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Celebrating Langston
Hughes
by Edward T. Sullivan

Langston Hughes holds
one of his most famous
volumes, The Dream
Keeper, in Alice Walker’s
Langston Hughes,
illustrated by Catherine
Deeter.

E x p l o r i n g S c i e n c e

M u l t i c u l t u r a l  L i t e r a t u r e

February 1, 2002, marks the
centennial of the birth of
Langston Hughes. Young

and old alike should take time to
celebrate the wonderful legacy of
one of America’s greatest and
most influential authors.

Hughes was born in Joplin,
Missouri, and raised in Lawrence,
Kansas. Educated at historically
black Lincoln University in
Pennsylvania and Columbia
University in New York, Hughes
gained some world experience
working on a ship on trips to
Africa and Europe. He also lived
for a brief time in Paris. When he
returned to the United States,
Hughes worked as a busboy in
Washington, D.C. In 1925,
Hughes’ literary talents were
“discovered” when he left three of
his poems beside the plate of poet
Vachel Lindsay, who then helped
publicize the aspiring poet’s
work.

In 1921, Hughes published
his first poem, “The Negro
Speaks of Rivers,” in The Crisis, a
magazine founded by W. E. B.
Du Bois in 1910 as the official
publication of the NAACP. A
remarkably versatile writer, Hughes
achieved great success as a journalist,
novelist, playwright, poet, and
short-story writer. His play Mulatto,
published in 1935, was performed
on Broadway 337 times. He served
as a war correspondent for a Balti-
more newspaper in Madrid during

the Spanish Civil War. In the 1940s,
Hughes began writing a column for
the Chicago Defender and later the
New York Post, using a character
named Jesse B. Semple, also called

Simple, to express the thoughts of
young black Americans at the time.
Simple’s plain speech, sense of
humor, and dialect belied his
profound wisdom. Simple became a
famous and immensely popular
character who would later figure in
many of Hughes’ short stories,

which would come to be known as
the “Simple stories.”

Hughes, of course, was (and
remains) best known for his
poetry. He disregarded classical

poetic forms, instead
incorporating musical

rhythms, particularly those
of jazz and blues, and the
oral improvisatory tradi-
tions of African American
culture.

Characteristic of Hughes’ poetry
and many works in other genres
are themes expressing deep con-
cerns for racial injustice and other
political and social concerns.
Hughes effectively used poetry as
a vehicle for social protest, and
this can even be seen in his lesser-
known works for children, such as
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Black Misery, originally published
in 1969.

The author of more than 50
books, Hughes is probably least
known for several books he wrote for
children. Two of these books were
coauthored with Arna Bontemps,
another important literary figure of
the Harlem Renaissance. In 1960
Hughes coauthored A Pictorial
History of Negroes in America with
Milton Meltzer, one of the most
distinguished authors of biographies
and historical works for young
people.

The centennial of Hughes’ birth
offers a wonderful opportunity to
reflect upon his contribution to
American literature, to reexamine
his legacy, and, most important, to
keep this legacy alive by introducing
him to a new generation. Examining
Hughes can also serve as a starting
point for studying the work of other
great African American artists and
authors of the Harlem Renaissance
and their influence upon American
culture as a whole.

Children’s Books by Hughes

Bontemps, Arna, and Langston
Hughes. The Pasteboard Bandit.
Illus. by Peggy Turley. 1997. 96p.
Oxford, $16.95 (0-19-511476-0).

Gr. 4–8. Kenny Strange, an
American boy, moves with his
parents to the Mexican town of
Taxco. There, he is drawn into a
friendship with Juanito by Tito,
Juanito’s pasteboard bandit—an
enchanted six-inch toy he finds at a
town fair. This charming, witty
story of two cultures clashing is
beautifully illustrated with color
paintings and black-and-white
drawings.

Bontemps, Arna, and Langston
Hughes. Popo and Fifina: Children of
Haiti. Illus. by E. Simms Campbell.
1993. 128p. Oxford, paper, $8.95
(0-19-513939-9).

Gr. 2–up. Set in 1930s Haiti,

this is the story of a brother and
sister who move with their family
from their home in the hills to a
town by the sea. This book in-
cludes an introduction and
afterword by Hughes scholar
Arnold Rampersad.

Hughes, Langston. Black Misery.
Illus. by Arouni. 1994. 72p.
Oxford, paper, $7.95 (0-19-
514298-5).

Gr. 6–up. Hughes’ wit is at its
sharpest with these dry, brutally
honest observations about bigotry
and hard times written in 1967.
The words are sometimes as painful
as they are funny. Arouni’s black-
and-white watercolors are equally
understated in their profundity.
With an introduction by Jesse
Jackson, this is a strong catalyst for
classroom discussion.

Hughes, Langston. The Block. Illus.
by Romare Bearden. 1995. 32p.
Viking, $15.99 (0-670-86501-X).

Gr. 5–up. A wonderful collabo-
ration of art and poetry in a
picture-book format, The Block
features Bearden’s six-panel collage
tribute to Harlem, which shares
the same title and hangs in the
Metropolitan Museum of Art.
Matched with Bearden’s art are
Hughes’ poems that also celebrate
that New York City neighbor-
hood. The words and images
complement each other so per-
fectly, it’s hard to believe they
weren’t created to go together.

Hughes, Langston. The Book of
Rhythms. Illus. by Matt Wawiorka.
1995. 64p. Oxford, paper, $9.95
(0-19-514306-X).

Gr. 2–6. Hughes offers a lyrical
examination of the rhythm he sees
in everything, from the flow of the
Mississippi River to the slap of a
jump rope on the pavement to the
swing of a baseball bat. Readers
will thoroughly enjoy these
depictions of the rhythms of
everyday actions. This edition of

the work, which was originally
published in 1954, features lively,
engaging illustrations and an
introduction by jazz trumpeter
Wynton Marsalis.

Hughes, Langston. Carol of the
Brown King: Nativity Poems. Illus. by
Ashley Bryan. 1998. 32p. Simon &
Schuster/Atheneum, $16 (0-689-
81877-7).

All ages. Five original poems by
Hughes along with one he trans-
lated from Spanish tell the story of
the first Christmas from different
perspectives. Beautifully illustrated
with bold, colorful paintings.

Hughes, Langston. The Dream
Keeper and Other Poems. Illus. by
Brian Pinkney. 1994. 84p. Knopf,
$14.99 (0-679-94421-4); paper,
$7.99 (0-679-88347-9).

Gr. 3–up. This is an updated and
expanded edition of a poetry collec-
tion first published in 1932, which
features some of Hughes’ best-
known poems, including “Dream
Variation,” “I, Too, Sing America,”
and “The Negro Speaks of Rivers.”
Pinkney’s black-and-white
scratchboard illustrations make a
handsome complement.

Hughes, Langston. The First Book of
Jazz. Illus. by Cliff Roberts. 1995.
59p. HarperCollins, paper, $13
(0-88001-552-7).

Gr. 2–up. Hughes offers an
engaging introduction to jazz music,
focusing on its historical develop-
ment. He talks about how things like
African drum music, New Orleans
marching tunes, plantation work
songs, spirituals, jubilees, and ragtime
have influenced jazz and helped shape
it into a uniquely American musical
form.

Hughes, Langston. The Sweet and
Sour Animal Book. Illus. by students
from the Harlem School of the Arts.
1994. 48p. Oxford, paper, $9.95
(0-19-512030-2).

Gr. 1–3. Hughes creates a poem
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MATCH PMS IN 4C
about an animal for each letter of
the alphabet in this whimsical
collection that young children will
enjoy having read to them (or
reading themselves). What makes
this book really special is the
illustrations—pictures of each
animal created by children from the
Harlem School of the Arts. Actor
Ben Vereen supplies an
introduction.

Books about Hughes

Cooper, Floyd. Coming Home: From
the Life of Langston Hughes. 1994.
32p. Putnam, $15.95 (0-399-
22682-6); paper, $6.99 (0-698-
11612-7).

Gr. 3–6. In this affectionate,
touching portrait of Hughes’
childhood years in Lawrence, Kansas,
Cooper focuses on the young boy’s
loneliness and how his grandmother’s
family stories sparked his imagination.
A great introduction to Hughes for
younger readers.

McKissack, Patricia C., and
Frederick L. McKissack. Langston
Hughes: Great American Poet. Illus.
by Michael David Biegel. 1992.
32p. Enslow, $14.95 (0-89490-
315-2).

Gr. 1–4. Part of the Great African
Americans series, this book is an
enthusiastic, informative introduction
to the poet for younger readers.

Meltzer, Milton. Langston Hughes:
An Illustrated Edition. Illus. by
Stephen Alcorn. 1997. 240p.
Millbrook, $39.40 (0-7613-
0205-0).

Gr. 6–up. This handsomely
illustrated title was originally
published in 1968. Hughes and
Meltzer were friends and
collaborators, and as a result this is a
respectful, personal portrait. Alcorn’s
stylized, two-toned prints are a
beautiful complement to the text.
Only slight changes have been made
to the original text, in the interests of
modernizing sensitive terms, such as

the substitution of African American
or black for Negro. The bibliography
has also been updated and now
includes audiovisual materials.

Osofsky, Audrey. Free to Dream: The
Making of a Poet. 1996. 112p.
Lothrop, o.p.

Gr. 5–9. In this attractively
designed biography, Osofsky focuses
on Hughes’ childhood. His
extraordinary accomplishments,
even as an elementary and high-
school student, reveal a young man
with great talent whose fascination
with literature and music began very
early in life. Unfortunately, Osofsky
glosses over the last 25 years of
Hughes’ life. Although hardly
comprehensive, this book does offer
good insight into Hughes’
childhood and adolescence.

Perdomo, Willie. Visiting Langston.
Illus. by Bryan Collier. 2002. 32p.
Holt, $15.95 (0-8050-6744-2).

Gr. 1–3. A young African American
girl visits Hughes’ home with her
father and relates her interest in her
heritage and her own poetry. Collier’s
distinctive collages intertwine
elements of the girl’s life in Harlem
with artifacts from Hughes’ home.
Use this title with younger children as
a starting point for learning about
Hughes and helping them write their
own poetry.

Walker, Alice. Langston Hughes:
American Poet. Illus. by Catherine
Deeter. 2002. 48p. HarperCollins,
$16.95 (0-06-024518-6).

Gr. 2–6. Walker’s touching
portrait of Hughes details his
tumultuous childhood. His
grandmother’s stories about how
enslaved blacks were brought from
Africa inspired Hughes to learn
more by reading, which in turn
inspired him to write his own
stories and poems. Deeter’s colored-
pencil-on-canvas illustrations
capture the essence of the times
depicted, from the Civil War to the
Jazz Age and beyond.

Books about the Harlem
Renaissance

The Best of the Brownies’ Book.
Edited by Dianne Feelings-Johnson.
1996. 352p. Oxford, $29.95 (0-19-
509941-9).

All ages. The Brownies’ Book was a
literary magazine published by
W. E. B. Du Bois for African
American children and their parents
from January 1920 to December
1921. Issues featured art,
biographies, poetry, prose, and
letters from readers, excerpts of
which are all represented in this
collection. Most of today’s young
readers will probably find the pieces
old-fashioned, but the collection is
historically important. The poetry of
Langston Hughes is well represented
here.

Chambers, Veronica. The Harlem
Renaissance. 1997. 128p. Chelsea
House, $21.95 (0-7910-2597-7);
paper, $9.95 (0-7910-2598-5).

Gr. 5–up. Part of the African
American Achievers series, this is a
concise overview of the era. In brief
chapters, Chambers discusses the
importance of Harlem as an enclave
for African American arts and culture,
profiles notable individuals from the
period, describes the various artistic,
social, and political philosophies of
these individuals, and also talks about
the role women played in this cultural
movement. The text is illustrated with
black-and-white photographs. A
notable feature is a full-color
centerfold of artwork from the period.
This is an appealing introduction, but
it lacks the thoroughness of James
Haskins’ The Harlem Renaissance
(below).

Hardy, P. Stephen, and Sheila
Jackson Hardy. Extraordinary People
of the Harlem Renaissance. 2000.
288p. Children’s Press, $37.50
(0-516-21201-X).

Gr. 4–8. From the Extraordinary
People series, this collection of brief
biographies features 44 notable artists,
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authors, intellectuals, and performers
from the period, including Countee
Cullen, W. E. B. Du Bois, Marcus
Garvey, and Bessie Smith.

Haskins, James. The Harlem Renais-
sance. 1996. 192p. Millbrook,
$30.90 (1-562-94565-3).

Gr. 7–up. This is the best overview
of the period currently available. The
handsome design makes for a visually
stunning book, and Haskins’ narrative
is as engaging as it is informative.
Many notable individuals, such as
Duke Ellington, Zora Neale Hurston,
and Ethel Waters, are covered, as are
the Apollo Theater, the Cotton Club,
and the Federal Arts Program, all of
which helped shape the period.
Abundant primary-source material is
highlighted in shaded blocks set off
from the text. An entertaining,
comprehensive account.

Shimmy Shimmy Shimmy Like My
Sister Kate: Looking at the Harlem
Renaissance through Poets. Edited by
Nikki Giovanni. 1996. 160p. Holt,
$16.95 (0-8050-3494-3).

Gr. 7–up. In this remarkable

collection, poetry from the
Harlem Renaissance and contem-
porary poetry influenced by the
movement are stitched together
with insightful, provocative
commentary from Giovanni. Poets
featured include Gwendolyn
Brooks, Paul Laurence Dunbar,
Robert Hayden, Langston
Hughes, and Ntozake Shange.
Giovanni’s commentary is often
more personal than scholarly, but
it’s always fascinating. A wonder-
ful, unique overview of African
American poetry with the Harlem
Renaissance at its heart.

Anthologies of African
American Poetry

I Am the Darker Brother: An
Anthology of Modern Poems by
African Americans. Edited by
Arnold Adoff. 1997. 192p. Simon
& Schuster, $17 (0-689-
81241-8); Aladdin, paper, $4.99
(0-689-80869-0).

Gr. 5–up. Many anthologies of
African American poetry have
appeared since this volume’s

initial publication in 1968, but
this collection continues to be one
of the best. Adoff has added 21
new selections from 19 poets
(including nine women), as well as
additional thematic sections. This
is a large, varied compilation of
voices that offers a broad
perspective on the African
American experience. Brief
biographical sketches appear at
the end. The index is organized by
poet and first line. The book,
which includes a foreword by
Nikki Giovanni and an
introduction by Rudine Sims
Bishop, is a must for any
collection.

I, Too, Sing America: Three Centuries
of African American Poetry. Edited by
Catherine Clinton. Illus. by Stephen
Alcorn. 1998. 112p. Houghton,
$20 (0-395-89599-5).

Gr. 6–up. This rich, dynamic
collection features such poets as
Lucy Terry, the first known Afri-
can American poet, as well as
contemporary figures such as
Maya Angelou and Rita Dove.
Brief biographical profiles are
offered for each featured poet.
Alcorn’s stunning illustrations
make this volume both a textual
and visual feast.

Soul Looks Back in Wonder. Edited
by Tom Feelings. 1993. 32p. Dial,
$16.99 (0-8037-1001-1).

Gr. 5–up. Thirteen distinguished
poets, including Maya Angelou,
Lucille Clifton, and Margaret
Walker, provide words to comple-
ment Feelings’ stunning art in this
picture-book anthology celebrating
African American culture and
history.

Edward T. Sullivan is the library media
specialist for White Pine School in Jefferson
County, Tennessee, and an adjunct instructor
with the University of Tennessee School of
Information Sciences.

· Visit the Modern American Poetry Langston Hughes Web site at
<http://www.english.uiuc.edu/maps/poets/g_l/Hughes/Hughes.htm>
for useful commentary and criticism on many of Hughes’ poems, as
well as biographical information. Many other African American poets
of the twentieth century, such as Sterling A. Brown, Amiri Baraka, and
Rita Dove, are featured on their own pages.

· The Langston Hughes Review, the official publication of the Langston
Hughes Society, features an online companion at <http://
www.uga.edu/~iaas/LHR.html>. The society is part of the University
of Georgia’s African American studies department. The online
companion features the current issue’s table of contents, as well as
links to other African American history resources.

· The Langston Hughes Teacher Resource File at <http://
falcon.jmu.edu/~ramseyil/hughes.htm> is an extremely useful index
of Hughes-related material located on the Internet School Library
Media Center. The site includes biographical information, bibliogra-
phies, criticism, and lesson plans.
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