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Chronology

1902

1903

1907

1909

1915

1916

1918

1919
1920

1921

James Langston Hughes is born February 1 in Joplin, Missouri,
to James Nathaniel Hughes, a stenographer for a mining com-
pany, and Carric Mercer Langston Hughes, a former govern-
ment clerk.

After his father immigrates to Mexico, Langston’s mother takes
him to Lawrence, Kansas, the home of Mary Langston, her
twice-widowed mother. Mary Langston’s first husband, Lewis
Sheridan Leary, died fighting alongside John Brown at Harpers
Ferry. Her second, Hughes’s grandfather, was Charles Langston,
a former abolitionist, Republican politician, and businessman.
After a failed attempt at a reconciliation in Mexico, Langston
and his mother return to Lawrence.

Langston starts school in Topeka, Kansas, where he lives for a
while with his mother before returning to his grandmother’s
home in Lawrence.

Following Mary Langston’s death, Hughes leaves Lawrence for
Lincoln, Illinois, where his mother lives with her second hus-
band, Homer Clark, and Homer Clark’s young son by another
union, Gwyn “Kit” Clark.

Langston, elected class poet, graduates from the eighth grade.
Moves to Cleveland, Ohio, and starts at Central High School
there.

Publishes early poems and short stories in his school’s monthly
magazine.

Spends the summer in Toluca, Mexico, with his father.
Graduates from Central High as class poet and editor of the
school annual. Returns to Mexico to live with his father.

In June, Hughes publishes “The Negro Speaks of Rivers” in
Crisis magazine. In September, sponsored by his father, he
enrolls at Columbia University in New York. Meets W. E. B.
Du Bois, Jessie Fauset, and Countee Cullen.

xi



1922

1923

1924

1925

1926

1927

1929
1930

1931

1932

xii  Chronology

Unhappy at Columbia, Hughes withdraws from school and
breaks with his father.

Sailing in June to western Africa on the crew of a freighter, he
visits Senegal, the Gold Coast, Nigeria, the Congo, and other
countries.

Spends several months in Paris working in the kitchen of a
nightclub.

Lives in Washington for a year with his mother. His poem
“The Weary Blues” wins first prize in a contest sponsored by
Opportunity magazine, which leads to a book contract with
Knopf through Carl Van Vechten. Becomes friends with several
other young artists of the Harlem Renaissance, including Zora
Neale Hurston, Wallace Thurman, and Arna Bontemps.

In January his first book, The Weary Blues, appears. He enrolls
at historically black Lincoln University, Pennsylvania. In June,
the Nation weekly magazine publishes his landmark essay “The
Negro Artist and the Racial Mountain.”

Knopf publishes his second book of verse, Fine Clothes to the
Jew, which is condemned in the black press. Hughes meets his
powerful patron Mrs. Charlotte Osgood Mason. Travels in the
South with Hurston, who is also taken up by Mrs. Mason.
Hughes graduates from Lincoln University.

Publishes his first novel, Not without Launghter (Knopf). Vis-
its Cuba and meets fellow poet Nicolds Guillén. Hughes is
dismissed by Mrs. Mason in a painful break made worse by
false charges of dishonesty leveled by Hurston over their play
Mule Bone.

Demoralized, he travels to Haiti. Publishes work in the commu-
nist magazine New Masses. Supported by the Rosenwald Foun-
dation, he tours the South taking his poetry to the people. In
Alabama, he visits some of the Scottsboro Boys in prison. His
brief collection of poems Dear Lovely Death is privately printed
in Amenia, New York. Hughes and the illustrator Prentiss Taylor
publish a verse pamphlet, The Negro Mother.

With Taylor, he publishes Scottsboro Limited, a short play and



1933

1934

1935

1936

1937

1938
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four poems. From Knopf comes The Dream Keeper, a book of
previously published poems selected for young people. Later,
Macmillan brings out Popo and Fifina, a children’s story about
Haiti written with Arna Bontemps, his closest friend. In June,
Hughes sails to Russia in a band of twenty-two young African
Americans to make a film about race relations in the United
States. After the project collapses, he lives for a year in the
Soviet Union. Publishes his most radical verse, including “Good
Morning Revolution” and “Goodbye Christ.”

Returns home at midyear via China and Japan. Supported by a
patron, Noél Sullivan of San Francisco, Hughes spends a year in
Carmel writing short stories.

Knopf publishes his first short story collection, The Ways of White
Folks. After labor unrest in California threatens his safety, he
leaves for Mexico following news of his father’s death.

Spends several months in Mexico, mainly translating short stories
by local leftist writers. Lives for some time with the photographer
Henri Cartier-Bresson. Returning almost destitute to the United
States, he joins his mother in Oberlin, Ohio. Visits New York for
the Broadway production of his play Mulatto and clashes with
its producer over changes in the script. Unhappy, he writes the
poem “Let America Be America Again.”

Wins a Guggenheim Foundation fellowship for work on a novel
but soon turns mainly to writing plays in association with the
Karamu Theater in Cleveland. Karamu stages his farce Little
Ham and his historical drama about Haiti, Troubled Island.
Karamu stages Joy to My Soul, another comedy. In July, he visits
Paris for the League of American Writers. He then travels to
Spain, where he spends the rest of the year reporting on the civil
war for the Baltimore Afro-American.

In New York, Hughes founds the radical Harlem Suitcase The-
ater, which stages his agitprop play Don’t You Want to Be Free?
The leftist International Workers Order publishes A New Song,
a pamphlet of radical verse. Karamu stages his play Front Porch.
His mother dies.
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In Hollywood he writes the script for the movie Way Down South,
which is criticized for stereotyping black life. Hughes goes for an
extended stay in Carmel, California, again as the guest of Noél
Sullivan.

His autobiography The Big Sea appears (Knopf). He is picketed
by a religious group for his poem “Goodbye Christ,” which he
publicly renounces.

With a Rosenwald Fund fellowship for playwriting, he leaves
California for Chicago, where he founds the Skyloft Players.
Moves on to New York in December.

Knopf publishes his book of verse Shakespeare in Harlem. The
Skyloft Players stage his play The Sun Do Move. In the summer
he resides at the Yaddo writers’ and artists’ colony, New York.
Hughes also works as a writer in support of the war effort. In
November he starts “Here to Yonder,” a weekly column in the
Chicago Defender newspaper.

“Here to Yonder” introduces Jesse B. Semple, or Simple, a comic
Harlem character who quickly becomes its most popular feature.
Hughes publishes Jim Crow’s Last Stand (Negro Publication
Society of America), a pamphlet of verse about the struggle for
civil rights.

Comes under surveillance by the FBI because of his former
radicalism.

With Mercer Cook, translates and later publishes Masters of the
Dew (Reynal and Hitchcock), a novel by Jacques Roumain of
Haiti.

His work as librettist with Kurt Weill and Elmer Rice on the
Broadway musical play Street Scene brings Hughes a financial
windfall. He vacations in Jamaica. Knopf publishes Fields of Won-
der, his only book composed mainly of lyric poems on nonracial
topics.

Hughes is denounced (erroneously) as a communist in the U.S.
Senate. He buys a townhouse in Harlem and moves in with his
longtime friends Toy and Emerson Harper.
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Doubleday publishes Poetry of the Negro, 1746-1949, an anthol-
ogy edited with Arna Bontemps. Also published are One-Way
Ticket (Knopf), a book of poems, and Cuba Libre: Poems of
Nicolas Guillén (Anderson and Ritchie), translated by Hughes
and Ben Frederic Carruthers. Hughes teaches for three months
at the University of Chicago Lab School for children. His opera
about Haiti with William Grant Still, Troubled Island, is pre-
sented in New York.

Another opera, The Barrier, with music by Jan Meyerowitz,
is hailed in New York but later fails on Broadway. Simon and
Schuster publishes Simple Speaks His Mind, the first of five books
based on his newspaper columns.

Hughes’s book of poems about life in Harlem, Montage of a
Dream Deferrved, appears (Henry Holt).

His second collection of short stories, Laughing to Keep from
Crying, is published by Henry Holt. In its “First Book™ series
for children, Franklin Watts publishes Hughes’s The First Book
of Negroes.

In March, forced to testify before Senator Joseph McCarthy’s
subcommittee on subversive activities, Hughes is exonerated
after repudiating his past radicalism. Simple Takes a Wife appears.
Mainly for young readers, he publishes Famous Negro Americans
(Dodd, Mead) and The First Book of Rhythms.

Publishes The First Book of Jazz and finishes Famous Negro Mu-
sic Makers (Dodd, Mead). In November, Simon and Schuster
publishes The Sweet Flypaper of Life, a narrative of Harlem with
photographs by Roy DeCarava.

Hughes’s second volume of autobiography, I Wonder As I Wan-
der (Rinehart), appears, as well as A Pictorial History of the Negro
(Crown), coedited with Milton Meltzer, and The First Book of the
West Indies.

Esther, an opera with composer Jan Meyerowitz, has its pre-
miere in Illinois. Rinehart publishes Simple Stakes o Claim as
a novel. Hughes’s musical play Simply Heavenly, based on
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his Simple character, runs for several weeks off and then on
Broadway. Hughes translates and publishes Selected Poems of
Gabriela Mistral (Indiana University Press).

The Langston Hughes Reader (George Braziller) appears, as well
as The Book of Negro Folklore (Dodd, Mead), coedited with
Arna Bontemps, and another juvenile, Famous Negro Heroes
of America (Dodd, Mead). John Day publishes a short novel,
Tambourines to Glory, based on a Hughes gospel musical play.
Hughes’s Selected Poems published (Knopf).

The First Book of Africa appears, along with An African Trea-
sury: Articles, Essays, Stories, Poems by Black Africans, edited by
Hughes (Crown).

Inducted into the National Institute of Arts and Letters. Knopf
publishes his book-length poem Ask Your Mama: 12 Moods for
Jazz. The Best of Simple, drawn from the columns, appears (Hill
and Wang). Hughes writes his gospel musical plays Black Nativ-
ity and The Prodigal Son. He visits Africa again.

Begins a weekly column for the New York Post. Attends a writers’
conference in Uganda. Publishes Fight for Freedom: The Story of
the NAACP, commissioned by the organization.

His third collection of short stories, Something in Common,
appears from Hill and Wang. Indiana University Press publishes
Five Plays by Langston Hughes, edited by Webster Smalley, as well
as Hughes’s anthology Poems from Black Africa, Ethiopia, and
Other Countries.

His musical play Jericho—Jim Crow, a tribute to the civil rights
movement, is staged in Greenwich Village. Indiana University
Press brings out his anthology New Negro Poets: U.S.A., with a
foreword by Gwendolyn Brooks.

With novelists Paule Marshall and William Melvin Kelley,
Hughes visits Europe for the U.S. State Department. His gospel
play The Prodigal Som and his cantata with music by David
Amram, Let Us Remember, are staged.

After twenty-three years, Hughes ends his depiction of Simple
in his Chicago Defender column. Publishes The Book of Negro
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Humor (Dodd, Mead). In a visit sponsored by the U.S. govern-
ment, he is honored in Dakar, Senegal, at the First World Festival
of Negro Arts.

His The Best Short Stories by Negro Writers: An Anthology from
1899 to the Present (Little, Brown) includes the first published
story by Alice Walker. On May 22, Hughes dies at New York
Polyclinic Hospital in Manhattan from complications following
prostate surgery. Later that year, two books appear: The Panther
and the Lash: Poems of Our Times (Knopf) and, with Milton
Meltzer, Black Magic: A Pictorial History of the Negro in Amer-
ican Entertainment (Prentice Hall).
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Introduction

The poems in this volume represent the first generation of Langston
Hughes’s creativity as a writer, the years between 1921 and 1940. They
take us as readers from the initial published articulation of his own
distinct literary voice in 1921 to the era of his attainment of full poetic
maturity by the end of the 1930s.

Exactly when Hughes wrote his first poem is not altogether clear. In
his first book of autobiography, The Big Sea (1940), he tells of being
elected by his fellow students (all but two of them white) as class poet
in the eighth grade in Lincoln, Illinois, where he lived for a year. On
graduation day, the applause of his listeners so delighted him when he
recited the flattering poem he had composed about his teachers and the
school that he committed himself there and then to a new interest: “That
was the way I began to write poetry.”!

This story may be apocryphal. We know that his mother, Carrie Mercer
Langston Hughes, sometimes wrote verse, and also that from early in his
childhood she and others had helped to give him a proper appreciation
of the work of various classic writers, including the most admired African
American poet at the turn of the century, Paul Laurence Dunbar. As a
boy, Hughes loved books. He recalled discovering early, during what had
been a lonely childhood, the unique consolations of literature. “Then it
was,” he declared, “that books began to happen to me, and I began
to believe in nothing but books and the wonderful world in books—
where if people suffered, they suffered in beautiful language, not in
monosyllables, as we did in Kansas” (TBS, 16).

By his sophomore year in high school in Cleveland, Ohio, as the
Central High School monthly magazine attests, Hughes was writing
poetry fairly steadily and no doubt enjoying a growing reputation among
his teachers and his fellow students as a budding author. In his adoles-

1. Langston Hughes, The Big Sea (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1940), 24 (hereafter
cited as TBS).



