
HARLEM SHADOWS by Claude McKay 

I HEAR the halting footsteps of a lass  

In Negro Harlem when the night lets fall  

Its veil. I see the shapes of girls who pass  

Eager to heed desire's insistent call:  

Ah, little dark girls, who in slippered feet  

Go prowling through the night from street to street.  

   

Through the long night until the silver break  

Of day the little gray feet know no rest,  

Through the lone night until the last snow-flake  

Has dropped from heaven upon the earth's white breast,  

The dusky, half-clad girls of tired feet  

Are trudging, thinly shod, from street to street.  

   

Ah, stern harsh world, that in the wretched way  

Of poverty, dishonor and disgrace,  

Has pushed the timid little feet of clay.  

The sacred brown feet of my fallen race!  

Ah, heart of me, the weary, weary feet  

In Harlem wandering from street to street.  

 

IF WE MUST DIE   by Claude McKay  

 

If we must die—let it not be like hogs 

Hunted and penned in an inglorious spot, 

While round us bark the mad and hungry dogs, 

Making their mock at our accursed lot. 

If we must die—oh, let us nobly die, 

So that our precious blood may not be shed 

In vain; then even the monsters we defy 

Shall be constrained to honor us though dead! 

Oh, Kinsmen!  We must meet the common foe; 

Though far outnumbered, let us show us brave, 

And for their thousand blows deal one deathblow! 

What though before us lies the open grave? 

Like men we'll face the murderous, cowardly pack, 

Pressed to the wall, dying, but fighting back! 

 

THE WHITE HOUSE   by Claude McKay  

 

Your door is shut against my tightened face, 

And I am sharp as steel with discontent; 

But I possess the courage and the grace 

To bear my anger proudly and unbent. 

The pavement slabs burn loose beneath my feet, 

A chafing savage, down the decent street; 

And passion rends my vitals as I pass, 

Where boldly shines your shuttered door of glass. 

Oh, I must search for wisdom every hour, 

Deep in my wrathful bosom sore and raw, 

And find in it the superhuman power 

To hold me to the letter of your law! 

Oh, I must keep my heart inviolate 

Against the potent poison of your hate. 
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  AMERICA by Claude McKay 

  

  Although she feeds me bread of bitterness, 

And sinks into my throat her tiger's tooth, 

Stealing my breath of life, I will confess 

I love this cultured hell that tests my youth! 

Her vigor flows like tides into my blood, 

Giving me strength erect against her hate. 

Her bigness sweeps my being like a flood. 

Yet as a rebel fronts a king in state, 

I stand within her walls with not a shred 

Of terror, malice, not a word of jeer. 

Darkly I gaze into the days ahead, 

And see her might and granite wonders there, 

Beneath the touch of Time's unerring hand, 

Like priceless treasures sinking in the sand.  

 

HARLEM WINE by Countee Cullen 

This is not water running here, 

These thick rebellious streams 

That hurtle flesh and bone past fear 

Down alleyways of dreams 

 

This is a wine that must flow on 

Not caring how or where 

So it has ways to flow upon 

Where song is in the air. 

 

So it can woo an artful flute 

With loose elastic lips 

Its measurements of joy compute 

With blithe, ecstatic hips.  

 

THE NEGRO SPEAKS OF RIVERS by Langston Hughes 

I've known rivers: 

I've known rivers ancient as the world and older than the 

     flow of human blood in human veins. 

 

My soul has grown deep like the rivers. 

 

I bathed in the Euphrates when dawns were young. 

I built my hut near the Congo and it lulled me to sleep. 

I looked upon the Nile and raised the pyramids above it. 

I heard the singing of the Mississippi when Abe Lincoln  

     went down to New Orleans, and I've seen its muddy  

     bosom turn all golden in the sunset. 

 

I've known rivers: 

Ancient, dusky rivers. 

 

My soul has grown deep like the rivers. 
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THE WEARY BLUES   by Langston Hughes  

 

Droning a drowsy syncopated tune, 

Rocking back and forth to a mellow croon, 

     I heard a Negro play. 

Down on Lenox Avenue the other night 

By the pale dull pallor of an old gas light 

     He did a lazy sway . . . 

     He did a lazy sway . . . 

To the tune o' those Weary Blues. 

With his ebony hands on each ivory key 

He made that poor piano moan with melody. 

     O Blues! 

Swaying to and fro on his rickety stool 

He played that sad raggy tune like a musical fool. 

     Sweet Blues! 

Coming from a black man's soul. 

     O Blues! 

In a deep song voice with a melancholy tone 

I heard that Negro sing, that old piano moan-- 

     "Ain't got nobody in all this world, 

       Ain't got nobody but ma self. 

       I's gwine to quit ma frownin' 

       And put ma troubles on the shelf." 

 

Thump, thump, thump, went his foot on the floor. 

He played a few chords then he sang some more-- 

     "I got the Weary Blues 

       And I can't be satisfied. 

       Got the Weary Blues 

       And can't be satisfied-- 

       I ain't happy no mo' 

       And I wish that I had died." 

And far into the night he crooned that tune. 

The stars went out and so did the moon. 

The singer stopped playing and went to bed 

While the Weary Blues echoed through his head. 

He slept like a rock or a man that's dead. 
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 DREAM VARIATIONS by Langston Hughes 

 

  To fling my arms wide 

In some place of the sun, 

To whirl and to dance 

Till the white day is done. 

Then rest at cool evening 

Beneath a tall tree 

While night comes on gently, 

Dark like me- 

That is my dream! 

 

To fling my arms wide 

In the face of the sun, 

Dance! Whirl! Whirl! 

Till the quick day is done. 

Rest at pale evening... 

A tall, slim tree... 

Night coming tenderly 

Black like me.  

 

I, TOO, SING AMERICA   by Langston Hughes  

 

I, too, sing America. 

 

I am the darker brother. 

They send me to eat in the kitchen 

When company comes, 

But I laugh, 

And eat well, 

And grow strong. 

 

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. 
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