the sun. [..] (34)

The “dark” existence of the blacks in U.S. society in Hughes’s early poetry calls to 
mind the Jungian concept of “shadow” (Schatten) as the projecting screen of “darkness” 
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in collective existence10. In an often anthologized poem “I, Too”, the black represents the 
“darker brother” on the edge of the society (“They send me to eat in the kitchen/When 
company comes […]”): Hughes’s almost naïve conclusion (“Besides/They’ll see how 
beautiful I am/And be ashamed –/I, too, am America.”) sounds optimistic, but it aims at 
uncovering the “darker” side of the “white” shadow of the American Dream, i.e. the black 
existence alongside the white majority. Indeed, this creates sophistication in simplicity: the 
adverb “too” is not only affirmative, it is also a sign of the shadow of the black man: “I, 
too, am America.” (46, emphasis is mine). 

In “House of the World”, a poem published shortly after the analyzed period (in 1931), 
the lyrical subject looks for a house “where the white shadows/Will not fall.” The answer 
in italics seems to be both a resignation and an affirmation. 

There is no such house.
Dark brothers,
No such house
At all. (138)

Emily Bernard argues that “[…] this poem wearily cedes the impossibility of ever extri-
cating black identity from the constancy of the white normative gaze” (180). However, 
the poem may be read in a wider perspective. It is the privilege of the “dark” existence to 
uncover and discover a universally valid anthropological dimension: a sense of existential 
depth. 

This experience of depth and profundity of the “Negro” existence represents the third 
key aspect of blackness in Hughes’s early poetry.  

4. My soul has grown deep like the rivers – blackness as a journey towards existential 
profundity 
In the earliest poem Hughes published in W.E.B. DuBois’s Crisis11, “The Negro Speaks 
of Rivers”, the speaker of the poem associates black existence “depth” and “antiquity” 
reflecting on the “dusky” aspect of blackness:   

I’ve known rivers: 
I’ve known rivers ancient as the world and older than the flow of human blood in 
human veins. 

My soul has grown deep like the rivers. 

I bathed in the Euphrates when dawns were young. 
I built my hut near the Congo and it lulled me to sleep. 
I looked upon the Nile and raised the pyramids above it. 
I heard the singing of the Mississippi when Abe Lincoln went down to New Orleans, 
and I’ve seen its muddy bosom turn all golden in the sunset. 

I’ve known rivers: 
Ancient, dusky rivers. 
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My soul has grown deep like the rivers. (23)

Structurally speaking, the final three lines join the three crucial themes (the antiquity of 
the rivers, black existence across the continents and the depth of the “dusky” rivers) and 
present the “Negro soul”12 as a reflective identity taught by aged-old experience facing 
hardships and the scorching sun. The described forms of black existence have created a 
sense of silent presence and resilience whose core lies “deep” beyond the boundaries of 
time and place. 

Hughes connects the “depth” of the black soul with the immemorial time of its African 
origin; with Africa as the “unknown” continent in the context of the Euro-American civi-
lization that tends to ignore its specific values. Hughes’s “Negro” affirms his deep seated 
wisdom acquired by aged-old experience of slavery:

I am a Negro:
Black as the night is black,
Black like the depths of my Africa. (24)

In “Lament for Dark Peoples”, the “dark” peoples represent the pars-pro-toto meton-
ymy of a much deeper phenomenon of modernity, i.e. a sense of existential alienation 
within an anonymous civilization:

I was a red man one time,
But the white men came.
I was a black man, too,
But the white men came.

They drove me out of the forest.
They took me away from the jungles.
I lost my trees.
I lost my silver moons.

Now they’ve caged me
In the circus of civilization.
Now I herd with the many – 
Caged in the circus of civilization. (39)

The alienation of the “caged” men (referring to the inhuman forms of treatment of the 
blacks in the past) represents a deeper existential longing of “the many” losers of the mod-
ern civilization with whom the black man “herds”. As such, the destiny of “blackness” of 
the “colored” people stands also for the aged-old patient process of liberation within the 
entire human race. In Hughes’s short poem on the “Lincoln Monument: Washington”, 
Lincoln, as the “Old Abe”, has been similarly “quiet for ten thousand centuries […] Quiet 
for a million, million years” (Hughes 103). However, his resilience stands against time as 
a silent witness for the timeless truths of a dignified human life:   



84

LITERATURE AND CULTURE

[…]
And yet a voice forever
Against the
Timeless walls
Of time – 
Old Abe. (103)

In that sense, Hughes poetically rearticulates a famous statement of W.E.B. Du Bois, 
who associates the fate of humanity with the fate of the colored people: “Most men in the 
world are colored. A belief in humanity means a belief in colored men” (“Negro”, 110).13 

The ultimate “depth” of Hughes’s “blackness” is the wisdom acquired in this patient 
process of age-old transmission of traditional “black” cultural forms, especially stories 
and music. Typically, in “Aunt Sue’s Stories”, the wisdom of the child is nurtured from the 
depth of the troubled black existence, since the stories did not come “out of any book at 
all” but “right out of her life” (24). The labelling of Hughes as a “blues poet” does not just 
point to the innumerable references to blues as a music form with a very peculiar rhyth-
mical structuring: Hughes also refers to the “depth” of the existential longing expressed 
in the blues. In “The Weary Blues”, the singer “in a deep song voice with a melancholy 
tune” articulates a sense of “depth” beyond himself: the longing represents an unstoppable 
process of liberating the inner tensions of the performer right from the center of his/her 
personality:

The singer stopped playing and went to bed 
While the Weary Blues echoed through his head. 
He slept like a rock or a man that’s dead. (50)

The final allusion to death amplifies this sense of existential depth: a paradoxical long-
ing to be immersed and bathed (cf. “Suicide”, 82) in the “immemorial” depth of death, 
well beyond one’s own comprehension. In that sense, the black experience acquires the 
universality of a symbol: it stands for the reverse side, it is a “night” and a “shadow” to be 
embraced in the orchestra of America (and the world). Thus the mentioned components 
and “shades” of “blackness” in Hughes’s poetry describe a full circle. 
     
5. Conclusion – being a “Negro” and a poet
As we have seen, the exploration of “blackness” lies at the core of the lyrical power of 
Langston Hughes’s early poetry. For Hughes, “blackness” is both the core of the inspira-
tion but also the existential need to be communicated in poetry. In that way, he follows 
his programmatic essay published in the early period, “The Negro Artist and the Racial 
Mountain”: being a “Negro poet” is a destiny and a mission of its own. “Blackness” is not 
an “additum” to a more universally conceived idea of poetry. In fact, Hughes is shamed” 
for those blacks who hide their “blackness” because they “want to be poets”: 
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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 
unwhiteness of his own features. An artist must be free to choose what he does, cer-
tainly, but he must also never be afraid to do what he must choose.14 

Hughes thus “freely chose to be “a Negro poet” to discover the peculiar radiation and 
the depth of the “souls of black folk.” The impetus of W.E.B. Du Bois finds a distinctive 
lyrical genius, for whom blackness is a multi-faceted combination of the joyful and the 
tragic that turns into a peculiar magic. His apparent simplicity is a sophisticated poetic 
“persona”, which helps him make the most of the simple means he uses, i.e. rhythmic 
structures, rhyme, parallelisms and graphic effects. 

Hughes became a poet through his blackness, not in spite of it. It is his “strange unwhite-
ness” that makes him a poet of a universal significance. In that sense, his work has not lost 
its appeal even fifty years after his death.

Notes
1 Here I am referring especially to the famous “Atlanta Exposition Speech” of 1895 or “The 

Future of the American Negro”, published in 1900.
2 “Hughes himself also recognized the profound influence of W.E.B. Du Bois, the author of one 

of the first books Hughes read on his own and whose journal, The Crisis, Hughes’s grandmother 
read alongside the Bible in her home. The intellect, the education, the integrity, the commitment, the 
appreciation of what Du Bois termed “the sorrow songs” – these elements of Du Bois’s character all 
inspired and propelled Hughes in his quest for personal, racial, and human fulfillment and dignity” 
(Tracy 10). 

3 In this way, I focus on the conception we find in the classic edition of his oeuvre, The Col-
lected Poems of Langston Hughes edited by A. Rampersad and D. Roessel (first published in 1994). 
Although Hughes published and edited two major collections of his poems in this era, The Weary 
Blues (1926) and Fine Clothes to the Jew (1927), I leave aside their conceptual structuring and 
focus solely on the individual poems in chronological order. All page numbers in the text refer to 
this edition.

4 The literature about the Harlem Renaissance is enormous; nevertheless, I would like to high-
light some important recent studies in the field: The Harlem Renaissance, ed. H. Bloom. (Philadel-
phia: Chelsea House, 2004), Pochmara, Anna: The Making of the New Negro: Black Authorship, 
Masculinity and Sexuality in the Harlem Renaissance (Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press, 
2011), Temples of Tomorrow: Looking Back at The Harlem Renaissance, ed. Geneviève Fabre and 
Michel Feith (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2001).  

5 Hughes’s poems are quoted from the above-mentioned edition: The Collected Poems of 
Langston Hughes edited by A. Rampersad and D. Roessel (New York: Vintage Classics, 1994).  

6  A similar instance of this dramatic “black and white contrast” can be found in “Angels Wings”: 
the tension between the stock whiteness of the angelic images and the “mire” of the black existence 
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(associated with the stereotypical association of the blacks with “dirt and darkness”) creates the 
very core of its poetic effect:

The angels wings is white as snow,
O, white as snow,

White 
 as

snow.

The angels wings is white as snow,
But I drug ma wings 
In the dirty mire.
O, I drug ma wings
All through the fire.

But the angels wings is white as snow,
White
   as

   snow (Hughes 118).
7 Other instances of the mentioned rhyming pairs can be found in “My Loves”, “To Midnight 

Nan at Leroy’s”, “Port Town”, “Mulatto” and “Negro Servant”.
8 Cf. a similar conclusion reached by James Smethurst in his study of Countee Cullen and 

Langston Hughes: “[…] there is an endless regress in which the possibility of a double-conscious-
ness is asserted, but without the comfort of any stable features or boundaries. This contradiction 
between concealment and revelation resembles that of Du Bois’s notion of “the veil” and a “dou-
ble-consciousness” that prevents or inhibits genuine African American self-reflection and self-con-
sciousness, while provoking endless introspection about the nature of the self and identity.” Cf. 
“Lyric Stars: Countee Cullen and Langston Hughes” in African-American Poets. Volume I. Ed. H. 
Bloom. (New York: Infobase Publishing, 2009), 189. 

9 Houlden, Leslie. “Jesus in History and Belief.” Companion Encyclopedia of Theology. Ed. P. 
Byrne, and L. Houlden. (London: Routledge, 1995), 177 ff.

10 Further on this topic see Carl Gustav Jung: The Collected Works of C. G. Jung. Part I: Arche-
types and Collective Unconscious. Volume 9. Transl. R. F. C. Hull (Princeton: Princeton University 
Press, 1980), 262 ff. 

11 The poem first appeared in June 1921.
12 “Soul is a synthesis of the essence of Negro folk art redistilled… particularly the old music 

and its flavor, the ancient basic beat out of Africa, the folk rhymes and Ashanti stories—expressed 
in contemporary ways so definitely and emotionally colored with the old, that it gives a distinctly 
Negro flavor to today’s music, painting or writing—or even to merely personal attitudes and daily 
conversation. Soul is the contemporary Harlem’s négritude, revealing to the Negro people and to 
the world the beauty within themselves” (Rampersad 403).

13 Cf. also the discussion of W.E.B. DuBois’s contribution to the “black consciousness” in Nico 
Slate’s The Prism of Race (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2014), 31ff.

14 The essay was first published in Nation in 1926. I am quoting from an internet source: (http://
www.english.illinois.edu/maps/poets/g_l/hughes/mountain.htm). 
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