Critical Paper

Early to mid twentieth century America experienced a wealth of change for the entire population, but especially for the African-Americans.  From the Harlem Renaissance to the Civil Rights Movement, the transformation was real and far-reaching, felt by all African-Americans.  There were a select few who not only felt, but understood, articulated, and truly captured the social revolution of their time in a way history books never could.  Langston Hughes and Countee Cullen are two strong examples of those who had the ability to poignantly portray the feelings of their entire race, in their case it was through poetry.  These men witnessed radical change throughout their lifetimes and careers, with collections of poetry to express all that they experienced.  


Color, Cullen’s first collection of poetry, published in 1925, focuses on the plight of African-Americans.  In “Incident” the speaker, who is in fact Cullen himself, remembers a trip to Baltimore when he was eight years old and was called a nigger by a young white boy. The poem being the memory of a child, the tone is uncharacteristically simple for Cullen, with basic vocabulary and an abcb rhyme scheme.  It is a statement of what happened, devoid of upfront emotion, which is somewhat ironic, but there is an apparent angry, bitter undertone.   The reader understands that there was a strong impact left on the speaker because of the last verse of the poem: 
“I saw the whole of Baltimore


From May until December;


Of all the things that happened there


That’s all that I remember.”


Hughes’ first published collection of poetry, The Weary Blues, was released one year later.  It also dealt with the African-American social and political status.  His poem “I, Too” is similar to Cullen’s “Incident” in that it deals with the treatment of blacks by whites as well with a comparable tone.  A major difference is that the speaker in “I, Too” is not singular, but an “I” who speaks for all of the oppressed.  In effect, “I, too, am America,” means we too are America, referring not only to blacks, but to all minorities.  Hughes offers a message of hope to his people.  The kitchen is a metaphor for the oppression dealt with every day; it is ironic when he is sent to the kitchen but is able to take it lightly, knowing it is only making him stronger for the promised better days.  He speaks in positive anticipation of a better future: 

“Tomorrow,


I’ll be at the table


When company comes.


Nobody’ll dare


Say to me,


‘Eat in the kitchen,’


Then.


Besides,


They’ll see how beautiful I am


And be ashamed—

I, too, am America.”


Optimism, however, is not exclusive to Hughes’ and from Cullen’s works.  In “From the Dark Tower,” which has been said to capture the “spirit of the Harlem Renaissance,” Cullen states, “We shall not always plant while others reap / The golden increment of bursting fruit…,” referring to the unbalanced relationship between blacks and whites and a confidence that one day things will improve, like Hughes did in “I, Too.”  This poem, like Hughes’, also has a plural speaker; Cullen wrote it with the intention of it representing a large number of people.  Cullen’s characteristic complex vocabulary is well represented in this poem, highlighting his more formal style and technical form as opposed to Hughes.  In the second and final stanza, the focus of the poem is shifted to black beauty with vibrant contrasts, painting a picture in the reader’s mind, 

“The nights whose sable breast relives the stark,

White stars is no less lovely being dark,

And there are buds that cannot bloom at all

In light, but crumple, piteous, and fall;

So in the dark we hide the heart that bleeds, 

And wait, and tend our agonizing seeds.”

The difficulties faced by blacks are by no means modern.  This stanza makes subtle reference to the seemingly never-ending battle and how it has made blacks that much more beautiful (Collier).  
In “The Negro Speaks of Rivers,” Hughes once again employs a singular speaker that, in actuality, is symbolic of the entire black race.  As in “From the Dark Tower,” this poem addresses black history, highlighting the servitude but ending with the beauty and pride this has brought to the black people.  Through millennia of existence, “I bathed in the Euphrates when dawns were young;” servitude and accomplishment, “I built my hut near the Congo and it lulled me to sleep. / I looked upon the Nile and raised the pyramids above it;” and slavery and freedom, “I heard the singing of the Mississippi when Abe Lincoln / went down to New Orleans, and I’ve seen its muddy / bosom turn all golden in the sunset,” the Negro has become a patient, multi-layered, and lovely man.  The eloquence and tone reflect this sentiment.
“The Negro Speaks of Rivers” was written in 1926.  In 1932, after Hughes had had more life experience and seen much more of the world, “The Dream Keeper” was published.  It seems as though Hughes came to the realization that the world was not going to change in his lifetime, let alone overnight, neither for blacks nor for any person.  This poem has a more melancholy tone than is typical of Hughes; rather it is more common in Cullen’s poetry.  However, the sing-song syntax keeps it hopeful and somewhat upbeat, much more Hughes’ style.  The speaker does not want people to stop dreaming, rather to protect their dreams: 
“Bring me all of your dreams,

You dreamers,

Bring me all of your

Heart melodies

That I may wrap them

In a blue cloud-cloth

Away from the too-rough fingers

Of the world.”


Cullen’s “For a Poet” is on the exact same subject.  Unlike Hughes, Cullen wrote his dreamer poem very early in his career; it was published in 1925 in his Color collection. His work, however, is, like all of his poems, very structured with a rhyme scheme and clear flow:


“I have wrapped my dreams in a silken cloth,

And laid them away in a box of gold,

Where long will cling the lips of the moth, 

I have wrapped my dreams in a silken cloth;

I hide no hate; I am not even wroth

Who found earth’s breath so keen and cold;

I have wrapped my dreams in a silken cloth,

And laid them away in a box of gold.”

The traditional construction is obvious here, especially when juxtaposed with Hughes.  Both poets are being realists here, knowing that their dreams cannot come true in this world, they prefer to store them away rather than simply let them go.  Neither expresses any anger, they are instead quite passive.  The speaker in Hughes is the keeper of all dreams, while in “For a Poet,” the speaker laying aside his dreams is representative of all dreamers and their dreams, particularly blacks and their hope for equality.  In general, Cullen’s poem is a bit more multi-faceted but with a colder tone (Bontemps).

All of these poems are indicative of the time period in which they were written, pre-World War II, pre-Civil Rights Movement; it was known as the Harlem Renaissance.  After hundreds of years of slavery, intolerance, and extreme racism, for the first time blacks began speaking out in large amounts with a broad response in a creative, productive, peaceful way.  With very little political and social power, this was their outlet.  During this time, the seeds of the Civil Rights Movement were beginning to sprout and the artistry and the attention it was getting was watering those seeds.  

Both poets encountered a great deal of racism in their lifetime, which is extremely apparent in their poetry.  Hughes embraced and exalted this fact, “Most of my…poems are racial in theme and treatment, derived from the life I know. ... We young Negro artists who create now intend to express our individual dark-skinned selves without fear or shame” (Hughes).  Between quotes like this and the exquisiteness and perfection of his poetry, it is no wonder he was known as the Poet Laureate of the Harlem Renaissance.  Conversely, Cullen was not so pleased by being so narrowly defined, “If I am going to be a poet at all, I am going to be poet and not Negro poet” (McElrath).  Cullen did write poetry on other subjects, his most renowned and best known poems did indeed deal with Negro life.  The works of both these men provided hope and inspiration to the masses of repressed blacks as well as other minorities.  
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