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To my cousin, Flora




        
            This book contains a selection of the poems of Langston Hughes chosen by himself from his earlier volumes:

            
                THE WEARY BLUES
                

                FINE CLOTHES TO THE JEW
                

                SHAKESPEARE IN HARLEM
                

                FIELDS OF WONDER
                

                ONE-WAY TICKET
                

                MONTAGE OF A DREAM DEFERRED
            

            
                and from the privately printed limited edition
            

            
                DEAR LOVELY DEATH
            

            together with a number of new poems published here for the first time in book form, some never before anywhere.
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        AFRO-
AMERICAN  
FRAGMENTS  

        Afro-American Fragment

        
            So long,

            So far away

            Is Africa.

            Not even memories alive

            Save those that history books create,

            Save those that songs

            Beat back into the blood—

            Beat out of blood with words sad-sung

            In strange un-Negro tongue—

            So long,

            So far away

            Is Africa.

        

        
            Subdued and time-lost

            Are the drums—and yet

            Through some vast mist of race

            There comes this song

            I do not understand,

            This song of atavistic land,

            Of bitter yearnings lost

            Without a place—

            So long,

            So far away

            Is Africa’s

            Dark face.

        

        The Negro Speaks of Rivers

        
            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.

        

        
            My soul has grown deep like the rivers.

        

        Sun Song

        
            Sun and softness,

            Sun and the beaten hardness of the earth,

            Sun and the song of all the sun-stars

            Gathered together—

            Dark ones of Africa,

            I bring you my songs

            To sing on the Georgia roads.

        

        Aunt Sue’s Stories

        
            Aunt Sue has a head full of stories.

            Aunt Sue has a whole heart full of stories.

            Summer nights on the front porch

            Aunt Sue cuddles a brown-faced child to her bosom

            And tells him stories.

        

        
            Black slaves

            Working in the hot sun,

            And black slaves

            Walking in the dewy night,

            And black slaves

            Singing sorrow songs on the banks of a mighty river

            Mingle themselves softly

            In the flow of old Aunt Sue’s voice,

            Mingle themselves softly

            In the dark shadows that cross and recross

            Aunt Sue’s stories.

        

        
            And the dark-faced child, listening,

            Knows that Aunt Sue’s stories are real stories.

            He knows that Aunt Sue never got her stories

            Out of any book at all,

            But that they came

            Right out of her own life.

        

        
            The dark-faced child is quiet

            Of a summer night

            Listening to Aunt Sue’s stories.

        

        Danse Africaine

        
            The low beating of the tom-toms,

            The slow beating of the tom-toms,

                Low … slow

                Slow … low—

                Stirs your blood.

                                     Dance!

            A night-veiled girl

                Whirls softly into a

                Circle of light.

                Whirls softly … slowly,

            Like a wisp of smoke around the fire—

                And the tom-toms beat,

                And the tom-toms beat,

            And the low beating of the tom-toms

                Stirs your blood.

        

        Negro

        
            I am a Negro:

                Black as the night is black,

                Black like the depths of my Africa.

        

        
            I’ve been a slave:

                Caesar told me to keep his door-steps clean.

                I brushed the boots of Washington.

        

        
            I’ve been a worker:

                Under my hand the pyramids arose.

                I made mortar for the Woolworth Building.

        

        
            I’ve been a singer:

                All the way from Africa to Georgia

                I carried my sorrow songs.

                I made ragtime.

        

        
            I’ve been a victim:

                The Belgians cut off my hands in the Congo.

                They lynch me still in Mississippi.

        

        
            I am a Negro:

                Black as the night is black,

                Black like the depths of my Africa.

        

        American Heartbreak

        
            I am the American heartbreak—

            Rock on which Freedom

            Stumps its toe—

            The great mistake

            That Jamestown

            Made long ago.

        

        October 16

        
            Perhaps

            You will remember

            John Brown.

        

        
            John Brown

            Who took his gun,

            Took twenty-one companions

            White and black,

            Went to shoot your way to freedom

            Where two rivers meet

            And the hills of the

            North

            And the hills of the

            South

            Look slow at one another—

            And died

            For your sake.

        

        
            Now that you are

            Many years free,

            And the echo of the Civil War

            Has passed away,

            And Brown himself

            Has long been tried at law,

            Hanged by the neck,

            And buried in the ground—

            Since Harpers Ferry

            Is alive with ghosts today,

            Immortal raiders

            Come again to town—

        

        
            Perhaps

            You will recall

            John Brown.

        

        As I Grew Older

        
            It was a long time ago.

            I have almost forgotten my dream.

            But it was there then,

            In front of me,

            Bright like a sun—

            My dream.

        

        
            And then the wall rose,

            Rose slowly,

            Slowly,

            Between me and my dream.

            Rose slowly, slowly,

            Dimming,

            Hiding,

            The light of my dream.

            Rose until it touched the sky—

            The wall.

        

        
            Shadow.

            I am black.

        

        
            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!

        

        My People

        
            The night is beautiful,

            So the faces of my people.

        

        
            The stars are beautiful,

            So the eyes of my people.

        

        
            Beautiful, also, is the sun.

            Beautiful, also, are the souls of my people.

        

        Dream Variations

        
            To fling my arms wide

            In some place of the sun,

            To whirl and to dance

            Till the white day is done.

            Then rest at cool evening

            Beneath a tall tree

            While night comes on gently,

                Dark like me—

            That is my dream!

        

        
            To fling my arms wide

            In the face of the sun,

            Dance! Whirl! Whirl!

            Till the quick day is done.

            Rest at pale evening …

            A tall, slim tree …

            Night coming tenderly

                Black like me.

        

    
FEET
OF
JESUS

Feet o’ Jesus


At the feet o’ Jesus,

Sorrow like a sea.

Lordy, let yo’ mercy

Come driftin’ down on me.




At the feet o’ Jesus

At yo’ feet I stand.

O, ma little Jesus,

Please reach out yo’ hand.



Prayer


I ask you this:

Which way to go?

I ask you this:

Which sin to bear?

Which crown to put

Upon my hair?

I do not know,

Lord God,

I do not know.



Shout


Listen to yo’ prophets,

    Little Jesus!

Listen to yo’ saints!



Fire


Fire,

Fire, Lord!

Fire gonna burn ma soul!




I ain’t been good,

I ain’t been clean—

I been stinkin’, low-down, mean.




Fire,

Fire, Lord!

Fire gonna burn ma soul!




Tell me, brother,

Do you believe

If you wanta go to heaben

Got to moan an’ grieve?




Fire,

Fire, Lord!

Fire gonna burn ma soul!




I been stealin’,

Been tellin’ lies,

Had more women

Than Pharaoh had wives.




Fire,

Fire, Lord!

Fire gonna burn ma soul!

I means Fire, Lord!

Fire gonna burn ma soul!



Sunday Morning Prophecy

An old Negro minister concludes his sermon in his loudest voice, having previously pointed out the sins of this world:




 … and now

When the rumble of death

Rushes down the drain

Pipe of eternity,

And hell breaks out

Into a thousand smiles,

And the devil licks his chops

Preparing to feast on life,

And all the little devils

Get out their bibs

To devour the corrupt bones

Of this world—

Oh-ooo-oo-o!

Then my friends!

Oh, then! Oh, then!

What will you do?




You will turn back

And look toward the mountains.

You will turn back

And grasp for a straw.

You will holler,

Lord-d-d-d-d-ah!

Save me, Lord!

Save me!

And the Lord will say,

In the days of your greatness

I did not hear your voice!

The Lord will say,

In the days of your richness




I did not see your face!

The Lord will say,

No-oooo-ooo-oo-o!

I will not save you now!




And your soul

Will be lost!




Come into the church this morning,

Brothers and Sisters,

And be saved—

And give freely

In the collection basket

That I who am thy shepherd

Might live.




Amen!



Sinner


Have mercy, Lord!




Po’ an’ black

An’ humble an’ lonesome

An’ a sinner in yo’ sight.




Have mercy, Lord!



Litany


Gather up

In the arms of your pity

The sick, the depraved,

The desperate, the tired,

All the scum

Of our weary city

Gather up

In the arms of your pity.

Gather up

In the arms of your love—

Those who expect

No love from above.



Angels Wings


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.



Judgment Day


They put ma body in the ground,

Ma soul went flyin’ o’ the town,




Went flyin’ to the stars an’ moon

A-shoutin’, God, I’s comin’ soon.




O Jesus!




Lord in heaven,

Crown on His head,

Says don’t be ’fraid

Cause you ain’t dead.




Kind Jesus!




An’ now I’m settin’ clean an’ bright

In the sweet o’ ma Lord’s sight—

    Clean an’ bright,

               Clean an’ bright.



Prayer Meeting


Glory! Hallelujah!

The dawn’s a-comin’!

Glory! Hallelujah!

The dawn’s a-comin’!

A black old woman croons

In the amen-corner of the

Ebecaneezer Baptist Church.

A black old woman croons—

The dawn’s a-comin’!



Spirituals


Rocks and the firm roots of trees.

The rising shafts of mountains.

Something strong to put my hands on.




    Sing, O Lord Jesus!

    Song is a strong thing.

    I heard my mother singing

    When life hurt her:




Gonna ride in my chariot some day!




    The branches rise

    From the firm roots of trees.

    The mountains rise

    From the solid lap of earth.

    The waves rise

    From the dead weight of sea.




Sing, O black mother!

Song is a strong thing.



Tambourines


Tambourines!

Tambourines!

Tambourines

To the glory of God!

Tambourines

To glory!




A gospel shout

And a gospel song:

Life is short

But God is long!




Tambourines!

Tambourines!

Tambourines

To glory!






End of sample
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