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Abstract
This research is concerned with Langston Hughes’ professional and personal
contacts and their impact on his cultural production. One of the foremost African
American writers of his generation, Hughes has been mainly considered in the
context of the Harlem Renaissance, with scholars critically assessing his writings.
This thesis, by contrast, takes a ‘network approach’ to Hughes’ work and argues
that his inter and intra-racial relationships, international collaborations and
friendships, and the strategies (e.g. professional contacts, financial resources)
served to sustain and protect first Hughes’ black cultural production and second,
to build a ‘black cultural infrastructure’. In the introduction, ‘network’ and social
capital are theorized using the work of Pierre Bourdieu and Mark Granovetter. The
first chapter examines Hughes’ working relationship with his black and white patrons
and their impact on his early years as a poet. In Chapter Two, this thesis examines how
Hughes, in an effort to find other means than just private patronage to sustain his
literary career, became involved in the wider political networks of the American left.
In Chapter Three, I continue the examination of Hughes’ efforts to find alternative
means to sustain his literary career but also create more opportunities for black artistic
expression in the dominant literary field by assessing his professional network ties. In
Chapter Four, I examine how Hughes, during the last two decades of his life, in
the face of political persecution, reclaimed control over his artistic rights, and
engaged through his writings, speeches and mentoring a new generation of black
writers and artists. The thesis as a whole thus demonstrates how, with the expansion
of his social capital (aka network ties), Hughes was able to build a writing career,
defend his artistic rights, create alternative black cultural spaces, and nurture the
development of future black writers and artists.
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Introduction
The Art of Networking
A writer’s work is solitary, but without other people no writer can survive for long.
— Jonathan Scott
This thesis is concerned with the question of networking and its impact on the cultural
production of Langston Hughes, one of the foremost African American writers of his
generation. At a time when no African American had yet been able to live by writing
alone, Hughes was not only determined to make a living as a writer, he also worked hard
to support and nurture the future of black cultural production. By mapping the progression
of Hughes’ network ties, this thesis will explore issues concerned with inter- and intraracial relationships, international collaborations and friendships, and the strategies
required (e.g. professional contacts, financial resources) to sustain and protect black
cultural production and nurture the future of the ‘black cultural infrastructure’.
What began as an investigation into patronage and the patrons whose support
Hughes relied on during the Harlem Renaissance evolved into an enquiry into network
ties, exploring more widely how Hughes’ social relationships impacted the development
of his literary career. Patronage, as I will argue, only highlights the surface of Hughes’
interpersonal and interconnected relationships. Drawing on the theories of Pierre
Bourdieu (specifically his theory of the different forms of capital) and Mark
Granovetter’s notion of ‘weak ties’, this research will explore the concept of networking
and its evolution with regard to Hughes’ artistic development from one decade to the
next.
I began this introduction with Jonathan Scott’s eloquent and significant statement
because of its grasp of the main argument of this research, namely the importance of
network ties to the development of a writer. A work of art, according to Howard Becker,
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is a product of cooperation amongst various entities in the art world: for instance, people
who conceive the idea of the work, people who execute it, people who provide the
necessary equipment and materials, and people who make up its audience (703). Hughes’
literary career is composed of multiple interconnected and influential connections that
assisted his cultural production.
Despite being an extremely private individual, Hughes was a very social person,
forging associations across America and abroad. However, in the countless scholarly
studies on Hughes, his interpersonal, professional and international relationships, and
their impact on his cultural production, most often take a backseat in relation to his
writings. Most scholars who have studied Hughes’ works and life have been attracted to
his innovative blues and jazz poetry, or his association with the flamboyant Harlem
Renaissance era, or as of recently, his sexuality, which I will address later in this
introduction. In this research, I show how in each relationship that Hughes established
(e.g. personal, professional, international, social, literary), there was a constant
engagement with how these ties affected and enhanced his cultural production, and
consequently how through his interactions he was able to build enough capital to protect
his artistic rights. Furthermore, this research is also concerned with exploring how by
enhancing his network ties, Hughes was able to contribute to building and strengthening
the black cultural infrastructure—in doing so, promoting black cultural production.
Drawing on Nancy Duxbury’s interpretation of “cultural infrastructure”, which
she defines as “the physical assets and spaces whether they are full-time or part time,
single purpose or multi-purpose, historic or contemporary, that have cultural products and
accommodate and satisfy the requirements of cultural activities and cultural industry”
(17), I argue that Hughes by utilizing his network ties was able to affect the development
and enhancement of the black cultural infrastructure. This definition of cultural
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infrastructure recognizes that the spaces used for any form of cultural production are
varied. However, it does not account for the possibility that these cultural spaces might
be denied to people of minority groups. What if the cultural infrastructures devoted to
minority groups are not as well equipped as those available to the dominant groups of
society? Historically, as Jerry Watts explains, the creation and, in turn, development of a
black cultural (in his words artistic) infrastructure has been a struggle for black
intellectuals, writers and artists. According to Watts, a black artistic infrastructure refers
to the ability of African American intellectuals and artists to create “institutions that could
support, nurture, and disseminate their work (e.g., theaters, journals, and book
publishers)” (210). In different yet similar ways both Duxbury and Watts allude to the
importance of basic requirements, such as institutional support, which are essential to the
development and operation of a cultural infrastructure. However, as simple as the
definition is in theory, the practicality of creating such institutions has been an issue that
generations of black intellectuals and artists have grappled with.
Throughout the twentieth century, leading African American intellectuals and
artists recognized the need for institutional infrastructures that would inspire and sustain
black culture, and even build them, such as Booker T. Washington, W. E B. Du Bois,
Mary McLeod Bethune and Carter G. Woodson. However, due to what Watts terms
“social marginality”, the task has not been easy. According to Watts, ‘social marginality’
is the “condition of being denied access to the mainstream (i.e., white-controlled)
intellectual resources and critical audiences while belonging to an ethnic group that did
not have the resources and/or educational attainment sufficient to sustain serious
traditional intellectual activity” (9). In their efforts to enhance the scope of black cultural
production and as a consequence of the “social marginality” of black intellectuals, writers
and artists experienced a great deal of restrictions, which weakened the foundations of
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the black cultural infrastructure. In most cases what happened because of this ‘social
marginality’ is that black intellectuals and artists, unable to achieve control and autonomy
over black cultural production, inevitably ended up being dependent on the money and
support of white patrons, sympathizers and philanthropists.
One of Harold Cruse’s main arguments in his groundbreaking, controversial 1967
study The Crisis of the Negro Intellectual is that the black bourgeoisie were thwarted by
their inability to move beyond their desire to please whites and their integrationist or
nationalist ideologies. Therefore, they did not, Cruse explains, have “adequate support or
raise money for the construction of new black cultural institutions” (171). Hughes
reflected on such issues in his work for decades, though with less antagonism. It is
important to note, however, that while Cruse and Hughes may not have had much in
common in their ideologies, they recognized the need for independent black cultural
institutions and the fundamental role black intellectuals and artists held in making this
possible. “The special function of the Negro intellectual is a cultural one”, wrote Cruse;
“He should take to the rostrum and assail the stultifying blight of the commercially
depraved white middle class who has poisoned the structural roots of the American ethos
and transformed the American people into a nation of intellectual dolts” (455). Cruse’s
words echo Hughes’ 1926 declaration to black artists that “in spite of the Nordicized
Negro intelligentsia and the desires of some white editors”, African American
artists/writers need “to express [their] individual dark-skinned selves without fear or
shame” (“The Negro and the Racial Mountain”, 36).
A strong black cultural infrastructure is fundamental to black cultural production.
Hughes recognized this early in his literary career and directed the entirety of his artistic
efforts to creating, contributing to and strengthening the foundation and future of the
black artistic infrastructure. Hughes did not attempt to metaphorically climb the
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“mountain standing in the way of any true Negro art in America”, on his own—a fact that
situated Hughes in opposition to Cruse (“The Racial Mountain”, 32). As this research
will show, unlike Cruse, who viewed white people as poisonous to black culture, Hughes
did not reject white support, guidance and friendship. Given that this might automatically
place Hughes with Cruse’s majority of black intellectuals who were too embedded in
white pleasing and money, this research shows otherwise. Through his various
experiences, good and bad, Hughes gained cultural, artistic, professional and emotional
understanding from his associations with white patrons and friends. He achieved this
through a systematic and gradual process of becoming conscious, resilient and pragmatic
concerning their intentions. In doing so, he was able to move away from being completely
dependent on their money and influence, to working alongside them rather than as their
subordinate. Although this research does not approach Hughes’ network ties from a
biographical perspective, giving a full narrative of Hughes’ mediations and relationships,
I argue that Hughes, by utilizing his network ties, was able to influence the direction of
his career and the future of black cultural production.

The Debate Over White Patronage
In the 1980s, with the publication of Faith Berry and Arnold Rampersad’s comprehensive
biographical studies, researchers, scholars and students were given greater access to
Hughes’ personal life and relationships. Both studies revealed the evolution of Hughes as
an artist but also the role played by his social, literary, professional and international
network associations, not only in his development but also in his efforts to cultivate black
culture. Berry’s Langston Hughes: Before and Beyond Harlem offers clear
documentation of Hughes’ relationships; for example, she greatly extended knowledge
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of the complicated bond between Hughes and Alain Locke, highlighting the basis of their
artistic, personal and emotional conflicts.
In contrast to Berry, whose book was published in 1983 with limited access to
Hughes’ papers, Rampersad’s The Life of Langston Hughes: I, Too, Sing America, 19021941 and I Dream a World, 1941-1967, published respectively in 1986 and 1988, are
valuable for their thoroughly researched account of Hughes’ life and career, serving as a
database for tracing Hughes’ network ties. Similar to Berry but at greater length,
Rampersad details the establishment, reconstruction and break-up of Hughes’ often
complicated relationships with white and black writers and patrons.
In addition to these biographies, Hughes’ social ties are the subject of studies that
focus on African American literature and culture of the 1920s and 1930s. These works
can be divided into two categories: the first are those concerned with evaluating the
Harlem Renaissance, for example Nathan Irvin Huggins’ Harlem Renaissance (1971) and
David Levering Lewis’ When Harlem was in Vogue (1979). Both studies are not only
comprehensive and illuminating portraits of the black renaissance, but also offer insight
into Hughes’ literary development and relationships with white patrons of the twenties.
Their central argument is that black and white culture and self-image are inextricably
bound together. Furthermore, during the black renaissance, white culture predominantly
shaped the motivation and direction of black art. In their opinion, the black literati’s
embrace of white patrons, sponsors and philanthropists, with their primitive fascinations,
only encouraged the gradual disintegration of the black renaissance, an assessment that
takes its influence from Cruse.
Lewis, for instance, argues that “white presence at least in the early years, hovered
over the New Negro world of art and literature like a benevolent censor, politely but
pervasively setting the outer limits of its creative boundaries” (98). Huggins argues that
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the optimism that leading black luminaries such as Charles S. Johnson and Alain Locke
felt, that “Negro life is seizing upon its first chance for group expression and selfdetermination”, was premature (630). He argues that the white establishment “defined art
and culture” and, as “long as the white norms remained unchanged, no matter what the
Negro’s reaction to them, he always needed to return to the white judge to measure his
achievements” (306-07). For Lewis, Hughes was a victim of the unctuous diplomacy and
primitive obsessions of his patrons, Charlotte Osgood Mason and Carl Van Vechten.
Ralph Story, in line with Lewis’s argument, also suggests that white patrons such as
Mason and Van Vechten, who were both passionate primitivists, misdirected the
creativity of black writers/artists to fit their own personal primitive fetishes.
On the other side of the debates over white patronage and its intentions are critics
such as George Hutchinson and Cary Wintz, who provide a subtler evaluation of the role
of white patrons/sponsors in the Harlem Renaissance. Hutchinson, for example, explains
that although the interracial dynamics of the Harlem Renaissance were problematic, it
would be wrong to discredit the valuable support that some white patrons/sponsors
provided black writers. In fact, he declares that it is “time to recognize that a deeply
institutionalized and very American cynicism about interracial relationships has obscured
our understanding of the nature and achievements of the Harlem Renaissance” (16). In
his analysis of Hughes’ relationship with his main publishers, Alfred and Blanche Knopf,
Hutchinson argues that while the firm capitalized on African American literature, they
did not exploit the authors: “there is just not much evidence that Knopf was guilty of the
sort of exploitative mentality that supposedly typified the white publishers’ approach to
black authors’ works” (365).
Although Hutchinson’s benevolent observation can be taken as a misguided
attempt to give a white publisher credit for doing a favour to African American cultural
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production with their open-mindedness, we can also see the reason behind his
interpretation. For Hutchinson, to accuse a publisher of being exploitative because they
capitalized on a popular theme, style and form is to discredit them for doing their job.
However, it can also be argued that, as white publishers, their method of capitalizing was
explicitly linked to their primitivism. The same issue comes up in Hughes’ relationship
with his black patron, Jessie Fauset, the literary editor of The Crisis and The Brownies’
Book, which I will address in Chapter One.
While Hutchinson called for critics to be less cynical when reviewing the role
white patrons played in the Harlem Renaissance, Wintz argues that we should also
consider the preceding intellectual history of leading black luminaries, whose ideologies
of race were at the centre of tensions between art and community. In other words, it would
be an error solely to blame white patrons for the black renaissance’s gradual downfall;
lack of adequate black institutional and intellectual support and organization were also
instrumental to how the Harlem Renaissance crashed, as did the markets in 1929. In all
these studies, the counterbalancing aspect is essential, as they consider within their
discussion of the Harlem Renaissance Hughes’ developing career as a poet, his
publications, and his relationship with the black literati and white patrons.
The second category of studies exploring Hughes’ interpersonal and interracial
relationships of the 1920s are more comprehensive, concentrating on Hughes’
relationship with one or two of his white patrons, for instance Van Vechten, Mason and
the least-often studied, Amy Spingarn. In Carl Van Vechten and the Harlem Renaissance,
Emily Bernard makes a definitive effort to argue against Lewis’ and Huggins’ familiar
storyline surrounding Hughes’ relationship with Van Vechten. By offering a partial
biography of Van Vechten, she avoids—unlike other representations of Van Vechten—
answering the simple question of whether he was good or bad for black culture and
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Hughes. Instead, she highlights the complicated realties of interracial ties in America. In
her next work, Remember Me to Harlem, Bernard does an excellent job of showing,
through Hughes’ correspondence with Van Vechten, how despite their differences—for
one thing their twenty-two-year age difference—their shared interest in black culture
strengthened their unconventional friendship that spanned forty years. As Bernard
explains,
I became interested in the dynamics of [Van Vechten’s]
relationship with the Harlem Renaissance writers, especially
Hughes. The more I read, the more questions I had. What was the
story of their friendship? Was it only built on gratitude? Did
Hughes privately resent Van Vechten? What was the secret that
kept their friendship alive? (xxvi)
Precisely the same questions might be asked of all of Hughes’s personal relationships.
Concerning the “secret” to the longevity of Hughes’ friendship with Van Vechten, in
Bernard’s opinion, it was because “Hughes loved him”, a love that was not sexual but
like a son loves his father (xxvi). Another important conclusion that Bernard makes in
her studies of the relationship is that despite their differences, both men were devoted to
their mission to change the reception of black culture in America. While their motivation,
as I will show in Chapter One, was fuelled by different cultural and artistic
ideologies/principles, their partnership on the JWJ collection at Yale represents a true
indicator of their joint power and influence.
Another study that discusses Hughes’ interracial relationships, and one which I
draw upon in my first chapter, is Michelle Birnbaum’s Race, Work, and Desire in
American Literature (2003). The book calls into question the interracial working relations
across the colour line, from emancipation to the Harlem Renaissance. Of particular
importance to this research is the last chapter, in which Birnbaum turns to Hughes’
relationship with Van Vechten and the wealthy Jewish patron—and wife of co-founder
of the NAACP, Joel Spingarn—Amy Spingarn. Birnbaum shows how Hughes’ letters
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provide a “metacommentary on the patron-protégé relationship itself, [and] epistolary
blueprints for black authors who would befriend the white and wealthy” (98).
The intriguing aspect of Birnbaum’s study, besides being an influential work that
evokes critical conversation on race in America, is that she highlights, as does Bernard,
the transformative element of artistic patronage, showing the way Hughes’ position
evolves as the relationship gradually develops, moving from a protégé of Spingarn and
Van Vechten to a mentor to both. This is an issue of great importance to this research
because it refutes claims made by Cruse and Harlem Renaissance scholars such as Story,
Lewis and Huggins, that white-black relationships were inflexible. In fact, with almost
all his inter- and intra-racial ties, Hughes redefines his position, becoming more assertive
and independent in his interactions and associations.
Last in the sequence of scholarly studies concerned with interracial ties during the
Harlem Renaissance is Carla Kaplan’s Miss Anne in Harlem: The White Women of the
Black Renaissance. In meticulously researched and compelling detail, Kaplan narrates
the untold stories of the lives of white women and their motivation, ideological stances
and temperaments, who crossed the colour line to become what was then called a
“voluntary negro” (xx). Collectively, they were known by the nickname “Miss Anne”, a
title that comes from a twentieth-century African American slang term for a white
woman. The most significant to this research are Kaplan’s chapters on Nancy Cunard and
Charlotte Osgood Mason—two complex, mysterious and powerful white women, who
each had significant interactions with Hughes and his cultural production: one as a patron
and the other as a collaborator and friend.
Similar to Birnbaum and Bernard and their examination of Hughes’ relationship
with Van Vechten and Spingarn, Kaplan’s use of correspondence as a metacommentary
on how Hughes’ relationship with Mason unfolded is helpful in understanding the depth
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of the psychology that Mason used to sustain her bond with, using Kaplan’s
interpretation, “her first true black love” (222). In Chapter One, I show how her love
tested the boundaries of possessiveness, trust, loyalty and authentic “blackness”. For
Hughes, Mason’s support would be instrumental to his understanding of the urgency to
seize control of his artistic production and to declare his artistic independence. Unlike
Van Vechten, whose ties to white establishments allowed him to create publication deals
for his black protégés, Mason had no significant contacts with publishers and journals.
Instead she had a great deal of wealth and no one to spend it on but her small group of
black writers and artists, such as Zora Neale Hurston, Alain Locke (who was her mediator
with potential black artists/writers), Aaron Douglas and Hughes.
An equally significant contribution of Kaplan’s work to this thesis is how she
demonstrates the range of roles white women had in black culture and arts during the
early twentieth century, such as Mason, whose love of blackness was obsessive yet
nurturing, or Spingarn, whose social position restricted her from publicly sharing her
support, or Nancy Cunard, who as Kaplan writes was considered “a bed-hopping
Communist” and who has not been taken seriously by historians, yet whose commitment
to race politics was effective (xxix). As part of his international/political network ties,
Hughes’ relationship with Cunard challenges perceived notions of the destructive aspect
of interracial ties. As Kaplan demonstrates, Cunard and Hughes navigated the complexity
of the interracial relationship paradox by concentrating not on each other but on resisting
and challenging systems of oppression and speaking for minority groups oppressed by
them.
Given that a lot has been written about the white men who encouraged the
outpouring of creativity during the 1920s and 1930s with their money and influence (e.g.
by Lewis, Huggins, Bernard and Wintz), an intriguing aspect of Kaplan and Birnbaum’s
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studies is that they place the spotlight on a liminal figure who, as Martha Sandweiss notes,
lurked “in the shadows of her male counterparts in scholarly studies of the movement”,
yet who also yielded as much influence and at times misguided support to black culture
and artists (n. page). Most often, it is, as Sandweiss notes, the emphasis on their
“misguided” support and influence on black culture and writers that dominates their story
in Harlem Renaissance scholarship, yet, as I argue, there is more to the stories of these
white women, especially Hughes’ relationships with both Mason and Cunard. While I do
not deny that Mason’s patronage methods were extreme and demanding, I do suggest that
she played a major role in Hughes’ artistic development and was emotionally very close
to him. Their association requires reassessment, as I show in Chapter One.
Despite the excellent scholarly account that these studies offer of Hughes’
relationship with white patrons, collectively their analyses are limited. The primary focus
in most of these studies is white patrons (most commonly Van Vechten and Mason) and
their influence on Hughes’ literary development and cultural production. Hughes’
relationship with black patrons and luminaries or a comparative evaluation between his
white and black patrons and their influence on his career is absent from existing
scholarship on Hughes’ network ties. The other issue with the scholarship on Hughes’
interpersonal and interracial relationships is the time frame. The Harlem Renaissance,
with the exception of Kaplan’s work on Cunard, seems to be the start and end of Hughes’
interpersonal relationships. However, as this research will show, the twenties, while being
the cornerstone of Hughes’ interracial relationships, were not the end. In fact, as Hughes’
career developed and he gained more experience, his network associations also grew in
size, accumulating a wide range professional, political, international and literary contacts
that greatly affected his career: for instance his partnership with Maxim Lieber, his
literary agent; Margaret Anderson, editor of Common Grounds; Rowena and Russell
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Jelliffe, co-founders of Karamu Theatre House; Helen and Franklin Watts, publishers;
and the editor of the African magazine Drum, Henry Nxumalo. In doing so, Hughes found
the means to sustain his literary production beyond his patronage ties of the twenties but
also to work towards finding opportunities to promote the work of other black writers and
artists.

Networks Beyond the Harlem Renaissance
In recent years several scholars have shed light on Hughes’ international and political
network ties, and in doing so have transformed the one-dimensional perspective
associated with discussions focused on his interpersonal and interconnected network ties.
Using a variety of methodological and interdisciplinary initiatives, scholars across
various fields, such as black studies, gender studies, queer studies and postmodernist
studies have worked on different aspects of Hughes’ writings. Critics such as Joseph
McLaren, Steven Tracy, Susan Duffy, James Smethurst and Jonathan Scott are just some
of the most prominent scholars whose work has contributed immensely to Hughes
scholarship.
Susan Duffy provides a systematic study of Hughes’ 1930s labour plays,
publishing for the first time Hughes’ plays Scottsboro Limited, Harvest (or Blood on the
Field), Angelo Herndon Jones and De Organizer. While Duffy is concerned with
identifying the rhetorical strategies embedded in Hughes’ plays, she also informs us about
Hughes’ commitment to the political left and leftist organizations such as the John Reed
Club (JRC). According to Duffy, during the 1930s, Hughes, through the support of leftist
groups was not only able to—via his plays—campaign for racial equality and freedom,
but also increase his finances and enhance his professional ties.
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Another scholar who has shed light on an even less frequently discussed aspect of
Hughes’ network ties is James Smethurst. In addition to his illuminating efforts to bring
attention to the importance and value of African American writing from the 1930s-1940s,
he has, with his work on Hughes’ 1930s output, performed an excellent comparative
evaluation of the influence Hughes’ radical poetry and drama had on the writings of the
Black Arts Movement of the 1960s.1 Of particular importance to this thesis is how
Smethurst demonstrates Hughes’ engagement and support of the next generation of black
writers and artists as a continuation of his desire to develop the black artistic
infrastructure. Smethurst achieves this by focusing on how Hughes’ sociopolitical
consciousness affected his mentorship role and writings of the 1950s and 1960s.2
On the topic of Hughes’ international network ties, scholars such as Isabel Soto,
Edward J. Mullen, Anne Donlon and Evelyn Scaramella have referenced Hughes’
relationships with Hispanic writers such as Cuban journalist José Antonio Fernández,
Haitian writer Jacques Roumain and Cuban poet Nicolás Guillén.3 Donlon’s study of
Hughes’ interpersonal and international ties and collaborations with Cunard, Thompson
and Thyra Edward has enlightened and transformed our understanding of Hughes’ radical
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James Smethurst, “‘Don’t Say Goodbye to the Porkpie Hat’: Langston Hughes, the Left, and the Black
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activism during the Spanish Civil War. Shane Garaham and David Chioni Moore also
shed light on Hughes’ relationship with the upcoming generation of South African
writers.4 Hughes, like an array of other African American writers such as W. E. B. Du
Bois, Richard Wright, Maya Angelou, Paule Marshall and Julian Mayfield, felt a personal
connection to Africa, though in his first visit to “the motherland” in 1921 he was seen by
the Africans as just another white man, an eye-opening experience that he reflected on in
his first memoir, The Big Sea. In the 1960s Hughes reconnected with Africa and
especially with South African literary circles, with the purpose of creating several
anthological projects. In addition to illustrating the scope of Hughes’ network ties, these
works provided illuminating evidence of Hughes’ mentorship role, which I further
expand on in my final chapter. As an aside, there is one other possible network tie, i.e.
the queer network, that is worth considering/reviewing, which has not yet gained a lot of
momentum in existing critical studies concerned with Hughes’ interpersonal,
professional and interconnected associations.

The Queer Question?
The issue of Hughes’ sexuality has figured prominently in recent criticism. Rampersad
approaches the issue as a matter of speculation and generally avers that Hughes was not
gay, even going so far as to say he was “asexual” (R1, 20). In contrast, others such as the
gay poet Essex Hemphill, and critics Gregory Woods, Charles Nero and Christa
Schwartz, not only claim that Hughes was gay but that his sexuality is crucial to
understanding his work. As Eric Garber puts it, “the exact nature of [Hughes’] sexuality
remains uncertain” (326). In Hilton Als’ opinion, Hughes, “instead of coming to grips
with himself and his potential, developed what he considered to be a palatable or
4
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marketable public persona” (n. page). This “marketable public persona” that Als alludes
to is identified by Nicholas M. Evans as both the “middle-class African American
identity, including its prescriptions of respectable masculinity and heterosexuality”, and
Hughes’ identification with homosexuality, “marked at the time as bohemian and
‘white’” (151). These scholars, who did not know Hughes on a personal level, write into
a collective tradition of speculation on Hughes’ sexual preferences. However, even to his
close friends, like Harlem Renaissance writer Wallace Thurman, who was gay, Hughes
was a mystery. Writing to Hughes, Thurman asserts, “You are in the final analysis the
most consarned [sic] and diabolical creature, to say nothing of being either the most
egregiously simple or excessively complex person I know.”5
One reason for the ambiguity and denial regarding Hughes’ sexuality is, as
Bernard explains, more about the embattled nature of homosexuality in African American
culture (“Black Anxiety”, 219). One of the most prominent examples of repression with
regards to establishing Hughes’ affiliation with gay culture was after Isaac Julien’s film
“Looking for Langston” was released in 1989. In response to the film, which is a
meditation on gay subculture during the Harlem Renaissance “through the vehicle of the
enigmatic sexual identity of Hughes”, George Bass, secretary to Hughes from 1959 to
1964 until his death and executor of the Langston Hughes estate, who was not happy with
the depiction, ordered it to be removed from public viewing (“Black Anxiety”, 219).
According to Ada Griffin, director of the New York-based Third World Newsreel, the
estate believed the film “exploited rumors about Hughes’ sexuality for commercial
benefit” (n. page). Yet as Griffin elaborates in an interview with Douglas Sadownick, the
real cause of anger from the estate was due in large part to resistance from the “black
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bourgeoisie” who, she feels, see “Hughes as a racial icon” (n. page). In Bernard’s opinion,
the idea that Hughes may have been affiliated with gay male subculture during his
lifetime, “complicates, specifically in African American culture, this vision of Hughes as
a racial icon, a status that demands black male heterosexuality” (“Black Anxiety”, 221).
The debate over Hughes’ sexuality is dominated by these polarized positions.
However, in his writings, as critics such as Charles Nero, Juda Bennett, Anne Borden,
Christa Schwartz and Shane Vogel have pointed out, homosexuality was not a subject he
repressed. In fact, poems such as “Café 3am”, “Joy”, “Desire”, “Waterfront Streets”,
“Young Sailor”, “Trumpet Player”, “Tell Me”, “F.S.” and his short story “Blessed
Assurance” have homosexual implications. In “Café 3am”, for example, Hughes
addresses the issue of police harassment and abuse of homosexual people. Juda Bennett
suggests, in similar fashion to Als and Evans, that Hughes’ use of ‘passing’ in his writings
is an allusion to sexuality. Reflecting on poems such as “Cross” and “Passing” and the
short story “Who’s Passing for Who”, she argues that Hughes’ “examination of sexuality
seems to borrow distinctly from the dynamics of racial passing. Each of his renderings of
the homosexual relies on the same play of ambiguity, and each withholds punishment and
moralizing” (678). Given Bennett’s argument, Hughes is passing; however, it is uncertain
as to what he was passing as. He could have passed as a heterosexual and a homosexual
depending on the circumstances he found himself in; it could also be his method of
making a statement, and lastly it could be a literary tool, use of a theme popularized
during the Harlem Renaissance.
Given the current high-profile debates over Hughes’ sexuality, one fact is certain:
Hughes, at one point in his life, the 1920s-1930s to be exact, was part of a queer social
network. Homosexual men and women, such as Van Vechten, Alain Locke, Wallace
Thurman, Bruce Nugent, Countee Cullen, Noel Sullivan, A’Lelia Walker, and managing
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editor of The Crisis, Augustus Dill, are apparent within his social ties. However, this does
not mean that Hughes, as a consequence of association with gay and lesbian identified
men and women, was also gay, nor that their sexual orientation affected his cultural
production.6
Within this research, Hughes’ sexuality, the question of whether he was gay, is
not of great significance. The object of this research is to ask questions such as: was
Hughes part of a ‘queer network’? If so, did his involvement in such a network influence
his cultural production? Considering that there is not enough evidence in the archive to
support and elaborate the theory of Hughes’ queer network ties, this research does not
approach Hughes’ queer network ties as a separate entity or as a way to address his sexual
orientation. Instead, in chapters One and Two, and in discussions of Hughes’
relationships with self-identified and closeted gay men such as Van Vechten, Locke and
Sullivan, I argue that these men, as individuals and part of other network ties, such as the
Harlem Renaissance and the political left, offered Hughes support (financial, emotional
and professional) and encouragement to further his literary production.
As the works of Donlon, Smethurst, Soto, Graham and Moore have shown,
Hughes’ network ties are not limited to the Harlem Renaissance. Hughes moved around
many different networks, befriending, collaborating, translating and advocating for racial,
artistic and political freedom. Considering that the studies mentioned provide insightful
openings into identifying and recognizing initial and core network ties that head-started
and supported Hughes’ literary beginnings and continuity, they are relatively isolated and
dispersed in the large canon of critical studies on Hughes. Moreover, they do not show
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how instrumental networking was to Hughes’ artistic development. Therefore, in an effort
to combine the important contributions made by each of these studies, to build on their
findings and to make further commentary on the importance of network ties to Hughes’
ability to gain artistic control over his own cultural production, I approach the discussion
using Pierre Bourdieu’s theory of capital and what Mark Granovetter calls the “strength
of weak ties”.

What are Network Ties?
In his groundbreaking study The Field of Cultural Production, Pierre Bourdieu discusses
the dynamic structures of the literary/artistic field. Bourdieu defines a field as a “system
of distinctive properties by which it can be situated relative to other positions; that every
position, even the dominant one, depends for its very existence, and for the
determinations it imposes on its occupants, on the other positions constituting the field”
(312). A field, in other words, is a hierarchically structured social space of relations.
Having defined the field, Bourdieu then moves on in his next book, The Rules of Art, to
explaining the characteristics of a “literary field”. While he concentrates on the
development of the French literary field and the study of Flaubert, the book provides a
comprehensive and internationally adaptable theoretical framework to incorporate the
notion of network ties into a broad discussion of the process and elements of cultural
production. In Bourdieu’s own words,
The literary field tends to organize itself according to two
independent principles of differentiation between which a
hierarchical relationship obtains: the main opposition, between
pure production, directed at a restricted market of producers, and
large-scale production orientated towards satisfying the
expectations of the general public, reproduces the initial break
that engenders the field of restricted production. (Rules of Art,
121)
Based on Bourdieu’s explanation, the literary field is a field of forces, a site of unending
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struggle, conflict and tension. In this field of struggle, different interpretations and
objectives are given or assigned to the value of a work of art. For artists, who are the main
agents of the literary field, to create a cultural work, they must utilize specific forms of
capital (economic, cultural, social), which then allow them to compete in the struggle to
achieve momentum for their production. Bourdieu defines capital as “accumulated labor
(in its materialized form or its ‘incorporated,’ embodied form) which, when appropriated
on a private, i.e. exclusive, basis by agents or groups of agents, enables them to
appropriate social energy in the form of reified or living labor” (“Forms of Capital”, 81).
One of the key elements of Bourdieu’s study is that culture reflects society and those
within the field who possess economic, cultural and social capital dominate all forms of
cultural production.
Given that the literary field is controlled, as Bourdieu illustrates, by the dominant
group in society, for African American writers like Hughes, in addition to competing for
artistic and financial recognition, black writers/artists are also struggling to gain
recognition for African American culture—taking every opportunity to promote and
challenge the stereotypes associated with black people and culture. Therefore, the literary
field is rich with possible material and symbolic elements for black cultural production,
not just as site for an individual black writer’s development but as a space through which
black writers and artists can challenge the racist portrayals of black people in literature.
While Bourdieu’s work does not account for race in the same way that he considers social
class, his observation of the inequalities caused by class differences in the literary field is
applicable to the position of African American artists and writers within the whitedominated cultural industry.7
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In her study of African American youth, Prudence Carter addresses the “ethnocentric bias” in Bourdieu’s
traditional definition of cultural capital. She argues that “cultural capital’s significance is often predicated
on the experiences of the dominant class; the multiple ways cultural resources of other groups also convert
into capital are ignored” (137).
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During the 1930s and 1940s, Hughes, using his accumulated capital (mostly social
and cultural) became determined to break into the popular white-dominated culture
industries, such as Hollywood and radio, hoping to change the way black people and
culture were depicted. Furthermore, he hoped to make some money, as white writers
working as screenwriters were making good incomes. The experience, as I discuss in
Chapter Three, served as a turning point in Hughes’ efforts to instil change within the
existing white cultural establishments. In fact, it inspired Hughes to use his social ties to
establish alternative and independent black cultural spaces for black artistic expression,
such as black community-based theatre companies.
Another theory which shapes my argument is Mark Granovetter’s concept of the
strength of weak ties. Granovetter distinguishes between three types of interpersonal ties
that connect people and groups: strong, weak and absent. He defines a strong tie as a
close relationship, such as with family and friends, in which the flow of information and
support is passed on between the boundaries of these specific ties. In other words, since
in most cases everybody in strong tie relationships is familiar with each other and has
similar connections, it is harder to become acquainted with others. Granovetter describes
weak ties as “acquaintances”, people we share similar interests with yet who also have
their own different connections (their own set of ties). Through association, these weak
ties create, Granovetter explains, a “bridge” that leads to either information exchange or
introduction to other people with their own set of contacts, thus creating the process of
social expansion (socialization).8
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Absent ties in Granovetter’s definition are relationships that do not bring those involved any substantial
knowledge or information but are rather more “nodding” relationships, “between people living on the same
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apprehending the journey of relationships that assisted his cultural production and his efforts to cultivate
and strengthen the black artistic infrastructure, his absent ties will not be examined.
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The principal approach of Granovetter’s study is evaluating, within any
interpersonal network, the importance of recognizing these distinctions as a way of then
interpreting what impact (e.g. career opportunities, improvements in communities,
society, culture, politics, etc.) these strong, weak or absent ties have on individuals or
communities. Many of Hughes’ early social and literary relationships serve as weak ties,
such as Jessie Fauset, Alain Locke and Carl Van Vechten. By creating publishing
opportunities and introducing Hughes to black and white cultural circles, they provided
him early encouragement but also access to other opportunities and networks in the
cultural field.
One key characteristic of Granovetter’s study is the parallels we can draw between
his definition of what constitutes the “strength of an interpersonal tie” and Bourdieu’s
definition of social capital. As Bourdieu established in his discussion of how individuals
can navigate a field, in addition to economic capital, there are two other forms of capital:
cultural and social. He defines cultural capital as the acquisition of culture through
education, heredity and the process of socialization. This investment can manifest itself
through particular knowledge, or certain personality traits, abilities or talents, and may
later be converted into economic capital. Social capital, on the other hand, is associated
with the “existence of a network of connections”, which as Bourdieu explains “is the
product of investment strategies, individual or collective, consciously or unconsciously
aimed at establishing or reproducing social relationships that are directly usable in the
short or long term” (“Forms of Capital”, 87). I show in this thesis how Hughes built
extensive and influential social and cultural capital that affected his cultural production,
and also enabled him to create opportunities for future generations of black writers and
artists to safeguard and source their literary developments.
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Both Granovetter and Bourdieu recognize that sustaining strong interpersonal ties
or effective social capital requires investment of time and effort. Another important
characteristic of strong interpersonal ties or the reproduction of social capital is the
reciprocal aspect of the relationships. According to Bourdieu, there needs to be a
“continuous series of exchanges in which recognition is endlessly affirmed and
reaffirmed” for the connection to service a productive purpose (“Forms of Capital”, 87).
Hughes achieved this through the act of letter-writing, which was a significant aspect of
his network building, cultural production and legacy.

The Act of Letter-Writing and Networking
Hughes’ letters serve as miniature time capsules, through which we can trace his past
interactions/associations, retrieving, as Paul McLean explains, his “discursive strategies
in a specific setting of strategic interaction” (5). For instance, the “characteristic turns of
phrase and concerns, [his] rhetorical style in relation to different correspondents”, all
these things that develop and change over time (Stanley, 224). In recognizing the
components of Hughes’ strategies for building and maintaining his contacts/relationships,
we can distinguish how Hughes interacted with the different types of network ties he was
associated with during his career/lifetime (e.g. patronage, political, international,
professional, mentorship).
The letters examined in this thesis show Hughes’ dedication to his art and to black
culture. They are, as Shane Graham describes, “a treasure trove of literary and historical
materials” (South African Generation, 1). Besides serving as a form of information for
his aspirations and efforts to develop his literary career, Hughes’ letters are also a source
of information on social, political and literary events from the 1920s to the 1960s. It is,
as Hermione Lee points out, “a mistake to think of a letter as a solitary, independent, free-

24
standing document. It must be seen as part of a relationship that moves through time”
(19). Hughes’ letters give us a glimpse of life in 1920s Harlem, the friendships, the parties
and the excitement surrounding the black renaissance; his first experience with the
American south and efforts to rally for the release of the Scottsboro boys in the 1930s;
they take us on his travels across the globe, during which he wrote about the sociopolitical climate of countries such as the Soviet Union, Haiti, Cuba, Japan, China, Spain
and South Africa, through his engagement and participation with different artistic and
political networks; and finally, we learn, through his interactions with the upcoming
generation of African American writers and artists, his opinions about the black
radicalism of the 1960s. The letters, while serving as evidence of his network affiliations,
also enlighten our understanding of Hughes’ personal thoughts and observations.
Sometimes the content of his letters, in which he describes his experiences, read like a
page from his short stories—descriptive but enlightening—at other times, they highlight
his commitment to black cultural production and his struggle for freedom and equality.
In other words, Hughes’ letters provide the source material to gain a deeper understanding
and fuller appreciation of his efforts as a cultural ambassador and a black writer.
Letters, as Liz Stanley explains, are dialogical, “they are not one person writing
or speaking about their life, but a communication or exchange between one person and
another or others” (202). This notion of communication is crucial. Beside the important
role that letter-writing had for Hughes, during his lifetime, to maintain and enhance his
network ties, and subsequently to nurture and guide the next generation of black
writers/artists and students, we can argue that his letters also serve as a time capsule
through which in his absence Hughes is able to continue communicating with posthumous
readers. In a journal entry from 1929, Hughes wrote, “no one needs to know me—
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everything I have to offer worth the offering is in my work; the next is slog and waste.”9
By replacing his literary text with his letters, and considering Ellis’ assertion that “all
letters are written by people in the past to people in the future” (9), we can argue that by
engaging with his correspondence, his most effective tool for sustaining his network ties,
this research is keeping alive the legacy of Hughes’ efforts to earn a living as a writer and
build opportunities to promote black cultural production within the cultural field.

Outline of Chapters
To show the progression of Hughes’ evolving network ties and continuous effort to
enhance the reception of black cultural production, I examine in each chapter the
development and influence of specific social, literary, political, international and
professional ties, and the impact they have on his literary career. In Chapter One, I explore
the dynamics of Hughes’ inter- and intra-racial patronage network ties. By focusing on
particular black and white patrons such as Jessie Fauset, Alain Locke, Carl Van Vechten
and Charlotte Osgood Mason—exemplars of what Granovetter called ‘weak ties’—I
show how effective these relationships were to Hughes’ efforts to gain recognition, to
gain control over his artistic production and to safeguard the future of black cultural
production.
After the Depression, Hughes withdrew from Harlem bourgeois literary circles
and the traditional forms of private patronage that had financially, artistically and
emotionally facilitated his developing career. In Chapter Two, I examine how Hughes in
an effort to find other means than just private patronage to sustain his literary career
became involved in the wider political networks of the American left. Despite never
officially becoming a card-holding member of the Communist Party USA, Hughes
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benefited immensely from having his political writings published in leftist magazines
such as The New Masses, and forging ties with political networks, such as the John Reed
Clubs, who sponsored some of his poetry readings during his 1931 tour of the American
south. In addition to engaging with political networks in America, Hughes, as I show,
formed alliances with several political networks during his travels to the Soviet Union in
1932 and Spain in 1937; in doing so he broadened the range of his efforts to develop his
own cultural production but also to build cultural bridges between African American
writers/artists in America and writers/artists across the world.
In Chapter Three, I continue my examination of Hughes’ efforts to find alternative
means to sustain his literary career but also create more opportunities for black artistic
expression in the dominant literary field. Bearing in mind Hughes’ financial difficulties,
I show how through the guidance and connections of his professional network ties,
Hughes was able not only to gain some economic security, but also to protect his artistic
rights from white opportunistic theatre producers, and in turn make effective
contributions as a semi-cultural entrepreneur, building independent black cultural spaces.
In Chapter Four, I examine how Hughes, during the last two decades of his life,
underwent political persecution, reclaimed control over his artistic rights, and engaged
through his writings, speeches and mentoring with the radical uprising of the 1960s, as a
frustrated and outspoken younger black generation rallied, marched and protested against
the festering sore at the heart of American society: racism. By continuously utilizing and
building his network ties, we see in this chapter, through his support, encouragement and
promotion of future black children, students, writers and artists, the transformation of
Hughes’ network ties, in which he goes from relying on weak ties to develop his literary
career, to becoming a weak tie for the next generation of African Americans writers,
artists and students.
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In conclusion, this research is concerned with the importance of network ties to
Hughes’ cultural production. The terms “social capital”, “social ties” and “network ties”
will be used to define, as McLean explains, “a web of cooperative and trusting social
relationships (that is, social networks and the norms that inhabit and sustain them) that
provide individuals with emotional and/or material support and opportunities and help to
coordinate their several actions” (8). I will illustrate how Hughes forged his connections,
and furthermore what the most salient properties of his relationships were and how to
interpret them by considering the impact they had on his cultural production.
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Chapter One
“When Harlem was in Vogue”: Hughes’ Patronage Networks During
the Harlem Renaissance

In his 1963 essay “My Early Days in Harlem”, Hughes wrote, “on a bright September
morning in 1921, I came up out of the subway of 135th and Lennox into the beginnings
of the Negro Renaissance” (395). Hughes here alludes to three key points of cultural,
geographical and personal significance, not only for his literary career, but for African
American culture in the twenties. There is his reference to the “Negro Renaissance”,
which, as Emily Bernard explains, was “the first significant literary and cultural
movement in African American history” (“The Renaissance and the Vogue”, 28). There
is Harlem, the setting of this cultural renaissance, which John Henrik Clarke describes as
“the nerve center of advancing Black America” (Harlem U.S.A., 11). Finally there is
Hughes’ own association with the black renaissance and Harlem. At the same time as
Hughes comes out of the subway onto the Harlem streets, he metaphorically signals the
beginning of his involvement in the Harlem Renaissance. Hughes invites his readers to
remember a period in American history referred to as the Jazz Age and when, as he
describes, “the Negro was in Vogue” (BS, 228).
Sue Currell explains how the twenties can be seen as “an era of cultural
renaissance created from the very ambivalence, the irresolvable tensions, over ideas about
the past and the possibilities of the future” (2). By extension, the Harlem Renaissance,
also known as “the New Negro Movement”, was a cultural, social and artistic renaissance
that, as Bernard informs us, is “best characterized by its contradictions: every point of
celebration was also a source of contention” (“The Renaissance”, 28). Some of the
ambivalence and contradictions that dominated the Harlem Renaissance concerned
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debates over what form of art African American artists and writers should produce. Who
is allowed to write about/on/for African Americans? And more importantly, the question
of how African Americans should be treated in art, an issue that The Crisis turned into a
symposium, “The Negro in Art: How Shall He Be Portrayed”, announced in their 1926
issue.1 By sending out a seven-part questionnaire to the “artists of the world”, the
magazine addressed the controversy of black cultural representation and created a
conversation amongst black and white artists and writers in hopes of addressing some of
the fundamental issues affecting black arts and culture. The responses highlighted, as
Leslie Catherine Sanders explains, the “intense self-consciousness concerning the Negro
as subject for art” (The Development, 5).
The responses were mixed, however, and some raised concerns amongst black
writers and intellectuals, such as such the response from Julia Peterkin, who wrote, “I
write about Negroes because they represent human nature obscured by so little veneer;
human nature groping among its instinctive impulses and in an environment which is
tragically primitive and often unutterably pathetic” (239). Her racially romanticized
perspective and comment, mainly her focus on blacks as primitive, elicited responses
from black artists and intellectuals such as Countee Cullen and Walter White, who
criticized the publishing industry for not attending to works featuring the black educated,
suggesting that stereotypical images of blacks in works of art, like Peterkin’s description,
affected perceptions.2 This alignment of ideas and opinions further emphasized the
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paradox not just of the Harlem Renaissance but of the recognition and representation of
African American culture in arts more widely.
Given the discord between the symposium’s participants, Hughes’ statement
stands out. By resituating the focus of the debate from outlining what black arts should
be to how black and white critics view black cultural production, Hughes became an early
advocate of black artists and writers. According to Hughes, “the true literary artist is going
to write about what he chooses anyway regardless of outside opinions. It’s the way people
look at things, not what they look at, that needs to changed”.3 Hughes believed that neither
black nor white expectations for black literature were correct. Well-rounded and educated
black characters and primitive depictions of black people and culture both appropriated
and misrepresented black people. A few months, later, Hughes would go on to write his
manifesto essay “The Negro and the Racial Mountain”, published in The Nation. In this
powerful essay, Hughes expanded on what he observed as troubling about black cultural
production:
the Negro artist works against an undertow of sharp criticism and
misunderstanding from his own group and unintentional bribes
from the whites. ‘Oh, be respectable, write about nice people,
show how good we are,’ say the Negroes. ‘Be stereotyped, don’t
go too far, don’t shatter our illusions about you, don’t amuse us
too seriously. We will pay you,’ say the whites. (34)
Inherent in Hughes’ comment is the controversial issue of black artists and writers
producing for a “double audience”, which James Weldon Johnson also addresses in his
seminal essay “The Dilemma of the Negro Author”. This divided audience, with
“differing and often opposite and antagonistic points of view”, not only challenges the
artistic integrity of the black writer/artist but as Johnson asserts “takes the solid ground
from under the feet of the Negro writer and leaves him suspended” (477-80). Both Hughes
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and Johnson, by evoking W. E. B. Du Bois’ notion of ‘double consciousness’, draw
attention to the challenge of being a black writer and artist. In an effort to be true to their
race but also to grab the attention of the American publishing industry, many black writers
and artists, like Hughes, felt that, as Du Bois himself poignantly explained, they were
“looking at one’s self through the eyes of others” (The Souls, 11). The central paradox of
the Harlem Renaissance, was not just about the black-white binary, though that also
created problems for black artists and writers. It was, as Jeffrey Stewart eloquently
explains, also about the way black and white patrons and black writers/artists approached
“the production and interpretation of African American art in the 1920s” (43).
This chapter aims to address the issue of black cultural production through a
detailed examination of Hughes’ patronage networks. The black and white patrons of
black arts who are the focus of this chapter, Jessie Fauset, literary editor of The Crisis,
Alain Locke, editor of the black renaissance’s key anthology The New Negro, Carl Van
Vechten, author of the controversial novel Nigger Heaven, and Charlotte Osgood Mason,
are distinctive not only because they were in constant interaction with African American
culture, but because they had a significant impact on Hughes’ early artistic production.
As defined by Granovetter, all these patrons, excluding Mason, who managed an
exclusive network, functioned as Hughes’ weak ties. Fauset published Hughes’ first
poems in The Crisis and introduced him to black bourgeois literary circles; Locke
introduced Hughes to Mason, who supported him while he wrote his first novel, Not
Without Laughter; and Van Vechten introduced Hughes to Knopf publications and helped
him publish his first poetry collection, The Weary Blues. While Van Vechten’s and
Mason’s relationships with Hughes have received a considerable amount of evaluation,
the same cannot be said of Fauset’s or Locke’s relationships with Hughes. Nor has there
been a comparative analysis of how Hughes’ ties with his black patrons were affected as

32
a result of his relations with his white patrons. Before examining Hughes’ inter- and intraracial patronage network ties, it is necessary to briefly set up what types of patronage
systems were available to black writers and artists during the Harlem Renaissance.

Patronage, Primitivism and Black Leadership
According to anthropologist Jeremy Boissevian, a patronage relationship is “founded on
the reciprocal relations between patrons and clients”. In terms of who a patron is,
Boissevian elaborates:
By patron, I mean a person who uses his influence to assist and
protect some other person, who then becomes his ‘client’ and in
return provides certain services to his patron. The relationship is
asymmetrical, for the nature of the services exchanged may differ
considerably. (18)
Considered in the context of Bourdieu’s notion of literary fields, we can argue that
patronage in the arts is its own field. Imbedded with hierarchy and a struggle for power,
the patronage relationship functions on the reproduction of services exchanged between
patron and protégé. In the patronage relationship, the asymmetrical element that
Boissevian refers to is reinforced by the imbalance of capital, and as roles change (e.g.
protégés develop a sense of power and prestige through their own work and interaction),
tensions and conflicts surface and alter the basic foundation of the patronage relationship.
In some cases, as we will see with Hughes, a repositioning occurs, in which the protégé
becomes the patron.
Despite that, one of the key factors of a working and effective patronage
relationship is the element of loyalty and courtesy. According to Michael Kenny,
patronage is a two-way system, and when the patron does his part the protégé is expected
to return the courtesy and be loyal. He explains how “generosity” plays an important role
in the patronage system since it is “a point of honour, and to receive the gesture and return
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it in equal or greater kind is important not only as a rather negative means of saving face
but also as a positive way of achieving higher status” (17). During the Harlem
Renaissance and Hughes’ attempts at developing his literary career, patronage, as André
Carrington observes, “was an important way to forge concrete links across generations
within black communities, and it also gave emerging black elites occasion to socialize
with their white counterparts” (256).
Various forms of patronage dominated the Harlem Renaissance, from institutional
to personal. The headquarters of the National Association for the Advancement of
Colored People (NAACP), established by W. E. B. Du Bois, and the National Urban
League (NUL), which were influential both to the development of the Harlem
Renaissance but also to the overall social, political and legal needs of black communities
across America, were located in Harlem. An instrumental feature of both organizations’
cultural enhancement, or better said, forms of patronage, were the opportunities they
created for black writers/artists through their literary magazines: NAACP’s Crisis (edited
by Du Bois and Jessie Fauset) and NUL’s Opportunity (edited by Charles S. Johnson).4
According to Nathan Huggins, “each of these magazines manifested the Harlem
intellectuals’ commitment to progressive reform” (28). With their different racial
approaches and ideas of how to support black people, these magazines were fundamental,
individually and collectively, because, as Huggins explains, they were “the Negro’s voice
against the insult that America gave him” (30).
These magazines, as cultural bearers and supporters of black writers/artists,
helped create a large number of literary works representative of the emerging black voices
dominating the twenties, such as Rudolph Fisher, Countee Cullen, Claude McKay, Nella
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Larsen, Zora Neale Hurston and Hughes. In their pages they promoted the concept of the
“New Negro” which, as Bernard explains, “was more than a persona; he was an idea, an
ideological construction. The New Negro was invented, in part, by blacks attempting to
correct the negative stereotypes about them that were already in play” (“The
Renaissance”, 28-29). However, seeing as these magazines were founded by the older
black generation, some, such as The Crisis, followed specific aesthetic agendas.
As the editor of The Crisis, what Du Bois saw as an appropriate form of black
aesthetics differed from what the new generation of black writers/artists desired to create.
According to Stewart, Du Bois “sought an art that enhanced the image of the black
bourgeoisie”, and in turn opposed any art that “demeaned the bourgeoisie or focused too
much attention on lower status blacks, or in any way challenged the projected image of
blacks as decent bourgeois citizens” (44). In an effort to restrict the magazine to certain
aesthetic content and style, Du Bois drew a barrier between himself and black bohemia.
However, young black artists and writers of the Harlem Renaissance were drawn to the
“portrayal of the lower classes, or used the poetry of the blues or the abstraction of African
art to create fresher, more inclusive images of African American life”, many like Hughes
turned to white magazines such as The Nation, The Liberator, The New Republic and
American Mercury for support and encouragement (Stewart, 44): Hughes’ 1926
manifesto “The Negro and the Racial Mountain”, in which he publicly declared his artistic
independence but also advised other black writers and artists not to follow black or white
expectations and stereotypes, was published in The Nation, for example.
Once white patrons, publishers and sponsors became involved in black cultural
production, the creative work produced by black writers and artists gained more acclaim
among both black and white audiences. According to Rudolph Fisher, writing in 1927, it
seemed as though “these Nordics at last have tuned in on our wave-length. Maybe they
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are at last learning to speak our language” (82). However, not all white interests were
based on serving the black race. As Cary Wintz explains, white Americans were
fascinated by the glamour and excitement that Harlem parties, social and literary
gatherings, and clubs were generating, but for some it almost became an obsession;
“Harlem and blacks in general became the latest fad for middle class America” (94). The
white interest in art that promoted primitivism (with its focus on romantic idealism rather
than recognizing the rise of a new generation of black writers and artists), contrasted with
the black bourgeois desire for art to be a “process of civilizing ‘uplift’” (Stewart, 44). In
the middle of this volatile state, in which black artists and writers tackled different racial
agendas, there were some white people who recognized black talent and supported it.
Called by Zora Neale Hurston the “Negrotarians”, these white figures and groups,
such as Carl Van Vechten, Joel and Amy Spingarn, Albert Barnes, and Charlotte Osgood
Mason, gave their support in various forms: financial, cultural, legal and emotional, but
most often it was tied to their own racial agendas.5 According to Stewart, a central paradox
of black artist/writers dealing with white patrons was that “most were motivated
essentially not by artistic concerns but by a bias for cultural primitivism that viewed the
art of Africans and African Americans as a means through which the patron could enter
into what he or she believed was a more authentic relationship with the world” (44).
Disillusioned by the materialism of modern bourgeois life, white patrons were drawn to
the cult of primitivism. They viewed African Americans as “primitive” and sought from
their black protégés art that reflected their primitivist interests.
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Primitivism was a complicated issue that created feelings of ambivalence in
several Harlem Renaissance writers/artists because, for them, as Eloise Johnson explains,
“the problem involved how to view primitivism objectively while alternately being
labelled a primitive” (96). “The question of whether or not Africa was a ‘usable past’ for
contemporary African Americans”, according to Kaplan, was discussed during the Harlem
Renaissance through the works of poets such as Countee Cullen, Gwendolyn Bennett and
Hughes (14). On one hand, as Kaplan explains, “Africa represented cultural wealth from
which blacks had been violently estranged and that they then decided to reclaim”, and on
the other hand, “many whites had fallen in love with an African ideal”; whereby they
romanticized and projected their fantasies on African Americans (17). The fascination for
“primitive” cultures and people was an important aspect of the avant-garde movement of
the 1920s, and, as Arthur Lovejoy and George Boas observe, a representation of the
“discontent of the civilized with civilization, or with some conspicuous and characteristic
feature of it” (7). It is important to note that while the thirst for exoticism brought
attention, money and business to black culture and arts, it did not mean that white
Americans attitudes towards African Americans changed drastically. In fact, many of the
white people who came to Harlem or sponsored black artists and writers still considered
themselves superior, and the “primitive”, inferior. As we will see in Hughes’ relationships
with his white patrons, despite their efforts to admire and appreciate the culture and its
artefacts, inequality existed in their methods of interacting with African American writers
and artists.
Hughes’ efforts during the twenties to cultivate his artistic career and forge
influential ties serve as his initial attempts at participating in the struggle for recognition
in the literary field. Hughes’ relationships with white and black patrons provided him the
means to increase his social capital, which allowed him to manage himself within the
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literary field and advance his cultural capital. Having said that, his relationships with
white and black patrons were also a source of conflict with his artistic purpose and thus
within those relationships he was, as I will illustrate, forced to negotiate a method that
allowed him to be in control of his cultural production but also maintain his network ties.

Jessie Fauset: “The Brown Goddess”
As literary editor of The Crisis and editor and co-author of African American children’s
magazine The Brownies’ Book, Jessie Fauset is one of the most underrated yet
instrumental forces in promoting and supporting the literary careers of a number of the
younger generation black writers of the 1920s, such as Countee Cullen, Arna Bontemps,
Nella Larsen and Hughes. “A quiet rebel” as Deborah McDowell calls her, Fauset was
one of the gatekeepers of black cultural production in the twentieth century and the first
to discover Hughes (48). While Hughes made his first appearance as a poet in The Crisis
in June 1921, with one of his most anthologized poems, “The Negro Speaks of Rivers”,
his first public introduction as an aspiring poet was in The Brownies’ Book, in 1920. As
part of the magazine’s “Graduates of 1920”, an eighteen-year-old Hughes had written a
letter introducing himself and listing his various literary accomplishments as a student at
Central High in Cleveland.
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Figure 1.1. “The Brownies’ Book.” The Tar Baby and the Tomahawk: Race and Ethnic Images in
American Children’s Literature, 1880-1939. Center for Digital Research in the Humanities (University of
Nebraska-Lincoln) and Center for the Humanities (Washington University in St. Louis). Center for
Digital Resources in the Humanities, University of Nebraska–Lincoln.

Along with his high school graduation photo, the magazine also printed Hughes’ letter.
The letter is an early representation of Hughes’ literary aspirations, but more importantly
it evokes his sense of racial pride. As the first black editor of The Annual since the son of
Charles W. Chestnut, Hughes proudly publicizes not only his own achievement but the
importance it holds for the black race.
To understand the dynamics of Hughes’ relationship with Fauset, it is necessary
to consider the importance of The Brownies’ Book, not just as a magazine that introduced
Hughes but also as the source that initiated his long-lasting devotion to children’s
literature. The Brownies’ Book was America’s first magazine for African American
children and young adults. According to Kristin Kommers Czarniecki, while “other
children’s magazines and schoolbooks perpetuated grotesque stereotypes of the ‘dark
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continent’”, The Brownies’ Book “highlighted the honor, integrity, and beauty of African
and African American life… providing black children with a history and literature of their
own” (196). In the same way that she had, through her editorial position, transformed
Crisis from a magazine that reported news to a source of cultural and literary
information/publication—including more fiction, poetry and visual arts—Fauset aspired
and had succeeded to do the same with The Brownies’ Book.
In 1921, Hughes was living with his father in Mexico when he sent Fauset his
poems. She wrote to him on February 25: “you write so well and sympathetically—who
are you, and where and why do you live in Mexico?”6 In their early correspondence,
Fauset is both encouraging and curious about Hughes and his work. In the same way,
Hughes was trying to build a connection and complying with her requests for more
material. As Hughes was living in Mexico, Fauset uses the opportunity to increase the
international spectrum of the Brownies’ Book, publishing all of his stories, articles and
poems that focused on Mexican culture and people.
In her study of Fauset, Carolyn Wedin Sylvander argues that by asking Hughes to
send her exotic or sad Mexican children’s stories, which would allow black children “to
know something of the sorrows of children in other countries”, 7 Fauset was showing that
she was interested and “sensitive to the lives and strengths of the poor”, desiring to show
within the pages of the magazine the connection between “national and geographical class
differences” (144). It is also reasonable to argue that in her editorial role and requests to
Hughes—insisting that he send her more “attractive”, “exotic” and “unusual” material—
Fauset is no different to white publishers, who sentimentalized black culture and people
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by only publishing texts that emphasized the “primitive” illusion. Fauset’s requests to
Hughes for stories that portrayed Mexican culture and people in a certain way, thus
becomes yet another form of “othering” and romanticizing another race and people. For
Hughes, the “primitive” implications of her editorial preference might not have
represented themselves to him, given that he was happy that his work was being praised
and he was generating new opportunities for publication.
Nevertheless, Fauset’s editorial role helped cultivate a magazine tailored to
African American children’s literature that aimed to celebrate racial identity and pride,
acknowledge black accomplishments and talents, and encourage its young readers to
aspire towards opportunities within their communities. In his partnership with Fauset and
the magazine, Hughes was inspired to continue his efforts to enrich African American
children’s literature and contribute to strengthening the black artistic infrastructure.
Hughes’ early contributions to the Brownies’ Book signalled his own efforts to
supplement the lack of literature for black children. It would not be until the 1950s that
Hughes would devote himself entirely to producing a series of influential and insightful
children’s/young-adult anthologies about African American culture, history and literature
(discussed in Chapter Four). In many ways, Hughes’ career began and ended with writing
for children. The Brownies’ Book was also the first literary magazine in which Hughes
published his earliest journalistic pieces—articles that demonstrated his radical
commentary on issues of race and class—showing that the magazine was a staple part of
Hughes’ early literary development.8
The partnership between Fauset and Hughes represents the aspirations and
promise of two African American writers (Fauset was also a novelist), both for their

8

In the next chapter, I explore in more detail Hughes’ journalistic voice, a device through which he brought
awareness to issues affecting the black working classes around the world.

41
careers and for the future of black cultural production. Despite their future artistic
differences, their partnership on The Brownies’ Book contributed to their artistic growth
and also sustained it. Considering that Hughes and Fauset had little in common, except
their desire to help and contribute to the improvement of black cultural production, in
November 1921, when the magazine was suspended, as Cheryl Wall explains, “the
tensions underlying their friendship, tensions that remained submerged beneath a surface
both were too gracious to disturb”, grew to affect their relationship (65).
While their evolving careers, especially Hughes’, may have contributed to the
distance forming between them, there were three other major reasons. The first, their
artistic differences, concerned the way Fauset hoped to make Hughes the symbol of racial
uplift and in turn direct his poetic muse away from his experimental vernacular blues and
jazz verses to “the conventional forms of Keats, Poe, Dunbar, or McKay” (“Bad New
Negroes”, 40). In her 1926 review of Hughes’ first poetry collection, The Weary Blues,
for example, by describing Hughes’ poems as “warm, exotic and shot through with color”,
Fauset demonstrated her inability to comprehend his poetic expression, and ends up
misrepresenting his work in the exoticist vein (239).
Middle-class black people like Fauset, as Steven Tracy explains, “in an attempt to
leave behind the experiences of slavery and of the Reconstruction and postReconstruction South for the promising urban world of race, class, and political
advancement”, frequently opposed African American vernacular music such as the blues
and jazz, which they deemed “ignorant and sinful creations” (“Afro-American
Vernacular”, 97). However, Hughes’ use of jazz was not just an experimentation with
technique but a form of rebellion against (black) middle-class values. As Hughes
explains, jazz represented “the inherent expressions of Negro life in America” and a way,
for him (and other black writers/artists) to “express [their] individual dark-skinned selves
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without fear or shame” (“Racial Mountain”, 36). Significantly, Fauset failed to see, as
Stevens suggests, the meaning behind Hughes’ use of the vernacular tradition, which was
a “reclamation of heritage, a construction of identity, an assertion of voice, and a seizure
of freedom” (“Afro-American Vernacular”, 112-13).
The second element of their differences is Hughes’ general conflict with the black
bourgeoisie’s ideas of how to improve racial relations. In Hughes’ opinion, they wanted
to direct the race toward whiteness, or as he asserts, they “desire to pour racial
individuality into the mold of American standardization, and to be as little Negro and as
much American as possible” (“Racial Mountain”, 32). After a disappointing experience
in Washington in 1924 with the black bourgeois circle, whom Hughes later described in
his 1927 essay “Our Washington Society”, as the “most Nordic and un-Negro”, appearing
“to be moving away from the masses of the race rather than holding an identity with
them”, Hughes grew more distant from their ideas of racial uplift (42-43). It became
harder for Hughes to maintain his relationship with Fauset, who from the start of their
working relations was part of the inner circle of the black bourgeoisie. However, their
growing tensions which grew after the Harlem Renaissance was already underway and
Hughes began interacting more with a group of young black bohemian writers and artists
such as Wallace Thurman, Bruce Nugent, Zora Neale Hurston and Aaron Douglas. The
third reason behind why Hughes and Fauset grew apart in the mid-1920s, was because
Hughes began to build relations with other writers and artists with whom he had more in
common. In doing so, he felt less inclined to engage with Fauset’s literary and social
circles and parties. Besides encouraging and promoting Hughes’ career through her
editorial position, another way Fauset had helped Hughes enhance his literary status and
make valuable literary contacts was through her parties.
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“In those days of the late 1920’s”, wrote Hughes in The Big Sea, “there were a
great many parties in Harlem and out, to which various members of the New Negro group
were invited” (243). People from various races and classes frequented the famous parties,
socializing and conversing over food and an abundance of drinks; as Amy Carrero
declares, “in Harlem, there was something for everyone” (916). The three main types of
parties popular during the era were: the official public dinner parties hosted by the
NAACP or NUL; the informal private literary and social parties hosted at leading black
and white intellectuals, writers and artists’ apartments; and finally rent parties, also called
“whist parties”. Often announced and advertised through specially tailored colourful
cards, these parties were notorious for being sites in which there was much sexual
promiscuity and experimentation, but they also had economic and cultural significance.

Figure 1.2. Rent Party Cards. Yale, JWJ. Hughes MSS #26-Box 516-Folder 12854-12856.

In addition to helping black working-class residents of Harlem raise money for
rent, they were also training grounds for young aspiring black musicians to showcase
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their work amongst a supportive and sympathetic audience, away from the critical gaze
of reviewers and paying customers. The rent parties provided a social outlet for black
people from the opposite end of the socioeconomic scale, who were often restricted from
attending the more lavish parties held at the houses of the black and white intelligentsia.
At the rent parties he regularly frequented, Hughes recalled meeting and interacting with
ordinary black working-class people, including “ladies’ maids and truck drivers, laundry
workers and shoe shine boys, seamstresses and porters” (BS, 233). Even more
importantly, as Bill Graves explains, rent parties were “a refuge for blacks wanting to
socialize away from white tourists who frequented Harlem” (468). This sentiment
embodies the view that rent parties were a source of social and political liberation for
working-class black people; it was about building and celebrating a sense of community.
For the members of the black upper classes and intelligentsia, like Fauset, who
were concerned with racial uplift and advancement, rent parties perpetrated stereotypes
associated with black culture, for example sexual promiscuity, dancing and singing.
Fauset, who was, as Barbara Christian puts it, “not fooled by the fad of primitivism”, as
a way to oppose the rent parties or the popular interracial house-parties of Wallace
Thurman and Van Vechten, designed her literary soirées in accordance with her Victorian
middle-class aspirations for the race (43). In doing so, she attempted to gain control over
black cultural representation. However, in comparison to her female counterparts’ literary
and social soirees, for instance those hosted by A’Lelia Walker and Georgia Douglas
Johnson, and in the eyes of young black bohemian writers like Hughes, Fauset’s fell short
in the level of fun and drinks.
Hosted at her Seventh Avenue apartment, Fauset’s literary soirées provided a
different social atmosphere to the more inclusive, jazz-filled interracial parties of the era.
In her description of black literary salons, Elizabeth McHenry writes:
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From the 1830s on, African Americans formed literary societies
that encouraged reading and writing by their members,
developing a nationwide literary community with authors,
editors, and publishers who shared an interest in their literature.
Proponents of building this community urged the merits of
individual and group expression for informing, exploring, and
validating their unique identity as ‘Colored Americans’ while
asserting their right to full U.S. citizenship. (152)
In an effort to build a community and cultivate black culture, Fauset’s salons were
formatted as forums, in which, as Hughes reported, a good time was shared “talking
literature and reading poetry aloud and perhaps enjoying some conversation in French”
(BS, 247). In her attempts to create “a space for black and white artists, intellectuals,
musicians, and political leaders to mix and share ideas”, Fauset was also wary of allowing
white faddists to attend her parties, such as Carl Van Vechten, whose own parties were
so famous that they were covered by the newspapers the next day (Kaplan, 31-32).
Despite the importance of her act of resistance, in the eyes of young black writers like
Hughes, it made her parties tedious and not a place, as he recalled, where one could have
“a ball” (BS, 247). During an era where interracial parties organized and hosted by
Walker, Johnson, Thurman, Walter White and Van Vechten offered opportunities to
young black artists and writers like Hughes to make contacts with influential white
people, such as literary agents, publishers and patrons, and develop their literary careers,
Fauset’s parties lacked the necessary atmosphere to progress in the cultural field.9
By 1924 Hughes and Fauset had grown further apart.10 Soon after the 1925
Opportunity dinner, Fauset left for Paris and by 1926, “after seven years of active service
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as Literary Editor” to The Crisis, she resigned from the position.11 As Wall writes,
whatever Fauset had done to produce the Harlem Renaissance, she “would not have a
starring role when the renaissance hit the big time” (71). For Hughes, the Opportunity
dinner and the publication of his poems in The Crisis, along with winning several literary
prizes, had elevated his popularity amongst the black and white literary scene.12 As
Fauset’s star sank, so Hughes’ was rising. In their correspondence, especially from 1924
to 1925, we see Fauset’s attempts at maintaining her connection with Hughes, yet also
feeling that things have changed. In a letter to Hughes in September 1925, she writes,
You struck me by the way as being a little fatigued but also very
calm of spirit; you’ve lost something of that old restlessness I
think. Both a good and bad thing that. Restlessness makes for
unhappiness but it also makes for a certain driving spirit which
has its worth.13
Fauset’s references to Hughes’ physical appearance, like a concerned older sister, on one
hand illustrates her attempts to maintain her place in Hughes’ life and career. However,
on the other hand, in the same way that her comments in The Crisis on Hughes’ verse
being “the perfection of spontaneity” or having a “bubbling-like charm”, undermined the
radical undertone of his verse, her reference to Hughes not having “that old restlessness”,
once again represents her attempts to racially romanticize Hughes’ artistic integrity and
mould him into the model racial poet that best represents the black bourgeoisie.
Despite Fauset’s efforts, for instance trying to get him to go to Harvard and
advising him to fix his “eye on some professional goal and… reach it”, because, as she
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writes, “You are a person who will never be spoiled by material possession, yet
paradoxically you might be ruined without it”,14 it becomes apparent to her that Hughes
does not need her support or guidance. This is blatant in one letter, in which she states:
Dear Langston, I was so shocked at the conventional ‘Dear Miss
Fauset’—I’ve always enjoyed your ‘Dear Friend.’ Why change?
Don’t. If you don’t feel in a ‘friendly’ mood just don’t say
anything.15
By refraining from addressing Fauset in his usual manner, Hughes was professing,
without confrontation, that he no longer needed her support. At that moment in his
developing career, when white patrons and publishers were enthusiastically approaching
him, the ramifications of his dissolving relationship with Fauset might not have presented
themselves to Hughes. Nevertheless, despite their professional relationship coming to an
end and the existence of a twenty-year gap in their correspondence, Hughes and Fauset,
as Wall asserts, “remained steadfast in their loyalty to each other” (65). We can also argue
that, while in their initial working relations (e.g. patronage), their positions began to
change, causing a decade of silence between them, as explained by Kenny, their loyalty,
not only to each other but to their efforts to improve the reception of black culture, was
what reunited them.
In 1947, after twenty-one years, Fauset re-established their correspondence when
she reached out to Hughes for his “friendship, business and advice”.16 This time around,
the relationship was not structured as a patronage; indeed there was an obvious role
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Fauset to Hughes. December 21, 1924. Yale, JWJ. Hughes MSS #26-Box 61-Folder 1163-1167. Hughes
chose to go to Lincoln, even though Fauset advised him that going to an Ivy League school would allow
him to make important contacts. Hughes’ choice to go to a black university was because he wanted to be
part of his own race. In a letter to his white patron Charlotte Osgood Mason, Hughes wrote: “For the first
time in my life I found myself in some way belonging to a group.” February 23, 1929. Yale, JWJ. Hughes
MSS #26-Box 111-Folder 2090-2091.
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Fauset to Hughes. (Undated letter number 8574-8576). Yale, JWJ. Hughes MSS #26-Box 61-Folder
1163-1167.
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reversal, with Fauset seeking out Hughes for his literary support. During the gap in their
correspondence, Hughes had transitioned from the upcoming young black poet that
Fauset had discovered to a renowned and extensively published poet, novelist,
playwright, essayist, children’s writer, autobiographer and journalist. Hughes now, in the
1940s-1960s, held the position that Fauset had held in the 1920s, as the cultural benefactor
of black art. Yet despite the changes and the silence, in a 1948 letter Fauset describes to
Hughes the emotional experience she had after reading Hughes’ poems:
as usual I had all I could do to keep my lips from trembling! That
little poem—those few lines—represents the epitome of all the
careless misunderstandings which we endure from the grand
white folks.17
The poem that left Fauset emotional was “Minstrel Man”, in which Hughes, as Tracy
describes, “challenges the stereotypes of the minstrel persona” (“Afro-American
Vernacular”, 93). Ironically, for the first time in her appreciation of Hughes’ poetic
expression, Fauset acknowledged the powerful political undertone of Hughes’ artistic
production. Her use of the “we” pronoun represents her identification with Hughes as an
artist, but more importantly it signifies the fundamental modification in her overall
understanding of the meaning behind Hughes’ regular references to African American
vernacular music and performers, which were “metaphors for the hardships, joys, defeats,
and triumphs of the Afro-American experience” (Tracy, “Afro-American Vernacular”,
111). In turn, an intellectually and aesthetically matured Hughes wrote to Fauset in 1950,
“I have read all of your novels and have referred to them often in my lectures and in print
as being most important contributions to the record of American Negro life.”18 It can be
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Fauset to Hughes. January 23, 1948. Yale, JWJ. Hughes MSS #26-Box 61-Folder 1163-1167.

Langston Hughes to Jessie Fauset. October 14, 1950. Yale, JWJ. Hughes MSS #26-Box 61-Folder 11631167. This letter has been published in Selected Letters of Langston Hughes edited by Arnold Rampersad
and David Roessel, p. 294.
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seen that in their mutual appreciation of each other’s work, the pathway of
communication, collaboration and friendship was re-opened.
In 1941 Hughes wrote, “Jessie Fauset at The Crisis, Charles S. Johnson at
Opportunity, and Alain Locke in Washington, were the three people who midwifed the
so-called New Negro literature into being. Kind and critical… they nursed us along until
our books were born” (BS, 218). Although their aesthetic and ideological conflicts caused
Fauset and Hughes over a decade of estrangement, Hughes, by giving credit to Fauset in
his autobiography, demonstrates that he was not oblivious to the instrumental role she
played in his literary beginnings. In fact, in his acknowledgement, by placing Fauset first
among the leading black figures who shaped the careers of young black writers/artists,
Hughes was giving her the recognition that she, most often, does not receive; mainly
because her involvement is overshadowed by the leading black men of the Harlem
Renaissance. In his evaluation of Fauset’s role, David Levering Lewis states that “there
is no telling what she would have done had she been a man, given her first-rate mind and
formidable efficiency at any task” (121). Noting the compelling nature of Lewis’
comment, in its complementary yet sexist implications, it can be argued that Fauset, as a
leading woman of the black renaissance, was instrumental in changing the course of
Hughes’ literary career. Acting both as his agent, publisher and friend, she was
responsible for managing, encouraging and supporting his literary growth, along with that
of many other black younger writers/artists. She cultivated a welcoming literary climate
for the enhancement and advancement of black cultural production. Hughes’ tribute to
Fauset, whom he called his “brown goddess”, is not only a matter of Hughes paying his
debt to her, it also serves as Hughes’ pioneering attempt to recognize the work of black
women writers/artists.19
19

Langston Hughes to Harold Jackman. August, 1, 1924. Yale, JWJ. Hughes MSS #26-Box 87-Folder
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While Hughes and Fauset were able to mend their differences and work together
again, back during the Harlem Renaissance, Hughes’ next influential weak tie, white
patron Carl Van Vetchen, was responsible for a major part of Hughes and Fauset’s
conflicts and subsequent separation. In fact, Van Vechten’s introduction to black culture
disturbed the calm not just of Hughes’ relationship with Fauset (and more broadly the
black intelligentsia) but also of the Harlem literary scene. In their correspondence, Fauset
frankly expressed her concern over Van Vechten’s presence in Hughes’ life. As a friend
and a patron, Fauset attempted to understand Hughes’ relationship with Van Vechten—
more broadly Van Vechten’s fascination with black writers and intellectuals. Unable to
trust him, she expressed her concern over his influence, writing to Hughes, “I’m not sure
that I can say truthfully that I like Mr. Van Vechten”, or more worriedly, “I don’t know
what his motives may be”.20 To Fauset, who denied white faddists like Van Vechten
access to her soirées, he seemed “an open sesame just now to a small group of us for
pleasant moments”.21 As the next section will show, part of her concerns were valid, yet
for Hughes, in 1925, Van Vechten’s interest in his writings and career stood out more
than his racial motives.

“Carlo, the Patriarch”: Hughes and Van Vechten
In a letter of June 30, 1925, to Gertrude Stein, Van Vechten wrote, “This will not be a
novel about Negroes in the South or white contacts or lynchings. It will be about
NEGROES, as they live now in the new city of Harlem (which is part of New York).

Rampersad and David Roessel, p. 37-38. In Chapter Four, Hughes’ support and mentoring of black female
writers/artists such as Alice Walker, Gwendolyn Brooks, Pauli Marshall and more is discussed.
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About 400,000 of them live there now, rich and poor, fast and slow, intellectual and
ignorant” (Burns, 117). A year later, Nigger Heaven was published by Knopf, igniting a
frenzy within the black literary renaissance establishment and dividing it into two polar
opposites, black people who found the novel offensive and black people who did not.
Nigger Heaven is structured as two novellas, with two main characters: a librarian, Mary
Love, and an aspiring writer, Byron Kasson, who try to maintain a relationship while
defying racism. The novel, according to Gilbert Osofsky, while containing “some
interesting commentaries on the structure and problems of Negro society”, suffered from
its plot which was “contrived, sensationalistic and melodramatic, replete with orgies,
drugs and seduction; a hodgepodge of True Confessions and the front pages of a tabloid.
Its characters were unbelievable as people” (236).
Van Vechten believed that his status as an “honorary Negro” gave him the
authority to use the term “nigger” and insisted that the title was meant to be ironic.
According to Huggins, “it was a play on the geography of Manhattan Island, where
Harlem sits like a segregated balcony over the white ‘orchestra’ of downtown New York”
(112). Except that Van Vechten in his “naiveté and arrogance” (Bernard, “The
Renaissance”, 38) failed to understand that the term “sums up for [African Americans]…
the bitter years of insult and struggle in America” (BS, 269).22 The division that Nigger
Heaven created upon its publication continued to overshadow the Harlem Renaissance,
mainly amplifying the divide between younger black writers and the older generation of
intellectuals and critics.
Du Bois led the criticism, writing a stern review in The Crisis on December 1926,
in which, disappointed by Van Vechten’s depiction, he stated that the novel was “a blow
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Even his father, Charles Van Duane Van Vechten, was appalled by the title: “I have, myself, never spoken
of a colored man as a ‘nigger’”, wrote Van Vechten senior to his son (qtd in Lewis, 185).
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in the face… an affront to the hospitality of black folk and to the intelligence of white”
(n. page). Benjamin Brawley, another reviewer, while subtler in his criticism,
acknowledged Van Vechten’s Nigger Heaven as “the work of most significance in its
decade”, but also argued that it “is the perfect illustration of a book that gives facts but
that does not tell the truth… the work as a whole gives a distorted impression” of African
Americans (235). The novel received more favourable reviews from white readers, such
as Van Vechten’s long-time friend Gertrude Stein, and African American writers and
intellectuals such as James Weldon Johnson, Rudolph Fisher, George Schuyler, Walter
White and Hughes. Stein wrote to Van Vechten on August 9, 1926, that she found Nigger
Heaven “awfully good, and made up of light and delicate work… you have never done
anything better it is rather perfectly done” (Burns, 131). In his daybook entry of December
1, 1925, Van Vechten quotes White saying about the novel’s title, “my only regret… is
that I didn’t think of it first so that I could use it” (The Splendid, 102). According to
Huggins, most of those, including Stein, Hughes, Weldon Johnson, White and Schuyler,
who reviewed the novel positively, “were too close to him to make free judgements”
(113).
While Huggins’ observation is warranted, it fails to consider Hughes’ reaction to
the novel in his autobiography. Hughes devotes a chapter to Nigger Heaven, attempting
to explain the outrage that the novel’s title stirred, but also to make a point about not
judging a book without reading it. Nowhere in the chapter does Hughes claim that the
novel should, as Bernard points out, “be appreciated as an exceptional work of literature”
(“The Renaissance”, 38). Instead Hughes begins the chapter sympathizing “with those
who felt alienated by the racial epithet that was the title” (ibid.). Hughes attempts to show
that the novel addresses important racial issues, for example, the issue of discrimination
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against black writers/artists by white cultural establishments, and the different types of
black people living in Harlem, the elite and the masses (BS, 271).
In his efforts to postulate an open-mindedness, Hughes is undertaking, as an
approach, what he pointed out in his response to the 1926 Crisis symposium, in which he
advised: “It’s the way people look at things, not what they look at, that needs to be
changed.” For Hughes, as unfortunate as the title was, the decision by black critics and
intellectuals to attack the book and in turn Van Vechten before reading it, is much worse.
Hughes even goes as far to suggest that critics on both left and right were looking for a
person, in this case Van Vechten, to point the finger at for influencing and encouraging
bad black writers, which as he clarifies, were bad “before Nigger Heaven appeared on the
scene and would have been bad anyway, had Mr. Van Vechten never been born” (BS,
272).
Despite the derogatory title, the novel put Van Vechten and his influence, e.g. his
patronage, social networks and curatorial role, at the forefront of what Robert Washington
refers to as the “dominant black primitivist literary school”, which was influential in
promoting the stereotypical representation of black culture and life as exotic and primitive
(52). Although Van Vechten was not responsible for such (mis)interpretations, which
Washington attributes to the “American racial caste system”, he did exploit them for his
own artistic production and interests (57). To Van Vechten, the best assets of black writers
and artists were the exotic and sensational features of Harlem life, “the squalor of Negro
life, the vice of Negro life” (“The Negro in Art”, 219-20). He wrote in 1926 (in response
to the symposium), “are Negro writers going to write about this exotic material while it
is still fresh or will they continue to make a free gift of it to white authors who will exploit
it until not a drop remains?” (“The Negro in Art”, 219-20). These lines, while prophetic
of his own exploitation a year later with his novel, are also important because they
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highlight the basis of Van Vechten’s perception and relationship with black cultural
production—the element of threat and intimidation combined with a feeling of authority.
As we will see, in his relationship with Hughes, Van Vechten had an inclination to be
forceful when he wanted something for his own artistic needs.
As a music critic for The New York Times, Vanity Fair and Broadway Music, Van
Vechten played a major part in introducing African American musical forms such as
minstrels, jazz and the blues to the American public. George Schuyler asserts that Van
Vechten was influential in introducing America to jazz, explaining that “he was one of
the pioneers in discovering the worth of this music and was certainly the first to write
understandingly and enthusiastically about it in the media read by those who set the style
in everything” (365). As David Chinitz argues, jazz was used by white Americans like
Van Vechten to satisfy their fascination and interest in the cult of primitivism that was
popularized in the 1920s, writing that Van Vechten believed that “if jazz liberated
repressed instincts, then perhaps it could reenergize an exhausted and jaded civilization”
(“Rejuvenation”, 62-63). In his Vanity Fair articles and reviews, Van Vechten would
write about jazz and blues musicians such as Ethel Waters, Mamie, Clara and Bessie
Smith for white audiences who had yet to discover them. In making jazz accessible to
white Americans through primitivism, Van Vechten assisted immensely in the practice
of slumming, viewed by some black intelligentsia as white oppression in disguise.
Notwithstanding his primitive and possessive intentions, Van Vechten sincerely
attempted to generate publicity and recognition for African American literature and
writers/artists, and to modify white attitudes towards black culture. His parties and
personal patronage are two examples of his attempts at improving the position of black
culture in white America. As part of his efforts to confront and improve race relations,
Van Vechten’s interracial parties were instrumental to black writers and artists hoping to
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expand their social network ties with their white counterparts. However, as a patron and
promoter of black writers and artists, Van Vechten established more influence on black
cultural production. Van Vechten’s unconventional relationship with Hughes, represents
the common interpretations of white patronage, which as Michelle Birnbaum explains,
have “obfuscated the subtleties and complexities of black-white working relations”, and
how these relations affected the art produced by both parties (121).
No African American writer was more caught up in the Van Vechten controversy
than Hughes. They initially met through Walter White in November 1924, and rekindled
their friendship at the Opportunity awards dinner nearly a year later.23 It was here that
Van Vechten requested Hughes send him his poems to read. Van Vechten found Hughes’
poetry beautiful: “your poems are too beautiful to escape appreciation. I find they have a
subtle haunting quality which lingers in the memory and an extraordinary sensitivity to
all that is kind and lovely” (May 14, 1925, 8). Excited about meeting Hughes, Van
Vechten set out to get his poetry published: “I shall do my best to get it published because
it is a beautiful book” (R1, 110). On May 17, 1925, Van Vechten wrote to Hughes, “I
wanted you to know immediately that Knopf was publishing your book”, and on January
1926 Hughes’ first book of poetry, The Weary Blues was published with an introduction
by Van Vechten (10-11). “You’re my good angel… I’ll have to walk sideways to keep
from flying”, wrote Hughes on May 18, 1925, thanking Van Vechten for his efforts (15).
The initial paradigm of Hughes’ association with Van Vechten is based on literary
patronage. Van Vechten’s wealth along with his influential social and cultural capital
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In his daybook entry of November 10, 1924, Van Vechten wrote that he had met “Kingston Hughes”, a
misunderstanding or typo on Van Vechten’s part (The Splendid, 60). Although Van Vechten was not at the
1924 Civic Club Dinner, he imprinted his first presence on the second Opportunity dinner held in 1925—
becoming “white America’s guide through Harlem” and the promoter, socially and professionally, of black
culture and arts (Lewis, 183). As Rampersad notes, in less than three months after being introduced to
White, Van Vechten, who had “plunged more deeply into black society than probably any white man had
ever done in New York”, became acquainted with most of the leading Harlem figures such as James Weldon
Johnson, Charles S. Johnson, W. E. B. Du Bois, Jessie Fauset, and upcoming writers such as Countee
Cullen and Hughes (R1, 108).

56
enabled Hughes’ literary career to develop, providing him recognition through access to
mainstream New York publishing firms, such as Alfred Knopf. They both shared a deep
interest in the blues and jazz, often exchanging records and introducing each other to
blues singers and blues songs. “Perhaps you have heard ‘Frankie’ before… the whole
song runs to a blues tune, the chorus very blue” or “another lament called ‘Sugar-babe’”,
wrote Hughes to Van Vechten in 1925 (May 7, 4-5). However, as Hughes’ career began
to gain more prominence and prestige, allowing him to increase his cultural and social
capital, he became more independent and assertive in his relationship with Van Vechten.
In analysis of their correspondence, the complexities and tensions embedded in their
relationship emerge. More importantly, Hughes’ subtle avoidance of Van Vechten’s
desire to ownership, is revealed in his letter to Van Vechten in 1939, stating “you have
been my main literary help—not influence” (December 9, 159).
After the publication of his second book of poetry, Fine Clothes to the Jew, critics
used Hughes’ relationship with Van Vechten as a way to criticize the content of the book,
with Allison Davis declaring in Crisis that “the severest charge one can make against Mr.
Van Vechten is that he misdirected a genuine poet, who gave promise of a power and
technique exceptional in any poetry” (247). Not letting his artistic integrity and
production become tainted by Davis’ comments, Hughes took to Crisis’ September 1928
issue to respond to the criticism. Hughes states that most of the poems collected in The
Weary Blues and Fine Clothes to the Jew were composed before his acquaintance with
Van Vechten. He affirms Davis’ opinion that some of his recent poems, collected in Fine
Clothes, are “low down, jazzy, cabaret-ish, sensational”, but they were not advised to be
written by Van Vechten (“Letter to the editor”, 543). Moreover, he proclaims that he is
aware that many critics think like Davis; however, he “has never pretended to be keeping
a literary grazing pasture with food to suit all breeds of cattle” (ibid., 553). By publicly
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establishing his artistic independence, we see in Hughes’ statement both his efforts to
stress the limited role Van Vechten played in the creativity behind his poetry, and his
challenge to Davis’ assertion that he had no control over his cultural production. Van
Vechten, as customarily suggested by scholars such as Davis and later by Cruse, Lewis
and Huggins, did not destroy Hughes’ career; he helped its growth, mainly by giving
Hughes access to his social and cultural resources.
Similar to his partnership with Fauset, Hughes’ relationship with Van Vechten
was a collaborative one. One of their earliest collaborative works was on Van Vechten’s
Vanity Fair articles on the blues, in which Van Vechten shared and combined Hughes’
picturesque style of discussing the blues with his own commentary, giving “due credit to
Langston Hughes, poet and charming fellow” (May 17, 1925, 14). Another significant
representation of their collaboration, more importantly Hughes’ loyalty and friendship
towards Van Vechten, was when Hughes spent two days, coming down from Lincoln
University, rewriting lyrics to be used in Nigger Heaven, because Van Vechten, who was
on the brink of a huge lawsuit, had neglected to get permission to use lyrics already
printed in the book. “You know how grateful I am to you”, wrote Van Vechten after the
issue had been settled (Nov. 5, 1926, 42). While, in both instances, the collaborative and
reciprocal implication of their association is explicit, another possible interpretation is
that Hughes, by agreeing to allow Van Vechten to use his explanation of the blues, and
later in his modification of the lyrics, was preventing, with his contributions, the
misrepresentation of black culture from the white gaze.
Many of Van Vechten’s varied activities on behalf of black writers, such as
writing introductions and reviews for black-authored novels and poetry books, was hardly
motivated by altruism. For example, Hughes agreed when Van Vechten asked for his
permission to write an introduction to the Weary Blues, given this was very early in their
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relationship/patronage; one interpretation of the request represents a sense of hierarchal
imposition that forced Hughes to accept, but alternatively Hughes may have seen it as
good publicity. However, there is a third reason, one which concerns Van Vechten’s
desire to be recorded in the history of black cultural production. Van Vechten’s
association and popularity with black culture started during an era when, as Hughes once
wrote, “the Negro was in vogue” (BS, 228), and as the years went by it grew more
vehement, with Edward White writing in 2014 how Van Vechten was “violently
interested in negroes. I would say violently, because it was almost an addiction” (171).
Van Vechten, as Birnbaum suggests, did not just wish “to gaze upon black men but to be
a black man” (122). “I dream I am a Negro”, wrote Van Vechten in one of his day-book
entries in 1926 (Burns, 132). A caricature drawn by Miguel Covarrubias in 1926
graphically depicts Van Vechten’s subconscious wish.

Figure 1.3. Covarrubias, Miguel and James Weldon Johnson, Caricature of Carl Van Vechten by Miguel
Covarrubia]. JWJ MSS 49. Series I. Correspondence. Box 21-Folder 504.
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Titled “A Prediction”, the distinctly suggestive caricature captures Van Vechten
as an African American. According to Miriam Thaggert, the drawing depicts the
possibility that “a white body can turn black through exposure to black culture” (131). In
a line from a humorous poetic tribute to Van Vechten in 1924, Hughes also teases,
“you’ve got a little bit of colored… mixed up in you” (RMH, 339). The caricature and
Hughes’ words allude to the more prurient side of Van Vechten’s fetishization for
blackness. While these observations by Hughes and others alluded to Van Vechten’s
passion and obsession, his own actions spoke louder. In 1940, the year he began working
on setting up the James Weldon Johnson Collection at Yale (JWJ), he also took up
photography full-time, both projects that highlight his perpetual desire to insert himself
in the history of black cultural production.24 The photographs, mostly done in a studio,
raise significant questions about race and sexuality, for instance, the voyeuristic
implications of Van Vechten’s white gaze framing black bodies, which are at times half
or completely naked.25 Van Vechten’s photographs, while capturing and celebrating
African American life and personalities, also emphasize familiar stereotypes of the
primitive.
While Van Vechten’s support for Hughes was extensive and tangible, it did not
mean that they did not have their differences. Besides the disparities in wealth and Van
Vechten’s primitive obsessions with black culture, by the 1930s they also began to have
political differences. After the 1929 stock market crash and the Depression, Hughes grew
closer to the political left. This shift, especially Hughes’ desire to publish a collection of
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Hughes posed for Van Vechten regularly, using some of his photos for promotional matters.

Among Van Vechten’s subjects were Diahnn Caroll, Billie Holiday, Paul Robeson, Nella Larsen, W. E.
B. Du Bois, Zora Neale Hurston, Arna Bontemps and many more. James Smalls provides an insightful
assessment of a cache of male nude photographs sealed in boxes at Beinecke for twenty-five years after
Van Vechten’s death. Most of the photographs were taken between the 1930s and 1940s with black and
white male models, which as Smalls describes, show “Van Vechten’s private erotic and public artistic
urges” (22).
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poetry entitled Good Morning Revolution, stirred temporary friction between Hughes and
Van Vechten. After reviewing the poems, Van Vechten wrote Hughes: “as usual about
your work I am going to be frank with you and tell you I don’t like Good Morning
Revolution”, with further explanation that “the revolutionary poems seem very weak to
me: I mean weak on the lyric side” (April 3, 1933, 103-04). In a letter to Blanche Knopf,
Van Vechten singles out Hughes’ sardonic poem “Advertisement for the WaldorfAstoria”, writing, “I particularly dislike this one and this cheap way of thinking” (RMH,
n.106).26 On April 6, 1933, Knopf wrote Hughes:
You have by now heard from Carl regarding the poems so I will
write you nothing more other than I think we had better talk about
the book as soon as you get back and I would like to hear from you
what you think of Carl’s suggested changes in it… I do agree with
him on the necessary essay revisions and I imagine you will too.
(RMH, n.106)
The influence of Van Vechten is evident in her response, which Hughes points to when
he writes to Van Vechten on May 23, 1933, “Blanche bases her note to me on your
reactions” (105). Hughes then goes on to explain to Van Vechten that while he agrees
with him that “many of the poems are not as lyrical as they might be—but even at that I
like some of them as well as anything I ever did… I am (as usual) willing to make
revisions in the book… but I would not like to change the general ensemble of the book”
(104-05). The way Hughes here proclaims his control over his artistic production
confirms Birnbaum’s assertion that “it is hard to imagine anyone calling Hughes a dupe
of Van Vechten” (123). Hughes is unwilling to allow Van Vechten any control over his
work, yet he welcomes his opinion, feedback and support. However, when they conflict
with his artistic vision, Hughes is prepared to state his own idea about the direction of his
artistic production; for example, writing to Van Vechten, “if Knopf’s do not care to do it,
26

Hughes wrote this social and political poem to emphasize the economic inequality in America, which the
hotel demonstrated by not hiring black workers during the Depression.
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they have a perfect right to refuse”, implying that he will find other publishing channels
(May 23, 1933,105).
Even though, as Bernard suggests, “Hughes felt a certain debt to Van Vechten”,
for all the years that he served as “his de facto editor and agent”, it did not mean that
Hughes did not have to defend his cultural production, and more so his integrity, from
Van Vechten’s compulsive primitive fetishes (xxi).27 In The Big Sea Hughes writes about
his relationship with Van Vechten:
What Carl Van Vechten did for me was to submit my first book of
poems to Alfred A. Knopf, put me in contact with the editors of
Vanity Fair… caused me to meet many editors and writers…
cheered me on in the writing of my first short stories, and
otherwise aided in making life for me more profitable and
entertaining. (272)
A common feature of Van Vechten’s letters to Hughes is his flamboyant literary sign offs,
which include “Lilacs and pansies to you!” (May 17, 1925, 11), “145 red crocodiles with
golden tongues to you!” (Jan. 21, 1931, 78), “four pounds of tiger teeth to you!” (Dec.
20, 1940, 176) and even once an interpretative sketch of a cat’s behind (July 30, 1940,
173). Even though Hughes now and then would join in with the common repartee, Van
Vechten often complained that Hughes was too formal. For Hughes, the decision to
refrain from the kind of familiarity that Van Vechten was proposing with his salutations
was a conscious choice. As Birnbaum suggests, Hughes never “allowed himself to
become one of Van Vechten’s amusing ‘collectives’”; in fact, a theory that she proposes,
one of immense value to understanding the paradigm of their relationship, is that Hughes
was in on Van Vechten’s jokes, “but would never let himself become the joke” (126).
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In 1945, Hughes paid and acknowledged the personal debt he owed Van Vechten for his financial
assistance during his economic hardships, writing “certainly a mere check can’t begin to repay you for your
kindness, but anyhow, here a check it is! The interest will have to be my gratitude for your friendship all
these years, and your kindness not only to me, but to many artists and writers, and to the Negro people”
(June 26, 234).
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One of Hughes’ challenges in his relationship with Van Vechten, besides having
to stop Van Vechten’s advances on his own literary career, was reminding him that black
people did not owe him anything. Despite his influence on the careers of black writers
and artists of the 1920s-1930s, by the 1950s, the spotlight that once shined Van Vechten’s
way through Harlem’s literary circles had gradually become dimmer. In his
correspondence with Hughes, we see a bitter and peevish Van Vechten, who feels
forgotten, neglected and unappreciated by African American writers/artists. In one
particular letter, written in 1959, Van Vechten vents his frustration about the lack of black
writers and artists’ cooperation with the JWJ collection:
For the past ten years I have devoted at least fifty percent of my
waking hours to this perpetuation of the fame of the Negro and it
saddens me to realize how few Negroes realize this and how
fewer still make any attempt to assist the collection… I am not
running this show as a benefit for myself. It is even named for
someone else. It is conducted solely to glorify the Negro and I
hope that someday at least a majority of the race will begin to
realize this fact. (Oct. 11, 304)
An intriguing and suggestive aspect of this particular letter is Van Vechten’s sign off. In
what can only be construed as an act of giving himself a title, heavy with condescension,
Van Vechten writes ‘Yrs, with too much impatience, and some faint hope! Carlo, the
Patriarch!” (bold in the original, ibid, 304). Like a disappointed father/master, Van
Vechten’s tone and criticism highlight the complexities of black-white relations. Even as
someone who wants to demolish the racial wall, it is apparent that his understanding, as
Washington explains, of “the American racial scene was so cursory” that it led him to a
great deal of false self-esteem (57). As the letter shows, he wants black people to oblige
to his desires and wishes, given that he is doing them a favour.
In response to Van Vechten, Hughes begins his letter “Dear Carlo, Unbearded
Patriarch” (Oct. 12, 1959, 305). By hailing him with this tongue-in-cheek title, Hughes is
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politely challenging (metaphorically shaving off) Van Vechten’s egotistical declaration.
Hughes then responds to Van Vechten’s critical judgement of black writers and artists:
Of course I understand how you feel about the JWJ Collection. I
feel that way, too. But, in my long life, I have noticed no general
excitement among any large numbers of the colored race about
ANY collection… they are just not collection minded… So, those
of us who do know and do care will just have to redouble our
efforts, I reckon, and include in those efforts… the bestirring of
others. (ibid, 305)
Given that at this point in their correspondence the element of privacy had been replaced
with the conscious understanding that these were letters written for posterity, Hughes’
response to Van Vechten’s letter is valuable from two separate yet equally suggestive
perspectives. Firstly, we see in Hughes’ response the reversal of their relationship
paradigm, with Hughes offering Van Vechten consolation and advice. Despite not having
the economic wealth of Van Vechten, Hughes, nonetheless, has succeeded in
accumulating more social and cultural influence. The second is Hughes’ efforts to remind
Van Vechten that he is not above and apart from the “race” and also to prevent him from
“lament[ing] the faults of the race” (Oct. 12, 1959, 305). According to Hughes,
considering that Van Vechten is “not running this show as a benefit for myself”, the best
approach is to make it a community effort (ibid, 304). In doing so, Hughes is doing his
part as a cultural ambassador for black culture and people.
Despite their differences, Van Vechten and Hughes remained actively involved in
each other’s lives even after the 1920s. Unlike his relationship with Fauset, in which their
differences caused a decade of separation, Hughes and Van Vechten’s relationship, as
Bernard explains, “thrived because of difference, not despite it” (“Introduction”, xxvixxvii). As much as this is true, we can also argue that it thrived because, unlike Fauset,
Van Vechten had more to offer Hughes, artistically, professionally and financially.
Nonetheless, as Bernard explains, their letters (which number over a hundred) are “a
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testament to how mutual affection and common interest can eradicate the barriers of race,
age, class and culture”.28 “You must know that I like you very much”, wrote Van Vechten
on May 6, 1925, only six days after meeting Hughes at the second Opportunity dinner
(4). Considering their twenty-two-year age difference, Hughes, for Van Vechten, was
“like a son and colleague”, and in turn Van Vechten, for Hughes, encapsulated the image
of a father he never had, a literary father (Lewis, 188). Although Van Vechten, as a patron,
was extremely self-centred, and his racial intentions were problematic to say the least,
nevertheless, similar to Fauset, he changed the course of Hughes’ literary career,
providing Hughes the chance to become a published author before his 30s.
While Hughes was able to maintain a personal and professional relationship with
both Fauset and Van Vechten, despite their various differences, he was not as fortunate
with his next two patrons, Alain Locke and Charlotte Osgood Mason. As the remaining
sections of this chapter will demonstrate, Locke and Mason are the two patrons within
Hughes’ patronage networks with whom Hughes was unable to develop a continuous
working relationship. In contrast to his ability to find alternative ways to sustain and
challenge many of the platitudes about patronage in his relations with Fauset and Van
Vechten, Mason and Locke came with their own set of challenges.

Alain Locke: Chamberlain of Park Avenue
Most critics who have examined the trajectory of Hughes’ relationship and break-up from
Mason overlook the instrumental role Alain Locke played in their relationship dynamic.
Hughes’ history with Locke antedates his relationship with most of his white patrons,
having met him prior to the Harlem Renaissance announcement at the Civic Club Dinner.
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Locke was introduced to Hughes by Countee Cullen, another young black poet of the
Renaissance, in 1924. From early in their association, Hughes’ relationship with Locke
was complicated by tensions concerning their sexuality and creative values.
During the black renaissance, Locke played the role of a mediator not only
between the black bourgeois and black bohemian writers/artists, but also with wealthy
white patrons, benefactors and supporters of black culture. As the editor of the
monumental opus The New Negro in the early twenties, Locke saw the young black
generation of writers/artists as possessing “a bold new rhetoric” which aimed to proclaim
the need for self-determination and racial pride, and therefore required nurturing and
guiding (Lewis, 24). With ties to both networks, Locke possessed a certain advantage that
figures such as Du Bois lacked when it came to interacting with younger black
writers/artists. He frequented, for instance, the parties held at Wallace Thurman’s
apartment and was a benefactor in the short-lived literary magazine that the black
bohemian writers/artists created in 1927, Fire!, which I will return to in Chapter Three.
A homosexual man, Locke was interested in sexology and, as Christa Schwartz
explains, often took it upon himself to be a mentor to young men who approached him
for advice regarding same-sex issues.29 According to Schwartz, in his letters, Locke “very
frankly” discusses “same-sex interests from what seems to be a scientific point of view”
(12). From her explanation, Locke’s network functioned as a pedagogical source for
young homosexuals. With regards to his relationship with Hughes, Locke’s letters are
often passionate and seductive, and articulates an increase in the sexual tension that did
not, as Liz Stanley explains, “necessarily mean their face to face encounters were like
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this” (212). On multiple occasions, Hughes rejected Locke’s sexual advances and instead
opted to forge a relationship based on literary advice and support.
Aside from the mixed sexual tension between them (which could possibly have
been the source of Locke’s later antagonism against Hughes during his break-up from
Mason), another basis for their relationship problems, an issue that also created problems
for Hughes in his relationships with Fauset and Van Vechten, was Locke’s need to impose
his ideas on him and expect Hughes to follow a certain racial agenda. Locke’s aesthetic
philosophy was Afrocentric, which as Jacob Adeshei Carter explains meant that he was
invested in a “new interpretation of African descendant peoples in the Americas” (4). In
their trip to Paris and Venice in 1924, for example, as Locke’s protégé, Hughes was
treated to cultural tours and museums, invited to dine at famous restaurants and
introduced to renowned art collector Albert C. Barnes. Although Hughes acknowledged
the gestures, he also expressed his discomfort, explaining,
I got a little tired of palaces and churches and famous paintings
and English tourists. And I began to wonder if there were no back
alleys in Venice and no poor people and no slums and nothing
that looked like the district down by the market on Woodland
Avenue in Cleveland, where the American Italians lived. So I
went off by myself… and I found that there were plenty of poor
people in Venice and plenty of back alleys off canals too dirty to
be picturesque. (BS, 189-190)
This is an important passage because not only does it represent Hughes’ class solidarity
but also his desire to escape the orchestrated efforts of Locke to impose his own ideas and
lifestyle on him. In fact, in a bizarre series of events, described in full in his memoir,
Hughes lost his passport and was not able to continue travelling with Locke. As a
consequence, Hughes remained in Italy while Locke departed for America. Hughes’
biographer Faith Berry proposes that Hughes wanted to have his own experience in
Venice, one which was less planned and elitist—he wanted to interact with ordinary
working-class people (Before and Beyond, 53). While Berry’s interpretation is plausible,
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another possible reason for Hughes not wanting to return to America with Locke could
be the undisclosed nature of their relationship. It is possible that he did not want to enter
America as Locke’s companion. In other words, by avoiding the trip back with Locke,
Hughes maintained control over how he wanted the relationship to be viewed.
While for Hughes the relationship was fundamental to his growing social ties and
his ability to increase his cultural capital, for instance providing him the opportunity to
get “his first serious acquaintance with European culture”, discovering “artistic and
cultural aspects of Paris he had not explored before”, for Locke, as evident from his
letters, it was more than just a friendship (Berry, Before and Beyond, 51). In a letter from
Paris, he professes his love for Hughes, writing of “days when every breath has the soothe
of a kiss and every step the thrill of an embrace… I needed one such day and one such
night to tell you how much I love you.”30 Filled with homoerotic language, the letter is
just one example of Locke’s confessions to Hughes about how much he means to him.31
In some of Hughes’ early letters, we can see why Locke felt that he might be interested
in his affection, because Hughes is at times flirtatious, for example, writing in 1924 how
after reading Locke’s letters, he got “a sudden desire… to come to you then, right then,
to stay with you and know you” (SL, 30). However, after their European trip, Hughes’
tone changes, going from addressing Locke as “Dear Friend” to “Dear Mr. Locke”. While
the speculations about the nature of their European trip mentioned earlier could have been
responsible for the formality, it is still hard to know what caused the change. Based on
his other letters and efforts to maintain his relationship with Locke, however Hughes
clearly valued the association more as a professional and literary one than a personal one.
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Even though the elusive nature of their relationship complicated their initial efforts to
forge a connection, Hughes was able to project his professional intentions with Locke, by
seeking university guidance, and discussing the African American issue of Survey
Graphics and his works. This redirection on Hughes’ part enabled him to continue being
connected to Locke and his influence, even if only temporarily, without explicitly
revealing his personal stance or having to negotiate it as a means to stay in Locke’s good
grace.
The most important contribution Locke made to Hughes, however, was as the
mediator between Hughes and Mason. Locke first met Mason at one of his lectures and
was soon acting as her agent, finding her potential black artists and writers she could
support. As Berry explains, Locke was drawn to Mason’s power, money and influence;
in fact he was hypnotized (Before and Beyond, 87). By being associated with Mason and
under her financial support, Locke, as Lewis points out, could increase his own status and
prestige amongst the black bourgeois; furthermore, he would continue his own work of
improving black culture, to become the leading black intellectual (152). Similar to his
relationship with Fauset being affected by his friendship with Van Vechten, Hughes’
relationship with Locke also underwent changes when Mason became involved in
Hughes’ career and life. In many ways like Van Vechten, whose money and status
replaced Fauset for Hughes, Mason’s wealth and maternal attitude replaced Locke’s
importance for Hughes. For three and a half years (1927-1930), Mason was Hughes’
principal patron. She covered his costs, his brother’s schooling, and his travels, so that he
could write his novel Not Without Laughter.
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White Women of Harlem and The Politics of Patronage
Considered “one of the mysteries of the Harlem Renaissance”, Charlotte Osgood Mason
was a wealthy widow who supported the artistic development of several black artists in
the late 1920s and 1930s (Hemenway, 104). Her husband, Dr Rufus Osgood Mason, had
been a surgeon and an “acknowledged authority in the field of parapsychology and
therapeutic hypnotism” (Berry, Before and Beyond, 87). After his death, Mason, who
followed her husband’s work, transferred her fascination with spirituality and psychology
to accommodate her interest in primitivism—learning first about Native Americans and
then shifting her focus to African Americans. She selected her protégés based on how
their talent would assist her vision of expressing the primitivism that, as Melinda Booth
points out, “she believed to be inextricably linked to the African race” (50). Enchanted
by primitivism, Mason wanted her black protégés to discover and preserve their “African”
roots, before they were tainted by Western civilization.
As one of the white women of Harlem, Mason believed she was more effective
when she drew less attention to herself. She conducted her relations with her protégés on
an extreme level of confidentiality and even demanded to be called “godmother” by them.
The title, revoking Van Vechten’s self-imposed declaration, once again highlights the
tendency in both of Hughes’ white patrons to articulate their power and authority over
their protégés—and by extension over the black race. Not all of the white women
involved in black culture and with Hughes were as strict in their manners as Mason was;
for example, Amy Spingarn, who funded his tuition to Lincoln University, became a close
friend.
Spingarn was the daughter of a wealthy manufacturer with strong philanthropic
interests, however, like Mason, she also provided her support privately or allowed her
husband, Joel Spingarn, the chair and later second president of the NAACP, and his
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brother Arthur, as Kaplan explains, to take credit “for her civil rights work, though it was
her money that paid for all the prizes and philanthropy given in their name” (xxii). Besides
her financial assistance, Spingarn was artistically involved with Hughes. In 1931, they
collaborated on a small poetry collection, Dear Lovely Death. According to Rampersad,
this book “would remain [Hughes’] favorite book”, and when Mrs Spingarn died, one of
her wishes was that the poem “Dear Lovely Death” be read at her service (R1, 222).
Unlike his relationship with Van Vechten, or as will be discussed, with Mason, Hughes’
relationship with Spingarn has not received in-depth examination. In Birnbaum’s opinion,
the reason for this absence is primarily that their relationship was “not a sexual relation…
without an apparent sex plot and lacking any evidence whatsoever for prurient
investigation, the conventional language of interracial gender dynamic seems to falter”
(104). Notwithstanding this, Hughes’ relationship with Spingarn is not only another
example of white and black working relations and their complexities, it is also an
important link between his relationship with Van Vechten and an understanding of
Hughes’ complicated relationship with Mason, mainly because of their similarities in
class, race and fascination with primitivism.
Both Mason and Mrs Spingarn were white women of high social class and wealth,
and both began their relationship with Hughes on financial terms. However, Hughes’
relationship with Spingarn was never defined entirely by money, power or class.32 Early
in their association, Spingarn’s primitive interests led to some awkward paintings, by her,
of Hughes, which complicated their relationship. In a similar style to Van Vechten’s
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passion for photographing black people, Spingarn’s drawings expose, as Birnbaum
elaborates, the “unflattering impulses behind the appreciative white gaze” (107).
However, by the 1940s, their correspondence illustrates a friendship devoted entirely to
commentary on art or literature; for example, they frequently arranged to see plays, and
discussed their poetry at length. Another significant aspect of their association is that in
the last twenty years of their friendship, Hughes becomes an artistic advisor to Spingarn,
and in doing so, moved away from being an object of her patronage and art to a more
equitable relationship in which they are peers. In 1945 Spingarn wrote to Hughes, “I have
always valued your friendship and admired your integrity as an artist and as a man.”33
Similar to Van Vechten, Hughes gains control over his relationship with Spingarn by
replacing the primitive element of her fascination with him with a relationship based on
the importance of artistic production, whether in the case of Spingarn, helping her artistic
growth, or in the case of Van Vechten, finding ways to improve the reception of black
culture. While Hughes was able to find a way to navigate his working relations with Van
Vechten and Spingarn, the volatile circumstances of his relationship with Mason was a
sharp contrast.

Mason: “Mother of the Primitive World”34
According to Wintz, Mason, as a patron of black artists, remained informed in her
knowledge of black culture and outlook, holding a “long standing commitment to racial
justice” (181). Furthermore, she was “not only concerned about the well-being of blacks
in America, but she possessed certain well-defined attitudes concerning the nature of
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blacks and their potential contribution to American civilization” (ibid.). In contrast to
Wintz’s progressive evaluation of Mason’s involvement with African Americans, Faith
Berry argues that Mason was devoted “in a mild way to the advancement of the Negro”.
In fact, according to Berry,
[Mason] never joined the NAACP. She did not even hire black
servants. The ‘advancement’ she was most interested in for AfroAmericans was limited to her belief in an image of cultural
exoticism and in supporting black artists whom she thought
would foster it, not in encouraging their political consciousness.
(Before and Beyond, 105-06)
As a modern primitivist, Mason viewed her protégés, such as Zora Neale Hurston, Aaron
Douglas, Alain Locke and Hughes, as “vessels for a jungle sensibility” that would save
America from “modernity’s failures” (Kaplan, 16-17). She preferred that her protégés
emphasized their black spirituality, and worked on developing their unrepressed
spontaneous and rhythmic exuberance. Unlike Van Vechten, who was very public about
his “primitive” fascinations, Mason privately invested her money in her black protégés,
hoping to accomplish through them her “primitive” imaginations, for example, a museum
devoted to African art (R1, 147). Therefore, her ability and desire to advance African
Americans was limited.
From their first meeting in her extravagant apartment on Fifth Avenue, Mason
used her money to gain Hughes’ interest; he recalled how, “when I left… she pressed
something into my hand. ‘A gift for a young poet,’ she said. It was a fifty-dollar bill” (BS,
313). Even though, in his other white patronage relations, money played a big part, with
Mason it held a greater power, as she used it to control Hughes’ art, emotions and life. A
common factor in most of his patronage relationships was that Hughes either avoided the
apparent implications of the matters that would ultimately cause tensions within his
interactions with them or ignored them for the sake of advancing his career; for example,
Fauset’s desire to make him the model black poet of the black bourgeois; or Van
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Vechten’s primitive obsessions with his jazz and blues writings and black culture in
general; or Locke’s sexual feelings for him. In his initial meetings with Mason, he once
again did not realize that she expected something in return for her money; in his case, “it
was the beating of tom-toms in the breast of the urban black poet” (Hemenway, 107). In
contrast to Van Vechten or Spingarn, whose primitive visions of Hughes were not directly
linked to his cultural production, Mason explicitly wanted Hughes to “be primitive and
know and feel the intuitions of the primitive”—and show it in his writings (BS, 325). The
problem with Mason’s image of Hughes was that she was searching for something in
Hughes, trying to awaken his ‘African’ spirit, which, as he retrospectively explains in his
memoir, did not exist.
After the completion of his novel Not Without Laughter (in which Mason was
actively involved, providing feedback) and the 1929 stock market crash, we see in their
correspondence early signs of their relationship disintegrating. According to Wintz,
Hughes became “increasingly troubled by [Mason’s] focus on the primitive”, and with
the “economic gulf that separated him (and the blacks among whom he lived) from
Mason” (182). Given that money stood at the basis of their relationship, the Depression
and, as Huggins points out, the “contrast of elegance and poverty” that Hughes witnessed,
as he commuted between Harlem and Mason’s apartment in Park Avenue, made him
uncomfortable (134).
As much as Hughes appreciated Mason’s financial support, writing “you have
been kind to me more than any other person in the world… you have made me dream
greater dreams than I have ever dreamed before and without you it will not be possible to
carry out those dreams”, 35 he found it “difficult to write about the mystery and mysticism
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and spontaneous harmony of Negroes’ souls when what they really shared was cold, and
hunger, and despair” (Huggins, 135). In his correspondence Hughes was trying to work
around the guidelines of his relationship with Mason, for example, when he attempts to
politely inform her that what she wants is not something he can give her: “I am sorry that
I have not changed rapidly enough into what you would have me be.”36 Hughes had
changed, just not into the “primitive” African poet she had invested her money in, but
into a radical poet, writing some prominent and outspoken social and political poems such
as “Merry Christmas” (published in New Masses, Dec. 1930), “Pride” (published in
Opportunity, Dec. 1930) and “Advertisement for the Waldorf Astoria” (published in New
Masses, Dec. 1931).
Similar to Van Vechten, Mason found Hughes’ “Advertisement for the Waldorf
Astoria” not good; Hughes recalls her saying: “It’s not you… it is a powerful poem! But
it’s not you” (BS, 323). For both of his white patrons to find issue with this particular
poem is illuminating; it is as if Hughes had touched a nerve. While racial issues are the
centrepiece of Hughes’ writings, in this particular poem (and most of the others he wrote
in the 1930s), in addition to highlighting that race is an important element of exclusion
within America, he also shows that it is not the only one: economic/class divisions are
also primary.37 The poem’s polemic is fierce and grounded in its political aims to show
the shock of the Depression and, as Anthony Dawahare elaborates, “the visible
contradiction between New York’s multiracial homeless and jobless and Park Avenue’s
wealthy white elite” (95).
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Published in New Masses in December 1931, as a centrefold, parodying the actual
advertisement for the hotel in Vanity Fair, Hughes uses the poem to explicitly illustrate
how, as Lesley Wheeler describes, “art becomes complicit in oppression and how money
silences democracy” (68).38 For Hughes, Wheeler’s powerful last words only become
apparent when, sensing that his lack of writing is hurting and disappointing Mason, he
asked to be released from her patronage but to maintain their friendship. In response, a
bitter Mason wrote, “what a sorrowful misguided way to have come… face yourself
Langston. Go forward and the gods in space sustain you. May these three hundred dollars
carry you over while you find the outdoor world you feel is necessary now for your
health.”39 While Hughes is not silenced by Mason’s money, the implications of her act,
offering such a large sum, suggests that she is using her wealth, as she had done when
they first met, to lure him back into her possession and debt. However, as much as money
was crucial to Hughes’ livelihood, his artistic integrity and rights were far more
important.
On the other hand, Locke, whose status in Mason’s inner-circle of protégés had
been overshadowed by Hughes’ inclusion—and in his own association with Hughes, his
influence and power had been replaced by Mason—felt the need to reclaim control of his
position. In the triangular dynamics of their association, Locke chose Mason, and in doing
so automatically became Hughes’ rival. For Mason, it was a mandatory expectation that
she knew what type of material each of her protégés were working on. Therefore,
according to Berry, when Locke informed Mason of Hughes’ secret partnership with Zora
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Neale Hurston (another protégé) on a play, titled Mule Bone, he consciously tampered
with Mason’s trust of Hughes and undermined his loyalty to her.40 Due to unforeseen
reasons, probably Locke’s interference, Mason’s anger, and later Hurston’s abandonment
and later claim to ownership (due in large part to her desire to remain in Mason’s good
graces), the play was never completed. The story of their unsuccessful collaborative
attempt remains one of the most curious in African American history.
According to Alice Walker, Hughes and Hurston were victims of opportunistic
and misguided people, who were envious of their friendship and potential to make a
creative contribution to black cultural production (665). One of those individuals, as
Berry identifies, was Locke, who during the Hughes-Hurston dispute took Hurston’s side
(which was also Mason’s, as Hughes had by then been disowned by her) (Before and
Beyond, 115-116). In The Big Sea, Hughes recalls how he reached out to Locke for
guidance and support about his conflict with Hurston, and instead received the following
response: “you have Harmon Award so what more do you want” (BS, 334). By removing
Hughes, “the prodigal son”, from Mason’s good grace and circle, Locke reclaimed a sense
of authority in her metaphorical patronage kingdom, yet he also, as their correspondence
shows, sacrificed whatever relationship he had with Hughes. In many ways, we can agree
with Rampersad’s opinion that Locke was a “slippery character” too fond of money and
prestige, yet we can also understand that, like Hughes, he experienced the limitations
involved in promoting black culture, and protected his career (R1, 200).
It is important to note that Hughes was emotionally devoted and connected to
Mason. In scholarly assessments of the Harlem Renaissance, Mason has come to typify
the evils of white patronage, “a white-haired, racist tyrant perched high atop of her
throne” (Booth, 64). However, upon close reading of Hughes’ correspondence with
40
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Mason, we also see her loving and nurturing side. For Mason, Hughes was her “precious
boy”, and for Hughes, Mason was not just a literary patron but, as the relationship
developed, he came to view her both figuratively and literally as a maternal figure. Often,
in their early correspondence, Mason adoringly admires Hughes’ letters and describes
how they comfort her soul, or suggests that she is telepathically with him when they are
separated: “your letters are so restful and interesting… Langston this leaves my spirit to
move with you.”41 Before their fallout and even after, Mason always expressed concerns
for Hughes’ well-being.
Hughes’ letters represent the intensity and depth of his emotional and
psychological connection with Mason. Unlike his other black or white patrons, in which
the relationship, even at its most personal level of interaction, was devoid of
sentimentality or expressions of love, in his correspondence with Mason Hughes
repeatedly expresses his love, his need for her and how much she has done for him. “I
love you. I need you very much. I cannot bear to hurt you”, he wrote to Mason on
February 23, 1929.42 At times Hughes displays a vulnerability that is hard to find in his
other interpersonal relationships, for example when he apologizes to her for being dull,
slow and stupid in the face of her rejections. As difficult as these particular letters are to
read, they allow us to understand the extent of Mason’s influence over him, and how
much of his integrity he was willing to negotiate to sustain the relationship.
Despite his love for Mason, Hughes was unwilling to lose his artistic freedom.
Hughes makes this bluntly clear in a letter to Mason of June 6, 1930, in which he declares:
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In all my life I have never been free. I have never been able to do
anything with freedom, except in the field of my writing. With my
parents, with my employers in my struggle for food, in all the
material circumstances of life, I have been forced to move this way
and that—only when I sat down for a moment to write have I been
able to put down what I wanted to put down, to say what I’ve
wanted to say, when and where I choose… so far only my writing
has been my own, to do when I wanted to do it, to finish only when
I felt that it was finished, to put aside or discard it completely if I
chose… I must never write when I do not want to write… that is
my last freedom and I must keep it for myself.43
Even though the letter is addressed to Mason, it also serves Hughes’ need to remind
himself of what has always been of utmost importance to his artistic integrity: his freedom
to write what he wants and when. In his reiteration of the “I” and “my” pronouns, we see
Hughes unfasten Mason’s grip on him, both artistically and emotionally, and assert his
personal and artistic integrity and independence. Hughes’ choice to declare his artistic
independence, as Ralph Story states, was “more than a personal decision. His choice to
dissociate himself… would also have psychological, cultural, racial and political
implications for generations of black writers” (9-12). In other words, it is necessary to
reconsider Hughes’ relationship with Mason not just as a dramatic episode of his life, but
as a defining moment in his development as an independent artist, when by safeguarding
his own cultural production, Hughes took a major step towards protecting the future of
black culture and literature. For Hughes, as Berry explains, the break with Mason was “a
blessing, although in terrifying guise. His early career was over, he could move in
significant new direction unencumbered by the past” (Before and Beyond, 108).
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Hughes to Mason. June 6, 1930. Yale, JWJ. Hughes MSS #26-Box 111-Folder 2090-2091. This letter
has been published in Selected Letters of Langston Hughes edited by Arnold Rampersad and David Roessel,
p. 92-93.
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Conclusion: “The Generous 1920s Were Over”
In 1934, four years after his fallout with Mason, Hughes published his first short story
collection, The Ways of White Folks. As a parody on the title of Du Bois’ prominent book,
The Souls of Black Folks, Hughes’ collection addresses the question of race (or the
problem of the colour line) not so much as an issue of how black people must improve
themselves, but more with regards to how and when white people will recognize that their
treatment of black people is fundamental to improving interracial relations in America.
In the fourteen stories, Hughes carefully analyses the social interactions between black
and white people in many of the integrated worlds in which he had participated; for
instance, the stories “The Blues I’m playing” and “Slave on the Block” are notable for
their examination of how white patrons displace their primitive and exotic drives into
paternal impulses, and later as a means to control or disown their black protégés. Both
stories can be read as semi-autobiographical reflections of Hughes’ relationships with
Van Vechten, Mason and Spingarn. In addition to the importance that the collection holds
as Hughes’ political statement about the complexity of white people’s relationship with
black people, it can also be read in the context of his difficulties and conflicts with his
black patrons, Fauset and Locke. Many of the stories, besides demonstrating interracial
dynamics and complexities, also deal with the imbalance of power in hierarchical
relationships and the differences between traditional and modern perceptions of art.
Hughes’ patrons (black and white), one way or another left their mark on his
literary career. They encouraged and supported his writings, they connected him to wider
cultural networks (publishers, artists, writers and intellectuals), they promoted his
writings and shared their ideas about how he should present and style his work. To a large
extent, both Fauset and Locke, with their upper-class lifestyle and ideas, attempted to
control and mould Hughes’ cultural production and image to their own racial agenda.
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Instead of addressing his discomfort with Fauset and Locke’s patronage, Hughes found
alternative means for support, from white patrons such as Van Vechten and Mason, who
through their wealth and connections offered him the requirements necessary to develop
his literary career. While Fauset was instrumental in getting Hughes seminal publicity
through Crisis and The Brownies’ Book, and Locke included Hughes in the Survey
Graphic collection, Van Vechten got Hughes a publisher, Knopf, who published his first
poetry collection, The Weary Blues, and Mason funded Hughes’ first novel, Not Without
Laughter.
In spite of Hughes’ differences with each of his patrons (artistic, political and
personal), they enhanced his artistic development, allowing him to grow his social and
cultural capital and recognize the importance of his artistic independence. In his
patronage network ties, Hughes was able, despite Huggins’ assertion that “the
relationship that permits a patron cannot produce a friend” (138), to maintain close
relations with three of his main patrons, Van Vechten, Spingarn and Fauset. As their
working dynamics changed in their relative positions to each other, Hughes went from
being their protégé to their mentor and advisor. Yet with Mason, it became apparent that
there was “one thread binding [them] together”—for Mason, he was only a “noble young
savage; he was the Indian child she had perhaps once wished to nurture”—and when, as
he recalls, “that thread broke, it was the end” (R1, 148; BS, 325).
When, in 1931, “the joy-goddess of Harlem’s 1920’s”, A’Lelia Walker died,
Hughes saw her death as “the end of the gay times of the New Negro era in Harlem” (BS,
245-47).44 While Hughes, the Harlem Renaissance and America, had begun the decade
with the promise of enhancing production, whether artistically, culturally or nationally,
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Walker, the heiress to Madam Walker’s hair-products, was a great party-giver of the decade, using her
various houses and apartments to entertain black and white writers and intellectuals.
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at the end of the 1920s, they found themselves impoverished and struggling. However,
Hughes was determined to make a living as a writer, and using the connections he had
fomented during the decade it became his mission to find alternative means to sustain his
literary production, enhance his social and cultural capital, and create opportunities for
other black artists and writers to also earn a living from their cultural production and be
artistically independent.
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Chapter Two
“Adventures of a Social Poet”: Hughes’ Networks Beyond the Harlem
Renaissance

Before the 1930s were in full swing, Hughes, the Harlem Renaissance and America were
struggling with different forms of crisis. The 1929 market crash had hit the country hard,
causing a widespread financial depression that resulted in the closure of many businesses
and a rise in unemployment. The Depression signified the end of the roaring twenties. In
his second autobiographical volume, I Wonder as I Wander, published in 1956, Hughes
wrote, “‘My world will not end.’ But worlds—entire nations and civilizations—do end…
I repeated to myself, ‘My world won’t end’” (405). Written against the backdrop of the
anti-communist prosecutions of the Cold War and describing his sentiments at the onset
of WWII, Hughes’ words, like a mantra for his life, resonate even more with his personal
and artistic state at the end of the 1920s. In fact, the 1930s sets the ground for the various
challenges Hughes encountered in the 1940s and 1950s, yet it was also a decade that
highlighted Hughes’ ability to endure and survive the Depression as an African American
writer.
The majority of critical studies of Hughes’ career in the 1930s have focused on
analysing or identifying his radical leanings, mentioned in the Introduction. Hughes’ most
prominent biographers, Rampersad and Berry, conclude that Hughes was radicalized in
the 1930s through his associations with the Communist Party of the USA (hereafter
CPUSA) and its various sub-branches such as the John Reed Clubs (JRC), but that in the
1950s he would distance himself from leftist circles to ensure his artistic reputation.
Despite the wealth of scholarly material on Hughes’ 1930s writings, there is a
clear lack of critical interpretation on the significance of his works in relation to his
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interaction with political literary circles, and how his evolved political leanings created a
change from his earlier work. In this chapter, I will show how influential the CPUSA was
in providing not just publishing opportunities for Hughes, but also in creating the chance
for him to travel. Disagreeing with remarks made by critics such as Rampersad, Harold
Cruse and Charles I. Glicksbery, that Hughes surrendered his artistic talent by becoming
radical, this chapter will show that his introduction to the CPUSA not only broadened his
literary career but also widened his chances to expand his social and artistic networks.1
At the foreground of Hughes’ 1930s was the support and collaboration between Hughes
and other writers, artists and activists. In fact, such artistic and politically attuned
interactions attest to the impact of networking and friendships on Hughes’ ability to
develop and gain control over his artistic production.
As James Smethurst explains, “no portion of Hughes’s literary career has been
more commonly dismissed than the 1930s” (The New Red, 93). A significant part of such
neglect is due to how critics and scholars classified and eulogized Hughes as a blues, jazz
and folk poet, unwilling to accept or trace the radical undertones of his 1930s poems. In
a 1938 Crisis article, for instance, Norman MacLeod explains, “Langston Hughes is
essentially a poet—a very fine poet with an ear for racial rhythms and folk speech—and
it is as a poet we like him most” (359). Another critic who disapproved of Hughes’
outspoken radical poems was Glicksbery. In his opinion, when Hughes’ poems were
written in the blues, jazz and folk variations they were “most poignant and effective
lyrics”, however, when a poem becomes “defiantly class-conscious it degenerates into
propagandist tract” (267). The problem with such interpretations is that they pigeonhole
Hughes’ artistic production and limit its range. They also disregard the possibility of
Hughes’ artistic development and experimentation.
1

Rampersad explains that during the 1930s Hughes’ work lost its “essential identity” (“Langston Hughes
and His Critics on the Left”, 40).
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Margaret Reid shows how Hughes’ radicalism was not essentially a 1930s
revelation: “given the kinds of social, economic, political and physical abuse that Blacks
suffered from slavery through the 1920’s, it is inevitable that the Black poet as the voice
of the masses would react in protest” (13). From the beginning of his literary career, in
his poetic style, Hughes, as Reid explains, depicted the social evils of America, exposing
the injustice plaguing black Americans as a way to prick the conscience of white
Americans. Using irony, hyperbole, antithesis, unconventional poetic structure, as well
as the black idiom, Hughes, in Weary Blues and Fine Clothes to the Jew, satirically
protested the social conditions of black people in Harlem, which Reid calls Hughes’
“synecdoche of America” (14).
Other critics such as Richard Barksdale, R. Baxter Miller and Smethurst also
argue against interpretations that disregard Hughes’ 1930s as a phase in his literary career,
one that he eventually outgrows. Miller provides an insightful overview of what he calls
Hughes’ political imagination. He explains that the development cycle of Hughes’
political writings passes,
From direct didacticism (A New Song, 1938) through a more
liberal and lyrical kind of political statement (Jim Crow’s Last
Stand, 1943) to a more symbolic rendition of the political world
(Good Morning Revolution, 1925-53, collected 1973) and finally
to a great psychological complexity (Ask Your Mama, 1961).
Near the end of Hughes’ life (The Panther and the Lash, 1967)
his political imagination returns almost to the tone with which it
began, though with some lyrical qualification. (69)
Miller’s linear assessment of Hughes’ political poetry traces the changes in his politics
and its impact on his work. Similar to Reid, who connected Hughes’ 1920s writings with
the 1930s, Miller also shows the continuation of Hughes’ political imagination after the
1930s. In doing so, both critics demonstrate that Hughes’ “revolutionary poetry”—as it
is most often called—is not a separate entity from his other literary production, but must
by understood in relation to his overall art.
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Defending Hughes’ artistic production of the 1930s, Barksdale asserts that “not
only had Hughes mastered the new genres of fiction and drama, but as a poet he broadened
his range of subject matter, moving beyond the treatment of Harlem’s folk types to black
folk throughout the African diaspora” (41). Expanding on Barksdale’s comment, this
chapter will show that the conditions of people of colour was a primary subject of
Hughes’ journalistic pieces. According to Robert Shulman, Hughes, in his political
writings, “combines the vernacular language and forms of the African American oral
tradition with the language and commitments of the radical left” (245). In response to
Glicksberg’s and MacLeod’s comments on how Hughes should stick to folk and blues
poetry, Robert Young argues that Hughes’ 1930s writings are in fact not “so much a
displacement of his blues poetic but a deepening of his materialist inquiry” (141). Still
protesting the mistreatment of black people, Hughes also begins to introduce Marxist
sentiments that interrogate class. Therefore, the difference that is most apparent in
Hughes’ 1930s writings from those of the 1920s is that he resituates “the question of race
within the capitalist social totality” (Young, 141).
While these reassessments of Hughes’ 1930s writings are essential and provide
instructive correctives to oversights that for so long were associated with Hughes’ work
after the Depression, they only shed light on his poetry and in some instances his drama
(see Duffy; McLaren). Scholars have given Hughes’ journalistic pieces (which include
his earlier pieces published in The Brownies’ Book in 1931-32, and those from his Soviet
Union and Spain trips) minimal coverage. Equally important, yet often reduced to a
footnote, are Hughes’ international, political and literary networks of the 1930s. Works
by critics such as Smethurst, Edward Mullen, Evelyn Scaramella, Zohra Saed and
Jonathan Scott suggest a reading practice that accounts for the influence of proletarian
literature and radical intellectuals on Hughes’ work, who was never a card-holding
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Communist Party member but received party support for his travels and advocacy for
black cultural production.
Considering that during the twenties many of Hughes’ official and prominent
connections were those he made through his patrons (black and white) and the parties he
frequented, in the 1930s the focus of his networking altered; it was not so much about
finding patrons but more about interacting and connecting with groups, writers, artists
and intellectuals with whom he shared common political and literary interests. Hughes’
network connections of the twenties prepared the way for his radical internationalism of
the thirties. Hughes’ friendship and partnership with Louise Thompson, another protégé
of Mason, who was involved with black bohemia and later the American left, is
particularly significant to understanding Hughes’ cultural production of the thirties.
Hughes and Thompson were close friends from the time they met in literary circles in
Harlem in the 1920s. Given that they shared a common pool of contacts, apparent by their
frequent references to people by first name in their letters, during the 1930s, Thompson,
who was actively involved on the left, created publishing, speaking and travelling
opportunities for Hughes, through her contacts with leftist organizations such as the
International Workers’ Order (IWO).2
Before analysing Hughes’ travels, specifically his trips to the USSR and Spain, it
is necessary to describe the circumstances of Hughes’ move to the political left. While
Hughes’ left-wing sympathies antedated the Depression and his breakup from Mason, it
is unquestionably true that his participation in leftist groups, campaigns and networks

2

The International Workers Order (IWO) was a Communist-affiliated, ethnically organized fraternal order
founded in 1930 following a split from the Workmen’s Circle. The organization provided low-cost health
and life insurance, medical and dental clinics, and supported foreign-language newspapers, cultural and
educational activities. During the mid 1940s it was attacked for its communist links and by 1954 is was
shutdown. Louise Thompson worked for the Harlem branch of the IWO, organizing cultural and political
events in an effort to bridge the divide between African American popular culture and the Communist
Party’s Popular Front.
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increased immensely during the 1930s, having a marked impact on his efforts to control
his cultural production. Any study of Hughes’ leftist networks and their influence on his
cultural production has to take communism into account. However, while communists
and former communists play an important role in identifying Hughes’ ties, this chapter is
not a study of communist network ties. Instead, the focus is on tracing Hughes’
networking during and after the Depression, considering the alternative methods he used
to expand his social and cultural capital as he separated himself from Harlem Renaissance
literary and bourgeois circles. Despite this, within the contacts he made beyond Harlem
literary circles, there were several communists and later former communists; for example,
British-Hungarian author Arthur Koestler, American journalist William Patterson and
French poet Louis Aragon.
In order to understand the scope and importance of Hughes’ international and
political network ties, it is essential to review some of the key figures, whose friendship,
guidance and support facilitated Hughes’ cultural production, but more importantly
offered him the opportunity to contribute to the national and international efforts to fight
oppression. Considering the immensity of Hughes’ national and international network
associations of the 1930s, figures such as Louise Thompson, Mary McLeod Bethune,
Noel Sullivan and Nicolás Guillén will be examined in depth, while others will be
considered within the overall network ties that Hughes interacted with during the decade.
It is necessary to first explain some key reasons behind Hughes’ turn to the left.

Hughes’ Crusade Against Jim Crow
Several incidents in the early 1930s invigorated Hughes’ turn to the left and subsequent
international and political network building. The first is the Depression, which coincided
with the breakdown of his relationship with his philanthropic yet controlling patron,
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Mason, discussed in Chapter One. In addition to his conflicted and difficult experience
with Mason, and the lack of funding opportunities available to black writers and artists,
there was also his difficult relationship with the black elite and their attitude towards the
black working class, further contributing to Hughes’ sense of displacement and
disillusion from the Harlem Renaissance and traditional forms of patronage. In his poem
“Disillusion”, a disheartened Hughes writes:
I would be simple again,
Simple and clean
Like the earth,
Like the rain,
Nor even know,
Dark Harlem,
The wild laughter
Of your mirth
Nor the salt tears
Of your pain.
Be kind to me,
Oh, great dark city.
Let me forget.
I will not come
To you again. (CP, 60)
The poem may be seen as a prelude to Hughes’ flight from Harlem, where “Oh, great
dark city”, and “The wild laughter | Of your mirth”, shows Hughes moving on from his
experiences of the 1920s, though not denouncing them. Although the literal implications
of the last two lines of the poem, “I will not come | To you again”, indicate an end to his
relationship with Harlem, it can also represent a change in his relation to his art: that he
will not return to the state in which he had no control over it. Hughes’ self-conscious
departure from the security of Mason’s financial support and his subsequent embrace and
interaction with leftist organizations and figures can be viewed, as Susan Duffy
elaborates, “in terms of a professional, if not emotional, rebound” (7). Furthermore, his
association with the left also signals his desire to align himself with networks that aim to
improve the conditions of the working-class and marginalized.
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The second incident that was instrumental to Hughes’ embrace of left-wing
politics and network alliances was the controversial case of the “Scottsboro Boys”. In
1931, in Scottsboro, Alabama, nine young black men were sentenced to death for
allegedly raping two white women on a freight train. The International Labor Defense
(ILD), the legal branch of the CPUSA, were the first to denounce the fraudulent charges,
with the NAACP showing their support later. Various civil rights groups in Europe also
mobilized to show their support and speak out against the miscarriage of justice. In the
midst of the Scottsboro appeal, Hughes was on his first poetry reading tour of the
American south, taking every opportunity he had to vocalize his frustration concerning
the fate of these men. In addition to his creative contributions, Hughes, also, in an effort
to show his support and sympathy with the young men, visited them in prison and read
his poetry to them.3 In doing so, he set himself apart from leading black intellectuals
whose initial hesitations and lack of action regarding the young men left them isolated
and marginalized by their own race.

3

Hughes’ work on and for the Scottsboro Boys are: an essay titled, “Southern Gentleman, White
Prostitutes”; a one-act play, Scottsboro Limited; several poems on the topic of lynching, “Scottsboro”,
“Justice”, “White Man”, “The Town of Scottsboro” and “Christ in Alabama”. All these writings mentioned,
except “White Man”, were published in a pamphlet, Scottsboro Limited, published by Golden Stair, the
publishing house Hughes co-founded with Van Vechten and Prentiss Taylor.
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Figure 2.1. Scottsboro Boys in Jail at Birmingham. Yale, JWJ. Hughes MSS #26-Box 474-Folder
11813.

The tragedy of the Scottsboro case was another example of the miscarriage of
justice and disenfranchisement of African Americans in the south. Commonly termed the
“Scottsboro Boys”, as evident in the photo, they were not boys but young men. Like many
terms for African Americans, “boys” is a disparaging term, used routinely by white slave
owners and supremacists to reduce the masculinity of black men, robbing them, as Janet
Ruscher explains, of their pride and identity (21). Looking closely at the image, besides
the sombre looks of the black men, the white guard’s stern glare into the camera evokes
the sense that the white gaze is never absent. While some white people opted to ignore
justice and seek all means to demean and dehumanize the nine men for a crime they did
not commit, others, such as those involved with the CPUSA, confronted the court’s ruling
and demanded justice. For Hughes, as Mark Naison explains, the willingness of “so many
white communists to endure arrests and beating to protect [black people] gave Communist
arguments in [sic] behalf of interracial solidarity a new logic and concreteness” (77).
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Moreover, the deferral from traditional black organizations like the Urban League and
the NAACP in response to the Scottsboro case could also have encouraged Hughes’
decision to contribute and collaborate more with leftist organizations and networks—
lending his name to communist-led or communist-influenced organizations such as the
JRC, the League of Struggle for Negro Rights, the National Negro Congress and the
League of American Writers.
As his involvement with the left increased, Hughes’ desire to be more involved
with the black masses also gained momentum. Hughes’ southern tour not only played a
crucial part in his evolving social and political consciousness, but enabled his network
building and literary reception amongst the black masses. Few scholars, mainly Hughes’
biographers, acknowledge the role Mary McLeod Bethune played in Hughes’ career at
the onset of the 1930s. In fact, it was Bethune who, as Hughes recounts, suggested that
he should do a tour: “you must go over the South with your poems. People need poetry”
(IWW, 41).

Mary McLeod Bethune: The Black Deity of Hughes’ Life after the Harlem
Renaissance
Hughes met Bethune on his way back from his trip to Cuba and Haiti in 1931. The timing
was important; given his recent painful break-up from Mason, Bethune became, for
Hughes, “the black deity of his new life” (R1, 229). Her maternal attitude towards him
invigorated Hughes’ confidence. As one of the earliest network ties Hughes forged after
the Depression, Bethune’s presence embodied more than just an association. She, as
Rampersad eloquently describes, seemed to personify for Hughes “in this pivotal moment
of his life, what their race might be—and what he himself might be in his relationship to
it” (R1, 211). This sense of purpose is apparent in a letter to Walter White, in which
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Hughes outlines the main objective he wants to achieve with his first tour: “to build up a
sustaining Negro audience for [his] work and that of other Negro writers and artists.”
Hughes wanted to:
create an interest in racial expression through books and do what
I can to encourage young literary talent among our people. Such
a tour would cover not only big schools and the larger cities, but
the small towns… I want to speak to children and the unread, as
well as to those who are already acquainted with books and
reading. At the same time, I could undoubtedly gather a great deal
from their lives that would be useful to me in future writing.4
What stands out in Hughes’ letter is an assertiveness and a sense of purpose. Given
Hughes’ poems from the twenties, in which the Harlem working class stood at the core,
we see in this letter Hughes wanting to connect with black working classes across
America. The tour marked the first time Hughes, an African American, crossed the
Mason-Dixon line and witnessed first-hand the depth of American injustice against its
own citizens. Living most of his life in northern and Midwestern cities, Hughes had been
distant from the brutal realities of southern prejudice. In a letter to Edwin R. Embree,
president of the Rosenwald Fund, Hughes wrote, “I feel that for the first time, I have met
the South… I have talked with many white Southerners, and thousands of Negroes,
teachers, students, and towns people. I know now attitudes and complexes I have not
realized before.”5 In his brief yet suggestive update to Embree, Hughes addresses only
one of the “complexes” he faced, which involved how “white people are afraid of one
another in regard to things Negro”, for example, “a white teacher calling me Mister in
private; but Professor, Doctor, anything but Mister before her students”.6 Here Hughes is
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Langston Hughes to Walter White. August 3, 1931. Yale, JWJ. Hughes MSS #26-Box 170-Folder 31193123.
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Langston Hughes to Edwin R. Embree, March 5, 1932. Yale, JWJ. Hughes MSS #26-Box 93-Folder 17611762. Hughes’ tour was supported by the $1000 he was awarded from the Rosenwald Fund. This letter has
been published in Selected Letters of Langston Hughes edited by Arnold Rampersad and David Roessel, p.
127-129.
6

Ibid.
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referencing the long-standing and tragic thread of peonage, in which white custom held
that African Americans were never to be addressed as social equals.
While Hughes does not address the other “complexes” he encountered on his tour
in his letter to Embree, he does so two years later in his essay “Cowards from the
Colleges” published in The Crisis. Given the magnitude of the tour, visiting over fifty
colleges, schools and churches, mostly black but some white, one thing that bothered
Hughes equally as much as witnessing and hearing about racism, was the indifference of
southern black elites and institutions to the widespread discrimination. As discussed in
Chapter One, Hughes was already accustomed to glimpses of the mid-Victorian and
traditional behaviours of black elites in the north, yet what troubled him more about the
southern elites and their leadership was how they managed black colleges and black
students. According to Hughes, a majority of the black institutions in the south did not
feel the need to “make men and women of their students at all—they are doing their best
to produce spineless Uncle Toms, uniformed, and full of mental and moral evasions”
(“Cowards”, 57).
The indifference of southern black elites was further testament for Hughes’
growing antagonism toward black elites, writing in his second autobiography years later
that “class lines may cut across color lines within a race, and… dark people of the same
nationality may scorn those below them” (IWW, 28). In several colleges Hughes found
that the students, as V. P. Franklin describes, submitted to “petty parietal regulations”,
refusing to protest openly against practices of discrimination and injustice on campus or
in the surrounding communities (414). Hughes was further disheartened to discover that
some black college professors, students and elites had no awareness of the Scottsboro
case. “American Negroes in the future had best look to the unlettered for their leaders”,
Hughes concluded, “and expect only cowards from the colleges” (“Cowards”, 63). It is

94
important to note, however, that in his criticism Hughes excludes Bethune’s college,
citing that not only does she not have “special provisions” for local whites but that she is
not nurturing uniformed future black students (ibid., 60).
Hughes developed an emotional connection with Bethune, who nurtured his
talents and supported his desire to make his living as a writer. While she gets some
attention in Hughes’ biographies, it does not account for the fundamental role she played
in Hughes’ literary career in 1931. During a period in his career and life when most of
the maternal figures he had relied on had either given up on him (Mason), were not as
supportive with regards to his desire to pursue a literary career (his mother) or were
disappointed with the political undertone of his recent writings (Fauset), Bethune
represented a rescuer, precisely at that intersection of his evolving artistic identity. During
his visit to Bethune-Cookman University on his tour, as homage to Bethune, Hughes read
his poem “The Negro Mother”. The poem depicts the meaning of black motherhood and
the suffering and sacrifice of black mothers, of their journey from Africa carrying “the
seed of the coming Free”, so that “the race might live and grow” (CP, 155-56). An
emotional Bethune responded by leaping on stage and declaring “My son, my son” (R1,
229).
For Hughes, as Carmaletta M. Williams and John Edgar Tidwell explain, Bethune
“symbolized not just personal or individual strength but strength of commitment to the
larger racial family, the people who had not abandoned or used him” (175). She
embodied, given his disappointing observations of black elites, what black leadership
should represent and a role model to follow. An equally significant aspect of Hughes’
relationship with Bethune was that she connected Hughes to her networks throughout the
south, making it possible for Hughes to avoid the deplorable segregated accommodation
and restaurants. In doing so, she also allowed him to expand his network ties, and meet
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and interact with black masses. In addition to his other networking efforts, this later
aspect, the notion of interacting with ordinary black people, became a crucial part of his
1930s networking relations and influenced the reception of his cultural production, selling
cheaper editions of his first poetry book, The Weary Blues (a special one-dollar edition),
a twenty-five cent booklet of poems, and a series of ten-cent broadsides. In fact, this is
also manifested in his interactions with people of colour across the world, for example in
the Soviet Union and Spain.
It is important to note however, while Hughes met Bethune at a time when his ties
to the American left were slowly forming, she was not a communist nor associated with
leftist organizations. For Hughes, Bethune’s political affiliations were not what fomented
their relationship, but her continuous civil rights activism (see Hanson). However, it was
because of her support and encouragement of the tour that Hughes was able to meet Noel
Sullivan and the Carmel branch of the JRC. His alliance with the JRC was one of his most
productive associations with the American left.

Hughes, the Left and his Political Network Ties
In 1929 a group of New Masses staff members founded the John Reed Club (JRC) in New
York City. By 1932 it had become the prototype for other JRCs across the United States,
for instance in Los Angeles, Chicago, Boston and San Francisco. JRCs were a major
cultural institution of the communist left during the 1930s. As Smethurst notes, “as a
member of the International Union of Writers and Artists, basically a Comintern cultural
umbrella organization, the JRC had links to like-minded organizations internationally”,
creating the possibility of political and cultural exchange for writers and artists who were
active within the clubs (“John Reed Clubs”, 489). Through various cultural, artistic and
political events and outlets, the JRCs, Eric Homberger states, offered artists a “way to

96
reintegrate themselves into society by committing themselves to the cause of the
proletariat” (233). Furthermore, they provided models and networks of support for artists
and writers as they engaged in the broader political struggles of the day.
The JRCs played a crucial role in the development and direction of Hughes’
political alliances and networking. As explained by Michael Denning, they “helped to
organize a radical subculture in cities across the United States” (208). As part of the
communist literary left, these radical subcultures brought together different kinds of
artists and intellectuals, in an effort to cultivate a community that promoted the most
sustained convergence of art and political activism. The JRCs and The New Masses
actively sought the participation of African American artists and intellectuals, breaching
the walls of interracial collaboration and providing black artists a connection to their
literary counterparts beyond black literary and artistic circles. Prior to the founding of the
JRCs, Hughes’ main link to radical subculture was through The New Masses. “In the
second half of 1931”, Rampersad explains, “New Masses became Hughes’ major outlet”:
In July it published ‘A Letter from Haiti’; in August, his poem,
‘Justice’; in September, another poem, ‘Union’; in October, his
passionate report on Haiti, ‘People without Shoes’; in November,
‘Scottsboro Limited,’ a Marxist one-act play; and in December,
the long, bitterly anti-capitalist verse parody ‘Advertisement for
the Waldorf Astoria’. (R1, 215)
As discussed in Chapter One, during the Harlem Renaissance black artists and writers
were expected to create ‘proper’ black art that aimed to improve the representation of
black culture and people, yet given that black elites set the guidelines, several young black
writers, including Hughes, rebelled and tried to raise social awareness of the conditions
of black people by focusing on the black masses and their struggles. When the stock
market crashed, the dire conditions of the black working classes and the long-standing
threat against black people in southern communities, the injustice, lack of basic rights and
widespread lynching, gave rise to a correlation between class and race. For Hughes, and
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many other black writers and artists, such as Ralph Ellison and Richard Wright, leftist
organizations like the JRC provided cultural outlets for them to produce art of social
relevance. Moreover, for Hughes, the JRC also opened the door to opportunities to
interact and network in an informal environment with his writer and artist counterparts,
who like him were committed to the struggle for social liberation. In many ways, these
informal political and social gatherings, mainly the Carmel JRC, became, for Hughes, a
substitute for the Harlem literary gatherings he had frequented.
Another benefit of the JRC, for Hughes, was that while it was founded by Party
members, it did not follow strict Party discipline, which involved demands to attend
meetings, organize fund raising and follow assignments. For many writers who were
Communist Party members, it was hard to balance their desire to pursue their own
creative work and adhere to Party responsibilities. His experience with Mason had put
Hughes off going under another patronage system, but the JRC provided this alternative
route of being involved in the political and literary networks of the American left as a
sympathizer, participating in the subculture, without having to officially comply to its
rules or expectations. Despite not being a Party member, Hughes, as Mary Hricko
explains, supported “party initiatives that were directed to the quest for equal rights and
justice” (76). Thus, in addition to contributing and writing for leftist journals like New
Masses, Daily Worker and The Anvil, he also attended meetings, and engaged in the club’s
radical activism and benefits for workers.
Besides his affiliation and interactions with the JRC in New York, Hughes was
also actively involved in the work and activities of the Chicago, Los Angeles and Carmel,
San Francisco branches. Hughes’ affiliation with the Chicago JRC was due in large part
to his friendship with Richard Wright. They met in the 1930s through Arna Bontemps,
Hughes’ close friend from the Harlem Renaissance. Wright, who was an active member
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of the Chicago JRC, invited Hughes to the meetings.7 According to Hricko, Hughes’
politics were greatly influenced by Wright’s “African nationalist and Marxist viewpoints”
(76). Considering the opportunity to observe the work the Chicago JRC was doing
through his friendship with Wright, Hughes was encouraged to make his own affiliation
with another local JRC in Carmel. Hughes’ alliances with the Carmel JRC is best
described through his introduction to Noel Sullivan, who in 1932 became a key figure in
Hughes’ growing leftist network ties.

Political Comrade turned Patron-Friend
Not much has been written about Sullivan as a patron or about his cordial attitude towards
African American writers and artists —the most prominent relationship being with
Hughes. Sullivan had inherited a love of art from his family, according to Duffy; he was
a “trustee of the Phelan Awards and became in 1930s the director of the San Francisco
Art Association” (50). At his home in Carmel-by-the-Sea, he would organize regular
social gatherings which many famous singers, musicians, artists, painters, writers and
even sometimes European aristocrats attended.
Part of what makes Hughes’ introduction to Sullivan significant is that it shows
the value of networks ties and their interconnectedness. At his reading in Arkansas, during
his southern tour, Hughes met Arthur and Juanita Williams. The Williamses informed
Hughes about Noel Sullivan, a wealthy patron of the arts. Sullivan’s housekeeper, Mrs
Eluah Pharr, was Mrs Williams’ sister. On May 3, 1932, Sullivan wrote Hughes,
Mr. Williams… mentioned that you would be coming to
California some time in April, and I am writing to say that I hope
you will let me know if I can be of any service to you. My home
here has sheltered Roland Hayes and his party on several of his
7

Wright was part of the South Side Writers Group and introduced Hughes to many African Americans in
the group. Throughout the 1930s and 1940s, Hughes strengthened his ties to this literary circle, creating a
theatre company, the Skyloft Players, which I discuss in Chapter Three, and becoming a mentor to many
black writers involved in the South Side group, as I show in Chapter Four.
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visits. Last year Paul Robeson was my house guest, and should
you wish to make this your stopping place while in San Francisco,
I would feel very much honored. Two years ago, when I was in
New York, Howard Jordan’s family tried hard to plan for us to
meet. I have long been a great admirer of your poetry, and in
recent song recital sang an original version of your words, which
John Alden Carpenter had set in modified from, to the music of
his ‘Jazz Boys.’8
Certain points should be highlighted from this letter: first, that Sullivan announces Mr
Williams as his friend. Sullivan does this to highlight the manner in which he attained
Hughes’ contact details, and to help Hughes recall his own connection with Mr Williams.
Sullivan, by mentioning Mr Williams, breaks the unfamiliarity between Hughes and
himself. Another essential aspect of the letter is the mention of notable African Americans
who have stayed at Sullivan’s house. On the surface, Sullivan is inviting Hughes to come
and stay when passing through California; however, it is the underlying implication
behind the references to black artists that is of importance, because in doing so Sullivan
is assuring Hughes that he is an admirer and friend of African Americans, thus defusing
any doubts Hughes might have of Sullivan’s intentions in contacting him. Finally, by
mentioning that he used Hughes’ poems, Sullivan’s is expressing his personal admiration
for Hughes.
Unlike his other patrons, Hughes’ relationship with Sullivan did not begin on
financial or literary terms, but a sense of political and personal connection. In his brief
visit to Carmel before leaving for the Soviet Union, Hughes, in addition to doing several
speaking engagements, one for the local negro settlement house and the other for the local
JRC, also through Sullivan, got to meet several of the club’s key members (who were
also writers), such as Ella Winter, Lincoln Steffens, Marie Short, and Robinson and Una
Jeffers. Hughes returned to Carmel in late 1933 and vigorously joined the club’s various

8

Noel Sullivan to Langston Hughes. Yale, JWJ. Hughes MSS #26-Box 152-Folder 2818-2828.
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activities, such as raising money for the Scottsboro Boys’ legal funds, supporting
Sullivan’s involvement with the League to Defend Political Prisoners, and rallying in
support of migratory agricultural workers. In 1934, together with Ella Winter, Hughes
produced a play based on the San Joaquin Valley cotton strike and the heroism of the
young labour leader Caroline Decker, called “Blood on the Field”. As the only black
member of the club, Rampersad notes how Hughes, in 1934, became “the most obvious
symbol of the Left in Carmel”, a distinction and status that Hughes would soon come to
rue when he became the target of the community’s anti-communist attacks in the mid1930s (R1, 291).9
Another influential figure in Hughes’ 1930s efforts to expand his social capital
was Sullivan. As a professional writer, Hughes gravitated to those individuals who could
provide support and opportunities for his work. In addition to the JRC and its various
literary journals, Sullivan would end up becoming one of Hughes’ literary sponsors,
providing him financial support without interference or personal control over his cultural
production. Sullivan gave Hughes access to his cottage, in 1933 and later in 1940, so he
could “consolidate his career as a professional writer”; he also helped Hughes support his
mother’s and brother’s economic needs, and even gave him clothes (R2, 277). In Sullivan,
Hughes found a replacement for Mason, whose patronage sustained him when he lived in
New York. However, in contrast to Mason, who used her money to control Hughes’
artistic endeavours, Sullivan allowed Hughes to be artistically independent.

9

When in May 1934 the International Longshoreman’s Association went on strike in California, a strike
that the JRC supported, many Carmel residents became concerned that the strike would have a negative
impact on the economy. The papers targeted the JRC, in particular Ella Winter for funding the strikes with
money from the USSR. Due to his close ties with Winter, it did not take long for Hughes to become a target
of their attacks. Hughes’ relationship with Marie Short and Ella Winter, two white women, became the
heart of the attacks against him. Hughes, sensing the looming fate of the Scottsboro Boys on his back, left
Carmel in October 1934.

101
Another important feature of Hughes’ relationship with Sullivan and the JRCs is
that they encouraged his socially-conscious writing, for example, after his return from the
Soviet Union, Sullivan arranged for Hughes to give a talk, “Soviet-Asia”, about the
lifestyle in Russia and racial issues he observed. The event was sponsored by the JRC.
Considering that Hughes’ main publisher, Knopf, and patron, Van Vechten, were already
sensitive towards his radical pieces and references to communism and the Soviet Union,
they rejected most of his writings from the latter. However, through Sullivan, the inner
circle of Carmel’s JRC and the various little journals inspired by the clubs, Hughes found
alternative literary channels through which he could share his polemical works.
Their association, apparent from their correspondence, was a long and cordial one.
Sullivan is transparent in his devotion and admiration for Hughes. In one of his first letters
after Hughes’ visit in 1932, Sullivan wrote:
Without any possible disloyalty to the great people of your race
that it has been my privilege to know, I want to assure you that
never has anyone of them inspired in me the unqualified regard
and admiration that I feel for you… Not only then, has your race
a new and deeper claim on the love and sympathy of my heart,
but also the contact with you has extended immeasurably for me
a sense of tenderness toward everyone.10
Both Rampersad and Berry acknowledge the possibility of both men being more than just
friends. While Rampersad avoids the matter, using as his justification that Hughes was
asexual, Berry explicitly concurs that Hughes grew close to Sullivan because he “sens[ed]
that Sullivan, like himself was a homosexual” (Before and Beyond, 150). Certain terms
in Sullivan’s letter, cited above, support Berry’s observation: for example, “I feel for you”
and “tenderness”. Some of Hughes’ earlier letters also contain possible personal
declarations of affection for Sullivan, for example, his January 31, 1933 letter, in which

10

Noel Sullivan to Langston Hughes. May 19, 1932. Yale, JWJ. Hughes MSS #26-Box 152-Folder 28182828.
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he writes: “It will be good to see you once more. Our acquaintanceship was for such a
short and hurried moment. And I liked you very much. I think, Noel, that life has given
us the same loneliness” (SL, 140). Whether Hughes’ reference to their shared “loneliness”
represents their closeted status or another mutual attribute, there is limited evidence,
besides scattered moments in their correspondence, to suggest that Sullivan and Hughes
were romantically linked. If their connection was not romantic, like his relationship with
Van Vechten, it was platonic, devoid of the sexual tension that affected his relationship
with Locke, and less monitored as were his relationships with Fauset and Mason. Even
though their elusive sexual orientation and Sullivan’s lack of artistic control over Hughes’
cultural production were influential in removing any tension between them, their political
preferences would ultimately affect their relationship, as they had affected Hughes’
relationships with Van Vechten and Mason.
At the time of their introduction, Sullivan was an avid supporter of the left,
however, in 1934, when, as Smethurst informs us, “as part of a new international policy
of the Comintern that led to the Popular Front”, the CPUSA leadership disband the JRCs,
Sullivan cut his ties with the left (“John Reed”, 492). He became cynical towards the
Communist Party and the Soviet Union. In his letters to Hughes, Sullivan makes it a habit,
even when the topic of conversation is not politics or the left, to express his disgust
towards the CPUSA. In a letter to Hughes, Matt Crawford, another San Francisco friend
and JRC member, wrote how Sullivan’s political descent was fast and unchanging: “all
sympathy he had for the party had gone and he had become very conservative” (LL, 126).
According to Crawford, Sullivan’s drastic turn was either due to his sympathies being
abused by people in the movement or his business advisors pressuring him to choose,
concluding that “it must be hell for a liberal to be rich, catholic, and have a very
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conservative family all at the same time” (LL, 126). In a letter of January 29, 1936,
Hughes is aware of the growing tensions forming between them, writing to Sullivan:
I have come to the conclusion that Fate never intended for me to
have a full pocket of anything but manuscripts, so the only thing
I can do is to string along with the Left until maybe someday all
us poor folks will get enough to eat, including rent, gas, light, and
water—said bills being the bane of my life. (SL, 192)
As a minority writer in capitalist America and furthermore as part of the politically
disenfranchised, in this letter we see Hughes indirectly informing Sullivan of his
economic privilege, or more importantly what it means, in power terms, to be white; and
furthermore, reminding his white friend about his position as a black writer within the
cultural field, and the struggle to make a living. In doing so, he highlights the importance
of left-wing cultural institutions to his artistic means. Hughes is trying to find a way to
negotiate an understanding between Sullivan and himself, in order to maintain their
friendship. In response, Sullivan tells Hughes just to be cautious since, “radical associates
are not helpful. In this way they are as selfish and ruthless as bourgeois and will just take
everything you have to give.”11 However, in his opinion the best way to avoid their
political differences interfering with their friendship, is not to talk about them, explaining,
“I should hate to ever to become involved in a controversy with you, but feel, in the light
of our respective feelings, that we should not discuss the Russian experiment when you
get here.”12
Both Mason and Van Vechten criticized Hughes’ more radical poems on the basis
that they were not good quality or representative of his poetic talent. As Berry explains,
for Mason and (we can also argue) for Van Vechten, they found issue with Hughes’
radical poems because for them “the expression of political opinions should be left to
11

Sullivan to Hughes. January 29, 1936. Yale, JWJ. Hughes MSS #26-Box 152-Folder 2818-2828.
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white people” (Before and Beyond, 105). Even Sullivan, whose political and racial
sympathies reinforced the connection between Hughes and himself, would eventually tap
into his sense of entitlement after his disconnection from the left, and make it difficult for
Hughes to exercise his free speech, as evident in his suggestion to not speak about Russia.
Ultimately, Hughes’ sympathy with the Soviet Union did put a strain on his
relationship with Sullivan, but it did not lead to its disintegration. In his second
autobiography, I Wonder, Hughes writes, “To Noel Sullivan I am indebted for the first
long period in my life when I was able, unworried and unhurried, to stay quietly in one
place and devote myself to writing” (285). Hughes dedicated his first short story
collection, The Ways of White Folks, to Sullivan. Considering that the collection is a
commentary on interracial relationships in America, with some stories portraying the dark
and bitter realities of black people’s interactions with white people, Hughes wrote beneath
the dedication an epigraph taken from the story “Berry”, that said, “The ways of white
folks, I mean some white folks”.”
Before considering the importance of Hughes’ 1930s travels as an influential
aspect of his cultural production and network building, it is important to note that
Sullivan’s inner circle of radical friends, with whom Hughes had become close to, was
not the sole leftist network he was associated with. His friendship with Thompson enabled
him to continue his affiliation with leftist institutions such as the IWO—who in 1931
published his collaborative poetry collection with Spingarn, Dear Lovely Death,
published another poetry collection, A New Song (1939), and in 1938 supported the
production of his play Don’t You Want to be Free? As the National Secretary for the
English section of the IWO and, as Erik McDuffie points out “the only person of color
and the only woman on its National Executive Committee”, Thompson was immersed in
the political left (110). Her friendship with Hughes was significant in the expansion of
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his social capital, as it provided him with information about the radical activities of the
American left. Together, Hughes and Thompson rallied against racial injustice and
advocated for people of colour around the world. While Thompson did this through her
leadership role in the IWO, Hughes exposed injustice and racism in his writings, speaking
engagements and travels.
In 1932, it was because of Thompson that Hughes got to go on his first and only
trip to the Soviet Union. At the behest of the black communist leader James Ford,
Thompson organized a group of twenty-two black writers, artists and intellectuals to
create a film about race relations in America, titled Black and White, produced by the
Soviet film company Mezhrabpom.13 On May 9, 1932, Thompson wired Hughes, writing:
“GUARANTEED EXPENSES AND SALARY ASSURED YOU AND LOREN IN
RUSSIA ADVISABLE COME SOON AS POSSIBLE CONFIRM AND GIVE
NEAREST DATE YOUR ARRIVAL NEWYORK.”14 Hughes, not wanting to miss out
on the opportunity, telegrammed Thompson: “YOU HOLD THAT BOAT… CAUSE ITS
AN ARK TO ME” (R1, 241; 68).

13

Mezhrabpom, as Zohra Saed, explains was an “acronym in Russian for Workers International Aid. The
company existed from 1922-1936” (1). In the 1930s Louise Thompson married William L. Patterson, an
African American Communist Party member, becoming Louise Patterson. However, considering this
chapter’s discussion pre-dates her marriage, further references to Thompson will be made by her maiden
name.
14

Telegram from Louise Thompson to Langston Hughes. Yale, JWJ. Hughes MSS #26-Box 155-Folder
2872-2874. This telegram has been published in Letter from Langston: From the Harlem Renaissance to
the Red Scare and Beyond edited by Evelyn Louise Crawford and Mary Louise Patterson, p. 60.
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Figure 2.2. June 17, 1932, Mezhrabpom’s African American film group (Back row: Ted Poston, Henry
Lee Moon, Thurston Lewis, Lloyd Patterson, Loren Miller. Middle row: Wayland Rudd, Franck Montero,
Matt Crawford, George Sample, Lawrence Alberga, Langston Hughes, Juanita Lewis, Alan Mackengzie.
Bottom row, seated in chairs: Mildred Jones, Constance White, Katherine Jenkins, Sylvia Carsen, Mollie
Lewis. Seated on deck: Louise Thompson, Dorothy West). Yale, JWJ. Hughes MSS #26-Box 459-Folder
11105.

Going South under the Red Flag: Hughes’ Sojourn Across Soviet Central Asia
In June 1932 Hughes arrived in Leningrad with a group of twenty-two black people that
Thompson had assembled to begin production on the film. However, the project fell apart.
As compensation, the crew were offered a sponsored tour of any section of the Soviet
Union. They asked to visit Central Asia, “the regions where the majority of the colored
citizens lived” (IWW, 102). In I Wonder, Hughes recalls how their Soviet Trade Union
hosts met the request with “a pause”, since “this part of the Soviet Union was forbidden
territory to foreigners… it was said to be a land still in flux, where Soviet patterns were
as yet none too firmly fixed, therefore it was not open to general inspection” (201).
Nevertheless, with some persistence, and connections in the Soviet foreign press, it was
arranged that those interested in the group would visit Tashkent, Samarkhand, Bokhara
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and Ashghabat. After a month of traveling with the group, getting guided tours and
listening to long speeches, Hughes, who had also acquired a press card from the head of
their Soviet foreign press connection, Constantine Oumansky, jumped off the train in
Ashghabat and set off to make his own journey through Central Asia and write about it.
Considering that Hughes knew no Russian or Turkestani, with the aid of his
connections to the Soviet foreign press and interpreters, he was able, during his year-long
travels across the region, to meet and interact with various people of the newly formed
Uzbek and Turkmen Soviet Socialist Republics, established only eight years earlier, in
1924. Hughes’ arrival coincided with the creation of the fourth instalment of the Soviet
Uzbek Writers Union, OSYS. Many of the Turkmen and Uzbek writers he met within the
OSYS were young writers, political leaders and artists whose work represented the spirit
of the new Soviet nations.

Figure 2.3. Hughes and the Central Asian Writers Association. Yale, JWJ. Hughes MSS #26-Box
459-Folder 11105.
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In the above group portrait, Hughes is surrounded by several key poetic figures of
Uzbekistan and Turkmenistan. For instance, seated to Hughes’ left is Ali Toqombajuulu
(later Alay Tokombaev), who would go on to become the national poet of Kyrgyzstan,
while to his right, the young man with the rounded glasses is Ghafur Ghulam, national
Soviet poet of Uzbekistan. Hughes translated Ghulam’s poem “On the TurkSib Roads”,
which tells of the Turkestan-Siberia train, built in 1929, that connected Central Asia’s
large steppes and plains to the rest of the Soviet Union, with the aid of Nina Zorokovina
and Ghulam. In 1933 when Hughes met these poets, they were at the start of their literary
careers and in a sense so was Hughes, not so much an unknown poet trying to make it but
a writer trying to find the means to establish his artistic independence.
With the support of the Central Asian Writers and through his connection with the
editor of International Literature magazine, Walter Carmon, Hughes was able to secure
a well-paid salary as a writer, writing to Sullivan on January 31, 1933, that “this is the
only place I’ve ever made enough to live on from writing” (SL, 139). According to Kate
Baldwin, “Hughes’s time in the USSR was a powerfully collaborative period for him, one
marked by thinking through politically and aesthetically the potential of something like
an ethnic radicalism” (“Variegated”, 392). With critic Lydia Filatova and writer Boris
Pasternak, Hughes translated some of Vladimir Mayakovsky’s poems, a revolutionary
poet he admired (see Kernan). Hughes’ own writings were widely translated and
published in International Literature. The Uzbekistan State Publishing House paid him
an advance of 6,000 roubles to publish a book of his poems translated by noted literary
figure Sanjar Siddiq (see “Poems Written in Soviet Uzbekistan, 1932-33”). Hughes also
collaborated and fomented ties with other intellectuals and artists, such as filmmaker
Sergei Eisenstein, sculptor Nina Zaratelli, playwright Sergei Tretyakov, activist and
editor Karl Radek, actress Marie Seton, journalist Agnes Smedley, university president
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John Hope, activist William Patterson (who later married Louise Thompson) and Louis
Aragon.15
Considering the language barrier Hughes faced in Central Asia, often finding
himself lost in translation, he was able to find his way, initially through interpreters such
as Lydia Myrtseva, and later as he expanded his network ties, with the help of HungarianBritish novelist Arthur Koestler, then a member of the Communist Party, and who like
Hughes had come to Central Asia to examine the Soviet intervention and write about it.16
Koestler and Hughes became writing partners during their time in Ashkabad, forming a
Writers Brigade with two others, Turkoman poet, Shali Kekilov (Shaarieh Kikiloff) and
Kolya Shagurin. Together these men, by working out a system in which Kikiloff would
translate from Uzbek and Turkmen into Russian and Koestler would then translate the
Russian into English for Hughes, explored a series of collective farms, and visited trade
unions, factories, schools, conferences and meetings. Koester and Hughes worked
together collecting as much information as they could for their writing.

15

Hughes translated Louis Aragon’s poetry while he was in Moscow in 1933. Later in 1935 when Hughes
was going to Spain to cover the war, Aragon helped him secure his travel papers.
16

In 1938 Koestler denounced the Communist Party and would then publish his popular novel, Darkness
at Noon, which depicts his disillusionment with Stalinism. With regards to his impression of Hughes,
Koestler wrote in his second autobiography, The Invisible Writing, “Hughes was then around thirty. He was
slim, of medium height, and moved with graceful ease of his race; but behind the warm smile of his dark
eyes there was a grave dignity, and a polite reserve which communicated itself at once. He was very likeable
and easy to get on with, but at the same time one felt an impenetrable, elusive remoteness which warded
off all undue familiarity” (137).
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Figure 2.4. Writers Brigade. Left to right: Kolya Shagurin, Langston Hughes, Shali Kekilove and Arthur
Koestler. Yale, JWJ. Hughes MSS #26-Box 459-Folder 11113.

In his notebooks and photographs from his Soviet Union trip, archived at the
Beinecke, Hughes captured and recorded his travels in dense detail. The notebooks are
filled with statistics, impromptu interviews, names, snippets and seeds of poems, and
when communication was difficult, photographs which captured the transforming
landscapes of Central Asia, the hard labour, the industrialization and the friendships he
forged.
With a desire to represent the proletariat, Hughes’ writings from his time in the
USSR show a socio-political and historical viewpoint shaped in large part by his
interactions with the JRC—with its general artistic tenor summed up in its slogan “Art is
a Class Weapon”—and his frequent contributions to New Masses. Mike Gold argued in
a letter in 1929 that “the function of a revolutionary writer is not to suggest political
platforms and theses, but to portray the life of the workers and to inspire them with
solidarity and revolt” (“On Upton”, 23). Hughes produced a significant collection of
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articles from his experiences and observations in Central Asia, published between 19341948 in various literary magazines and journals in America and Moscow. A major
element of Hughes’ mobility, considering the language barrier, was his connection to the
Soviet Writer’s Union in Ashghabat, Tashkent and Samarkand, through which Hughes
was able to acquire his press pass, and write articles “on Central Asia for the Moscow
daily for Izvestia as a foreign correspondent”, transportation, accommodation and
translators (Moore, 1118).
Few scholars have reviewed Hughes’ journalistic writings and those that have,
such as Sam Riley, Michael Thurston and Joshua Roiland, focus on his later Chicago
Defender and Baltimore Afro-American writings and do not reference his 1932-33 Central
Asian writings. Their oversight creates a gap in understanding the rapid development of
Hughes’ early journalistic writings and his more developed writing of the late 1930s and
1940s. In fact, to be able to provide a better chronological evaluation of Hughes’
development as a journalist, one has to go as far back to Hughes’ earliest piece for New
Masses and Crisis.
In 1931, Hughes visited Haiti. Confronted by the unpleasant presence of
American imperialism, and racial and class discrimination, Hughes wrote two articles,
the first, “People Without Shoes”, published in New Masses in 1931, and the second,
“White Shadows in a Black Land”, published in Crisis in 1932. The issues of race and
class dominate both pieces as Hughes attempts to elicit a response from readers about
fundamental social and political matters. In “People Without Shoes”, for example,
Hughes notes how:
the barefooted ones care for the rice and cane fields under the hot
sun. They climb high mountains picking coffee beans, and wade
through surf to fishing boats in the blue sea. All the work that
keeps Haiti alive, pays for the American Occupation, and enriches
foreign traders—that vast and basic work—is done there by
Negroes without shoes. (47)
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While the working class in Haiti struggled to maintain a livelihood, Hughes explains how
the cultural and political elite grew richer and more corrupt. Hughes’ Haiti trip was a
precursor to his Soviet Union trip, in the sense that they both stood as a beacon of hope.
Haiti, as Hughes wrote in “White Shadows in a Black Land”, was:
a country where the entire national population is colored… the
first of the black republics… To a Negro coming directly from
New York by streamer and landing at Port au Prince, the capital,
it is like stepping into a new world, a darker world, a world where
the white shadows are apparently missing, a world of his own
people. (51)
However, as Hughes continues to explain, “it is doubly disappointing then, to discover…
how the white shadows have fallen on this land of color” (51). As symbolic as Haiti was
for Hughes, as a country with a “thrilling history of the slaves who drove the French into
the ocean and freed themselves”, it was also monumental for his growing social
consciousness (IWW, 25). In fact, the subtlety in Hughes’ attempts at reporting on the
working classes is replaced with a bold commentary on the destructive impact of
capitalism, imperialism and colonization on race and class.
Hughes’ Haiti articles highlight both his versatility as a writer and his early
experimentations with literary journalism. Characterized by Norman Sims as the act of
reporting but also of storytelling, literary journalists, as Sims asserts, provide the
opportunity for readers to see “through their eyes… ordinary people in crucial contexts”
(4). By highlighting the issues facing working-class people in Haiti, Hughes made a
powerful commentary on the destructive impact of capitalism, imperialism and
colonialism on people of colour outside of America, and how this correlated with the
African American experience. Hughes wanted readers to gain understanding but also to
involve themselves with the struggle against oppression and the fight for social liberation.
Hughes’ experience in Haiti is also important with regards to his Soviet Central Asia trip,
in the sense that in both trips Hughes immersed himself in the culture and people rather
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than the politics. Immersion, which is another key element of literary journalism and
reporting, provides, as Tom Wolfe explains “the kind of comprehensive reporting that
enables one to portray scenes, extensive dialogue, status of life and emotional life” from
the subject they are writing about (66).
In total Hughes wrote fourteen articles about various aspects of his experience in
Soviet Central Asia. Despite Rampersad’s blunt criticism that they are “uncritical and
superficial”, these articles give a rare glimpse into a region of the Soviet Union that was
not as popular for foreign journalists (R1, 265). In fact, Hughes’ sojourn across remote
cities in Uzbekistan such as Merv and Permatayb created insightful journalistic reporting
and articles that are important contributions to Hughes’ artistic production. In Merv, for
example, Hughes observed the cotton picking of the collective farm, took photographs,
interviewed farmers and even picked cotton with Koestler.
About his experience at the Aitakov Kolkhoz (a Russian word, shortening
kollektivnoe khozyistvo, or collective farm) near Merv, Hughes wrote, “the cotton lands
of Soviet Central Asia! The beys are gone, the landlords done with forever… They are
not afraid like the farm-hands of the South” (“A Negro Looks”, 78). In the American
south, “black field hands are kept in slavery on the big plantations of America. A beautiful
system of getting free labour, white cotton, and culture. A modern legal substitute
slavery—this share crop system” (ibid.). Like most of Hughes’ writings, his Soviet
Central Asia pieces are haunted by the shadow of the grave conditions of African
Americans in America under white oppression. For Hughes, as Zohra Saed elaborates,
“the sight of African Americans as engineers and chemists on cotton collectives, and
mangers of organizations working alongside their Russian and Central Asian
counterparts” was a profound experience (2). We could argue that Hughes’ positive
impression of the acceptance of African Americans in the Soviet Union, which stood in
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such stark contrast to segregated America, was responsible for his inability to perceive,
in 1932, the faults of the Soviet system. For his purposes, the utopian vision he portrayed
worked, but later, with the news of the Soviet-Nazi pact, famine, and the purges of
intellectuals and minorities, Hughes addressed the dark underbelly of the Soviet Union,
hidden from him when he visited in 1932, in a 1946 Chicago Defender column, “Faults
of the Soviet Union”, and in his memoir I Wonder as I Wander.
Hughes’ travels across Central Asia provided him, as Baldwin points out, with
“an opportunity to rethink racial topographies in terms familiar to him” (Beyond the
Color, 109). Through his writings and photographs Hughes recorded the story of a region
marginalized by two oppressive ruling systems, the Tsar and the Mullahs and Emirs, and
the subsequent impact of the Revolution on the lives of people of colour under those
regimes. Hughes’ coverage of the liberation of women in Soviet Central Asia becomes a
metaphor through which he highlights progress in the Soviet Union and brings awareness
to his readers about the possibility of eradicating oppression. Out of the fourteen articles
Hughes wrote, six were devoted to eulogizing the conditions of women before and after
the Revolution. In “The Soviet Union and Health”, Hughes writes,
most of the women of Soviet Central Asia now have thrown away
their veils and are being educated in Soviet schools in ideals of
freedom for all. From a land of Jim-Crow, exploitation, and
harems, Soviet Central Asia had become the most advanced
portion of the Orient and an equal part of the entire great Soviet
Union. (14)
For Hughes, the practice of unveiling by women in Central Asia parallels racial
emancipation. Perhaps another reason for Hughes’ fascination and coverage of the
progress women have made in Soviet Union is that he saw in the unveiling of women his
own experience of liberation from white philanthropy/patronage.
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Figure 2.5. Yale, JWJ. Hughes MSS #26-Box 459-Folder 11113.

On the back of the above photograph, Hughes wrote: “a class for the liquidation
of illiteracy, Turkmenistan, U.S. S. R.”. Halima Kasakova, a member of the Tashkent
City Soviet, explained, as Hughes writes in “Farwell to Mahomet”, that these veiled
women are still afraid of their husbands and Allah (their religion), but once “they learn to
read and write, when they realize how useful they can be, when they understand that they
can get work if they choose and earn their own living, they will no longer be afraid to
take off that ugly veil” (136). The allure of the act of unveiling for Hughes is closely
linked to a mixture of Du Bois’ and Hegel’s notions of the ‘veil’. The veil in Du Bois’
The Souls of the Black Folk is a metaphor for the racial barrier of the ‘colour line’, and as
Howard Winant explains, “it represents both barrier and connection between white and
black” (26). In a sense, the removal of the veil indicates the removal of the colour line. In
Hegel’s Phenomenology, in the section on the “unhappy consciousness”, the removal of
the veil (“curtain”) prompts the unconscious to gain new insight and move into a state of
recognition of the self. Hughes’ support of the unveiling across Central Asia of Uzbek
women captures for him, as Baldwin explains, “the emancipation of a colored, southern
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people, previously oppressed by segregation and slavery” (Beyond the Color, 102). In
other words, unveiling is symbolic of accomplishing authority over backward systems of
oppression, and is representative of freedom.
Despite the fact that Hughes’ Soviet Central Asia writings are viewed as
propagandistic, if we separate the context of Hughes’ articles of the 1930s and 1940s
from his partial knowledge of Soviet politics, and instead examine them as journalistic
pieces imbedded with powerful statements directed at the hypocritical undemocratic
system of America’s treatment of the disenfranchised, we see that at the core of the
articles is a commentary on race relations in America. For Hughes, the rapid
transformation that Central Asia was going through under the Soviet intervention was
filled with promise and hope, and it symbolized for him, as Rebecca Gould asserts, “the
fulfillment of an otherwise unrealized and unrealizable American dream” (127). One
could argue that by framing his articles on the positive aspects of the progress, Hughes
was in fact calling America out for its lack of racial progress. These articles gain a
different significance in Hughes’ literary oeuvre, and in turn correlate with Hughes’
Baltimore Afro-American article covering the Spanish Civil War and his Chicago
Defender column, Here to Yonder.
Hughes’ 1932-33 sojourn across Central Asia is fundamental to understanding the
relationship of network ties to his literary production. Despite never visiting the USSR
again, the experience was rewarding. Hughes acquired a range of new friendships, some
of which were with artists, writers or political activists, and others with ordinary Soviet
people, farmers, nurses and teachers. Furthermore, his work was translated for the first
time into Uzbek, he earned a living through his writings, and he became more determined
to explore the possibility of modifying and promoting black cultural production in
America. In 1937 the opportunity to revive his journalistic voice came up when the
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Baltimore Afro-American hired him to cover the Spanish Civil War. As the remainder of
this chapter will show, Hughes’ time in Spain, like his experience in the Soviet Union,
expanded his networks and literary collaborations.

“Yesterday, Ethiopia. Today, Spain. Tomorrow, Maybe America”: Hughes’
Coverage of Fascism
Hughes’ relationship with the Spanish-speaking world had been reinforced from 1930 to
1937, before he left for Spain, through his travels to Mexico, Cuba and the Caribbean. In
Mexico he was actively involved with various literary groups, from the circle around the
leading vanguard literary review, Contemporáneos, to the left-wing LEAR (the League
of Revolutionary Artists and Writers). He later travelled to Cuba and the Caribbean,
where he met journalist José Antonio Fernández de Castro, poet Nicolás Guillén and
Haitian writer Jacques Roumain. As part of his early effort to instigate a cross-cultural
relationship between writers from different countries, Hughes’ translations from his
interactions with the Spanish-speaking world play an important part in his 1930s cultural
production. Not only was he working to promote and gain recognition for his own writing
—for example, his poetry was widely translated into Spanish—he was also acting as a
cultural mediator for Spanish-speaking writers/artists, such as Antonio Acevedo
Escobedo, Nellie Campobello and Guillén. Hughes’ relationship with Guillén, a
friendship that transformed Guillén’s career, serves as an early example of Hughes’
mentorship role, discussed further in Chapter Four.
For Guillén, meeting and interviewing Hughes in 1931 would be monumental to
his poetic career. Edward Mullen, who translated “Conversation con Langston Hughes”,
published in the literary supplement “Idéales de una Raza” of the newspaper Diario de la
Marina on March 9, 1930, explains that the interview was “an important document

118
inasmuch as it signals the deep affinities between the two in regard to their attitudes
toward black artistic consciousness” (260). In the piece, Hughes confesses to Guillén that
during his first trip to Africa, he was inspired to be a poet: “I realise[d] that I had to be
their friend, their voice, their leader, their poet. My greatest ambition is to be the poet of
the Blacks, The Black poet” (56). Guillén describes how he understood what Hughes was
explaining, writing that “I feel that the poem which opens this man’s book of poetry
springs from the depths of my own soul: ‘I am a Negro/Black as the night is Black/Black
like the depths of my Africa.’” (57). In addition to feeling a sense of connection to
Hughes’ devotion to black people, Guillén’s friendship with Hughes was to have further
effect on the young Cuban. According to Rampersad, Hughes advised Guillén to “make
the rhythm of the Afro-Cuban Son, the authentic music of the black masses, central to his
poetry” (R1, 179). Following Hughes’ recommendation, Guillén went on to produce one
of his most influential works, Motivos de Son, a volume of poetry that incorporated Son
dance music and the language of native, Afro-Cuban speech and dance. In a February 26,
1938 article for the Baltimore Afro-American, titled “Cuban Newspaperman Covers
Spanish War”, Hughes wrote that Guillén is not just a “well-known Cuban newspaperman
but is a very famous Latin-American poet as well. Throughout the Spanish speaking
countries, he is known not only as a colored poet, but as a poet, expressing the whole of
Cuban life” (5). In addition to his mentorship and the article, another way that Hughes
helped Guillén’s career was when, together with Ben Frederic Carruthers, professor of
Spanish at Howard University, he produced Cuba Libre, the first book-length translation
of Guillén’s poetry into English.
These early interactions and friendships with Mexican, Cuban and Caribbean
writers and artists introduced Hughes and his work to the Spanish-speaking public, and
vice versa. However, as Mullen explains, Hughes’ “most intense and sustained
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relationship with the Hispanic world was probably the six-month period during which he
served as a correspondent for the Afro-American Newspapers covering the events of the
Spanish Civil War” (262). In 1935, Mussolini attacked Ethiopia, a sovereign African
country; Hughes, along with various groups in America and Europe joined forces, from
black nationalists, communists and anti-fascists, to fight for global liberation for all races
and classes. As he had done with the Scottsboro case, Hughes contributed with his poetry.
In “Broadcast on Ethiopia” (published in American Spectator, 1936) and “Air Raid Over
Harlem” (published in New Theatre, Feb. 1936) Hughes connected the events in Ethiopia
with the rise of fascism in Europe, race riots in Harlem, the history of slavery in America
and industrial capitalism.
A year later, in July 1936, General Franco launched a coup against the Spanish
Republican government. With the aid of Mussolini and Hitler, Spain became the next site
of struggle against fascism. Hughes and an array of writers, such as Ernest Hemingway,
Martha Gellhorn, Edwin Rolfe, Nancy Cunard, Louise Thompson and Nicolás Guillén
went to Spain to cover the war, either as correspondents for various newspapers or
through their literary productions. Before considering Hughes’ articles for the Baltimore
Afro-American, in which he told the stories of the ordinary black volunteers of the
Abraham Lincoln Brigade, it is important to note that Spain in 1935 became a hub for
Hughes to rekindle his friendships and associations with various figures that he had met
throughout the 1930s as he travelled the globe, for example French poet Louis Aragon,
whom Hughes met in Moscow in 1932 and whose poem “Magnitogorsk” he had
translated in International Literature (1933-34).
When Hughes arrived in in Barcelona via the French border, he was unable to get
the US State Department to issue him the appropriate press visa. As Berry explains, he
obtained the required documents through the help of Aragon, who “arranged with the
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French prefecture de police the visas and papers needed by international writers travelling
back and forth between France and Spain” (Before and Beyond, 257). Here we see another
example of Hughes’ social ties providing him the assistance and support required to
navigate past restrictions and continue with his cultural mission, joining the Popular Front
and serving as a political correspondent (or giving voice to the marginalized).

Figure 2.6. Hughes’ Spanish Press Card. Yale, JWJ. Hughes MSS #26-Box 514-Folder 12779.

In Madrid, Hughes stayed at the Alianza de Intelectuales Antifascists (Alliance of
Antifascist Intellectuals) hotel, a residency for intellectuals, writers and artists run by
Rafael Alberti and his wife, actress and theatrical director, María Teresa Léon. Alberti
was a celebrated avant-garde Spanish poet and dramatist, whom Hughes had met in
Mexico in 1934. Once again, as with Aragon, Hughes’ social ties played a major part in
his relations in Spain. In a radio speech from Madrid, Hughes described how the Alianza
stood as “a center for every writer and artist who opposes the return of barbarism… it is
a place where, now, today, art becomes life and life is art, and there is no longer any need
of a bridge between the artists and the people—for the thing becomes immediately a part
of those for who, and from whom, it was created” (“Alliance”, 152). With its own press
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production and playhouse, managed by Alberti’s wife María Teresa Léon, the Alianza, as
Rampersad explains, was “a major center for Loyalist propaganda” (R1, 348).
For Hughes, being at the Alianza reminded him of his activism with the JRCs and
interactions with Soviet writers, in all of which he had strived to fight for those
marginalized by race and class. If the atmosphere alone did not evoke a reverberation of
his optimism and motivation regarding radical activism, being surrounded by a number
of writers and artists who like him had made the journey to testify against fascism was
effective. The Alianza played host to many prominent foreign artists and writers. Hughes
recalled later how “during the months that I was in Spain, I became acquainted with more
white American writers than at any other period in my life” (IWW, 362). Besides his travel
companion, Guillén, who was covering the war for the Cuban newspaper Mediodia,
Hughes met journalist Herbert Matthews, poet Dorothy Parker, poet and writer Malcolm
Cowley, playwright Lillian Hellman, poet Pablo Neruda, poet Alejo Carpentier, journalist
Mikhail Koltzov and novelist Ernest Hemingway.

Figure 2.7. Left to right: Langston Hughes, Michael Koltsov, Ernest Hemingway, Nicolás
Guillén. Yale, JWJ. Hughes MSS #26-Box 460-Folder 11137.
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The photograph above mirrors the one Hughes took in the Soviet Union with the
Writers Brigade he co-founded with Koestler in 1932, except with subtle differences in
his body language. Standing awkwardly distant on the left with his hands in his pockets,
Hughes’ stern, half-smile gaze at the camera almost looks forced, whereas in his Soviet
group shot, Hughes’ fixed cool self-possession, his enigmatic gaze, combined with his
body language, similar to Hemingway’s here, give him an electric presence in the photo.
Perhaps we might never know the cause of Hughes being so distant, but it is illuminating
that in one photo we see a representation of the multidimensional and multiracial network
ties Hughes was involved with during his time in Spain, who were united to fight for
freedom and equality.
The networks of correspondence and friendship that marked Hughes’ experience
in Spain also facilitated his cultural production. Surrounded by the spirit of aesthetic
activism and common ideals for decrying fascism, Hughes’ time in Spain was divided
between visiting Loyalist front lines and reporting on the conditions of African American
volunteers, and writing and translating a series of poems. During his time in Spain,
Hughes worked with Alberti on translating Federico García Lorca’s collection of poems,
the Romancero Gitano (Gypsy Ballads). Five of Hughes’ translations appeared in The
New Masses in 1938, and in 1951 Hughes’ English translations was published in the
Beloit Poetry Journal.
The act of translation is fundamental to Hughes’ artistic production and his
attempt at defining his literary role as a writer. Considering his extensive travels and
interactions with artists and writers from different cultures, Hughes’ translations become
a device through which cultural exchange and collaboration occur. According to Rainer
Schulte, the job of a translator is “to carry something from one side of the river to the
other side”, and what this means for Hughes, as a translator, but more so as a cultural
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ambassador for black cultural production, is to introduce unknown foreign writers to
American audiences (n. page).17 In doing so, as Scaramella explains, Hughes contributed
to the creation of “cross-cultural and transnational literary communities” that broadened
“the scope of the artistic community to one which transcended racial, linguistic, and
cultural barriers” (65, 68).
Hughes’ other contribution, his journalism, also attempted to broaden his cultural
and political scope, building bridges between the experiences of war in Spain and his
readers at the Baltimore Afro-American. As Hughes recalls, “In the Civil War in Spain I
am a writer, not a fighter. But that is what I want to be, a writer, recording what I see,
commenting upon it, and distilling from my own emotions a personal interpretation”
(IWW, 400-01). Hughes wrote twenty-two articles; besides reporting on the valour of
African American volunteers, the lack of racism in Spain, and the tragic case of the
colonial Moors, who were recruited from Morocco and forced to fight on behalf of the
Nationalists, Hughes’ articles, similar to his pieces from USSR, can be read as
commentary on American racial politics.
Following the Soviet Central Asia articles, Hughes’ coverage of the Spanish Civil
War once again places focus on the stories of ordinary people and their everyday lives.
Unlike conventional journalism, capturing the quotidian, as Joshua Roiland asserts, is a
major element of literary journalism (18). Hughes creates a “discursive space for readers
to enter the story and see themselves as subjects rather than as ‘spectator[s]’ and
‘ratifier[s]’” (Roiland, 19). Hughes’ reports on the Moroccan Moors fighting for the
Nationalists, for example, is an insightful commentary on the ruthless nature of fascism
and colonialism. In his second article dispatched from Madrid, “Hughes Finds Moors
Being Used as Pawns by Fascists in Spain”, Hughes’ explains:

17

For Hughes’ role as cultural ambassador and mentor, see Chapter Five.
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As usually happens with colored troops in the service of white
imperialists, the Moors have been put in the front lines of the
Franco offensive in Spain—and shot down like flies. They have
been brought by the thousands from Spanish Morocco where the
racists took over power in the early days of their uprising. (1)
Promised money and the opportunity to go back to Africa, these Moroccan Moors, as
Hughes explains, never see Africa. Most of them become victims of fascism, “fighting
not for freedom—but against freedom—under a banner that holds only terror and
segregation for all the darker peoples of the earth” (“Negroes in Spain”, 157). Hughes
wanted to highlight the common sense of oppressed people, by representing the Moroccan
Moors as an example of blacks who were being mistreated and misused because they
were expendable. According to Hughes, “race means nothing when it can be turned to
Fascist use. And yet race means everything when the Fascists of the world use it as a
bugaboo and a terror to keep working masses from getting together” (“Too Much”, 272).
In many ways, Hughes wanted to instil empathy and familiarity within Afro-American
readers for the Moroccan Moors, who like many people of colour under white supremacy
suffered abuse, incarceration and injustice because they were black. Furthermore, he
wanted to stress the importance of resistance and the struggle to eradicate the various
forces of oppression, like fascism, colonization, capitalism and imperialism.
Hughes emphasized this message of racial solidarity in other articles which told
the stories of African American volunteers in Spain. As mentioned earlier, the October
1935 invasion of Ethiopia by Mussolini’s army had raised the consciousness of African
Americans, who as Roiland explains, “saw the invasion through the lens of racist
imperialism” (22).18 In the same piece about the Moroccan Moors, Hughes recalls
meeting C. G. Carter, an African American going to Spain as a member of the Ninth
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Hughes wrote several poems about Ethiopia: “Call of Ethiopia”, “The Ballad of Ethiopia” and “Broadcast
on Ethiopia”.
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Medical Unit of the American Medical Bureau to Aid Spanish Democracy, who tells
Hughes, “Spain is a fine country… I hope these people win their war. Mussolini wants to
take over Spain just as he did Ethiopia, but the way these people feel, I don’t think he’s
going to do it. Who wants to be a slave to Mussolini?” (“Hughes Finds Moors”, 2). As
Carter’s question suggests, the Spanish Civil War was not just about Spain’s freedom but
about freedom and democracy for all minorities and marginalized across the globe; it was
an international fight.
Hughes’ articles are filled with description and stories of individuals like Carter
whose ideals of freedom for all races have driven them to fight in a foreign land. The
centrepieces of Hughes’ stories for the Afro-American are his profiles of African
American soldiers, nurses, drivers, cooks and ambulance drivers, illustrating the
“political significance of a journalistic dedication to the ordinary” (Roiland, 18). For
Hughes, these African American men and women volunteers symbolize valour and pride.
In his article “Negroes in Spain” (September 1937) in the Volunteer for Liberty (the
newspaper of the International Brigade), Hughes explains, “all of them are here because
they know that if Fascism creeps across Spain, across Europe, and then across the world
there will be no place left for intelligent young Negroes at all. In fact, no decent place for
any Negroes—because Fascism preaches the creed of Nordic supremacy and a world for
whites alone” (156).
At the same time that Hughes uses the profiles to acknowledge the heroic efforts
of these men and women, he also makes explicit racial statements through them. With his
piece on Harlem nurse Salario Kee, for example, who married an Irish ambulance driver,
Hughes demonstrates the possibility and beauty of interracial unity (“N.Y. Nurse Weds”,
3). In his profile of Howard University student Thaddeus Battle, Hughes addresses the
necessity for American black colleges to provide international awareness on campuses
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(“Howard Man”, 5). While with Abraham Lewis’s story, Hughes addresses the lack of
opportunities available to people of colour in America (“Fighters from Other Lands”, 2).
Lewis held various positions and responsibilities in the International Brigade. He tells
Hughes how he is proud of all that he is doing and how in Spain he is able to “make use
of his full capacities for organizational and administrative work” (ibid, 2).
Of all the profile pieces that Hughes published, the most powerful is that of Milton
Herndon, brother of the African American political activist Angelo Herndon. In contrast
to the other profiles, whereby the African American man or woman is present to give
his/her story, Hughes never got the chance to meet Milton, as he was killed in action on
October 13, 1937. Nevertheless, Hughes travelled to the frontlines, and in a column
printed on January 1, 1938, recounted, through two American soldiers, one black, Aaron
Johnson from Los Angeles, and the other white, Hjalma Sankari from New York, the
story of how their sergeant had been killed.
“Milt Herndon! He died like this”, writes Hughes (“Milt”, 2). Herndon, one of
two black soldiers in the Frederick Douglas Machine-Gun Company, died saving his
friend, Smitty, under savage fire from the fascists. “They were good friends… Smitty was
white. They’re buried together”, said Johnson (“Milt”, 2). Emphasizing not just the racial
background of the soldiers whom he was interviewing but also Herndon and Smitty,
Hughes once again stressed the possibility and effectiveness of interracial unity and
friendship. Another important fact that Hughes discovers from Johnson and Sankari is
that Herndon named the Machine-Gun Company after Fredrick Douglas, because he
believed there was a “connection between our rights at home in America and the fight
here in Spain” (“Milt”, 2). This discovery, for Hughes, was an important aspect of
Herndon’s story. In addition to his bravery and dedication to eradicating fascism and
oppression, Hughes made sure his readers saw Herndon as a model of racial uplift and
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pride. In fact, as Roiland explains, for Hughes, and in turn for his readers, Herndon was
“not only a brave opponent of fascism”, but also “a model for African Americans to
connect their history to the present” (30).
In the act of capturing and reporting the stories of these African American
individuals, fighting in the Abraham Lincoln Battalion of the International Brigade,
Hughes not only takes them out of anonymity, giving them a voice, but also highlights
for his readers “the extraordinary experiences embedded within ordinary occurrences”
(Roiland, 19). In all the profile pieces Hughes published he explicitly comments on the
fact that all these African American volunteers intended to return to America and serve
their race and community. Hughes reinforces this by putting in the title of each piece the
name of the volunteer along with the city they were from. In doing so, Hughes celebrates
the men’s local pride and their commitment to their community. Even in the story of
Milton Herndon, one finds such a representation. In fact, Hughes makes certain that
Herndon’s death is not the end of his story, but as Afro-American readers learnt, just a
glimpse of his greatness. While Hughes was in Spain, Louise Thompson wrote to him
that, on account of his articles in The Baltimore Afro-American, “Afro-America is
learning about Spain, about those Negro fighters who stretch the bonds of solidarity
across the sea of the ole Atlantic and of race”.19 Hughes’ articles on African American
volunteers are like his translations, in the sense that Hughes, by reporting and telling their
stories is, as Schulte describes, carrying something from one side of the river to the other.
Through the act of reporting Hughes introduces readers of Afro-American to African
American individuals whose stories, bravery and activism would otherwise have gone
unnoticed.
19
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to the Red Scare and Beyond edited by Evelyn Louise Crawford and Mary Louise Patterson, p.136-139.
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Hughes’ stories from worn-torn Madrid were not, as Roiland states, “salacious or
sensationalistic” (23). Instead they documented a side of the war which few other
correspondents that came to Spain touched, such as the ordinary lives of Spanish citizens,
the African American volunteers and the Moroccan Moors. In the same way that Hughes’
articles from the Soviet Union and Haiti recorded the stories of ordinary people of colour
and cross-referenced their struggle for freedom against the conditions of African
Americans, his articles from Spain further expand his mission to stress the power of the
working class against fascism. In “Madrid Getting Used to Bombs; It’s Food Shortage
that Hurts”, Hughes expresses his respect for the streetcar men, who despite constant airraids, go about their lives providing service to the Madrileños, writing “Madrid is a city
under fire, itself a front-line trench”, yet life goes on for its citizens (3). For Hughes, such
a sight, in which working-class citizens refuse to let their lives be controlled by fascists,
is “the most heroic examples of mass resistance in the history of modern warfare
(“Madrid’s Flowers”, 3).
Hughes’ travels around the city provide powerful literary journalism, in which the
destroyed landscapes, as ruined and lifeless as they are, contain elements of hope. In
“Madrid’s Flowers Hoist Blooms to Meet Raining Fascists Bombs”, for example, Hughes
visits a deserted town, once occupied by the “populous working class” (3). Hughes writes:
“the ruins through which I passed remain as reminder of the death and destruction which
the fascists created during their attack”, yet he finds on “the railings of some of the
balconies, flowers still bloomed in red pots that the guns had missed” (3). For Hughes,
“those flowers blooming so bravely there in the face of fascist fire” become symbolic of
the struggle of all the oppressed across the world—from the nine imprisoned young men
in Alabama to the Moroccan Moors—and their defiance against the forces that oppress
them (3).
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Conclusion: “So Goes the Life of a Social Poet”
By considering the 1930s as Hughes’ formative years as an artist, in which he released
himself from the shackles of the black bourgeois of the 1920s and his white patron,
Mason, this chapter has highlighted how Hughes sought to claim control over his literary
production and its dissemination. Throughout his ten-year journey, Hughes accumulated
an extensive network of influential international contacts and gained international
prominence and reception through his writings. In I Wonder, Hughes writes,
In the last few years I had been all around the embattled world
and I had seen people walking tightropes everywhere—the
tightrope of color in Alabama, the tightrope of transition in the
Soviet Union, the tightrope of repression in Japan, the tightrope
of the fear of war in France—and of war itself in China and in
Spain—and myself everywhere on the tightrope of words.
Anybody is liable to fall off a tightrope. (400)
This chapter has established that Hughes was one of many black writers and artists of the
1930s who turned to communism as the solution to a segregated America. Through his
southern tour he shared his work with the black masses and helped cultivate an interest
in black culture. His relationships with Noel Sullivan and Louise Thompson were
fundamental to his ability to gain access to leftist circles and literary channels, helping
him build his network ties but also to develop his cultural production. His relationship
with Bethune gave him access to the black masses and an understanding of the value of
interacting and connecting with the working classes across the world. Considering the
advantages of his artistic and political networks to his cultural production, his interactions
and conversations with people of colour in the USSR and his interviews with the African
American volunteers also inspired his journalistic writings.
In both the Soviet Union and Spain, Hughes built relations with writers and artists,
building bridges and initiating international cultural communities. Despite the lack of
attention given to Hughes’ experiences in the Soviet Union, his relationships with the
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Central Asia Writers Union and his journalistic pieces made it possible for him to earn a
living as writer for the first time in his career. Furthermore, in examining Hughes’ articles
from the Soviet Union and the Spanish Civil War, this chapter has illustrated the
significance of Hughes’ use of literary journalism to tell the stories of real and ordinary
working-class people of different nations and cultures, struggling, fighting and
overcoming oppressive regimes. The act of reporting provided Hughes the opportunity to
bring to the attention of African American audiences stories of other people of colour
across the world who shared familiar struggles. Hughes not only spoke for them but, as
Shelley Fisher Fishkin judiciously notes, “from them, to them and through them” (133).
In doing so, his articles became significant in American history for the awakening of
racial consciousness and cultural nationalism. Although the 1930s did not start on a
positive note, by the end of the decade Hughes was more optimistic, writing in I Wonder
how, having been able to earn a living from his writing during the decade, his
dream was beginning to come true—to be a professional writer—
and it had been my good fortune so far not to have to write
anything I did not really want to write. Meanwhile my interests
had broadened from Harlem and the American Negro to include
an interest in all the colored peoples of the world—in fact, in all
the people of the world, as I related to them and they to me. (400)
As the next chapter will illustrate, in order to keep the dream of earning a living from his
writings alive, Hughes became serious about learning how to manage the professional
aspects of his artistic production, and about creating cultural platforms for the exposure
not only of his artistic production but of black aesthetics in general.
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Chapter Three
“Temples for Tomorrow”: Hughes as Cultural Entrepreneur

In his 1926 manifesto essay “The Negro and the Racial Mountain”, Hughes advises future
and present black writers and artists to recognize and embrace their cultural heritage in
their works. In doing so, Hughes believes that they can gain control over how black
culture is represented and in turn contribute to the development and reinforcement of the
black artistic infrastructure. Hughes hopes that he will soon see “the work of a growing
school of colored artists who paint and model the beauty of dark faces and create with
new technique the expressions of their own soul-world” (34-35). By stressing a racial
consciousness that encourages black writers and artists to take pride in their diverse black
folk culture and black aesthetics, Hughes is also inspiring them to gain control over black
cultural production.
The essay is one of Hughes’ most quoted; it is an example of his inspirational
vision for the black artistic community. Furthermore, it highlights Hughes’ understanding
that the path towards artistic liberation is not an easy one: “the road for the serious black
artist… who would produce a racial art is most certainly rocky and the mountain is high”
(“Racial Mountain”, 33). Nevertheless, against the backdrop of pre-Civil Rights America,
a determined Hughes began a long journey towards climbing the mountain and helping
other black artists reach the top, writing, “we build our temples for tomorrow, strong as
we know how, and we stand on top of the mountain, free within ourselves” (36).
Considering the inspiration behind Hughes’ desire to build temples, it is necessary to
explain what this meant for his artistic production and, in the broader sense, black culture
and art.
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Following his return from Spain in 1938, Hughes spent the next three decades
developing his literary career and finding ways to expose and promote black cultural
production within the dominant cultural field. While previous decades also consisted of
important elements that supported the development of Hughes’ artistic production, for
example, forging ties with patrons/publishers and the opportunity to travel, the late 1930s
and early 1940s was the period in which Hughes achieved artistic professionality. By
taking advantage of his experiences and network connections, Hughes focused on
publicizing his artistic representation and dissemination to accommodate his evolving
prominence as a writer. In addition to gaining control over his own cultural production,
Hughes contributed to strengthening the black artistic infrastructure.
As Jerry Watts’ highlighted, a black artistic infrastructure is an autonomous space,
tailored to the artistic and cultural needs of black artists and intellectuals.1 A fundamental
but not primary aspect of its establishment, aside from providing resources to black
artists, is to serve as a competitor to the dominant white-controlled representation of black
culture. Watts argues that a black artistic infrastructure is comprised of “institutions that
could support, nurture, and disseminate” the work of black artists and writers (210). He
also discusses the limitations of the black artistic infrastructure, the issue of social
marginality, that deprives black artists and writers of access to resources to develop their
cultural production. As I show here, Hughes was able to navigate the boundaries of the
limits restricting black cultural production with support from his network ties, creating
three black theatre companies and a black public sphere through his character Jesse B.
Semple.
Drawing on his disappointing experiences of breaking into existing white cultural
institutions such as Broadway and Hollywood, Hughes declared in 1941, “to us
1

For information on this thesis’s understanding of Jerry Watt’s discussion on black artistic infrastructure,
see Introduction p.3.
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democracy is a paradox, full of contradictions… [the] color line runs all the way through
culture and the arts” (“Democracy”, 210). With the help of his literary agent and one of
his most influential professional network ties, Maxim Lieber, Hughes spent the late 1930s
and early 1940s attempting to find ways to infiltrate and influence white cultural
institutions, determined to improve and modify how black people and culture were
(mis)represented. However, as Bourdieu argues, in order to influence the literary field,
one must possess all forms of capital, economic, cultural and social. As an African
American writer within a racist system, Hughes had been able to accumulate the
necessary social and cultural capital, however, without sufficient financial support, his
efforts to create black cultural institutions (e.g. black theatre companies) were plagued by
economic and management problems.
This chapter discusses Hughes’ attempts, in the later 1930s and early 1940s, at
establishing a series of cultural spaces—or as he called them, “temples for tomorrow”—
which were not only influential contributions to the evolving black artistic infrastructure,
but fostered the artistic production of black artists and writers. I will first refer briefly to
Hughes’ two early cultural initiatives, a magazine and a press, and his lecturing. This will
provide the basis for demonstrating the way Hughes became more conscious about the
professional side of his literary career (e.g. financial and production). I then move to
discussing Hughes’ difficult experience working with white Broadway producer Martin
Jones. By illustrating the challenges of interracial working relations, and the restrictions
that Hughes, even with a certain degree of capital, faced in protecting his artistic rights, I
will show how influential his professional network ties, especially his literary agent
Maxim Lieber, were to his ability to maintain control over his artistic rights. The
subsequent section explores Hughes’ efforts to create three black theatre companies, a
consequence of his difficult experience with Jones, as he was determined to prevent future
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white exploitation of his own work and that of other black writers/artists. The final
sections continue this exploration of Hughes’ efforts to create more black cultural spaces
by exploring his Chicago Defender column and the creation of his iconic character Jesse
B. Semple.

Hughes in Search of Artistic Opportunities
Prior to reaching a certain level of personal and artistic stability in the late 1940s, Hughes
experienced and experimented on two short-lived cultural initiatives, both of which are
representative of his mission to create cultural platforms for black artistic expression. In
1926, Hughes, along with a group of Harlem Renaissance writers and artists, including
Wallace Thurman, Zora Neale Hurston, Aaron Douglas, John P. Davis, Richard Bruce
Nugent, Gwendolyn Bennett, Lewis Grandison Alexander and Countee Cullen, created a
literary magazine, Fire!, and then in 1931, Hughes created a publishing house called
Golden Stair Press, with illustrator Prentiss Taylor. Even though both projects were
discontinued after their first production, either due to financial issues or, in the case of
the publishing press, Hughes’ departure for the Soviet Union, they represent black writers
and artists’ determination to gain control over their art—steps that gradually moved
towards action in the 1960s and 1970s with the Black Arts Movements.
According to Susan Churchill, Fire! represented a “youthful rebellion against a
stodgy patriarch” (65). It not only challenged Du Bois’ Crisis but also Alain Locke’s
anthology, The New Negro, both of which many of the young black writers and artists
contributed to. In its only issue, the magazine was successful in shocking the black
bourgeoisie with their selected published pieces, dealing with sex, prostitution and “the
low-down folks”. While the provocative intentions of the pieces were influential in
gaining the magazine publicity, what made Fire! a unique endeavour, David Krasner
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argues, was the notion that these young black writers created a rare exception, which was
“expressive of a distinctive black voice. Diligently and self-consciously they were
perfecting a style that catered to blacks—something ‘concerning’ a black public” (17).
One of the fundamental reasons for the magazine’s demise, as Margo Crawford
suggests, central to Bourdieu’s discussion of capital, was its “resistance to the
transformation of culture into capital”, which inherently made it difficult to secure the
required support and advertisements (203). This resistance, which ultimately led to the
magazine’s discontinuation, was also what distinguished its foundation from other black
cultural media. Not wanting the value of their artistic expression to be controlled or
commodified, Hughes and the other black artists and writers behind Fire! wanted, as
Sarah Thornton explains, to “assert their distinctive character and affirm that they are not
anonymous members of an undifferentiated mass” (185). However, Fire! not only lacked
economic but also sufficient social and cultural capital to maintain its cultural production.
As Krasner asserts, “that Fire! survived for only one issue indicates the nobility, if
naivety, of this endeavor” (17).
In the end, unable to promote their attempt at creating a space where, as Anne
Elizabeth Carrol argues, “African American writers and artists could present images that
were dramatically different from the images included in the Crisis”, Fire! became a
distant memory (191). However, the energy and passion that had brought the young
Harlem writers and artists together, hoping to make an impact, take control and expose
their talent, was not wasted. In fact, Hughes would metaphorically keep the fire burning,
and in the 1950s and 1960s would pass the torch to the next generation of writers and
artists of the Black Arts Movement, such as LeRoi Jones (aka Amiri Baraka), Audre
Lorde, Mari Evans, Margaret Walker and James Baldwin.
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In his next cultural project, the Golden Stair Press, Hughes continued with his
attempts to create black cultural mediums tailored to black artistic expression. With the
encouragement of Van Vechten, who agreed to sponsor the press, Taylor and Hughes
produced cheaper editions of Hughes’ works alongside Taylor’s broadsides and
lithographs, to sell on Hughes’ 1931 reading tour of the American south. The two works
created under the press, A Negro Mother and Scottsboro Limited, are not only examples
of Hughes’ and Taylor’s artistry and talent, they are also powerful representations of their
attempts at fighting racism and bringing the south social awareness through the arts.

Figure 3.1. Cover of Scottsboro Limited: Four Poems and a Play in Verse (Yale, JWJ. Zan H874 +932sb)
and The Negro Mother and other Dramatic Recitations (Prentiss Taylor papers, 1885-1991. Archives of
American Art, Smithsonian Institution) by Langston Hughes with Illustrations by Prentiss Taylor, 1931.

The name of the press comes from Hughes’ poem “The Negro Mother” (included
in The Negro Mother booklet). In the poem, an anonymous black woman proclaims: “Oh
my dark children, may my dreams and my prayers | Impel you forever up the great stairs”
(CP, 156) This inspirational imagery of urging the black race to climb is a metaphor for
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racial advancement, which can be traced back to Hughes’ 1926 manifesto, and the
metaphor of climbing the racial mountain. By naming his press the Golden Stair,
Elizabeth Davey asserts that Hughes “offered metaphorical pathways—routes upward,
roads from darkness to light”, for the black masses (233). In a promotional letter for the
booklet, as Davey informs us, Hughes explained that “little or no effort is made to reach
the great masses of the colored people” (224). Most of the works published by black
writers were produced by white publishers and largely advertised and sold to white
readers. To reach these “great masses”, Hughes designed the press in an attempt to create
cheap poetry booklets so that he could bring his poetry, and in the wider sense black
literary expression, within the financial reach of economically marginalized black
Americans. In addition to making his poetry accessible to the black masses, Hughes, as
stated on the cover of The Negro Mother, intended to cultivate the act of reciting, thus
helping his poetry reach beyond those who attended his tour readings. In the same
promotional letter, Hughes asserts how the poems are “suitable for reading aloud, or for
recitation in schools, churches, lodges, etc.” Hughes, as Davey infers, aspired through
recitation to “create a public, a black American public, and even more specifically, a black
reading public that imagined itself through literary texts, through reading and listening to
poetry” (236). As we will see later in the chapter, this desire to “create a public” was an
important attribute of Hughes’ literary career, which he eventually achieves through his
Defender columns and fictional character Jesse B. Semple.
However, neither Taylor’s involvement nor Van Vechten’s financial sponsorship
could prevent the demise of the Golden Stair Press. Considering that a majority of the
marketing, promoting and distributing were done by Hughes and Taylor, when Hughes
suddenly decided to travel to the Soviet Union in 1932, he created an imbalance in the
production process. In a letter dated November 15, 1932, Hughes writes to Van Vechten:
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“letters from Prentiss and the printer inform me in no uncertain terms of the bankruptcy
of the GOLDEN STAIR PRESS so if I get an advance on this Asiatic book it will have
to go to pay that off” (100). Evidently, Hughes at the time was unaware of his role in the
bankruptcy, because in the same letter to Van Vechten he writes, “after FIRE and this, I
will hardly venture into the publishing business again in life” (99). This inability to
recognize the important role he played within the dynamics of his own business is an
indication of his inexperience, but also a prophecy of how his lack of responsibility would
lead to his first two theatre houses undergoing similar fates.
Hughes’ involvement with both Fire! and the Golden Stair Press, however, are
important examples of the first attempts by Hughes at breaking the racial boundaries of
white-dominated institutions through the act of making black alternatives. While Fire!
was accessible to a predominantly bourgeois audience of black and white, Hughes made
sure that his Golden Stair Press broadened the scope of black literature to go beyond the
black elites and to include the black working class. Where Fire! and the press intersect is
in their efforts to subvert the way black artistic expression is controlled and distributed
by white publishers and the press. However, as a consequence of both projects’ financial
difficulties, it is necessary to examine how Hughes’ extensive lecturing during the 1940s
became an extension of his efforts to create more opportunities for black artistic
expression and engagement with the black public, but also of his efforts to enhance his
economic capital as a way to sustain his literary career and avoid the demise of his future
efforts to create black cultural institutions.

The Bread and Butter Side of Hughes’ Literary Career
In “Of Our Spiritual Strivings”, Du Bois writes, “to be a poor man is hard, but to be a
poor race in a land of dollars is the very bottom of hardships” (The Souls, 14). Hughes is
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the epitome of what Du Bois describes as both “a poor man” and, in the context of
America, “a poor race”. Throughout his personal and literary life, Hughes struggled with
maintaining a balance to ensure for himself some financial security and the means to be
creatively productive, most often having to rely on patrons, fellowships and sponsors to
continue his literary productivity. Within this framework, Hughes’ travelling and
subsequent lecturing were effective in facilitating him with the means to gain more
experience as a writer, earn some money and build network ties to sustain his future
cultural projects.
Many writers, dating back to the nineteenth century, such as Mark Twain,
Frederick Douglas, T. S. Eliot, Ralph Waldo Emerson, Mathew Arnold and Harriet
Beecher Stowe, used the lecturing circuit as a means to support themselves, but also to
proclaim their opinions and promote causes. For some it resulted in celebrity status, fame
and comfort, while for others, mostly African American and women writers, the lecturing
circuit allowed them to pursue social and political change. Amanda Adams discusses the
importance of the act of performing for the lecturer, explaining that “the body of the
lecturer—his or her voice, body movements, tone, timing, etc… can be deeply
empowering to individuals who may be disempowered, say, in a publishing culture in
which power is limited to a few” (10). The empowering aspect, the act of speaking to and
for black people, is significant to writers like Hughes considering how much, as an
African American writer, he had to fight for within the white-dominated cultural industry.
The publishing industry, although crucial to writers, embodies many restrictions and
discriminations. For Hughes, lecturing, in addition to being a resolution for his financial
difficulties, was also a means to articulate, without a white publisher’s influence, black
literature and culture to the black masses.
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Through lecturing, writers like Hughes were given a platform free from
publishing conventions or textual representation, where importance not only lies in the
act of delivery, but also in the informal and direct connection between performer and
audience. The lack of conventions lays the ground for intimacy and sincerity between
performer and audience, which contributes to the empowerment of the speaker. Without
having to conform to a prescribed norm, Hughes found lecturing a liberating aesthetic
experience.
After his 1931 tour of the American south, discussed in Chapter Two, Hughes’
next extensive lecturing tour was under the Common Council for American Unity’s
(CCAU) quarterly, Common Ground, in the Autumn/Winter of 1944. The tour took
Hughes to New York City high schools; according to William Beyer, “the visits were
intended to give students a pleasurable experience with minority adults as a counter to
the menial stereotypes perpetuated by the mass media and the discriminatory employment
pattern” (39). Hughes’ relationship with the CCAU had started back in 1941, when he
contributed two pieces, “What the Negro Wants” and “Evenin’ Air Blues”, to the
magazine.2 Not only was Hughes an active contributor to Common Ground from 1941
until it ceased publication in 1950, but, as Beyer points out, he also “actively supported
various efforts sponsored by the Council” (37). He accepted a place on the Advisory
Editorial Board and he was responsible for directing several other young black authors
and artists to contribute to the magazine, such as Gwendolyn Brooks, Ralph Ellison,
Margaret Walker, Oliver Harrington and Jacob Lawrence (Beyer, 37). Hughes’ intention
and motive for recruiting the young black writers/artists, even though he was aware of
the magazine’s inability to pay its authors large amounts, was to get them recognition, so

2

The CCAU, previously known as Foreign Language Information Services (FLIS), was devoted to helping
Americans gain accurate knowledge about immigrants, to overcome “false prejudice and
misunderstandings” (Beyer, 29).

141
that the “more established periodicals would thereby see the novices’ work in print”, thus
reinforcing his mentoring and patronage qualities as early as the 1940s (Beyer, 37).
As a frequent contributor to Common Ground, Hughes valued the magazine’s lack
of discrimination towards its writers and their material. In a 1950 letter to Charles S.
Johnson, Hughes acknowledged the work the magazine had done for black cultural
production:
I endorse the work of this excellent intercultural quarterly and its
service to democracy and race relations. Another thing in its favor
is that it has served as a source of publications for many young
Negro artists and writers (as well as those of other minority
groups). And not only did it publish them, but it PAID them for
their work—a nominal but always encouraging fee—which is
helpful (morally and otherwise) to any writer young and old.3
In addition to giving black writers an opportunity to publish their work, as Hughes points
out, the magazine served as the only publication that endorsed the voices of its
international contributors. With regards to his own contributions, the magazine allowed
Hughes the flexibility, uncommon within other mainstream magazines, to write and
contribute articles and poems that concerned segregation, Jim Crow and white
exploration of black people. In doing so, the managing editors, Louis Adamic, M.
Margaret Anderson and Read Lewis, proved that for them Hughes was not just a “token
black” on the Advisory Board but a voice that needed to be heard.
Given the advantages of contributing to the magazine, another benefit of being
associated with the CCAU for Hughes’ literary career and the prospect of black cultural
production was that he got to lecture outside of the black masses and black institutions.
Several of the schools he visited were transitioning from being segregated to integrated
schools, with an increase in their black student body. Besides some instances of
apprehension from faculty and parents who discovered that the FBI was investigating
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Langston Hughes to Charles S. Johnson, April 8, 1950. Yale, JWJ. Hughes MSS #26-Box 46-Folder 845.
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Hughes for his ties to the political left, the tour nonetheless generated a lot of interest
amongst schools and was a success. Afterward, letters poured into the Common Ground
office from the schools, acknowledging and praising Hughes’ performance; for example,
assistant principal of Poughkeepsie High School, Harry Myer, wrote, “Langston Hughes
is making a real contribution to education. He has a wonderful philosophy, and a most
attractive personality.”4 Several schools acknowledged the influence Hughes’ lectures
were having on interracial understanding; for example, Harold Ferguson, principal of
Montclair High school in New Jersey, wrote:
I am convinced that one of the best ways to improve interracial
understanding is to bring before the young people outstanding
members of both races. Speeches and discussions about
interracial understanding too frequently do not get very far.
However, Langston Hughes, because of what he is able to do,
helped to develop among the white students greater respect for
Negroes and I feel certain that he helped to stimulate a feeling of
self-respect among the colored students.5
The striking element of Hughes’ tour was, as Ferguson points out, the impact he was
having on the future generation, helping to enlighten students about the power of
interracial solidarity as a way to remove prejudice, bigotry and intolerance. In fact, Louise
Kershner, head of the English Department at Burlington High School, was moved by
Hughes’ apparent lack of “resentment and bitterness against the oppressors of his people”,
and found his powerful lecture refreshing and invigorating: “it is impossible to estimate
how deeply he has enriched our lives and stirred our souls to action.”6 As such feedback
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Harry Myer to Margaret Anderson, November 13, 1944. Yale, JWJ. Hughes MSS #26-Box 46-Folder
845.
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highlights, Hughes was making great strides in his efforts to improve race relations across
America through culture and the arts.
Another significant factor of Hughes’ association with the CCAU and Common
Ground was his friendship with the managing editor of the magazine, Margaret Anderson.
In the same way that most of Hughes’ network ties beyond the Harlem Renaissance do
not gain much attention, Anderson’s significant role in Hughes’ professional network ties,
like his association with Maxim Lieber and his partnership with Russell and Rowena
Jellife, which I will address later, is largely ignored by Hughes scholars. Anderson, a
second-generation Swedish American, organized Hughes’ tour and supported him
unconditionally when angry letters came to Common Ground’s office because of Hughes’
articles, for instance his piece, “What Shall We Do About the South”.7 In addition to
writing an editorial shutting down critics, she offered Hughes comfort and support. In her
letter of January 26, 1944, after having publicly defended Hughes against the critics, she
asks him, “how do you keep taking things like this and not go down under despair?”8
Anderson not only considered Hughes a dear friend, but also looks up to him for his
courage and ability to persevere against the constant backlashes of critics, reviewers and
prejudice.
While their relationship began on a professional and strictly formal basis, analysis
of their correspondence shows how devoted and close to each other Hughes and Anderson
became after the tour and even after Common Ground magazine discontinued in 1950.
Like most of his friendships, Hughes expressed his feelings to Anderson by sending
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copies of his books, and spontaneous messages on cards. Hughes, as Beyer suggests, did
not send “the messages, gifts, visits, and copies of his own books” as a way to buy his
friendships (40). On the contrary, he did so because he valued his friendships as much as
he valued his literary career. With Anderson, the act of sharing his work with her only
strengthened their relationship. After reading Hughes’ first memoir, The Big Sea, she
wrote to him: “it is a rich experience to know a person and be fond of him as a friend and
then have all his past opened up to you to show you how he got that way.”9 When on
April 24, 1950, Common Ground announced it was closing down, Anderson sent the
contributors and staff an official letter making the announcement. However, in Hughes’
letter she also makes a personal handwritten inscription at the bottom, in which she writes,
“of all them you have been the one close to me and of greatest help”.10
For Hughes, his association with the CCAU, his contributions to Common Ground
and his subsequent friendship with Anderson were a rewarding experience and helped
him enhance the reception of his work outside of black audiences, reaching white readers
who were unfamiliar with his work. He was able to build contacts with schools and faculty
staff that he could not have done without the support of Anderson and the CCAU.
Furthermore, the experience of having a professional organization handle his lecturing
arrangements was instrumental to Hughes’ decision, in 1944, to sign with a prominent
lecturing firm, William Feakins, becoming their first black client. In doing so, Hughes
took another step towards restructuring his artistic representation and gaining control over
his artistic production. As is evident in the correspondence, by forming ties with the firm
Hughes not only added another valuable professional network connection—placing
himself amongst the popular lecturing circuit and its attributes—he also found himself a
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representative and support unit, ensuring a more organized representation of his artistic
production. Unlike his close relationship with Margaret Anderson, Hughes’ association
with William Feakins was formal but professionally effective, which helped his efforts to
increase his economic capital and earn a living as a writer.
Other alternatives Hughes turned to in order to financially sustain and promote
his work, in addition to lecturing, included becoming a member of the American Society
of Composers, Arrangers, and Performers (ASCAP) and the Song Writer’s Protective
Association in 1936. A few years later, in 1941, as he explained in his second memoir,
“in order to raise his rating… thus his remuneration”, he made a list of all the songs
published between 1926-1940 and submitted them to the ASCAP (IWW, 18). The
partnership, another professional network association, became a way for Hughes to
support his literary career, opening a new channel in his career, writing songs and lyrics,
in return receiving a “steady payment of royalties” (R1, 328). These scattered initiatives
taken by Hughes (e.g. signing to a lecturing firm and the ASCAP) to ensure his literary
career, financially and artistically, represent his understanding of how to mobilize his
networks to get results.
Given that, prior to his international travels, Hughes sustained his literary career
through patronage (personal and literary), his efforts after his return from Spain in 1938
to support his cultural production, mainly through his lecturing, are suggestive of his
continuous efforts to accomplish artistic independence. Despite the success of his
lecturing appearances and the opportunity to build two influential interpersonal and
professional ties with Anderson and Feakins, Hughes’ career was not completely rid of
opportunistic figures seeking to gain control over his artistic production. As the following
section will demonstrate, the circumstances surroundings the production of his first
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Broadway play, Mulatto, in 1935, evoked difficult memories of his artistic conflicts with
his white patron, Mason, and the fight to maintain control over his artistic rights.

“America Never was America to Me”: The Case of Hughes’ Mulatto
In the summer of 1930, Hughes drafted Cross: A Play of the Deep South, later renamed
Mulatto. The play emerged from Hughes’ poem “Cross”, in which he reflects on the
uncertain fate of a tragic mix-raced protagonist. In 1934, he would return to the theme in
his short story, “Father and Son”, and in 1949 as a libretto, The Barrier. In all versions
(verse, drama, prose and libretto), Hughes creates a tragic story concentrating, as Germain
Bienvenu explains, on the “unrelenting abuse that Southern blacks suffered at the hands
of whites in the first part of twentieth century” (341).11 The play follows the complicated
relationship between Colonel Thomas Norwood, a Georgia plantation owner, and his
illegitimate son, Robert Lewis, by his black mistress Cora. The conflict between them
reaches its peak after Robert, who resembles his father in physical appearance and
temperament, returns from his school in Atlanta, and is unwilling to be another “yardnigger”, instead demanding to be formally acknowledged as Norwood’s son. Having his
authority questioned, Norwood confronts Robert and orders him to “see his place” and
act appropriately as the bastard child of Cora (Five Plays, 22). Insulted by Norwood’s
belittlement of his mother’s name and his own identity, Robert attacks his father, killing
him. The story ends with Robert symbolically committing suicide under his father’s roof,
bringing a tragic end to his inner dilemma and the conflict with his father.
The play opened on Broadway, with the renowned black actress Rose McClendon
in the leading role of Cora. Although the play became a box-office hit, running for a
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record-breaking 373 performances, the second-longest Broadway production of a play by
an African American (Lorraine Hansberry’s A Raisin in the Sun (1959) subsequently
surpassed it), the controversy surrounding the production of Mulatto and his
relationship/partnership with the white director and producer, Martin Jones, evoked for
Hughes the power dynamics and the hierarchy of roles inherent in his patronage relations
of the 1920s. In fact, in a similar pattern to the 1920s, critics attacked Hughes’ work for
its theme, style or tone, and reviewers of the play were troubled by his treatment of the
controversial theme of miscegenation, murder of white father by black son and use of
melodramatic scenes of rape and violence.
Brooks Atkinson of the Times questioned Hughes as a dramatist, writing: “to
judge by ‘Mulatto’ Mr. Hughes has little of the dramatic strength of mind that makes it
possible for a writer to tell a coherent driving story in the theatre. His ideas are seldom
completely expressed; his play is pretty thoroughly defeated by the grim mechanic of the
stage” (qtd in McLaren, 69). Arthur Pollock of the Brooklyn Daily Eagle believed that
Hughes as a poet and writer is “not an adept in getting his ideas into shape for the theatre
and as a result the play is frail” (qtd in McLaren, 69). While criticisms of the play’s theme
were applicable to Hughes, other criticisms, for example those directed at the rape and
violence scenes, should have been aimed at Jones, who included these scenes in the plot
for profit. In Sterling Brown’s opinion, the play was “at times more theatrical than
plausible”, and Women’s Wear Daily wrote that Hughes in composing the play had left
nothing out, “neither brutality, vulgarity, bestiality nor profanity” (qtd in McLaren, 69; I,
Too, 314).
As with Hughes’ other patronage relationships, which helped him gain access to
publications and offered him financial support, Jones offered theatre connections, money
and an opportunity for Hughes to have his play performed on Broadway. Both Jones and
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Hughes’ dramatic agent, John Rumsey, made it seem that Hughes needed their assistance,
considering he had no experience in commercial theatre productions. In a letter of August
9, 1935, Rumsey suggested to Hughes that he should enlist the service of a more
experienced playwright to rewrite the script for a Broadway opening. However, once
Hughes agreed to the informal contractual agreements, Jones claimed complete control
over the play, rewriting large sections of the script and ignoring Hughes’ suggestions. In
Hughes’ original script, Robert’s sister and Norwood’s daughter, Sallie, leaves in the first
act to go back to school, whereas in the edited version she misses her train and is raped
by the overseer, Talbot.
As Hughes recalled, when he protested the changes, considering that there was no
sex in his original script, Jones replied, “Rape is for sex. You have to have sex in
Broadway” (IWW, 311). By representing himself as someone more ostensibly
experienced and knowledgeable regarding what a Broadway show needs in order to be
successful, Jones declared his cultural capital and white privilege over Hughes. By
rewriting the play, Jones also removed its political potency and weakened its racial
relevancy; as Richard Barksdale explains, “the emphasis is on an aborted filial love and
a callous and inhumane rejection of the offer of that love”, rather than the unrelenting
historical abuse that southern black people have suffered at the hands of white people
(“Miscegenation”, 196). In many ways, the outcome of Hughes’ play symbolically
resembles the story of the tragic mulatto, in which Jones, by rewriting and adding content
that Hughes objects to, violates the boundaries of their artistic collaboration and forces
the creation of an illegitimate script. In other words, Jones metaphorically rapes Hughes’
manuscript and then rejects Hughes’ claim to any money or agency over his own creation.
Jay Plum, Germain J. Bienvenu, Harry Justin and Michele Elam are just a few
scholars who provide excellent studies and interpretations of the play and the
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circumstances of its production, therefore my goal here is less to rehearse their
evaluations of the play or Jones’ manhandling of Hughes, but instead to shed light on the
importance of Hughes’ professional network ties, especially his literary agent, Maxim
Lieber, in allowing him to reclaim control over his artistic production and integrity. In
the large body of scholarly studies on Hughes’ career and his difficult experience with
Mulatto, Lieber’s role is glossed over. This lack of attention stems from the fact that
Hughes’ relationship with Lieber, like his relationship with Amy Spingarn, discussed in
Chapter One, was not as controversial as his relationship with Mason, or excessively
publicized like his relationship with Van Vechten.
In 1933, due to their creative differences, Mrs Blanche Knopf, Hughes’ main
publisher, passed his artistic representation responsibilities to Lieber. As discussed in
Chapter Two, Hughes and Knopf’s conflict was rooted in Hughes’ desire to publish his
writings from the Soviet Union, which she rejected. John Kevin Young explains that the
conflict between white publishers and black authors is rooted in the very interdependence
that makes them partners (4). Each possesses their own set of needs, whether artistically
or financially, and it is their differences on these factors that creates an imbalance in their
relationship. Hughes’ surging radicalism and desire to explore other genres and forms,
mostly proletarian literature, contrasted with Knopf’s artistic and commercial vision of
his artistic production. Having said that, by making Lieber Hughes’ literary agent, Knopf
effectively altered the development of Hughes’ artistic production. However, she also
skilfully avoided directly confronting the rising tensions that had begun to develop
between herself and Hughes.
Lieber, who was a socialist, represented many writers on the American left, such
as Nathanael West, John Cheever, Thomas Wolfe and Carson McCullers. The choice of
Lieber as Hughes’ agent was timely, considering that in 1933 Hughes’ political ideology
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allied with the left, and a significant number of his poems referenced capitalist America
and called for a revolution amongst the black working classes.12 Therefore, unlike Knopf,
Lieber understood and supported Hughes’ writings, actively doing everything in his
power to get Hughes published. What distinguished Lieber’s style of representation was
that he welcomed Hughes’ bold and outspoken radical pieces, assuring him that, although
difficult, he would get them published. According to Lieber, it was better to “get them
into the big bourgeois publications to give a glimmer of what it’s all about to a large
audience than to send them to already radical publics”.13 As this exchange highlights, for
Lieber, ensuring the authors he represented got publicity and recognition amongst the
American public, and fair payment from bourgeois publishers, was his priority.
In 1933, when Lieber became Hughes’ agent, he worked boldly and vigorously to
place as many of the short stories, later collected in the Ways of White Folks, in prominent
magazines such as American Mercury, Esquire, Harper’s, The New Yorker, Scribner’s
and lesser known periodicals like Abbott’s Mercury, the Brooklyn Daily Eagle and
Debate. He was also successful in getting three of Hughes’ Soviet Union stories, rejected
by Knopf, published in three American magazines, Travel, Asia and Woman’s Home
Companion. The last of these paid Hughes $300 dollars for the piece. Moreover, Lieber
helped Hughes understand and become more business-oriented regarding his artistic
rights.
As a client, Hughes was a challenge for Lieber, mainly because he used his
writings to criticize and reflect on the issue of race in America. Lieber remarked on this
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challenge in a letter of October 4, 1933, in which after receiving Hughes’ latest short
stories “Home” and “The Blues I’m Playing”, he wrote: “I enjoyed both of them, but I
can imagine how shocked every bourgeois editor in town would be with either of these
pieces.”14 In fact, “Home” was rejected by The Atlantic Monthly, because, as they
explained,
Why is it that authors think it is their function to lay the flesh bare
and rub salt in the wound? The Langston Hughes story is both
powerful and delicate, but we cannot forget that most people read for
pleasure, and certainly there is no pleasure to be found here.15
Even though Hughes was familiar with being rejected, he found The Atlantic Monthly’s
rejection outrageous: how could he write about racism so that it is pleasurable? The irony
of their rejection only validates the importance of Hughes’ battle to overcome racial
scrutiny in the art world, and the difficulty of distributing and promoting his art. Despite
the rejections, Lieber never discouraged Hughes from writing such “controversial”
material but instead encouraged him to continue, writing, “you certainly are shooting me
some grand stuff”.16 In fact, as Berry explains, in part Lieber’s encouragement of Hughes’
radical writings was because of his own sense of socialism; “although he was more subtle
about it”, he was still “no less a crusader for social justice and political reform than
Hughes” (Before and Beyond, 203). The only issue that Lieber points out early on
regarding his expectations from this relationship is that Hughes allows him to “handle the
sales of [his] material with no strings attached”.17 The emphasis is subtle but clear,
significantly because, as Lieber goes on to explain in a letter of January 3, 1934:
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Publishers have a way of beguiling authors with smiles and fancy
teas for which they charge you plenty by attempting to get cuts of
all sorts of rights on your books. I don’t want to sound elementary,
except that authors are usually naïve when it comes to business
matters so that a publisher sometimes gets from twenty-five to
fifty percent of foreign rights, motion picture rights, and
everything they can hog unless an agent is on the scene to prevent
the plunder. Of course the publishers would be outraged to hear
this.18
By being honest about the cunning nature of the publishing industry, Lieber separates
himself from them and stresses his loyalty to Hughes. Moreover, he affirms his goal to
get Hughes better deals against a capital-intensive mass media industry that wants only
to exploit writers and their artistic production for their own market benefit. In outlining
his position and role, Lieber is establishing trust and his ground rules, in order to have an
efficient relationship with Hughes. However, as challenging as it was for him to get
Hughes published, considering the racial and political content of Hughes’ work, Lieber
also faced the difficulty of getting Hughes to trust him as an agent and friend. The
production history of Mulatto and Hughes’ decision to leave Lieber out of the early
proceedings is an example of their early professional incompatibilities.
However, when Hughes recognized the dangers and the possibility of losing his
artistic rights to Jones, the implications of Lieber’s cautionary words about the doublesided nature of the publishers, and in this case producers, became apparent to him, and he
turned to Lieber for help. In doing so, Hughes not only gained Lieber’s expertise and
support, but was able to find the confidence, as he had done in the twenties with Van
Vechten and Spingarn, to subtly but precisely assert his position in his working
relationship with Jones. One of the difficulties for Lieber in making a case against Jones
for Hughes was putting together the pieces of Hughes’ arrangement with Jones and
Rumsey, at one point asking: “do you remember in your sane and sober moments whether
18
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you ever signed an agreement with Mr. Rumsey for the American Play Company?”19
Hughes had in fact signed an agreement with Rumsey and Jones, that upon Lieber’s
review proved that he had agreed to terms more beneficial to Jones than himself.
According to Lieber: “you misinterpret the contract which, if you will examine it, will
show you that the five, seven and a half and ten percent is based on each weekly box
office gross… if your play should gross less than $5,000 per week, you would never get
beyond the five percent royalty rate.”20 In other words, a misinformed Hughes had signed
an agreement under which his artistic rights depended on a Broadway hit grossing more
than its presumed amount, which would then entitle him to the show’s royalties. To call
Hughes misinformed is not to undermine his judgment, but instead to highlight his
inexperience and his difficult history of being dependent on white beneficiaries. Although
the situation was not in favour of Hughes, Lieber began to unravel the problem and
reclaim as much as he could of Hughes’ artistic dignity and rights; throughout the process
even Lieber grew impatient with Jones, calling him “without doubt, a most despicable
fellow”.21
Given that the entire Mulatto ordeal was a debacle, Hughes, with Lieber’s support
was able to confront Jones and assert his artistic rights. In a letter of December 31, 1935,
as an extension of his attempts to undermine Hughes’ role in the production, Jones
informs Hughes that he should “consider himself lucky… to have [his] play in my hands”,
ending the letter by ordering Hughes “to waive his royalties”.22 The tone of the letter is
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polite but condescending in the manner whereby Jones indirectly threatens Hughes to
give up the rights to authorship over his play. Ironically, in the play, Norwood also
perceives his generosity towards his illegitimate children as worthy of appreciation,
claiming, “I gave you all a chance and I hope you appreciate it… no other white man in
these parts ever did it, as I know of” (Five Plays, 7). Hughes responded with his own
letter, illustrating his knowledge of the theatre and its workings:
I wrote the Dramatists’ Guild asking them to check up on such
irregularities, as not only from the contract, but from friends of
mine who work in the theatre, Hall Johnson, Martin Plavin, Kaj
Gynt, and others I’ve always understood that it is customary for
a producer and one’s agents to forward weekly statements to the
author. In my case, for some time, and then with no regularity, I
could get neither statements nor letters from either producer or
agent—let alone checks.23
Employing Jones’ own manner of being “polite” rather than condescending, Hughes calls
out Jones for keeping Hughes uninformed and expecting him to waive his royalties.
Moreover, by naming people he knows in the theatre industry, Hughes emphasizes his
network connections and proves his prominence as a writer. In the end, and over the
course of five years, with the help of Lieber, Hughes was able to reclaim some of the
royalties that Jones owed him.
In his 1936 poem “Let America be America Again”, published in Esquire, a
frustrated Hughes exposes America’s lack of freedom and equality. Sardonic in tone,
Hughes uses the poem to declare, in such suggestive lines as “Let America be the dream
the dreamers dreamed”, that the idea of America exists only in dreams. The America that
Hughes has been living in does not embody liberty or pervasive opportunity and equality.
In fact, the disenfranchised and the poor struggle for survival in this ‘land of the free’.
The constant repetition of the refrain “America never was America to me”, reminds
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readers that as a “young man, full of strength and hope”, he is “Tangled in that ancient
endless chain | Of profit, power, gain, of grab the land!” and never at home or free.
Hughes’ constant references to the lack of democracy, justice and freedom situate his
personal pain and struggle with Jones within the dogmatic unchanging power, racial and
economic realities of America. Unwilling to allow such injustice to continue overruling
his existence and art, Hughes ends the poem not lamenting his feelings of hopelessness,
but with on an optimistic note signalling his perseverance and self-determination. Hughes
declares that “The steel of freedom does not stain. | From those who live like leeches on
the people’s lives, | We must take back our land again”; in other words, even though
America has never been the America of his dreams, he is determined to make it so.
Despite the trials and tribulations of Hughes’ experience with Jones, the
friendship and support he gained through Lieber were instrumental to his growth as a
professional writer. In their lengthy exchanges, Hughes and Lieber, while colliding on
various issues, were eventually able to find common ground. It took a while for Hughes
to trust Lieber and his system of managing his literary career, and likewise Lieber had to
learn to be patient towards Hughes’ impulsive decision-making and lack of trust.
Nevertheless, as Berry points out, for the next two decades, Lieber was “Hughes’
protector” (Before and Beyond, 203). Lieber not only worked vigorously to get Hughes’
writings appropriate recognition, he also found him opportunities in Hollywood and
radio, both famous for their racial discrimination. As another instrumental professional
network tie, Lieber, along with Anderson and Feakins, allowed Hughes to navigate the
cultural field, providing him the means to build ties with contacts outside the black
cultural field, expand his understanding about managing his literary career, and grow his
economic capital through publishing and lecturing.
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Even though Hughes’ relationship with the theatre was productive, it is, as we
have seen with Mulatto, and discussed in Chapter One in regards to his collaboration with
Zora Neale Hurston, also complicated. According to Leslie Catherine Sanders, theatre
was his “love and torment” (The Plays, 2). Hughes wrote over forty plays and co-authored
twenty-three with other writers and musicians from the 1920s on.24 His plays, as
Birnbaum details, were staged in a huge range of diverse venues (134). However, it is
important to note that as a consequence of his difficult experience with Jones and
Broadway, we see Hughes take an official step towards creating alternative and
independent black cultural theatres, to resist further attacks against his work but also to
encourage the works of black playwrights. In doing so, Hughes attempted to reposition
black cultural production in the dominate cultural field without the dependency on white
largesse.

“High to Low” and “Low to High”: The Road to Developing Black Independent
Theatre Companies
Hughes was not the first to see the importance of creating independent black theatres. In
a 1926 leaflet for Krigwa Players theatre, Du Bois called for a genuine black theatre that
was, as he asserted,
1: ‘About us.’ That is, they must have plots which reveal Negro
life as it is. 2: ‘By us.’ That is, they must be written by Negro
authors who understand from birth and continual association just
what it means to be a Negro today. 3: ‘For us.’ That is, the theatre
must cater primarily to Negro audiences and be supported and
sustained by their entertainment and approval. 4: ‘Near us.’ The
theatre must be in a Negro neighborhood near the mass of
ordinary Negro people. (n. page)
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A letter by Rose McClendon in The New York Times asserted a similar agenda: “what
makes a Negro theatre is not so much the use of Negroes as the selection of plays that
deal with Negroes, with Negro problems, with phases of Negro life, faithfully presented
and accurately delineated. Any other approach is doomed to failure” (1). Rooted in Du
Bois’ and McClendon’s words is a message of empowerment, self-affirmation and
emancipation from the demands and ideals set by white theatres, whereby black culture
is misrepresented with stereotypes such as minstrel, comedian, singer and dancer. In
1938, when Hughes returned to Harlem from Spain, along with his long-time friend
Louise Thompson, he created the Harlem Suitcase Theater (HST), which at its
foundations strived to accomplish what Du Bois had proclaimed and McClendon had
reiterated.
Before his decision to establish HST, Hughes spent the years 1936 to 1939
collaborating and writing plays, most of which he later staged in his three theatre
companies, at Karamu Theatre House, in Cleveland, Ohio.25 Rowena and Russell Jellife,
two social workers who managed Karamu, became close friends of Hughes, adding
another instrumental contact to Hughes’ growing professional network ties. They had
established the theatre as a way to encourage more interracial collaboration through the
arts (see Silver). According to Jonathan Shandell, Karamu, as one of the remaining
“Negro Little Theatre Movements”, was an important experience for Hughes’ own later
efforts at establishing his first community-based theatre in 1938 (114). In addition to
writing a series of plays, the other significant aspect of his time at Karamu was getting to
work with the black theatre ensemble the Gilpin Players, who staged most of his plays.
As Joseph McLaren explains, for Hughes, having his plays performed by a renowned
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black company was encouraging, because unlike Martin Jones, the Gilpin Players could
“sympathetically interpret [Hughes’] material” (79). Considering that Karamu was the
Midwest’s prominent African American theatre house—performing and training black
playwrights and actors—for Hughes, it was also important because it gave him the
opportunity to have his plays performed before black audiences.
In 1938, under the sponsorship of the International Workers’ Order (IWO),
Hughes and Thompson were able to secure a location above Frank’s Restaurant on 125th
Street in Harlem, and along with an executive committee and further support from black
Communist Party spokesperson Max Yergan, they founded the HTS. In doing so,
according to Rampersad, there was a “tacit confirmation that the Harlem Suitcase Theater
would be explicitly a radical theatre” (R1, 356). While this was true, Hughes’ main
purpose was much closer to Du Bois’ and McClendon’s vision of what an African
American theatre should represent. In fact, in the constitution of the company, the stated
goals were “to fill a long-felt need in this community for a permanent repertory group
presenting plays dealing with the lives, problems and hopes of the Negro people.”26
For its first production, which was his one-act play Don’t You Want to Be Free?,
Hughes, besides borrowing $200 from the Authors’ League Fund, used props that, as the
name of the theatre indicate, could be packed in a suitcase. Hughes wanted the theatre to
be different but not so extravagant that it did not resemble a people’s theatre, as
Rampersad writes:
There would be minimal lighting, virtually no properties or sets,
and no curtains; dedicated to the idea of theater-in-the-ground, he
saw his audience of 150 drawn intimately into the action on the
stage, which would be two moveable half circles. For a true black
theater, music and dance must be integral to the action; the music
must be blues and spirituals, and not, as in most musicals
involving Negroes, sentimental or risqué travesties of black style.
The approach must always be bold and fresh[.] (R1, 357)
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Many of the techniques Hughes used came from his observations and impression of the
Soviet theatre companies he visited during his Soviet Union trip in 1932, especially
Meyerhold’s episodic, multi-genre plays and Oklopkov’s theatre Krasni Presnia (IWW,
200). On April 21, 1938, HST had its opening night and Don’t You Want to Be Free? was
well received by the 200 or so in attendance. Despite the success of its first production,
with the thirty-eight shows selling out, and Hughes’ ambition to make the theatre a
permanent establishment in the community, HST slowly began to struggle.
Two of the main factors behind the HST’s demise were financial and
organizational issues; for instance, as the co-founder and director, Hughes, due to his busy
lecturing schedule, could not give his full attention to the theatre’s management needs,
which required dealing with finances, finding new material and planning future shows.
By the end of its first season, Hughes realized what a demanding job managing a theatre
company on a minimal budget really was, writing to Van Vechten on October 28, 1938,
“even to run a suitcase theater without sets takes an unbelievable amount of money, what
with printing, lights, wigs, chairs, piano tuned, pianist to pay for! It is a costly art” (143).
While the financial side was instrumental to the HST’s various problems, the main issue,
as Hughes recognized, was his inability to focus completely on leading the company. On
June 14, 1939, Hughes submitted his official resignation as director of HST, explaining
that while he would not be directly involved, he would continuously support the company:
“I trust you will grow in artistic forces and power until you are the finest Negro theatre
in America—which will mean in the world.”27
The HST came about through Hughes’ political network connections, during the
time that he was still affiliated with the left; however, as the thirties drew to a close his
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association with leftist organizations also diminished. Therefore, another possible reason
for Hughes’ decision to discontinue his association with the company, besides schedule
conflicts and lack of earnings from the theatre, could be his disconnection from
communism. As his correspondence illustrates, Hughes never officially disconnected
from his leftist ties—for example, his Carmel circle of friends and Thompson, who
remained actively involved with the left.
Following the collapse of the HST and during his efforts to break into the film
industry in 1939, Hughes, along with his actor/screenwriter friend and collaborator
Clarence Muse, founded his second theatre house, New Negro Theater in Los Angeles
(NNT). As a counterpart to HST, Hughes formed the NNT because he felt that “in the
west there was no ‘permanent’ Negro Theater Organization for the presentation of the
problems, achievements, and beauties of Negro life” (McLaren, 141). Hughes’
partnership with Muse, like his partnership with Thompson, was designed to advocate for
improved treatment of black performers, writers and artists in the culture industry.
Considering their disappointing experience working on the screenplay for the film Way
Down South, in which both Muse and Hughes were treated as hired workers rather than
professional writers, the creation of the NNT was an act of resistance to white cultural
establishments’ continuous disregard for black writers and artists. Moreover, it was also
a chance for Hughes to re-evaluate the principles and elements of the creation of a theatre
by and for African Americans.
With the NNT, Hughes and Muse established a more organized system for
managing all the business and financial aspects of the theatre. However, once again
scheduling conflicts and his extensive lecture tours limited Hughes’ ability to focus on
the theatre and its productions. While financially the NNT did better than HST, it still
struggled to continue as an independent black community theatre company. Unlike the
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HST, which shut down after two years, NNT, in an effort to stay open, aligned itself with
the mainly white Hollywood Theatre Alliance.
Hughes did not like the alliance, seeing as the association contradicted his vision
for an independent black theatre company. It was important for Hughes not to have his
theatre companies become a duplication of white norms, in all matters, as evident in his
December 4, 1939, letter to Thompson, in which he bluntly refuses her suggestion to stage
adaptations of classics such as A Midsummer Night’s Dream, Alice in Wonderland and
Gulliver’s Travels at the HST, writing, “personally, I am against anything white, anything
expensive, and anything already done on Broadway” (LL, 169). However, as co-founder
of the NNT, he attempted to negotiate and work with the interracial allegiances that had
been forged in an effort to sustain the longevity of the theatre, yet taking caution not to
allow the Hollywood Theatre Alliance to achieve complete control over the company.
Given his history and the ongoing challenges of working with white patrons,
directors, producers and playwrights, the Hollywood Theatre Alliances’ director Bernard
Vorhaus proved to be no different than Jones had been. What stands out in their letters is
how similar Vorhaus’ tone is to Jones’, and the expectations he has of Hughes to provide
his services and material for a small amount of money. The major difference this time is
that Hughes got Lieber involved from the beginning of the contractual arrangements. In
doing so, he avoided a repetition of his interaction with Jones. Lieber was able to find
various inconsistencies in the contracts and confront Vorhaus about them, sparking a
punitive response but also a new contract.
Even with the allegiance and Lieber’s ability to protect Hughes’ artistic rights
(and the NNT), the association between the organizations became fraught with internal
conflicts over the writing and editing of material. A year later, on January 6, 1941, when
nothing came out of the revue, Hughes resigned from the project, explaining to
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Thompson: “well, you and I both know what happens when Negroes, white folks, the
theatre, and the movement all get mixed up together—add Hollywood and you really have
a scramble!” (LL, 202). We see in Hughes’ sarcastic yet tragic comment his critique of
the way the literary field is built and functions. As Bourdieu explained, within the literary
field the repositioning and positioning of capital is how a system of cultural reproduction
keeps functioning (The Field, 312). However, as an African American writer working to
gain recognition within the dominant literary field, no matter how much capital Hughes
possessed, in the eyes of white Hollywood and Broadway producers and directors, he was
merely viewed as a black writer and editor with no artistic authority.
Slowly but gradually, it was becoming apparent to Hughes that trying to
contribute and develop the black artistic infrastructure required more of a community
effort than just building black cultural institutions in black communities. Therefore, in
1941, after relocating to Chicago, Hughes established his third and final independent
black theatre company. Chicago proved to be a good move for Hughes mainly because
of his two old friends, Arna Bontemps and Horace Cayton. Cayton, who was the director
of the Good Shepherd Community Center (GSCC), and who offered Hughes the
opportunity to create a theatre group from the existing members of the organization. Once
again looking for a fresh start and interested in continuing his efforts to expand and
promote black cultural production across America, Hughes accepted the offer of forming
another black community theatre. Using a modest budget, Hughes’ new group, the
Skyloft Players, followed the same doctrine to the one that Hughes had followed with his
other two companies: the notion that this was a theatre of, for and by black people.
While the objective was the same as his previous companies, Hughes altered one
important element: to ensure that this theatre would not lose its momentum, he appointed
Helen Spaulding, a social worker familiar with theatre work, as the first director of the
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Skyloft Players. Furthermore, by affiliating with a black organization, Hughes
systematically prevented the consequences of NNT and ensured his last theatre company
had both economic and community support, removing the possibility of its early demise.
Another advantage of the Skyloft Players’ alliance to the community centre was, as Anne
Meis Knupfer points out, that the company got to produce “plays for local churches and
organizations and also perform radio plays… they sponsored playwriting contests that
focused on community issues”, and organized reading events for prominent authors
including Hughes, Roi Otley and William Faulkner (46). In contrast to his other two
companies, Hughes was more involved with the production and organization process,
writing to Van Vechten on March 18, 1942, how after finishing writing the play, he
“started rehearsals, producing and directing the play myself, so I have been no end busy,
without a breathing space from morning to night” (205). In many ways, with the Skyloft
Players, Hughes accomplished his goal of establishing an independent black cultural
theatre tailored to the needs of black artists, writers and people.
Hughes’ last attempt at creating a black community theatre group was more
successful than his previous attempts, mainly because he had become more experienced.
However, to view Hughes’ early efforts with the HST and the NNT as complete failures
would be unjust. As a result of his experiences with these early black theatres, Hughes
grew aware of the structural, social, cultural and political factors involved in developing
and managing a theatre company, which in turn enabled his last theatre company, the
Skyloft Players, to function better and not be entirely overwhelmed with organizational
deficiencies.
Each theatre company that Hughes created, starting in 1938 with the Suitcase
Theatre, signalled for him the plausibility of creating black cultural spaces, devoted to the
promotion of black artistic expression. While Hughes was not a pioneer in establishing
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community-based theatre companies, seeing as there was another Suitcase Theatre in
New York, and as Anne Donlon informs us, there were several other proletarian and
Popular Front theatre projects, including the Federal Theatre Project units, New Theatre
League and League of Workers’ Theatres, his contributions to African American theatre
represented his continuous efforts to expand the future and reception of black cultural
production (125).28 Hughes’ three black community theatres were the seeds that he
planted, nurtured and watched grow. Although, by 1941, Hughes was done with the
theatre, his desire to continue finding and creating black cultural spaces was not over. In
1942, when Hughes accepted Metz Lochard’s offer to write a weekly column for the
Chicago Defender, he not only expanded his own literary canon, but also succeeded in
creating a black public sphere through his character Jesse B. Semple—known
colloquially as “Simple”. No longer willing to negotiate his artistic rights or (worse) to
be denied any creative control over his culture production, Hughes happily associated his
name with a black newspaper that he termed, “the journalistic voice of a largely voiceless
people” (“Recalls Triumphs”, 1). Working for an influential African American
newspaper also enabled him to continue his efforts to reach a wider African American
audience, something he had been working towards since the 1920s.

“Here to Yonder”: Hughes’ Chicago Defender Columns
The 1940s were a turning point, as Berry asserts, adding new dimensions to Hughes’
literary career (Before and Beyond, 308). While Hughes’ work over the past few decades
showed effectiveness in his artistic development, the conditions of African Americans in
America was getting neither better nor worse. With America well into WWII, African
American soldiers were being treated poorly in the Army and ordinary black people were
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facing the same old problem of racism in their daily lives. Even with President Roosevelt
issuing Executive Order 8802 on June 25, 1941, after a series of protests organized by
leading figures such as A. Phillip Randolph, America, as Christopher De Santis points
outs, failed to rid itself of “the Jim Crow Laws that virtually guaranteed second-class
citizenship to the black community” (9).29
Therefore, in 1942, when Metz Lochard, editor-in-chief of the Chicago Defender
sent out a request to black and white writers, intellectuals and leaders to write a statement
on the role of African Americans in WWII for a special “Victory Edition” issue, Hughes
responded with his article “Klan or Gestapo? Why Take Either”. The piece begins with a
story from African American folklore about a woman during slavery who, when her son
steals a ham from “Old Massa” and throws it through the window, picks it up and
exclaims, “Thank God for this ham even if the Devil did bring it!” (1). According to Ethan
Michaeli, Hughes explained this analogy “in the context of tangible gains in federal
intervention to ban discrimination in the workplace and transportation” (254). Hughes
argues that the executive order was like the ham “that indirectly the Japanese and the
Germans have thrown—by forcing democracy to recognize belatedly some of its own
failings in regard to the Negro people” (“Klan”, 1). While Hughes writes that some black
people do not consider the Germans and the Japanese as devils in comparison to the Klan
and white supremacists such as Talmadge, Rankin and Dixon, in America, the truth of
the matter, he asserts, is that “they are all devils—Hitler, Mussolini, and Hirohito abroad,
plus their Klan-minded followers at home” (ibid.). In Hughes’ opinion, “it is the duty of
Negro writers to reveal the international aspect of our problems at home, to show how
these problems are merely a part of the great problem of world freedom everywhere”
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(ibid.). Hughes draws attention to the universality of the fight for freedom and the
problem of viewing the fight in the context of African American-centrism.
Based on this article, Lochard offered Hughes a permanent weekly column in the
Defender. Calling his column “Here to Yonder”, Hughes symbolically highlights what he
hopes to achieve with his new position, which is utilizing the public space of the
newspaper for discussion and information transmittal. In other words, we can interpret
Hughes’ title as a representation of his efforts to initiate a black public sphere, through
which he hoped to generate rational-critical debates and discussion about issues affecting
America and the world. Catherine Squires defines a “public sphere” as “a set of physical
or mediated spaces where people can gather and share information, debate opinions, and
tease out their political interests and social needs with other participants” (448). A black
public sphere is precisely as the above definition establishes, but with the difference that
it is tailored to the needs of the black race and a space in which they can freely, without
the intrusion of the dominant white public sphere, converse, exchange and discuss racial
issues.
In his first piece for the Defender, published on November 21, 1942, Hughes
makes it clear that his columns are a source of information about matters affecting black
people and marginalized people across the world. His aim was to initiate a dialogue
amongst the race. Titled “Why and Wherefore”, Hughes begins the piece introducing
himself, but not in the common manner of who he is and what he has done. Instead,
reflecting on his travel experiences, he once again, as he had done with the “Victory”
edition, emphasizes the correlations between what is going on in America with regards to
racism and the war abroad against fascism and imperialism, writing “things that happen
away off yonder affect us here” (14). Following his introduction, Hughes then establishes
the premise of his columns:
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I know lots of folks, whose names have never been in the
newspapers—as interesting as those whose names have been in
the papers. I shall write about them, also. Your folks and mine—
as colored as me—scattered all over the world from here to
yonder. From week to week, they—and you—shall be the
subjects of this column. I got a feeling that you are me. (14)
One of the factors behind Hughes’ success with his Defender columns is, as demonstrated
in this last paragraph, his attempt to reconcile and celebrate the black masses, who have
historically been ignored. In doing so Hughes makes another effective contribution to
strengthening the black artistic infrastructure, the act of uniting and recognizing the
importance of the black community, and not just its luminaires. With his assertion that “I
got a feeling that you are me”, Hughes makes certain that no hierarchy exists between
him (the writer) and his black readers.
Following the same ideals as his black theatre companies, Hughes used the
Defender column not to speak on behalf of black people or for them, but with them. In
his first piece Hughes records a conversation that took place between a black man
standing in line for his Citizen Army Training (CAT) physical and himself, about being
a black soldier overseas.
He said, ‘I know they gonna send all us cats to a labor battalion.
I’m a truck driver in the army.’
‘How do you know?’ I asked.
‘All the guys I know from Harlem,’ he said, ‘have gone right
straight to labor battalions. Look at the pictures you see of colored
soldiers in the papers, always working, building roads, uploading
ships, that’s all. Labor battalions! I want to be a fighter!’ (“Why
and Wherefore”, 14)
Given that he was writing at the height of America’s involvement in the war, the
conversation, while highlighting the injustice being done to black soldiers (forced to act
as labourers instead of fighting for their country), also evokes the image of black slaves
being forced to work against their will on cotton farms. In other words, white America,
as Hughes highlights with this passage, has not stopped treating black people as slaves: it
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has moved its exploitation from the cotton fields to the battlefields.
Hughes’ articles in his “Here to Yonder” column, as De Santis states, represented
“a significant social, political, and cultural record of a turbulent and transitional period in
American history” (8). Hughes addressed the concrete hardships African Americans dealt
with, past and present, their dreams and frustrations. One of the influential aspects of his
column, an aspect that can be traced back to his journalistic pieces from Haiti, the USSR
and Spain, is his effort to capture black heroism. In a June 1941 essay in The Crisis, titled
“The Need for Heroes”, Hughes appealed to black writers to replace the negative imagery
in black culture with positive representations of black achievements and historical
figures. In Hughes’ opinion, these “heroes” would set an example for African Americans
to increase their pride and self-esteem, while challenging stereotypical misconceptions
set by white mainstream media. Hughes declares:
The written word is the only record we will have of this our
present, or our past, to leave behind for future generations. It
would be a shame if that written word in its creative form were to
consist largely of defeat and death. Suppose Native Son’s Bigger
Thomas (excellently drawn as he is) was the sole survivor on the
bookshelves of tomorrow? Or my own play, Mulatto, whose end
consists of murder, madness, and suicide? If the best of our
writers continue to pour their talent into the tragedies of
frustration and weakness tomorrow will probably say, on the
basis of available literary evidence, No wonder the Negroes never
amounted to anything. There were no heroes among them. (184)
Published a year before he began writing for the Defender, the essay reads like an inner
dialogue that Hughes is conducting with his own consciousness. While he criticizes the
works of black authors such as Richard Wright, he also points the finger at himself and
his play Mulatto for stimulating the tragic and helpless stereotypes associated with black
people. In addition to being another powerful manifesto by Hughes directed at new and
older black writers, the piece is also an introduction to what Hughes aspired to achieve
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with his fictional character Jesse B. Semple, the prototype of the everyday black man and
Hughes’ most popular creation.

The Jesse B. Semple Period
Hughes first introduced his Defender readers to his “Simple Minded Friend” on February
13, 1943, in a column titled, “A Conversation at Midnight”. Born from the outbreak and
contradictions of WWII, Simple/Semple embodied a working-class, irrepressible,
uncensored persona who repudiated McCarthyism and American racism while airing his
romantic and daily problems. A major part of Simple’s popularity, aside from
representing the kind of person many could associate with or recognize, is that his
humanity stems from his ordinariness. Regarded by Arthur P. Davis as Hughes’ “freshest
and most fascinating” contribution to American fiction, Simple was more than just a
fictional character, he was the lens through which Hughes directed readers to social and
cultural awareness (21).
Each piece is formatted as a conversation between Simple and his foil/narrator,
who (scholars have argued) is Hughes. However, in his 1945 essay published in Phylon,
“Simple and Me”, Hughes complicates this binary of two men from different educational
and cultural backgrounds meeting at a bar by explaining:
The character of My Simple-Minded Friend is really very simple.
It is just myself talking to me. Or else me talking to myself. That
has been going on for a number of years and, in my writing, has
taken one form or another from poetry to prose, song lyrics to
radio, newspaper columns to books. (257-58)
According to Donna Sullivan Harper, Hughes is a literary ventriloquist (44). While
Harper’s comment could undermine Hughes’ purpose with Simple, as being an act with
the sole purpose of entertainment, David Goldblatt points out that ventriloquism is
essentially a technique of giving the voiceless a voice, an illusion without deception (37).
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Provided that Simple, and the array of characters that he engages in conversation, are a
figment of Hughes’ imagination (a ventriloquist act), they are also a vehicle through
which Hughes communicates with his predominantly black and racially, economically,
politically and socially marginalized readership. As Squires argues, “in societies
structured by inequalities, members of dominant groups have many advantages, because
they have set the spoken and unspoken rules for public speech” (450). Through Simple,
and his manner of speaking freely on domestic and world events in a streetwise idiom
that resonates with his black readers, Hughes promotes the importance of the black
masses engaging in dialogue on international politics, the ironies of official
pronouncements of American freedom and democracy, and current events relating to
black metropolitan life. In doing so, Hughes creates a separate, distinctively black, public
sphere with its own conversation about race and the challenges of being black, ensuring
his readers the freedom to express themselves and even continue their discussions beyond
the pages of the Defender.
In the same way that his Defender news pieces dealt with the war, Hughes’ early
Simple sketches spoke out against the treatment of black soldiers. Simple, along with other
black people in America, tried to understand how a black solider is not only Jim Crowed
in the army but lynched and discriminated against upon his return. For Simple, and many
African Americans, white people’s treatment of black people, in addition to making him
lose his mind, “hurt [his] soul”. Many soldiers who are wounded in battle, Simple
explains, receive a Purple Heart, but there are “no medals for wounds of the soul”
(“Simple Shivers”, 14). Simple is Hughes’ unifying tool for social change. He is an
advocate for African American rights, he exposes the endless inequalities placed on black
people and he constantly demands redress.
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Simple is bold, assertive and unapologetic when it comes to matters affecting
black people. He is not afraid to express his point of view about white people. For
example, in “Simple and the Seasons”, Simple declares, “white folks is the cause of a lot
of inconveniences in my life” (14). In “Simple Shivers”, he specifies what exactly that
inconvenience consists of, explaining how he has “near lost [his] mind from worrying
with these white folks”, and the way they are using democracy to cover up their lies. In
fact, “our white folks are not running this world right. When I look ahead”, Simple
exclaims, “what I see is not good” (14). According to Julian C. Carey, “white America
has tried to give him a false sense of culture and to replace his black pride with a desire
to be white. In both Instances, Jesse B. Semple, the prototype for black Americans, has
repulsed white America’s efforts” (162-63). This idea of Simple challenging white
America’s perception of him is further expanded on in the July 8, 1944, column, “On
Being Black”, in which Simple states “I AM BIG and black and burley, and I am not
ashamed of no part of it”. In Simple’s explanation, white people have made him think
that he should be ashamed of his blackness. For example, as Simple recalls,
I was walking down the street once in my home town before I
come North to live, and a white woman jumped out of her house
and said, ‘Boy, get away from here because I am scared of you.’
I said, ‘Why?’ She said, ‘because you are black.’ (12)
With all the sketches, Hughes balances the tension and dark reality of the situation with a
touch of humour; in this case, it is Simple’s honest response to the woman’s intrusive
insult: “Lady I am scared of you, because you are white” (12). In his artistic canon, Hughes
addresses this idea that the problem of the colour line is the problem of white people. In
his short story collection The Ways of White Folks, in his poetry, and in his essays, he
illustrates the ways white culture either appropriates and misrepresents black culture, or
mistreats black artists and writers. In his Defender columns and with Simple Hughes
continues to make this point. Simple gives a series of reasons to why white people are the
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problem, explaining, “the white race drug me over here from Africa, beat me and enslaved
me, freed me and then lynched me, starved me all during the depression, and won’t let me
vote” (“On Being Black”, 12). Tracing the history of the black experience, the trials and
tribulations, and then with Simple’s bold assertion to the white lady, Hughes is able to
articulate a powerful message of embracing and recognizing the past, but also of
resistance.
By creating Simple, the archetype of a black hero, Hughes was able to expose the
undemocratic nature of American society while looking for justice, but more importantly
by having his black readers engage in the weekly dialogue and literature, he was able to
change the way black people view themselves. While Simple has many interesting
characteristics, one of his most important is his message that black is beautiful. This was
a sentiment Hughes inserted throughout his writings, and broadcast through his radio and
lecturing performances and with his theatre companies. In his November 24, 1945,
column, “Black is Fine”, Simple asserts: “how is it that in this country of ours, all over
everywhere, all black is fine—but mine.” He then begins to list all the things that are
black and accepted in America, “black gloves… black dogs!... black pencils!... black
ink!... black ties!... black tux!... black tails!... black drapes!... black hairs!... black pianos!”
(12). However, as a black man, he is treated as second class. The sad undertone of this
piece is that in commercial America black people are not the right type of black.
Nonetheless, even under continuous racial injustice, Simple’s (and black people in
general’s) weapon is their ability to survive the hardships, or as George Kent asserts, “a
lifesmanship that preserves and celebrates humanity in the face of impossible odds” (5657).
In his October 13, 1945, column “Simple’s Final Fear”, when the narrator says to
Simple, “you talk like you have had a hard time in this world”, Simple declares:
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Everything has happened to me! I have been cut, shot, stabbed
and run over, hit by a car and tromped by a horse—but I am still
here! I have also been robbed, fooled, deceived, two-timed,
double crossed, dealt seconds, and mighty near divorced—but I
am still here… in this life I have been abused, confused, misused,
accused, and false-arrested, tried, sentenced, paroled, beat, blackjacketed, third-degree and near about lynched… but I am still
here!
As an allegory of descendants of slaves, Simple’s speech demonstrates his determination
to rise above the difficulties, highlighting the heroism in sheer survival. Hughes
emphasizes the strength and resiliency of the black community. The reiteration of “I am
still here!” instils in readers the faith to continue fighting despite hardships and prejudice.
As Simple grew in popularity, Hughes’ fandom also grew, receiving thousands of letters
from fans who praised Hughes’ sketches and some who, like a woman from Mississippi
named Isabella Brown, not only wrote to Simple, but also sent him, his girlfriend Joyce
and Hughes gifts.30 What is intriguing about these fan letters is the sense of familiarity
that people got when reading the Simple stories. They identified with him and his
experiences and appreciated his ability to persevere despite the racism and struggles he
faced daily. For them, Simple was not just a fictional character, but a friend, or even
family. Their desire to speak to and with him becomes a tangible representation of the
success of Hughes’ column as a personification of a functioning black public sphere.
Furthermore, in creating a character as iconic as Simple, Hughes captured the essence of
the black masses, their strength, humour, hopes, concerns and resilience. If the columnist
position at the Chicago Defender was the seed that Hughes planted in 1942, Simple was
its greatest harvest.

30

Upon initial reading, one can understand Hughes’ sense of feeling stalked by Mrs Brown, for her letters
detail her personal feelings and troubles, addressed to Joyce (Simple’s girlfriend) and Simple. In several
letters to his then publisher, Maria Leiper of Simon and Schuster, Hughes writes about Brown; for example,
in a letter of May 5, 1953: “This you will not believe! But the lady in Mississippi has sent Joyce a pair of
boudouir [sic] slippers and some underwear.” Langston Hughes to Maria Leiper, Yale, JWJ. Hughes MSS
#26-Box 146-Folder 2711-2720.
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Conclusion: Sandpile of Opportunity
In addition to gaining control over his own cultural production, Hughes spent the years
following his return from his international travels, as this chapter has illustrated,
expanding his network ties, finding opportunities to expose black artistic expression and
building black cultural spaces that embraced and promoted black cultural production. One
of the significant factors of his ability to sustain his literary career, whether financially or
artistically, was forging key professional network ties, such as Margaret Anderson
(Common Ground), William Feakins (lecturing agent), Maxim Lieber (literary agent),
and Rowena and Russell Jelliffe (Karamu Theatre House). In addition to his previously
established network of influential social and literary contacts, these figures helped
Hughes not only find alternative methods to support his literary career, but by giving him
access to their cultural and professional expertise, they allowed him to navigate the
literary field without having to compromise his artistic rights.
Ultimately, Hughes recognized the power of existing black cultural institutions,
like the black press, which as Doxey Wilkerson asserts was “by far the most effective
communication channel leading directly to the Negro people” (511). His partnership with
the Chicago Defender, one of the oldest African American newspapers, altered Hughes’
literary career. It allowed Hughes to bring to the forefront of African American
consciousness the concerns of the black working class. Furthermore, it was the birthplace
of Hughes’ iconic character, Simple, the hero of the black masses. In an attempt to give
voice to the black working class, Hughes created a black public sphere that, as Squires
elaborates, was composed of “people who engage in common discourses and negotiations
of what it means to be black, and pursue particularly defined black interests” (454).
Katherine Giuffre provides an interesting image of how we should view the art
world and the artists and writers within it, an image that stands as a bridge between this
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chapter and the next. According to Guiffre, “the career ladder often reveals itself rather
as a career sandpile, where each person’s footsteps in attempting to get to the top affect
the shape of the climb” (819). To use Guiffre’s metaphor, as Hughes climbed the sandpile,
working to strengthen the black artistic infrastructure with his contributions, his footsteps
became a guide for the younger generation of black artists who were beginning their
climb. With his efforts, Hughes made it accessible for them to have their own impact on
the sandpile.
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Chapter Four
Defying the Legacy of McCarthyism and Jim Crow by Nurturing the
Future Black Generation

On October 22, 1953, Hughes wrote: “various ill winds are sweeping across the world
these days. Tornadoes of them, in fact. And whole lots of great big dark clouds are floating
in the sky” (11). Published in the Chicago Defender eight months after his appearance
before the House of Un-American Activities Committee (HUAC) and Senator Joseph
McCarthy, Hughes’ ill winds embody a nationwide paranoia that spread across America
during the late forties and early fifties, searching, interrogating and seizing communists.
Ellen Schrecker explains that what started out as “the nation’s countersubversive
tradition”, against potential enemies, spies and saboteurs in the government, evolved into
a network, extensive in size and power, targeting writers, artists, filmmakers, teachers,
etc., that had ties to the left or spoke against injustice, inequality and racism (9-10).
Hughes, who became a target of the HUAC and the FBI, starting in the early 1940s, spent
most of a decade having to justify his past political associations and writings.
Although the forties were a fundamental decade in Hughes’ cultural production,
from his efforts at establishing three black community-based theatre companies to the
creation of his iconic fictional character Jesse B. Semple, it was also a decade in which
Hughes’ artistic integrity was attacked. As established in the previous chapter, for
Hughes, lecturing was a staple part of his literary production and livelihood. However,
during the forties, right-wing protestors, who had gained copies of Hughes’ poetry—most
prominently his poem “Goodbye, Christ”, in which Hughes attacks religion for failing to
help the people and capitalizing on their misfortunes—showed up at his speaking events
and publicly denounced him as a communist. Several of Hughes’ lecturing events at

177
colleges and schools were cancelled and the lecturing firm that he was signed to, W.
Colston Leigh, dropped him as client.1 Despite Hughes’ efforts to deal with the attacks
privately, he was not as successful with managing the public crusades against him.
Journalist George Sokolsky of the New York Sun, for example, called Hughes in 1944 a
model front-person of the Communist Party, and in 1948 the Pittsburg Courier published
an article titled “Called ‘Commie’ Langston Hughes Rapped in Akron”, which led to the
cancellation of Hughes’ entire February and March lecture series in Missouri and
Southern California (qtd in Beyer, 41). Furthermore, in 1949, Life magazine published
the following article:

Figure 4.1. Life magazine, April 4, 1949 as part of an article, “Red Visitors Cause Rumpus”.
1

Following the death of William B. Feakins of Feakins, Inc. in 1946 (Hughes’ first official lecturing
agency), Hughes signed with W. Colston Leigh.
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According to the article, these prominent “fellow-traveler[s]”, or the “innocent
dupe[s]” of the Communist Party are lured by left-wing organizations and institutions,
sponsoring directives coming from Moscow in turn for their own personal ambition and
careers. They are not card-holders, but as the article asserts they are nevertheless “of great
use to the Communist cause” (43). The photo combined with the demeaning vocabulary
tarnished Hughes’ image in ways that paralleled ‘wanted posters’ for criminals, albeit
without the monetary reward. The reward in these types of public profiling was to
humiliate, increase fear and paranoia, and to make an example of them.
In this chapter, I will continue to illustrate the ways Hughes mobilized and built
his network ties, continued to enhance his literary production, and more importantly
contributed his last effective testament to strengthening the black artistic infrastructure as
a mentor to the next generation of black children, students, writers and artists. I will begin
with the story of Hughes’ appearance before Senator McCarthy in 1953. By reviewing
and comparing both the documents from his public and private testimony, this chapter
will show the measures Hughes took, with the support from his network ties and his own
defiance, to protect his cultural production and artistic integrity from white oppressors in
governmental disguise, who were looking for a means to stop black resilience. In the final
section of the chapter, I will expand on the ways Hughes, given the hostile environment
overshadowing his career after his testimony, continued to create, but more importantly,
in doing so, became a mentor to black children, informing them about black history and
culture, and to aspiring black writers and artists, guiding and supporting their artistic
development.
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A Thorn in the Side of McCarthyism: Hughes and the Un-American Committee
On March 21, 1953, Hughes was served with a subpoena to appear before the Permanent
Subcommittee on Investigations of the Committee on Government Operations—better
known as the McCarthy Committee. Contrary to what is commonly believed, Hughes
underwent not one hearing in 1953 but two: the public hearing (March 26, 1953) was
preceded by the executive session (March 24, 1953), a lengthier interrogation that was
not only closed to the public, but transcripts from the session were also kept secret until
2003. These private sessions were performed by McCarthy’s chief council Roy Cohn, to
assess the witnesses and their testimony. According to David Chinitz, they were “dress
rehearsal[s] for what would transpire in public and to screen out witnesses whose
testimony was not useful to them—especially those who were too successful in defending
themselves” (Which Sin, 113).
For almost fifty years, the only source for scholars to evaluate Hughes’ testimony
before McCarthy was his public testimony. A common element of the public hearings
was that a majority of witnesses claimed the Fifth Amendment. According to Chinitz,
“taking the Fifth thwarted the congressional interrogators, it was generally regarded not
merely as a means of self-protection but as a form of defiance” (Which Sin, 133). In a
letter reported on the front page of the New York Times, Albert Einstein encouraged
“every intellectual who is called before one of the committees… to refuse to testify”,
declaring that:
he must be prepared for jail and economic ruin, in short, for the
sacrifice of his personal welfare in the interest of the cultural
welfare of his country. This refusal to testify must be based on the
assertion that it is shameful for a blameless citizen to submit to
such an inquisition and that this kind of inquisition violates the
spirit of the Constitution. If enough people are ready to take this
grave step they will be successful. If not, then the intellectuals of
this country deserve nothing better than the slavery which is
intended for them. (9)
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While Einstein denounces intellectuals who choose to testify, willingly accepting slavery
in his opinion, Hughes, nonetheless, did not plead the Fifth, a decision viewed by some
critics as Hughes negotiating his artistic integrity. Abner Berry, for example, wrote, in
1953, that Hughes “made a mistake in discussing his political opinions and beliefs with
the leading Congressional Un-Americans” (qtd in Which Sin, 133), and Rampersad, in
1988, concluded that Hughes “had given into brutish strength” (R2, 219). Within the
framework of Hughes’ longstanding history of white patrons, producers and publishers
seizing control over his cultural production, his choice to testify is an indication of a
different method of exercising his constitutional rights. Hughes’ testimony was about
defying the institutional/structural slavery that the committee represented, thus it was an
act of defiance. The decision to give testimony was for Hughes about claiming control
over his artistic representation; it was about speaking for himself and not having a white
committee speaking for him and on his writings. In other words, instead of being
blacklisted, Hughes took the risk of complying with the HUAC; in doing so, as Smethurst
explains, he was able to preserve his career, but also his political effectiveness (“Don’t
Say Goodbye”, 1227).
There is a certain insidiousness to the way writers were being called in and
questioned about books they had written a generation earlier. They were publicly asked
to denounce their own writings, which as Vera Kutzinski asserts was a sign of “the
extremes to which an overly anxious democratic society will go at a time of perceived
crisis. To protect itself from real and imagined dangers, such a society will, without
hesitation, sacrifice certain of its core values, in this case, the First Amendment protection
of the freedom of speech and expression” (188). In retrospect, and with regards to his
public hearing, Hughes comes across as cordial and cooperative towards the committee
and their backhanded comments. However, in the executive session, Hughes is anything
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but cooperative. In fact, the transcripts give a different story about Hughes’ encounter
with the Senate Permanent Subcommittee on Investigations of the Committee on
Government Operations (SPSICGO).
In the transcripts from the executive session, Senator Everett McKinley Dirksen
informed Hughes that he had been subpoenaed because the committee was concerned
about the “general objective” of some of his books, purchased and displayed in
international libraries of the United States Information Agency and “whether they strike
a Communist, rather than an anti-Communist note” (ES, 975). Ironically, six years earlier,
in a column of May 15, 1948, Hughes described the “general objective” of the hearings
for his black readers, declaring:
these attacks are the beginnings of attacks upon the whole
forward movement of the Negro people, and particularly upon the
increasingly effective work of the interracial organizations of
Negroes and whites across the country… unfortunately, there are
some Americans who do not wish our racial problems to be
solved in democratic way… these undemocratic Americans have
now adopted the ‘red smear’ technique to discredit liberal
Negroes and whites who do not believe in Jim Crow and ghettoes.
(“A Thorn”, 14)
Hughes wanted his black readers to recognize that the anti-communists and the HUAC
are not a new creation of American society, but an old one that has “adopted the ‘red
smear’” to silence and oppress attempts made by black people that “challenged the
established social, economic, or racial order” (Schrecker, 11). According to Hughes,
despite the efforts of these “red smearers”, the “value of Negro speakers and writers”,
from Frederick Douglass to Walter White, is that “they have acted as a kind of thorn in
the side of American democracy” (“A Thorn”, 14). The message is loud and clear. The
only way to defeat the old form of oppression in a new disguise, is to continue fighting
for liberty and justice.
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Considering the evasive nature of the hearings, we can argue that the decade-long
attack on Hughes was, as Cary Nelson explains, “part of a larger phenomenon that
includes as well the long-term red-baiting of the civil rights movement” (68).
Furthermore, because Hughes’ books dealt with race and exposing American injustice
against black people, the HUAC, FBI and McCarthy’s sub-committee wanted not only to
keep his “more radical poems about class injustice out of print but also to keep many of
his most radical and challenging poems about race either out of print or out of
anthologies” (Nelson, 68). In fact, the story of Hughes’ personal confrontation with the
HUAC and Senator McCarthy begins in many ways with J. Edgar Hoover’s personal
animosity towards him. According to Schrecker, Hoover, the FBI’s director, instigated
his obsessive search for communists during the first Red Scare, and “had observers known
in the 1950s what they have learned since the 1970s, when the Freedom of Information
Act opened the Bureau’s files, ‘McCarthyism’ would probably be called ‘Hooverism’”
(Many are the Crimes, 203, 239).
The proceedings of Hoover’s surveillance on Hughes only exemplify the length
he went to ensure Hughes was ostracized for his affiliations with the left. The 400 pages
of FBI documents on Hughes, compiled from the forties up until the seventies, carry no
condemning proof of Hughes’ communism or subversion. Instead, these files demonstrate
the speculative and incoherent form of documentation FBI informants put together to
prove Hughes was a communist. In many of the reports, different FBI informants would
express the insignificant nature of Hughes’ case. As an example, a memorandum dated
November 2, 1945, states “in view of the fact that the subject’s Communist activities do
not seem to be of sufficient importance to warrant further investigation, this matter is
being closed upon the authority of Special Agent in Charge” (FBI files, Hughes, 83).
Despite the lack of evidence to incriminate Hughes, Hoover’s investigations continued,
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and with the appearance before McCarthy and the HUAC committee, some of Hughes’
cultural production underwent intense censorship.
Starting in June 1953, some of Hughes’ books, along with other American writers
such as Dashiell Hammett, Owen Lattimore, Howard Fast, Earl Browder and more, were
taken off overseas shelves (see Chinitz, Which Sin, 143). In a 1954 letter to Maxim Lieber,
Hughes writes how, under immense pressure, Henry Holt, publisher of his books Montage
of a Dream Deferred and Laughing to Keep from Crying, fired the staff who had worked
on the books, cancelled the contracts and remaindered the books.2 Yet Hughes, even in
the face of the threats and adversity placed on his livelihood, maintained his artistic
momentum and continued to create.
The salient difference we witness in the existing documents, especially between
Hughes’ public and private testimony, demonstrates his reluctance to comply with the
proceedings and the extreme measures he took to defend his cultural production.
Throughout the executive session, Hughes fought, protested, stalled and argued against
Cohn’s various accusations and misrepresentations of his activities and writings. When
the committee, for example, used a flyer distributed during Hughes’ California reading
event (which Amiee McPherson’s protestors interrupted and cancelled) to question
Hughes’ reading of his infamous poem “Goodbye, Christ”, Hughes stands his ground and
points out the discrepancies in their information: “There are misstatements in your
statement. The poem was not written at that time. It was not read at that meeting, and I
can’t quite remember what the other was, but I think you have three wrong statements”
(ES, 980).

2

Langston Hughes to Maxim Lieber. July 11, 1954. Yale, JWJ. Hughes MSS #26-Box 102-Folder 192536.
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Another issue that Hughes objects to repeatedly in the executive session is how
his writings (poetry and prose) were read out of context by Cohn and Dirksen. Questioned
by Cohn whether he believed in excerpts taken from his play Scottsboro Limited, or as
Cohn disregards it, the “Scottsboro thing”, Hughes responds, “I do not believe in any kind
of literary work or writing you can take a thing out of context. Whatever the whole things
is, if I wrote it, of course I did write it” (ES, 984). In Hughes’ exchange with the
committee we witness a breakdown of communication, and debates over literary
interpretation. According to Kutzinski, there is a significant difference between “the
language of literature and literary interpretation and the language of the law” (186). The
committee members try very hard to interpret Hughes’ poetry as communist propaganda
or anti-religious slogans: for example, Senator Dirksen asked Hughes at one point, with
regards to a specific line in “Goodbye Christ”, if he believes the Bible is a dead book.3
Even during the most intense forms of questioning, and threats of committing perjury,
Hughes resists accusations of publishing propaganda against America, and the
misinterpretations of his poetry.
Hughes, as the executive session demonstrates, is aware of the committee’s intent
to wilfully turn his responses and poetry into evidence of his subversive conduct. One
important interaction—which if the transcripts had been public back in 1953 or earlier
would have highlighted Hughes’ fight against the undemocratic interrogations—was the
statement that he read during his executive session. Cohn tries to stop Hughes reading his
statement, disrupting him by asserting that “to save us time” would Hughes just answer
if he ever desired the Soviet form of government (ES, 986). However, an assertive Hughes
objects to Cohn’s interruptions and declares: “I would much rather preserve my reputation
and freedom than to save time” (ES, 986). Hughes gives an eloquent account of what it
3

The line Dirksen refers to is: “They ghosted you up a swell story… and called it the Bible, but it is dead
now” (CP, 166).
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was like growing up as an African American in segregated America and why his politics
were quite radical.4 The statement, as Chinitz explains, was Hughes’ way of “extenuating
his radicalism by tracing it back to the color line” (Which Sin, 121). Hughes in a sense
informed and educated the committee on the issue of race, even if they were not
interested. We see this repeated in Hughes’ interactions with his white patrons, producers,
directors and publishers. He is always sure to express what is important to him, for
instance his artistic freedom, his devotion to his race, the struggle of being a black writer,
and demonstrating his cultural capital against the dismissal of white producers and
directors in the white mainstream media.
The different interpretations and at times rereading of his poetry by the committee
are instrumental in understanding Hughes’ decision to strike a deal with Cohn and
McCarthy to admit in the public hearing to his own past pro-communist sympathies, in
return for not naming names and having his poetry read out loud. In fact, during the public
hearing, Cohn informs the committee that in dereference to Hughes,
there are a number of writings of his written during this period of
time which are being included in the collections of the
information centers throughout the world which I frankly think
should not be read to the public. Some of them use words and
terms that would not be too good. I wonder if we could have them
entered into the record. We went into them with Mr. Hughes in
executive session. (PH, 215)
Cohn, by making it seem as though Hughes’ works are filled with offensive and vulgar
language, undermines Hughes’ artistic integrity. Yet as much as Cohn and the committee
assume they have subdued a voice like Hughes’, the transcripts of the executive session
and Hughes’ articles in the Defender indicate otherwise. As Kutzinski explains, the
committee, “under the thinly veiled and repeated threat of a perjury charge”, maintain
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their sense of oppression, yet Hughes’ undisclosed deal with Cohn discards their attempts
at interpreting, mistranslating and controlling his artistic production (191). Hughes, by
making the deal, considering what he witnessed during the executive session with the
way Cohn cut and pasted his poetry, selecting specific lines and using them out of context
to prove his subversive intentions, protects further misreading of his works. Hughes had
a lot to lose: his longstanding efforts to cultivate a literary career while enhancing and
strengthening the black artistic infrastructure and his freedom. All of these efforts would
have been inadmissible by the committee, the epitome of white oppression and
supremacy, if Hughes had not in his executive session made sure to defend his works
from being misinterpreted.
Given the hostile atmosphere of the HUAC hearings, Hughes was unable to rely
on his network ties as he had done in previous situations when his artistic rights had been
threatened. However, this did not mean his network ties did not come to his aid. First and
foremost was the support and guidance he received from his lawyer, Frank Reeves, whose
assistance Hughes sincerely acknowledged, writing on March 29, 1953 that “Without
your able help and kind, considerate, patient and wise counsel, I would have been a lost
ball in the high weeds” (SL, 312).
Besides Reeves, Hughes also gained guidance and legal counselling from another
prominent lawyer, Lloyd Garrison, who was a member of the NAACP and represented
other writers affected by the HUAC, like Arthur Miller. Furthermore, Maria Leiper, editor
at Simon and Schuster (publishers of Hughes’ Simple books), and Frank and Helen Hoke
Watts of Franklin Watts, expressed their support for Hughes and continued desire to work
with him. In a letter of April 18, 1953, Charles S. Johnson wrote to express his support
and to say how “it is not easy to answer off the cuff, before a headline hunting committee”,
but that Hughes had done a “clear cut and convincing” job, with great credit to his
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integrity.5 Finally, in addition to the NAACP who assumed his expenses for the hearing,
“in return for the extensive work he had done for the organization in the past”, his longtime friend and collaborator Amy Spingarn also sent Hughes two checks, writing “I
enclose this check with my warmest wishes for your success in your gallant fight” (R2,
221).6
As these gestures indicate, the value of Hughes’ network ties, besides being
effective to his literary growth, also provide us with a deeper understanding and
appreciation of the loyalty, friendship and community that Hughes had built within his
contacts, aiding both his personal and professional growth. In the same way that he had,
in 1930, boldly declared to Mason his unwillingness to lose his artistic freedom, his
testimony provides decisive textual evidence of a writer’s efforts to stand up for his rights
and safeguard his career. Despite the unfortunate and damaging effects of the anticommunist trials on his life and career, a resilient Hughes spent the next two decades
defying and modifying the structural censorship affecting black cultural production at the
core of American cultural establishments, by concentrating his main focus on the future
black generation.

Tomorrow’s Seed: When the Poet Becomes the Mentor
On November 14, 1955, Hughes wrote to Noel Sullivan: “take it slow! You’ve got to be
here in 1963 to see us 100 years free!” Sullivan died a year later, on September 16, 1956.7

5

Charles S. Johnson to Langston Hughes. April 18, 1953. Yale, JWJ. Hughes MSS #26-Box 89-Folder
1696-1699.
6

Amy Spingarn to Langston Hughes. April 2, 1953. Yale, JWJ. Hughes MSS #26-Box 149-Folder 27672775.
7

Langston Hughes to Noel Sullivan. Yale, JWJ. Hughes MSS #26-Box 152-Folder 2818-2828. This letter
has been published in Selected Letters of Langston Hughes edited by Arnold Rampersad and David Roessel,
p. 331-332.

188
An instrumental member of Hughes’ close-knit circle of friendships, Sullivan, as
discussed in Chapter Two, had provided Hughes a haven during his turbulent times in the
1930s, and with his passing Hughes felt a great loss. In addition to an already emotionally
strenuous fifties, a decade that began with McCarthy’s interrogation, Sullivan’s death
distressed a weary Hughes. However, during the decade’s most challenging moments,
Hughes was prophetically optimistic of better days ahead for the black race, as evident in
the letter to Sullivan quoted above.
The tragic irony embedded in Hughes’ words, “you’ve got to be here in 1963 to
see us 100 years free!”, is evident today, considering the historical events that transpired
in the 1960s for African Americans, from riots, violence against black people, murders
of leading black men like Malcom X and Martin Luther King Jr, to the political
achievements of Civil Rights activists. At the time of his correspondence with Sullivan,
Hughes’ words allude to the early days of the radical and revolutionary resurrection that
was developing in the mid-fifties and sixties. Mary Helen Washington explains how Cold
War politics had dismantled or, better said, halted the ongoing battle of African
Americans against white supremacy. In The Other Blacklist, Washington writes how
McCarthyism, in addition to targeting communists or ‘subversives’, was also “a war
against black resistance” (4). Influential black leaders were blacklisted, like DuBois, and
black organizations such as the National Negro Congress (NNC) that worked closely with
black communities to fight racial oppression were subjected to scrutiny as being fronts
for the Communist Party, and subsequently shut down. Once the momentum of Cold War
propaganda receded, black social activists whose voices had been silenced re-emerged
louder and more militant, attempting to reclaim the time lost. In fact, according to James
Smethurst, “Cold War repression promoted the grassroots African American cultural
infrastructure” (The Black Arts Movement, 193).
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Although Hughes’ literary career never quite recovered from the destructive
impact of his public testimony, he continued to be creatively active and relevant. His later
cultural productions are powerful representations of his way of defying Cold War
propaganda and continuing to develop and contribute to the black artistic infrastructure.
As Jonathan Scott explains, “the main component of Hughes’s literary technique in the
cold war period can be described provisionally as anthological” (166). In total Hughes
created fifteen anthologies, starting in 1949 until his untimely death in 1967. In addition
to the anthologies, Hughes was prolific across different literary genres, such as poetry,
short stories, drama, novels, and autobiography, producing over twelve books.
Collectively these works illustrate Hughes’ productivity and his continuous contribution
to black aesthetics.
In critical studies on Hughes, the importance of his anthological works to the black
literary canon is largely overlooked. Aldon Lynn Nielsen’s chapter on Hughes’
anthologies The Poetry of the Negro (1949) and New Negro Poets, U.S.A. (1964) provides
an outstanding analysis of the poets included in both collections. Shane Graham is another
scholar whose work on Hughes’ anthology of African writers offers a resourceful
introduction to Hughes’ international anthological collaboration. Both Nielsen’s and
Graham’s evaluations are the most complete studies available on Hughes’ anthological
collections. However, what is not discussed with regards to Hughes’ anthologies are the
importance such works have in the broader aspect of black culture—more importantly,
how they personify Hughes’ mentoring role.
A mentorship is not so different to a traditional patronage relationship, defined in
Chapter One. Both relationships involve a bidirectional process, with responsibilities
falling on both sides of the partnership. Furthermore, there is a level of hierarchy
encompassing the relationship, given that the mentor or patron is the one with the greater
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expertise, contacts and money. However, there is a distinction between a mentorship and
patronage. According to Sana Loue, in contrast to patronage, in which the patron is
primarily concerned with the protégé’s achievements and the products that the patronage
yields, a mentorship is focused “on the process and the quality of the relationship as well
as the goal” (3). In other words, in a mentorship power is shared between the mentor and
mentee, and the mentee is “recognized as both the decision maker and the expert with
respect to his or her future direction” (Loue, 3). Furthermore, a main characteristic of a
mentorship, one which epitomizes Hughes’ mentorship of black children, is the aspect of
learning and the acquisition of knowledge.
This chapter proposes that Hughes’ anthologies are another form of contribution,
like his theatre houses (though more successful), to instilling a stronger basis for black
artistic expression. During the process of making the anthologies in the 1950s and 1960s,
Hughes added a new list of contacts to his network of associations. These new ties
differed from his previous connections. Many of the contacts came from the younger and
upcoming generation of writers, who had grown up reading Hughes’ work or had been
inspired by him. Hughes was in many ways their idol. Second, the structure contrasted
with his existing ties with publishers, patrons, agents and peers, by not having the
hierarchal overtone, instead being more collaborative and paternal.
Rampersad argues that towards the 1950s and 1960s, trying to distance himself
from his radical past, Hughes became less focused on producing fine works and more
concerned with capitalizing on works that were commercially successful (R2, 175).
Rampersad’s comments undermine the purpose and motive of Hughes’ 1950s and 1960s
artistic production. The choices that Hughes made during the Cold War and after were,
as Jonathan Scott asserts, “based on a systematic approach to writing, teaching, and
producing literature” (158). Hughes’ anthologies (which include the young adult and
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children’s anthologies as well as Simple Stories) are a representation of this systematic
approach. Rampersad’s conviction that Hughes’ political tendencies disappeared after his
interrogation by McCarthy overlooks both his associations with Louise Thompson and
the younger black writers and artists of the 1950s and 1960s, and his Simple Stories, in
which as Smethurst argues Hughes continued to comment on the socio-politics of the
times (“Don’t Say”, 1226). In the last two decades of his life, Hughes altered his literary
approach to accommodate the changing nature of his audiences and at the same time built
bridges between the advocacies of black resistance in the past with the emerging future.
The process of making anthologies, as Paul Lauter writes, is a form of “literary
archeology”, the act of going back, looking through historical resources and preserving
forgotten documents, people and cultures (170). For Hughes, it was as much an act of
preserving African American culture as it was a form of protest, a way of making his
voice heard and counterattacking McCarthy’s committee from restricting and censoring
African American cultural expression. As Nelson explains, McCarthyism was part of a
phenomena that intended to prohibit the works of African American writers like Hughes
from being included in American anthologies. Hughes was declaring war on white
establishments controlling the artistic rights of African American writers and artists.
Despite the difficulties and challenges involved in being what Rachel Hadas calls “a
cultural curator” or “a literary gatekeeper”, Hughes was successful in continuing to
emphasize the importance of collecting literature otherwise forgotten or never exposed
(127).
Hughes’ first anthological series were his First and Famous books, through which
he embraced the need to change the topography of African American children’s and
young adult literature. Hughes’ First and Famous books not only helped develop the
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canon of African American children’s literature, but became the means through which he
effectively mentored black children on their culture and history.

“Dark Youth of the U.S.A.”: Hughes’ Children’s and Young Adult Anthologies
At the height of Cold War paranoia, or in Hughes’ analogy, the ‘ill winds’, African
Americans experienced a watershed moment in their struggle for racial equality in
America with the landmark civil rights case of Brown v. Board of Education. On May 17,
1954, the Supreme Court ruled that state-sanctioned segregation of public schools was a
violation of the Fourteenth Amendment and therefore unconstitutional. The Brown v.
Board ruling was a victorious moment for the future of African American education. It
was the silver lining during a decade of intense social, cultural and political investigation
and blacklisting.
Despite the significance of the ruling for African Americans, the decision did not
succeed in fully desegregating American public schools. In his Defender column, Hughes
provided hope and understanding to his black readers, writing, “in the transition from
segregation to desegregation, just as in any other vast social change, there are bound to
be certain temporary maladjustments” (“The Dilemma”, 9). While Hughes attempts to
maintain a positive perspective, Simple on the other hand does not shy away from making
strident observations about white American’s inability to accept the integration.
According to Simple, “that first day will be a lulu, especially in the backwoods! It is going
to take a brave child to walk into a white school that morning. Some will go tipping in,
but flying out” (“Simple Casts”, 11). Three years after the Supreme Court’s decision,
even Hughes became impatient as he continued to report on black students being
forcefully rejected and restricted from entering schools and colleges. Among the most
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prominent examples were the nine black students in Little Rock. Through Simple, Hughes
questioned the inconsistencies of American democracy:
One thousand Marines and one thousand Paratroopers rushed to
the West Indies overnight to save Nixon… and he’s just one man!
But how long did it take to send with all deliberate speed a little
handful of troops to Little Rock to protect them nine Negro kids
last year who was trying to go to school? How long? How long?
How long? And all I can say is, why? Why? Why? (“Nixon,
Simple”, 10)
Simple’s frustration, visibly expressed in his repetition at the end, voices a common sense
of disillusionment felt by African Americans with regards to racial progress. The issue,
as Simple contends, “is black and white” (“Nixon, Simple”, 10). The delay and the lack
of specific arrangements made by the government and special forces to make the
transition less violent and confrontational makes the decision seem like another political
gimmick. During a decade of political conservativism, the United States was more
concerned about its politics, gaining international recognition and pleasing its
counterparts, than addressing the country’s racial issues. In many ways, Hughes’ decision
to devote himself to writing for children during the 1950s, besides challenging
McCarthyism, can be viewed as a political and radical strategy, his way of
counterweighing the disappointing and slow process of modifying the American
educational system. Furthermore, Hughes’ series of children’s and young adults book fit
within Hughes’ broader vision of developing and strengthening the future of black
culture.
Two months after the 1954 ruling Hughes wrote to Maxim Lieber: “so I’m
becoming a children’s writer these days… simpler and simpler! And younger and
younger.”8 As discussed in Chapter One, Hughes began his career writing for children,
contributing poems and short stories to the Brownies’ Book. In 1932 Hughes co-authored
8
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his best-known children’s work, Popo and Fifina, with his best friend Arna Bontemps.
Anne Eaton from The New York Times praised its “simple homelike atmosphere” and
suggested that all children’s books should be written by poets (n. page). While Popo and
Fifina was a successful book, Hughes’ other attempts at children’s literature, such as The
Sweet and Sour Animal Book, were most often rejected by publishers.9 This was until the
1950s, when Hughes started his partnership with two publishing firms, Franklin Watts
and Dodd, Mead & Co., to create a series of children’s and young adult books.
The children’s literary field is both instrumental to the basic literary infrastructure
and a valuable pedagogical tool. According to Kimberley Reynolds, many children’s
stories are retellings “of traditional stories in which writers and illustrators set out to
expose, critique, and adjust the schemata by which we interpret the world” (5). The
dialogue children’s writers create between old and new ways of thinking, as Reynolds
explains, can be another way to “sow and nurture the seeds of social change” (5).
Historically, the field of children’s literature was ignored, and often, as Julia Mickenberg
reminds, considered feminine. However, during the 1950s, there was a renewed interest
in writing for children by American writers, most of whom were sympathizers to or
members of the American left. Many radical writers, like Hughes, who had become
disillusioned with political organizations like the Communist Party and with US
democracy were looking for other means to implement social change. According to
Mickenberg, these radical writers saw “children as their last hope” (6).
For Hughes, the image of children symbolizing the potential for change was the
premise of his eight children’s/young adult books. Hughes’ intention with these books
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was to change the white literary establishment’s exclusion of African American
children’s literature, and to influence the future of African American culture. In 1954, the
year of Brown v. Board, Hughes produced two children’s books, Famous American
Negroes for Dodd, Mead & Co. and The First Book of Rhythms for Franklin Watts. Steven
Tracy notes that both books highlight “the vestiges of American slavery in the American
education system” (“Introduction”, 3). For his First Book of Rhythms, Hughes drew
heavily from a course he taught in 1949 at the Laboratory School in Chicago. The book
is structured as an interactive lesson that traces rhythm in all its forms, from a person’s
heartbeat to the sound of trains. Using a vast collection of illustrations, Hughes takes
children on a journey, teaching them about how rhythm is all-encompassing. “Rhythm
comes from movement”, writes Hughes, and each person’s movement is distinct,
“because you are not like anyone else” (Rhythms, 255).

Figure 4.2. The First Book of Rhythms, Franklin Watts, (1954), 4.
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Hughes is here, as Dianne Johnson explains, “engaging, speaking to each reader
individually, showing an absolute interest in self-identity, but also making a powerful
statement about collectivity” (11). The essence of Hughes’ mentorship of black children
is teaching, storytelling, giving and bonding. It is about passing to the next generation
understanding and knowledge of the past, but also of providing each child with a basis to
grow and make an impact on the future, whether politically, socially or culturally. Hughes
ends the book asserting that “Rhythm is something we share in common, you and I, with
all the plants and animals and people in the world, and with the stars and moon and sun,
and all the whole vast wonderful universe beyond this wonderful earth which is our
home” (Rhythms, 276). In addition to encouraging children to find their own rhythm,
Hughes inspires them to view themselves as part of a united world, rather than one divided
by race, class and politics.
In his other First books, Hughes tell the stories of African Americans whose
achievements and experiences were excluded from historical records. Hughes writes
about Estevanico, a Negro explorer born in Morocco in The First Book of Negroes (1952),
and about musicians such as Jelly Roll Morton, Fats Waller and Willie “the Lion” Smith
in The First Book of Jazz (1955). In the First Book of the West Indies (1956) and First
Book Africa (1960), Hughes offers his children readers a glimpse into a different culture
and history, inspiring them to appreciate and learn about people from different countries,
emphasizing the importance of shared experiences beyond the range of their own
communities.
Hughes’ partnership with Franklin and Helen Watts was an important addition to
his professional network ties. Hughes was introduced to the Watts by Mary Elting and
Franklin Folsom, two prolific writers of the firm. By forging ties with Hughes, the Watts
became, as Mickenberg informs us, “one of the first publishers to consciously break down
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color barriers in the children’s book field” (281). Hughes’ First Book of Negroes was the
first in a series about a group of people that focused on race rather than on nationality or
geographic region. Helen Watts and Hughes formed a long-lasting friendship during their
partnership on the First Books. After Hughes’ appearance before McCarthy, and the threat
of backlash on being associated with Hughes, Helen Watts—like Margaret Anderson,
editor of Common Ground and close friend, had done in the early 1940s—instead of
cutting ties, corroborated her enthusiasm about their decision to have Hughes’ write the
First Book of Negroes, writing to a friend: “we are so very glad we settled on Mr. Hughes
to do it… his touch is light and full of genuine good humor, good will, and fun.”10
According to Mickenberg, the reason why the children’s literary network of the fifties
was successful during the Cold War was because those involved did not bother “with the
technical details of a person’s political affiliations”; the purpose was to provide a
community that actively worked “against injustice and toward enlightenment” (21).
Another important aspect of Hughes’ relationship with the Watts was that they
did not use their power and hierarchy as publishers to control his decisions with the First
books, instead establishing a collaborative partnership from the beginning. Hughes was
involved with all aspects of publishing, from editing to promotion of the books. Being
able to control the reception and distribution of his books was very important for Hughes.
Not only with the Watts, but in his relationship with his other publishers at this time, such
as Dodd, Mead & Co. and Simon and Schuster, Hughes achieved a sense of control
unprecedented in his relationship with Knopf. In the extract below from Hughes’ August
4, 1952, letter to Helen Watts, we can see a strong sense of responsibility and
determination on Hughes’ part to make his books accessible to black people.
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Negroes will buy books (especially about things Negro) when
brought to their attention, I’ve discovered over the years. But
since bookshops are rare in Negro communities, and the New
York Book reviews seldom reach them, the problem is to utilize
every possible means to bring a new book to their attention…
With this book special effort should be made to reach the Negro
public as I feel that once it catches on, it will have a wide and
steady sale. Libraries will have to replenish often—as attractive
Negro books disappear rapidly—people just take them home and
keep them, so librarians say. With Christmas coming, a special
effort to promote gift sales of this book among Negroes should be
made. Also, like a comic book, this book may very well appeal to
teen-agers and even adults. That possibility should not be
overlooked in promoting it, nor should the publicity be slanted
entirely toward the juvenile marker. I expect lots of folks with no
children at all will buy this FIRST BOOK OF NEGROES.11
The letter resembles the one Hughes wrote in 1931 to Walter White, quoted in Chapter
Two, in which he outlined his purpose of building an audience for black literature with
his reading tour. Hughes is assertive and professional with regards to how and where the
books are promoted. Furthermore, the letter highlights his experience and understanding
of African American people, being conscientious in his duties as a prominent African
American writer to their needs and not ignoring them, as white establishments tended to
do. It also shows how much Hughes had learnt over the years about the production and
publishing process.
With his other series for children and young adults, the Famous series published
by Dodd, Mead & Co., Hughes sought to remedy decades of historical and cultural
neglect by telling the stories of famous, hardworking and accomplished African
Americans, who had made vital contributions to the construction of the American
identity. Some of those Hughes celebrated in his Famous books were writers such as
Phillis Wheatley and Paul Laurence Dunbar; leading intellectuals such as Frederick
Douglass, Harriet Tubman and Booker T. Washington; musicians such as W. C. Handy
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and Marian Anderson; and sportspersons such as Jackie Robinson. Hughes produced
three works for the Famous series: Famous American Negroes (1954), Famous Negro
Music Makers (1955) and Famous Negro Heroes of America (1958). In the introduction
to Famous American Negroes, Hughes writes, “the history of the American Negro,
contrary to common belief, did not begin with slavery. There were many Negroes in the
Americas who were never slaves” (19). By introducing his young readers to these men
and women, who have overcome various challenges and limitations to accomplish
success in their respected fields, Hughes challenges the common stereotypes associated
with African Americans and attempts to instil a sense of pride in his young black readers.
In addition to making significant strides in the field of black children’s literature,
Hughes’ books were also valuable and instrumental for showcasing to the rest of the
world, as Nancy Tolson explains, “the triumphs that were being made by African
Americans which were not widely recognized” (163). Hughes was also educating and
mentoring white American children and readers on the African American experience.
Hughes’ First and Famous books encourage children to “revise skewed histories”, to live
up to their potential, and “be autonomous, critical thinkers who questioned authority and
believe in social justice” (Johnson, 1; Mickenberg, 21). Hughes’ mentorship via his
children’s books was his method of retracing his steps and initiating an emphasis on
education, support and encouragement of black youth as the fundamental basis of
developing and strengthening the black artistic infrastructure.
Simultaneously as he tried to engage with his younger audiences, Hughes’ other
anthological works, produced during the 1960s, which dominated the core of his
mentorship, were concerned with interacting and supporting the proliferation of a new
generation of black writers. The following sections will focus on how Hughes used his
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mentorship to advocate the importance of valuing black liberation not only through his
pen but also the pen of the future generation of black writers.

“Jim Crow’s Last Stand”: When Simple Speaks His Mind
The revolutionary 1960s signified a critical shift for oppressed groups across the world.
The defining features of the decade’s worldwide turbulence were the various forms of
social and political demands for change and liberation by people against governments
from countries in Latin America, Asia, Western Europe and Africa. From 1960 to 1968,
thirty-two countries in Africa gained their independence from their European colonial
rulers, while in 1959 Fidel Castro succeeded in overthrowing Cuban president Fulgencio
Batista’s authoritarian government and establishing a revolutionary socialist state. The
decolonization of Africa and the Cuban Revolution refuelled the fire within African
American radicals and reformists, inspiring them to actively and vigorously assert their
freedom and resistance against oppression. For young African American writers like
LeRoi Jones (aka Amiri Baraka), the Cuban Revolution was a life-changing event.12 Jones
wrote to Hughes on January 30, 1961, how “if the travel ban is lifted… [Hughes] really
ought to visit Cuba & see for yrself [sic] all the beautiful things going on down there. As
apolitical as I was… I was deeply moved.”13 These two geographically different
revolutions were equally important influences on the resurrection of black resistance
within African Americans.
Within this revolutionary paradigm, the US, under the threat of nuclear war and
conflicted with revelations of the government’s deceptive purposes in the Vietnam war,
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transitioned from the politically and socially restrictive confines of the conservative
1950s into the 1960s and its own internal chaos. A hundred years after Abraham Lincoln
had signed the Emancipation Proclamation, African Americans were still, in 1960, being
treated as second-class citizens, fighting Jim Crow Laws, widespread racial bias and
lynching. According to Peniel Joseph, it was during this era that “African-Americans
joined arms with people of color globally to stave off political oblivion” (3). A new
generation of young, frustrated and racially passionate black men and women were
becoming politically, culturally and socially involved in advocating change and
empowerment.
M. J. Heale explains how “a striking feature of the 1960s was a pervasive belief
in the power of action”, evident in the various forms of protest movement developing
across America, such as Civil Rights, Gay Liberation and Second Wave Feminism (11).
An essential aspect of these movements and calls for change, independence and liberation
was that they came from sections of society that felt most subjected to oppression and
restriction. The long-standing struggle against political, social, economic and legal
practices discriminating against African Americans gained greater momentum in the
sixties after a series of changes for black people in America in high political and
governmental sections. The Civil Rights Act of 1964 and the Voting Rights Act of 1965
epitomized a sense of hope, for black people, that speaking out and challenging the
inconsistencies in the law would be heard now more than any other time. A lot of this
hopefulness was because black people from all classes were becoming more conscious
and united in their fight against racism. The emergence of individual and organizational
leadership such as that of Martin Luther King Jr. and Malcolm X also made the activism
by black people in the 1960s gain more media coverage and resulted in greater success.
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Hughes’ contributions to the international and national liberation movements of
the sixties, if not rooted in sit-ins, marches and boycotts, were still instrumental in voicing
opposition to injustice. While younger-generation activists screamed and marched,
Hughes’ pen generated its own powerful impact. “REMEMBER YOU FIGHT BEST
THROUGH YOUR PEN… HOLD ON. KEEP YOUR HAND ON THAT PEN AND
HOLD ON”, wrote poet Margaret Danner in a letter to Hughes in 1964.14 Hughes, who
had spent his career documenting the many injustices placed upon people of colour, saw
the insurgency of the 1960s as the continuation of a history marked by sorrow, loss and
misjudgement, but also survival. The 1960s uprising compelled more unity and awareness
amongst the black race to remove the shackles of the past and establish control of their
future. Within this framework, Hughes’ mentorship of young, aspiring black writers and
artists became a means through which he engaged with the events dominating the black
experience, reminding his mentees of their need to embrace the historical roots of the
black struggle.
Hughes continued the conversation he had started in the 1940s with his Defender
column and through Simple, reflecting on how America was trapped in its longstanding
pall of racial smog. Besides his anthologies, his Simple sketches also contributed
immensely to his efforts to inform and communicate with his black audiences, young and
old. Alfred Duckett, a private in the army, for example, wrote to Hughes on May 5, 1944,
saying: “I never tire of reading it because it flows along and while the caricaturing is
terrific, I always appreciate that paydirt strain of serious thought and an overwhelming
passion for the coming of the new world.”15 Hughes’ columns continued to expose the
various forms of injustice being done against black people. Even during the early 1950s,
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at the height of McCarthyism, Hughes used the column to expose the hypocrisy of the
interrogations and witch-hunts. Mostly the articles achieved this through Hughes’ clever
use of humour, satire and irony; however, the message of the piece was never overly
subtle or minimized.
In the 1960s Hughes continued to write about the racial problems in America, and
in addition to the Defender he also began writing for the New York Post, a newspaper
with a predominately white audience. This gave Hughes the opportunity to inform
American society on a broader scale about the impact of racial oppression and injustice.
It also gave him the chance to highlight the Civil Rights Movement, not through the
perspective of black liberals and prominent black leaders like Martin Luther King, Adam
Powell or Malcom X (who were receiving extensive attention), but from the perspective
of the black masses. Hughes, using the dialogue format, formulated an ongoing
conversation about the racial problem in America. The voice of Simple, the narrator,
Cousin Minnie and a range of variant characters, each with their own opinions about the
racial uprisings and Civil Rights activism, allowed Hughes to give an insightful and
powerful, yet indirect recollection of the events and outcomes of the racial struggle
happening in the 1960s.
In one of the earliest pieces of the sixties, Simple and the narrator discuss “the
Battles Between the Races”, one which Simple believes black people will win. Simple,
who provides examples of the various injustices white people have and are doing against
black people, seeks revenge. Simple represents the tired, frustrated voice of the many
black people who have chosen direct confrontation with white oppressors, even if it
means resorting to violence. The narrator, on the other hand, a subtle, in most cases
neutral, voice, cites the non-violent approach against racism, since, in his opinion, “no
matter what others do to you, surely you do not want to repay violence with violence,
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treachery with treachery, and wrong with wrong” (“Simple Rings”, 14). The conversation
is important because it is a precursor to what soon became an essential point of debate in
the Civil Rights Movement, the non-violent philosophy of defying racial oppression
versus Black Power and Black Nationalism. Hughes’ column was not only a reflective
piece but prophetic of the upcoming tensions.
Another aspect of Hughes’ early sixties articles is a sense of hope that better days
are coming for African Americans and other people of colour and colonized people across
the world. In a column of May 28, 1960, “White Folks Watch Out”, Simple reflects on
the various revolutions happening in Africa, China, India and Cuba, highlighting the
coming of a new era in which white people no longer possess power to control and
oppress people of colour:
we is not to be kept down forever, not even in the USA… what is
wrong with our American white folks, thinking they can keep the
world fenced in for themselves and the USA pegged down with
Jim Crow? Are they out of their minds? You know, if there was
any white folks I really loved, I would tell them, ‘Watch out! You
are about to lose your world’. (10)
Hughes offers his “unique journalistic voice to the country” by recording and engaging
his readers with the ongoing struggles of black people for Civil Rights (De Santis, Essays
on Race, 13). Hughes opened up the discussion to a wide range of topics that concerned
the limitations faced by activists and black people determined to escape the confines of
racism, for example the influence of misguided media coverage in which black identities
are criminalized, therefore reinforcing widespread fear. Titled “Disgrace and Race”, the
January 26, 1963 column has Simple distraught about the way photos of black men are
plastered over newspapers for any criminal offense they have done, whereas when a white
person commits a crime they do not get such explicit coverage:
We ought to have the right to commit crimes, like everybody else
without being a disgrace to the race, but we don’t have the right
in this American country. It is only white folks who do not
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disgrace their race when they commits crimes. We does. Which
is why I cry. (8)
The hard luck of black people, as Simple asserts, is being “born black in a white country
in a white age” (“Simple’s Hard”). The statement is a profoundly moving one that
illustrates in its briefness the long-standing history of black struggle and black people
being portrayed as predators.
Hughes’ columns are important records of how black lives and opinions
transformed as the 1960s progressed and the Civil Rights movement developed. With
each piece Hughes touches on different racially-focused events. Hughes used his platform
to praise and acknowledge Civil Rights activists and leaders in their attempts to gain basic
rights and respect for black people, but he was also attentive to the extreme violent
resistance coming from white supremacists. In his February 9, 1963, column, “Black is
Basic, says Simple”, Hughes through Simple highlights the absurdity of white resistance:
“White folks is scared of black folks… why do they pass a few little old laws to put us
forward, and a lot more to put us back?” (n.page).16 Such a comment emphasizes the
difficulties that encumber the work of Civil Rights activists and informs Hughes’ readers
that “you can’t expect quick service and good service, too, with perfect results on a cheap
hurry-up basis” (“Simple and Two Roses”).
By 1965, the demoralization of African Americans had exceeded peaceful sit-ins
and marches; “the humiliation and anger generated by racial prejudice and
discrimination” brought with it a series of riots across cities such as Harlem, Detroit and
Los Angeles (De Santis, Essays on Race, 15). Malcolm X’s murder on February 21, 1965,
enraged a generation of black men and women to take a more militant stance against
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racists. “What Happens to a Dream Deferred?” Hughes asked in 1951, “does is it fester
like a sore, or does it explode?” (CP, 426).17 In 1965, it exploded.
Five years earlier, Cousin Minnie had warned Hughes’ white and black readers,
that:
White folks ought to be careful how they rile me now-a-days. You
telling me not to rub them the wrong way! They done rubbed me
the wrong way so long, my backsides is sore—sensitive, can’t
take no more. At any moment, I am liable to scream. When I
scream, I might roar! If I roar, I might rare up! If I rare up, I might
get mad—and that would be too bad! (10)
Throughout the black uprisings of the 1960s, Hughes detailed the many collective forms
of white resistance that took place against the advances of African Americans, such as
hosing black people, releasing dogs on them, throwing rocks as they walked up to schools,
bombing churches and schools, and murdering black children and black people. Within
these documentations, Hughes’ prevalent humoristic undertones are overshadowed by the
seriousness of the hostile behaviours and actions. Margaret Danner wrote to Hughes about
how influential his work had been in increasing black consciousness:
I am constantly aware of the good you are doing with your social
conscious writing. Many people who would still be asleep have
been unpleasantly awakened by reading your work. I feel too, that
it is most important that our people, especially be awakened and
rudely shocked out of the twilight sleep that envelops them.18
As Danner highlights, Hughes’ columns played an important role in bringing awareness
of the fight against racial oppression and the reality that, in the 1960s, black people were
no longer willing to stop at one success against eradicating racism, but wanted it gone for
good. If black struggles and achievements were previously not recorded as frequently and
as widely, Hughes was determined to make the Civil Rights movement be remembered
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not as a failure of leadership or uncontrollable militancy but a celebration of the bravery,
unity and strength of black resistance against years of racial oppression.
In addition to exposing in his columns the demoralizing conditions of black
people under racism, Hughes also spent the 1960s mentoring, inspiring and guiding
young black writers to value their role in emphasizing the strength and beauty within
black culture. Many of the young black writers Hughes began corresponding with and
supporting from the 1950s had grown up reading the Simple stories in Hughes’ Defender
column. Hughes was their mentor even before they knew him. Simple’s likability and
familiarity could also explain how informal their interactions were with Hughes. They
felt as though they knew him or had been conversing with him long before actually
meeting him. The remaining sections of this chapter will outline the methods through
which Hughes extended his mentorship, mainly his more exclusive interactions with
specific African American and South African writers whom Hughes helped advance to
productive literary careers.

Hughes’ Network of Future Black Writers, Artists and Activists
For Hughes, the 1960s, while turbulent, were also a decade that highlighted his role as a
“cultural ambassador” and “Dean of Negro Writers”. The heightened racial conflicts of
the decade provided Hughes a lot to talk about in his Defender and Post columns. In
addition to informing his readers about the atrocities happening across America against
black people, Hughes used his columns to celebrate black achievements and courage. He
highlighted the bravery and spirit of the black men and women within the Black
Liberation Movements such as James Meredith, Annie Lee Cooper and Autherine Lucy.19
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Furthermore, he reviewed many upcoming younger African American generation writers
and their work, such as LeRoi Jones, Gwendolyn Brooks, Lorraine Hansberry, Margaret
Danner, Dudley Randall, Ron Milner and Alice Childress. After Hughes mentioned her
in his column, Danner wrote to him acknowledging how important his gesture was to her:
“I felt I had made some small progress when you spoke for me in the Defender, such a
little gesture on your part is really a moving of mountains to a person struggling as I have
had to struggle.”20 Within his extensive archive of material, there are many letters that
illustrate the generous nature of Hughes’ mentorship of black writers. No one was rejected
or refused his friendly advice and guidance. Although his busy schedule limited Hughes’
consistency in answering the large number of manuscripts and letters he received from
eager students, writers and fans, he still did generously well in managing and handling
his mentorship. In her first autobiographical volume, Report from Part One, Gwendolyn
Brooks writes,
Langston Hughes loved literature… he considered literature not
his private inch, but great acreage. The plantings of others he not
only welcomed but busily enriched. He had an affectionate
interest in those young writers. He was intent, he was careful. The
young manuscript-bearing applicant never felt himself an
intruder, never went away with Oak turned ashes in the hand. (71)
Brooks’ reflection on Hughes’ willingness to support upcoming writers is a categorical
representation of Hughes’ mentorship. Her proverbial comment at the end signifies the
power of Hughes’ encouragement and support. Hughes’ mentorship nourished a growing
generation of aspiring poets, novelist, dramatist, actors and artists, some of whom would
go on to become prominent bestsellers.
It is common among scholars of Hughes to attribute his devotion and support of
black writers to his later years, presumably from the 1950s till his death in 1967.
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However, such claims either ignore his mentorship/friendship with Nicolás Guillén
(discussed in Chapter Two), or assume that the large collection of letters to Hughes from
black writers dating to as early as the 1930s are irrelevant to the overall progression of
Hughes’ mentorship instincts. These scholars also do not reflect on Charles S. Johnson’s
constant recognition of Hughes’ generous attitude towards helping other young writers in
the 1920s.21 In a letter of November 12, 1926, Johnson wrote to Hughes: “It is, I think,
an admirable quality to go so often out of your way to help along other young poets who,
despite their merits and promise, are unknown.”22 Hughes’ network ties were resourceful
not only to his literary advancement but also to other aspiring black writers and artists. In
1935, Verne Durham, a seventeen-year-old boy aspiring to become a poet/writer, wrote
Hughes a series of letters from Chicago. In his first letter dated October 16, 1935, Durham
wrote:
It is impossible for me to express my true feeling and high regards
for you; such things cannot be made felt through the medium of
letters. You have never seen me, nor I you, except in pictures, yet
you are the brightest star in my sphere that lights the path I hope
to travel… I venture to say that I have read practically everything
you have written and exposed the public readers.23
Four years later, on April 7, 1938, Durham acknowledges Hughes’ comments on his
verse, writing “I wish there was some way for me to show you how much I appreciate
your kindness in taking the time to answer my last letter”.24 In addition to Durham, in the
1930s, Hughes also helped James Holmes, a boy based in West Field, New Jersey, in the
care of Mr and Mrs Peeples, an elderly black couple with whom Hughes briefly stayed in
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1930.25 By putting Holmes in touch with Amy Spingarn, Hughes was successful in
transforming the young boy’s life, getting him financial support, like he had once received
from Spingarn when he wanted to attended Lincoln University.26 In response to Hughes’
letter, Spingarn wrote on September 2, 1930:
Your letter about Jimmie moved me very much. From all you say
he seems to have good stuff in him and I should like to give him
a chance—after all he has suffered—I think he should go to high
school—even if only for a year—and I will be glad to help him.
You can count on me for $400 to cover his board and lodging and
I shall send it to you in four installments.27
In the 1930s, Hughes was dealing with his own personal and literary struggles. However,
in his correspondence with Holmes and Durham, even in such hectic personal times,
Hughes did not stop extending his generosity and empathy towards other struggling black
writers and artists. Hughes’ support was not solely directed at promoting the advancement
of black writers but also at helping individuals through hard times, providing them
contacts to reach out to and finding them financial aid, even though his own was not in
the best condition. Through Hughes’ aid, Holmes was able to reconstruct his life; even if
his attempts were not always completely successful, the support that Hughes gave him
enabled a sense of connection and security.
As Hughes matured and his career developed, his mentorship of black writers also
gained a more definitive position within his career. By the fifties, he was supporting and
encouraging various black writers, providing them with criticism, writing advice, contacts
and publishing opportunities. While part of his mentorship, discussed earlier in the
chapter, was more indirect, mainly through his young adult and children’s anthologies,
25
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Hughes’ other mentorships were more exclusive. Amongst the large body of black writers
that Hughes helped, there are some who stand out more, not just in the sheer volume of
letters that were exchanged between them, but the interpersonal relationships Hughes
formed with them and the impact he had on the development of their careers.
In 1967, Hughes’ final anthology, The Best Short Stories by Negro Writers, was
published by Little Brown, bringing together a wide selection of black authors as old as
Charles Chesnutt to more recent writers such as Alice Walker. In fact, as Hughes wrote
to Arna Bontemps on December 22, 1966, Alice Walker’s short story, “To Hell With
Dying” “is her first important publication (and her first story in print) so I can claim her
discovery” (SL, 415). Years later, in 1989, in a talk at City College of New York, Walker
confirmed Hughes’ claim, explaining how her patron, the poet Muriel Rukeyser, had
become annoyed “that I chose to give Langston so much credit for publishing my first
story” (663). Walker would go even further, stating how she thought of “Zora Neale
Hurston and Langston Hughes as literary parents, or guardians” (664). Hughes saw a lot
of potential in Walker, writing in the introduction of the anthology, “neither you nor I
have ever read a story like ‘To Hell With Dying’ before. At least, I do not think you have”
(xii). To claim that in his long and productive years as a writer he had never come across
a story like Walker’s is in itself enough to give any upcoming writer encouragement.
In addition to Walker there were many other black artists/writers whose lives were
changed after meeting Hughes, or having their work mentioned in the Defender or his
anthologies, some even accomplishing their first breakthrough work. One of those was
aspiring photographer Roy DeCarava, who after showing his work to Hughes in 1954
ended up collaborating on a photo-essay called The Sweet Flypaper of Life, published in
1955.28 In its unlikely cheap format, the photos and narration illustrated a touching and
28
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powerful representation of Harlem life. The importance of their collaboration, according
to DeCarava, was the creation of “a wonderful juxtaposition of words and pictures and a
fusion of two minds and two art forms into a creative achievement for all concerned,
designer, art director, editor and publisher”.29 The combination of text and image create
a powerful and complex commentary on issues of pride, family, racism and the daily
struggle of life.
During his efforts to get DeCarava’s photos publicity, Hughes worked to find
other opportunities to support and develop DeCarava’s photographic career, for example
in a letter of July 16, 1954, Hughes wrote to DeCarava about the possibility of Fisk
University exhibiting his photographs, something he was attempting to organize through
Arna Bontemps and Aaron Douglas, who was then head of the Art Department at Fisk.
He also provided DeCarava with Douglas’ contact details, who according to Hughes
“certainly… would enjoy seeing your pictures.”30 The bridges that Hughes built between
DeCarava and his own social ties, for example connecting him to prominent
photographers such as Henri Cartier-Bresson, Bruck Davidson and Richard Avedon,
enabled the young black photographer to make his own contacts and affiliations within
his own literary field.31 As a token of his appreciation for Hughes’ support, DeCarava
sent Hughes a collection of his favourite photographs, writing, “It is the best way that I
know how to say thanks for what you are and for what you’ve done. And I don’t just
the author of those sketches, which really captured Harlem life in words… he didn’t hesitate at all. ‘Come
on over!’ I chose about three hundred and went over to show them. Langston looked and looked and when
I was finished showing them all he said, ‘We have to get these published!’ I was amazed. I hadn’t gone
there with anything like that in mind at all. I had simply wanted him to look at them. But he asked me to
leave fifty or so, and give him a little time. I was embarrassed. Anybody could see that he was busy, very
busy with his own work. But he insisted” (R2, 242-43).
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mean the Sweet Flypaper of Life, as wonderful as that is!”32 Hughes’ supportive
generosity to DeCarava further demonstrates the versatility of his mentorship and how it
was not completely devoted to furthering black writers; it also accommodated black
visual artists, painters and performers.
Besides helping black writers and artists build their career and make contacts
within the cultural field, Hughes also provided more informal though often vital support
for developing artists, for example, introducing writers and intellectuals to each other in
social gatherings or extended circles of acquaintances; reading and commenting on their
manuscripts; and sending copies of his books as gifts and birthday/new year cards. When
Gwendolyn Brooks’ father died, Hughes sent his condolences. In response to his card,
Brooks wrote to Hughes:
You’ll never know how much your letter, concerning my father’s
death, meant to me. It came at a time when I was feeling
particularly grief-ridden and unsupported… that you should
interrupt your crowded schedule to send words of comfort is such
a thoughtfulness as I’ll never forget.33
She ends her note wishing Hughes a happy new year and calling him “a real friend”. Such
gestures are replicated with many other young black writers; however, it is his genuine
interest in their success that is Hughes’ most valuable trait. His persistent efforts, for
example, to advance LeRoi Jones’ career is a striking feature of their correspondence. In
a letter of March 29, 1960, Hughes informs Jones that Arna Bontemps “has expressed a
desire to meet you”, and urges him to accept, seeing as Bontemps is on the Whitney
Fellowship selection committee.34 In their correspondence, besides Hughes’ intense
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desire to help Jones’ career, we gain insight into the political side of Hughes’ relationship
with the young writers of the 1950s and 1960s. In a letter to Jones of March 17, 1960,
Hughes describes his first-hand observation of the Atlanta sit-ins:
the day I was in Atlanta the cops came charging into the A.U.
campus drug store with a police dog and ordered all ‘loiterers’
out. Not a soul left, asked for a definition of the word, loitering,
threatened to kick the police DOG in the teeth. So the cops,
redfaced, left—but said they’d be back. Hadn’t up to the
weekend, when I departed.35
He then writes, as an affirmation of their courage, “those college kids down there are
TREMENDOUS!”36 However, while Hughes supported the courageous efforts of young
black writers, artists and activists, for example dedicating his poetry book Panther and
the Lash, published posthumously in 1967, to Civil Rights activist Rosa Parks, he was
still criticized by some younger black writers for not being militant or radical enough in
his literary approach, or because in his work he was “something of an outmoded racial
chauvinist” (R2, 207).37
In a two-essay piece published in the 1953 issue of Perspectives USA, for instance,
James Baldwin and Richard Gibson (another young black writer) criticised the quality of
Hughes’ writings, stating that “the young writer might do well to impress upon himself
the fact that he is a contemporary of Eliot, Valéry, Pound, Rilke, Auden and not merely
of Langston Hughes” (254). On March 7, 1953, in response to this denunciation, Hughes
wrote to Baldwin, saying “I agree that the more fences young writers jump over, the
better. What a bore if they kept on repeating the old! More power to you!”38 Drawing on
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Harold Bloom’s concept of the anxiety of influence, Baldwin, as Hughes had once done
during his younger days as a Harlem Renaissance writer and in his conflicted interactions
with black bourgeois like Du Bois, wanted to revolt against the older writer as his mentor
and spiritual father, in order to prove his own artistic independence and skill. However,
instead of allowing the antagonism to advance, Hughes’ response, in its brevity, is not
only powerful but suggestive of how his mentorship methods were different from his
early black and white patrons such as Fauset, Du Bois, Mason and Van Vechten,
discussed in Chapter One. Instead of cutting ties or writing a scathing response to
Baldwin, Hughes chose to encourage black writers to seek out challenges, be outspoken
and different.
Another writer who found issue with the style, tone and literary techniques of
Hughes’ work was Alice Childress. In a letter to Hughes on June 3, 1957, Childress, who
had recently seen Hughes’ play Simple Heavenly, wrote, “since the show has been
received with great acclaim and is well on its way to a long and successful run… surely
you will not mind too much if there is one lone person who wishes to voice a dissenting
opinion.”39 In her long letter, Childress proceeds to tell Hughes what she found
problematic with his play, from characters to the language used in the dialogue. Hughes’
response, considering Childress’ direct criticism, belies any sign of resentment: “Umhuh! I tried my darndest to get YOU to direct my show, and you wouldn’t (couldn’t) so
now you’ll just have to suffer through it with me!” Hughes then writes:
But seriously, you know I know (unless you think I’m simple)
what a number of things are wrong with it. Also you know as well
as I do what a large number of flanges there are on the whirling
mortar-mixer of the theatre production, and how, every time the
machine turns, something else is lopped off the product in prosess
[sic]. The only way achieve even partially what one wishes in a
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show is not only to write it—but produce it, direct it, and ACT it
all by one’s self—also own the theatre.40
In greater detail but with the same sentiment apparent in his response to Baldwin, Hughes
does his part as a mentor to instil awareness, whether about the process behind theatre
productions, or more importantly advising the young black writers to take control and be
directors of their own theatrical representations. As Hughes wrote elsewhere, “It would
be a sad day if the young writers all agreed with the old” (SL, 399-400).
Following the tradition of his 1926 manifesto “The Negro and the Racial
Mountain”, Hughes’ essays and speeches of the 1950s and 1960s stress the need for black
writers to continuously focus on originality invested in rightful representations of black
culture and history. Gwendolyn Brooks, reflecting on Hughes years later, wrote that his
“point of departure was always a clear pride in his race… Langston held high and kept
warm the weapons until youngsters could cut the caul, could wipe away the webs of birth
and get to work” (Reports, 70). In his 1965 piece “The Task of the Negro Writer as
Artist”, published in the Negro Digest, Hughes declares:
The last thing Negroes need now are black imitators of neurotic
white writers who themselves have nothing of which to be proud.
We possess within ourselves a great reservoir of physical and
spiritual strength to which poetry, fiction and the stage should
give voice—Cambridge, Albany, Fort Royal, Selma, Jackson,
Atlanta. There is today no lack within the Negro people of beauty,
strength and power—world shaking power… contemporary
white writers can perhaps afford to be utterly irresponsible in their
moral and social viewpoints. Negro writers cannot. Our is a social
as well as literary responsibility. (425)
According to Hughes, “the Negro image deserves objective well-rounded (rather than
one-sided) treatment, particularly in the decade of a tremendous freedom movement in
which all of us can take pride” (425). Acknowledging the dilemmas entangled within the
struggle of being a black writer and how their climb is not easy, Hughes nevertheless
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disliked, as Bennetta Jules-Rosette explains, “the psychological violence expressed by a
younger generation of militant black authors in the United States”, which he witnessed in
the works of James Baldwin and LeRoi Jones (69). In his opinion, it came at the expense
of literary quality.
Hughes was not critical of all of Jones’ work; for example, Hughes saw substantial
merit in his first play, The Dutchman, although loaded with obscenities—writing Dudley
Randall on May 6, 1964, how “LeRoi Jones is rapidly becoming the white haired colored
boy of the Off-Broadway theatre these days. His DUTCHMAN, only about a half hour
long is terrific! And his BAPTISM almost as good, and even more shocking. Both packed
with the dirtiest words you ever heard—but used in a highly dramatic way. He’s a real
theatre poet.”41 However, a year later, dismayed with Jones’ new productions The Toilet
and The Slave, Hughes expressed his apprehension with the new styles and forms of black
cultural production in a Post column of January 15, 1965. Titled “That Boy LeRoi”,
Hughes explains how it had become
the fashion for young authors of Negro plays nowadays to make
their heroes all villains of the darkest hue, or crazy, living in crazy
houses... For poetry in the theatre, some of them substitute bad
language, obscenities of the foulest sort, and basic filth which
seemingly is intended to evoke the sickest of reactions in an
audience. (n.page)
Hughes’ dismay with Jones’ newest productions was not so much with the use of foul
language but that its source was a reproduction of white examples, such as the “Beat
Generation”. According to Hughes, “don’t worry about beatness. That is easy enough to
come by”, instead his best advice was not to refrain from being black, “let your talent
bloom! You say you are mired in manure? Manure fertilizes. As the old saying goes,
‘Where the finest roses bloom, there is always a lot of manure around’” (“Writers”, 383).
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In Hughes’ opinion, young black writers should use their momentum and position as
future bearers of culture to represent and picture the history, beauty and strength of black
culture, instead of nurturing longstanding white misconceptions and stereotypes of what
it means to be black. The irony apparent in his efforts to guide and advise a rebellious
young generation is not far from when, in the 1920s, Du Bois struggled to make a younger
Hughes, and other black Renaissance writers, understand his disapproval with their
writing styles themes, and techniques.
While the criticism he received perplexed him, Hughes never held grudges. In
fact, if Hughes’ efforts to help black writers to recognize their strength and role as writers
was more a matter of personal advice that they could either take up or reject, his
anthologies were a testament to his tangible contribution and dedication to influencing
their careers. In many ways, his anthological projects of the fifties and sixties encapsulate
Hughes’ ultimate act of mentorship. The first anthology of the sixties, New Negro Poets
U.S.A., published by Indiana University Press in 1964, brought together the works of the
young generation of black poets from across America. While Hughes’ first poetry
anthology, co-edited with Arna Bontemps in 1948, The Poetry of the Negro: 1746-1970,
represented a wide range of poets, starting with African Americans and including poetry
by non-black American poets, Caribbean poets and African poets, New Negro Poets
U.S.A., as the title implies, focused on representing the new voices in black poetry in
America. In fact, if Hughes’ first anthology is considered an introductory collection, a
historical overview of poetry by and on African Americans, in which Hughes eased
America into familiarity with the works of black poets, past and present, then New Negro
Poets is Hughes’ declaration of what the future of African American poetry was going to
be like.
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After the anthology of 1948, Hughes never again anthologized works written on
black culture, life, experience and history by non-black writers. He used his other
anthologies to highlight the fact that more works were needed by, for and on black people,
written by black writers. This references to Du Bois’ call for independent black theatres
and Hughes’ own efforts at continuing the tradition by creating opportunities for black
artistic expression with his own theatre companies. The implicit gesture by Hughes to
make his anthologies a representation of works by and for black people bridges the past
efforts to strengthen the black artistic infrastructure to future efforts, those achieved
through the Black Arts Movement. In his article “The Black Arts Movement: Its Meaning
and Potential” Amiri Baraka (Jones) explained that “we wanted Black Art… we wanted
Black Art that was identifiably Afro-American… that is, we wanted it to express our lives
and history, our needs and desires. Our will and our passion. Our self-determination, selfrespect, and self-defense” (28). Hughes’ anthologies were crucial bridges leading to the
formulation of the seventies’ emphasis on black aesthetics and black art.

A Tradition of Their Own: Hughes and Shaping the Future of Black
Women Writers
One of the striking aspect of Hughes’ anthologies of the 1960s was the representation of
black women writers and poets such as Brooks, Danner, Childress, Paule Marshall,
Margaret Walker, Lorraine Hansberry, Audre Lorde and Mari Evans. As early as the
1940s, when he was in Chicago managing his last theatre company, Skyloft, Hughes had
been introduced to the Chicago South Side group of writers, many of whom were black
women, reading, commenting on and criticizing their works. Hughes created ample
opportunities for these black women writers, and many more whose marginalization
resulted from the intersection of race, gender and sexuality. Hughes used his public
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platforms to promote their works. In his September 1, 1945, Defender column Hughes
had praised and reviewed Brooks’ recent publication, A Street in Bronzeville. On October
1, 1945, an appreciative Brooks wrote to Hughes, informing him about the success of her
book and how “the autographing party was successful indeed. Hundreds of people came,
and more than one hundred books were sold. Your column in the Defender, of course,
brought out part of that crowd. I’m never so grateful to you for the kind word and
generous send-off you have given me.”42
Margaret Danner and Mari Evans also benefited from Hughes’ mentorship and
support. On occasion Hughes was an important source of encouragement for both of them
as they struggled with balancing and developing their literary careers. Danner
experienced many personal and literary difficulties early on in her career. In their
correspondence we see a very personal side of her struggles with confidence, finding her
own style, form and voice, writing to Hughes how she “wants to write good poems but I
want them to be understandable to the average negro. I think that you do this
admirably”.43 In response to Danner’s regular expressions of artistic uncertainty, Hughes
wrote to her: “I do hope you are keeping up your writing of poetry and that you do not let
yourself be too much disturbed by too many vibrations outside. It is what is inside of you
that counts.”44 As he had done when Brooks’ father died, Hughes’ touching and powerful
advice illustrates the personal and friendly nature of his mentorship. Beyond the formal
publishing, literary and networking support he bestowed upon writers and artists he
interacted with, his support came in his most eloquent and simplest form, his words of
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encouragement. Extremely affected by Hughes’ letter, Danner wrote to Hughes on June
16, 1947:
Your last letter helped me very much indeed. You said it is not
what is going on outside that matters. It is what is in a person. I
am clinging to that, and I am trying to bring out the best that is in
me as a writer and as a person.45
Mari Evans also struggled with developing her literary career when she first began
corresponding with Hughes. Her obligations as a mother often interfered with her artistic
work and motivation. In her correspondence, similar to Danner, Evans grappled with
confidence issues; for example, in a 1962 letter to Hughes, she tells him about her doubts
in applying for the John H. Whitney Fellowship:
I started to apply for and didn’t—since I finally decided it would
have been dishonest of me to accept it (if offered) and continue
to work when I knew I could never write to capacity on that job
when the job disrupts me emotionally as completely as it does…
I have finally decided that the only sensible thing… is to quit for
a while to recoup.46
The next day, Hughes responded, writing in bold, “YOU”RE A GREAT TALENT…
look around and find something somewhere—you have a lot to say and you say it well,
so please find means of saying it.”47 Hughes, a constant source of support, provided
various opportunities for Evans to present her work, beginning with his anthology New
Negro Poets. Hughes found Evans’ poetry to be of “real individual quality”.48 On May 4,
1961, Evans, shocked at the fact that her poetry was being considered, wrote to Hughes:
“I am truthfully, still stunned to find you actually liked something I wrote enough to
submit it for publication.”49 Over the years, Evans began to build for herself a literary
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career for which she always gave Hughes credit, writing on February 25, 1963, that,
“thanks to you, Walter Lowenfels is using something in his anthology; and Arna
Bontemps (this really pleases me!) and Daniel Joski, Janheinz Jahn, and Breman—when
next he publishes something. I’m tremendously indebted to you.”50
Hughes’ support for black women writers was not just limited to anthological or
emotional support through letters and gifts; he actively strived to provide other
opportunities such as asking Brooks to write the introduction for New Negro Poets and
requesting that along with Melvin Kelly, Paule Marshall accompany him on his European
tour in 1965. Hughes even dedicated his short story book, Something in Common, to
Brooks. Touched by Hughes’ act, Brooks expressed her appreciation in a letter of March
25, 1963, writing:
WHEN I SAW MY NAME INCLUDED IN THIS RICH
COLLECTION OF STORIES I WAS SO SHOCKED I WAS ON
THE BRINK OF COLLAPSE. WHAT A TREMENDOUS
THING FOR YOU TO DO! YOU MUST HAVE BEEN IN A
TRANCE, TO DO SUCH A THING! I DON’T NEED TO TELL
YOU HOW MUCH THIS MEANS TO ME. AND I KEEP
TURNING AND TURNING TO THE PAGE. SURELY NOW I
CAN DIE. LANGSTON HUGHES HAS DEDICATED A
BOOK TO ME… Thank you, thank you, thank you. (And thank
you for the treasurable inscription).51
Significantly, many of the black women whom Hughes supported, guided and mentored
made great strides in their literary careers, becoming Pulitzer Prize winners and
bestsellers. Gwendolyn Brooks received the Pulitzer Prize for Poetry in 1950, for her
second collection, Annie Allen, and was appointed Poet Laureate of Illinois in 1968.
Margaret Walker won the Yale series of Younger Poets Competition in 1942 for her
poetry collection For My People. In 1984, Mari Evans edited Black Women Writers
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(1950-1980), which was one of the first critical collections devoted to the work of black
women writers. In 1982, Alice Walker won, for her best-selling novel The Color Purple,
the National Book Award and the Pulitzer Prize for Fiction.
In their own way, these young black women writers expressed their indebtedness
to Hughes’ support through their works; for example, Marshall dedicated the introductory
chapter of her memoir Triangular Road to Hughes. In her “Homage to Mr. Hughes”,
Marshall describes her first European international tour experience with Hughes but also
how much Hughes’ kind gesture meant to her, writing how “the people’s poet continued
to keep the novice in mind” (5). Alice Childress’s book Like One of the Family is inspired
by Hughes’ Simple stories, with a black woman character as its protagonist/voice.
Structured in a series of conversations between Mildred, a black domestic, and her friend
Marge, about the life of a black working woman in New York in the 1950s, the book is
comprised of humorous and satirical accounts similar to Hughes’ Simple stories. Lorraine
Hansberry titled her prominent play A Raisin in the Sun from a line in Hughes’ poem
“Harlem”.52
Hughes was not a pioneer in supporting and mentoring black women writers;
other writers such as Du Bois, James Weldon Johnson and Jessie Fauset also in their own
time had provided literary guidance and support. However, Hughes’ contributions as a
mentor and friend helped advance the growing generation of black feminist writers whose
activism and works popularized the Black Feminist Movement of the eighties. Writers
such as Childress, Lorde and Walker all gained their early encouragement as writers
through inclusion in Hughes’ anthologies and his feedback on their work. Childress wrote
to Hughes: “you are always a helping hand to other writers—and I’m sure the others
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appreciate it as much as I do.”53 Evident in the letters and existing volumes of work
produced by these accomplished black women writers, Hughes was not only an essential
part of guiding and mentoring their artistic production, but also their genial companion in
their struggling times as writers, mothers and wives. Through showing his trust in them,
he enabled them to believe in themselves.
At the same time that Hughes strived to help and guide young African American
writers, in the mid-1950s an opportunity presented itself that not only reconnected him
with Africa but also prompted him to extend his mentorship beyond the Atlantic to young
South African writers. In a sense, this opportunity provided Hughes the chance to further
enhance the cross-cultural and transnational literary exchange he had begun in the 1930s.

An African Treasury: Hughes’ Mentorship of Black African Writers
Hughes’ first encounter with African soil and people was in 1923 as a crewman sailing
to West Africa. Perceived by the Africans as yet another missionary, and white, Hughes
did not get the welcome he had anticipated. According to James T. Campell, “Hughes…
came not to share the blessings of modern civilization but to flee them, to escape the
ambiguity of black life in America and reclaim a better, truer self. But Africa had rebuffed
him, as it would rebuff other visitors who presumed to claim it as their own” (211).
Although the experience was disheartening, it served as the introduction for Hughes’ first
autobiography, The Big Sea, in which Hughes used his experience to translate the
alienation he felt upon arriving on the shores of Africa, which as Marcus Garvey once
wrote was “the noble black man’s home and Motherland” (138).
Thirty-seven years later, in 1960, a fifty-eight-year-old Hughes revisited Africa,
(and would do so throughout the 1960s), as the guest of his friend Nnamdi Azikiwe, for
53

Alice Childress to Hughes, July 1966. Yale, JWJ. Hughes MSS #26-Box 44-Folder 782.

225
the latter’s inauguration as Governor General and Commander-in-Chief of Nigeria. No
longer the alienated sailor but a renowned cultural ambassador and author, Hughes’
second visit to the ‘motherland’ held a more significant place within his artistic
representation and production. While Hughes’ 1920s trip to Africa possessed its own
important motives, such as self-discovery and rehabilitation, his return to Africa was also
a turning point for his career and the careers of various African writers.
In 1954, Henry Nxumalo, then editor of the monthly Drum magazine published
in Sophiatown, asked Hughes if he would be a judge in the magazine’s annual short story
contest. As a result of judging the contest, Hughes was introduced to various promising
South African writers such as Peter Abrahams, Richard Rive, Can Thema, Ezekiel
Mphahlele, Peter Clarke, and later on Bessie Head and Bloke Modisane, with whom he
established a correspondence and friendship. For Hughes, these young writers “offered
the world a new vision of the richness and complexity of modern Africa” (Campell, 221).
If Hughes, through Drum, was just becoming familiar with the works of younger
South African writers, the opposite could be said of his reputation within the African
literary scene. In a letter to Hughes of January 14, 1954, Peter Abrahams wrote how as a
teenage boy he had read Hughes’ poetry in Locke’s famous 1920s anthology: “that
discovery made all the difference in the world to my life because till then literature, like
so much else had seemed to me to be ‘Reserved for Europeans only’—the sign with which
I grew up” (27). The letters that Hughes exchanged with black African writers provide
the groundwork for the interpersonal and professional links that were forged. They also
highlight, according to Shane Graham, Hughes’ attempts to emphasize “cultural
exchange as the basis on which transatlantic solidarity could be imagined and realized
through negotiations of difference” (“Cultural Exchange”, 483). The political conditions
in Africa, from its triumphant decolonization to the demoralizing existence of apartheid
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in South Africa, contributed significantly to the emergence of influential literature and
writers who wanted avenues to expose their work. Hughes became a bridge for several
South African writers, creating publication opportunities for them outside of Africa.
Although the Drum contest had introduced Hughes to many African writers, it
was his decision to assemble an anthology of works by African writers that stands as,
once again, the defining feature of his mentorship role. In his June 1, 1954, letter to Henry
Nxumalo, Hughes asserts that “since there is a great interest in things African in our
country just now… I would very much like to see a volume of the work of non-white
African writers published, and it would help greatly in the understanding of Americans
concerning Africa” (33). In the span of a couple of years, Hughes would produce three
African anthologies, one for his children series, The First Book of Africa, and two others,
African Treasury and Poems from Black Africa. Hughes’ main aim with the anthologies
was to illustrate a “small sampling of the great variety of writing talents to be found in
Black Africa today”, and provide a platform for black African writers where they could
represent their culture, beauty, history and experiences first hand (African Treasury, x).
In the mid-1950s, when Hughes first began assembling material for the African
anthology, publishers in America were not receptive. It took Hughes five years to publish
African Treasury, but while the process highlighted the restrictive boundaries of the
publishing world and its stance on black cultural production, the end result was
rewarding. For Hughes it was “a very personal treasury—a selection gathered from
several thousands of pages of writing by Africans of color I have read during the past six
years” (African Treasury, ix). For the many African writers included in the anthology the
sentiment was profoundly appreciative. Todd Matshikiza replied to Hughes’ request for
material: ‘Shucks, it’s great for me to hear from someone whom I admired for ages. Your
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wire of course sent me completely [sic], and when your letter came, well, I just went
‘gone’” (Feb. 8, 1960, 103). Peter Clarke, in his March 2, 1955, letter to Hughes, wrote,
I am dying to see what the finished book will be like because so
far there’s been nothing like it done out here. Oh, there have been
collections of short stories but only by White writers. I guess our
writers have been waiting for a chance like your anthology for a
long time. I think I can speak for them when I say that I hope this
won’t be the last anthology. (73)
In addition to the anthologies being an avenue through which Hughes provided African
writers, who eagerly looked forward to solidifying their new ties, the opportunity to be
published outside Africa, their other imperative, according to Hughes, was to let “the
voice of New Africa” speak. Moreover, to reposition the perspective or, better said, the
gaze on Africa from white to black; Hughes wrote, “what white writers think of the once
Dark Continent we long have known. These pages tell what black writers think” (African
Treasury, xiv).
While Hughes exchanged letters with black writers from across Africa, the bulk
of his correspondence was with the young generation of South African writers oppressed
by apartheid, such as Richard Rive, Bloke Modisane, Ezekiel Mphahlele, Peter Clarke,
Todd Matshikiza and Peter Abrahams. The work and livelihood of these writers were all
affected by the apartheid system to the point that they would use pseudonyms and various
different addresses. Richard Rive, for example, constantly gave Hughes various
addresses, explaining that “it’s convenient to have three so that one cannot be found
out.”54 Many of them, during the years of their correspondence with Hughes, would
permanently move to Europe, London being a popular settling ground for writers such as
Modisane. According to Graham, Hughes “contributed to the South African writer’s
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development of an urban, cosmopolitan identity at a time when the apartheid government
was determined to ‘fossilize’ Africans into ‘tribal inventions’” (“Cultural Exchange”,
482). The letters illustrate Hughes’ attempts at connecting these black South African
writers to a larger cultural network, while giving them the opportunity to develop their
artistic production.
Richard Rive began corresponding with Hughes in 1954. Rive would become
Hughes’ insider voice about life in South African cities, such as Sophiatown, District Six,
Cape Town and Kimberley, under the apartheid government, writing to Hughes that he
would give him “up-to-the-minute news, and more important, views of the oppressed
rather than those allowed out for propaganda purposes”.55 Intrigued by Rive’s compelling
accounts and storytelling, Hughes wrote to him on March 4, 1955, encouraging him to
write a factual book about life in Cape Town, saying, “what I’ve learned from your letters
is all NEW to me, as I’m sure it would be to most readers outside your empire of
apartheid.”56 Hughes was not just a mentor and network tie for the South African writers
he was connected to, he was in a sense their literary agent, advising them on what sort of
material publishers and audiences in America were looking for, and on pitching their
writings to publishers in America. In many ways he had become the collective
embodiment of all his patrons and agents: Lieber, Van Vechten, Fauset and Locke. Rive’s
inclusion in Hughes’ anthologies gave the former both credibility and visibility, leading
him to begin working and publishing prolifically with various publications in Europe and
America, for instance Crown Publishers, which published African Treasury. In addition
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to dedicating his first anthological collection, African Songs, to Hughes, writing, “I have
dedicated the slim volume to you because I feel that if any, you have through your letters
done a helluva lot to encourage me to continue writing”,57 Rive wrote to Hughes in 1955:
“Thank you very much for your very fine patronage of me. You picked me up as a literary
orphan and fathered me.” 58
Bloke Modisane, “a struggling artist” from South Africa, who hoped to write “the
great South African novel”, was another young black writer that Hughes grew very close
with and supported both within and outside the framework of literary mentorship
(Modisane to Hughes, Oct. 1960, 113). The informality of their relationship becomes
evident very early in their letters, with Hughes calling Modisane his “favorite Bantu”
(Jan. 5, 1961, 121), to which Modisane responded, calling Hughes “the greatest American
Bantu I know” (Jan. 18, 1961,123).59 Hughes extended more than his literary support and
guidance to Modisane, he also gave him financial aid and sent him clothes (Hughes to
Modisane, Dec. 1960, 119). As his own patrons had done when he was a struggling young
poet, Hughes not only sympathized with writers like Modisane, he knew first-hand what
it felt like to not have clothes, money or time to write. By providing books, money, and
clothes, Hughes enabled Modisane to be productive in his literary endeavours.
The majority of Hughes’ correspondence with other South African writers such
as Peter Abraham, Ezekiel Mphahlele, Peter Clarke and Todd Matshikiza concerns the
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acknowledgement of their progress, and putting them in touch with contacts and
opportunities in America, such as journals, publishers and agents. After learning that
Todd Matshikiza had moved to London in 1960, Hughes introduced him to his Dutch
educator and friend Rosey Pool as way to relieve him of the sense of loneliness that comes
with moving to a new country, writing, “she will tell you about our writers over here”
(October 1960, 112). When Ezekiel Mphahlele was seeking an opportunity to come to
America as “a visiting lecturer in African Studies and literature and English literature”,
Hughes put him in touch with Arna Bontemps at Fisk University (Mphahlele to Hughes,
Nov. 1960, 116). On September 16, 1960, Matshikiza wrote, “I continue to adore you”, a
sentiment shared unanimously by the other South African writers Hughes had helped
grow as writers, artists and teachers (110).
The African anthologies, in addition to being pioneering works in the context of
American cultural production, provided Hughes a new audience amongst a new
generation of readers both in America and beyond the Atlantic. Furthermore, his
correspondence, at the same time as creating more publication and promotion
opportunities between Africa and America, helped Hughes expand the reach of the black
artistic infrastructure project to become, as Graham explains, a “global black literary
community” project (“Cultural Exchange”, 483).

Conclusion: The Dream Keeper
In 1953, when Hughes both publicly and in the executive session defended his artistic
integrity from being tarnished by McCarthy and the anti-communist HUAC, he took
another step forward in his efforts to protect his cultural production. He then spent the
next two decades of his life nurturing and mentoring the next generation of black writers,
artists and students so that he could pass the mantle of resistance to them, and ensure that
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nobody could silence black voices. His anthologies, promoting both African American
and African writers, not only enhanced the literary database of works produced by black
writers, they also defied efforts by white establishments to ignore black literature and
writers. For Hughes, as important as his mentorship was to building an extended network
of young black artists and writers, promoting, celebrating, collecting and preserving black
aesthetics, it was equally as important for him to share the experience of enhancing black
cultural production with the next generation.
It is within this context that Alice Walker’s short story “To Hell With Dying”
fascinated Hughes. Part of the intrigue was attributed to an uncanny sense of familiarity
that Hughes associated with Mr Sweet, the kind, guitar-playing, diabetic and alcoholic
old neighbour of the narrator, whose poor health has him regularly on the brink of death.
Throughout the narrator’s childhood, they would engage in what they called “revivals”,
which would always ensure Mr Sweet’s full recovery; however, when she is twenty-four,
death finally takes the ninety-year-old Mr Sweet. Prior to his death, Mr Sweet had asked
her father to give his old guitar to her as a memory.
While Walker did not have Hughes in mind when writing her short story, it
nonetheless left a big impression on Hughes because he chose to close the anthology with
it. As a final statement for what the anthology aimed to achieve, which was to expose the
talents of black writers, Hughes was making another statement in choosing Walker’s
story, one that was related to the relationship between old and young. According to
Rampersad, for Hughes the story was an “affirmation of values he had always cherished”
(R2, 413). Various elements in the story reflect on the connection between the older
generation and the younger, and the importance that such relationships possess for the
better understanding of history and culture. Mr Sweet represents the older generation,
who possess the experience and stories to captivate a younger audience and in the process
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leave their mark or impression. If Mr Sweet passed his prized possession, his guitar, to
the narrator, he did so by giving her the means through which she can simultaneously
honour his legacy but also make her own. If Hughes felt any familiarity in the story it was
surely in this gesture made by Mr Sweet.
The letters Hughes exchanged with young black writers are testament of their
development and evolution. The early letters are filled with anxious, uncertain but
passionate and excited outpourings of feelings from aspiring black writers who have
turned to Hughes, their idol, for guidance and support. As the years progressed, so did the
young writers. The tone and structure of the letters transforms from being emotionally
heartfelt and honest to more about books and lecture tours and publishing material, and
in a sense becomes more professional and business-related. The important aspect of
observing these changes is not to view them as negative, as young writers becoming
obnoxious or proud, because that is not the case. Instead it is to understand how
systematic Hughes was in his mentorship and aspirations to mould future black mentors,
writers and artists who can keep the fire of black cultural production burning. The
progression shows that Hughes helped and supported their early years and helped them
grow to a point where they stopped considering him above them but instead as a
counterpart in the efforts to maintain and develop black aesthetics. Hughes never
exercised any form of control or power in his method of mentoring but instead opted to
accompany them as they tried to find their voice and style.
Hughes’ untimely death in 1967 deprived him of the opportunity to see the careers
of the young black writers, such as Evans, Danner, Walker, Rive and Modisane, who he
had supported and guided, advance. Nevertheless, in the short yet influential time that he
did have to exercise his mentorship and friendship, Hughes’ support, through his
anthologies and contacts, gave the young black writers the necessary tools to foster their
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literary growth and build their careers. “We must cherish our old men”, wrote Alice
Walker years after her last visit to Hughes’ house, “We must revere their wisdom,
appreciate their insight, love the humanity of their words. They may not all have been
heroes of the kind we think of today, but generally it takes but a single reading of their
work to know that they were all men of sensitivity and soul” (In Search, 135). Walker’s
powerful dedication is a salute to Hughes’ influence, friendship, support and legacy.
Evident in all of Hughes’ works is a powerful message of embracing one’s
individuality, power and strength. Hughes’ extensive collection of works provided a
generation that emerged decades after his death with works and inspiration to accomplish
the impossible while being true to themselves. Although Hughes’ works are racially
themed and contextualized, and are a significant source of pride for black people, there is
a universality within Hughes’ words that crosses racial boundaries and touches the core
of people from all nationalities and ethnicities. Just as Walker writes in her story that “the
magic of Mr. Sweet lingered still in the cool steel box” (496), the magic of Mr. Hughes
lingers still in print, forty-nine years later.
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Conclusion
Langston Knew Everybody

Almost five decades after Hughes’ death, in July 2016, Renee Watson, an award-winning
young adult novelist based in Harlem, generated news when she campaigned to raise
money to save and cherish Hughes’ home, the one he had bought on December 23, 1947.
Located on East 127th Street in the heart of Harlem, the elegant brownstone became, in
the last twenty years of his life, the epicentre of Hughes’ literary and networking career.
If, twenty years before, Hughes attended lavish parties at the houses of prominent black
and white figures such as Jessie Fauset, A’Lelia Walker and Van Vechten, from 1947,
with the help of his long-time friends Toy and Emerson Harper (who were also co-signed
to the house), he became the host of his own social and literary Harlem parties. In many
ways, the house became a literary salon, a mini public sphere where young artists,
students, old friends and new friends would gather under one roof and discuss art, politics
and life. The house was more than just a symbol of personal success; it also functioned
as a space/channel through which Hughes was able to exercise his mentorship, continue
the tradition of 1920s interracial social and literary parties, collaborate and work on
projects that aimed to promote black cultural production, and continue strengthening the
black artistic infrastructure.
By launching the non-profit I Too Arts Collective—named after Hughes’ wellknown poem, “I, Too Sing America”, that called for equality—Watson was able, through
a community effort, to raise enough money to transform the vacant apartment into an
artistic collective that aimed not only to preserve Hughes’ cultural legacy but also
Harlem’s. The community efforts behind the I Too Collective represent what Hughes
worked and tried to promote through his various creative efforts, the idea of working
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together to improve and strengthen the foundation and future of black cultural production.
Opened to the public on Hughes’ birthday, February 1, 2017, the collective, as Watson
elaborates in an interview with Tom Kutsch, aims to make the home a place for emerging
and established artists to gather and showcase their work and to connect with fellow artists
in the community, declaring that, “this is about building on the legacy Langston left us”
(n.page).
The implications of building on Hughes’ legacy has been a core part of this thesis.
Detailed engagement with Hughes’ correspondence offers a deeper understanding of the
importance networking and network ties held for his cultural production. Having said
that, this study has sought neither to simply identify and name Hughes’ network ties
beyond the Harlem Renaissance, nor to continue focusing on his interracial ties from the
1920s. Rather, the purpose of this thesis is to challenge the dismissive manner in which
Hughes’ extensive network associations, built and maintained throughout his career, and
their impact on his career, have been most often treated by Hughes scholars. Hughes may
not have been the richest or best-selling black writer, however, mastering the nuances of
his own literary career enabled him to navigate the dynamics of his working relations
with his black and white patrons, develop international network ties, create opportunities
for black artistic expression, establish a black public sphere with his Defender and Simple
articles, and support the future growth of a younger generation of black children, artists
and writers.
According to Paul McLean, “networking is not only about getting in, but also
branding out, moving up, and attaining control” (2). The preceding chapters have
demonstrated, as McLean’s comments suggest, that despite Hughes’ early difficult
experiences with some of his white and black patrons and collaborators, the importance
of his vision for developing and safeguarding his own cultural production and
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strengthening the basis of the black artistic infrastructure endured as a central tenet of his
networking strategy. While Bourdieu’s theory of capital emphasizes the importance of
economic capital to the individual’s development of wealth and power, in Hughes’ case
we have seen that having strong social capital is in fact more effective and valuable,
facilitating him with the means of combatting many of the social disorders inherent in the
dominant cultural field. Furthermore, this research has sought to show that having social
capital goes beyond the notion of material assets: that it allows a broader radius of trust,
enabling the formation of connections across borders of all sorts with agents who can
transmit valuable resources. A significant part of Hughes’ literary career and ability to
continue working as a writer was the correlation between his cultural and social capital.
The more he enhanced his network ties (social capital), the more he was able to create
and publish work (cultural capital) and have an impact on the representation and
promotion of black cultural production.
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