
Excerpt from Langston Hughes's "The Negro Artist and the Racial Mountain" (1926) 

 

…Most of my own poems are racial in theme and treatment, derived from the life I know. In 

many of them I try to grasp and hold some of the meanings and rhythms of jazz. I am as sincere 

as I know how to be in these poems and yet after every reading I answer questions like these 

from my own people: Do you think Negroes should always write about Negroes? I wish you 

wouldn't read some of your poems to white folks. How do you find anything interesting in a 

place like a cabaret? Why do you write about black people? You aren't black. You are mixed. 

What makes you do so many jazz poems? 

But jazz to me is one of the inherent expressions of Negro life in America; the eternal tom-tom 

beating in the Negro soul--the tom-tom of revolt against weariness in a white world, a world of 

subway trains, and work, work, work; the tom-tom of joy and laughter, and pain swallowed in a 

smile. Yet the Philadelphia clubwoman is ashamed to say that her race created it and she does 

not like me to write about it, The old subconscious "white is best" runs through her mind. Years 

of study under white teachers, a lifetime of white books, pictures, and papers, and white 

manners, morals, and Puritan standards made her dislike the spirituals. And now she turns up 

her nose at jazz and all its manifestations--likewise almost everything else distinctly racial. She 

doesn't care for the Winold Reiss' portraits of Negroes because they are "too Negro." She does 

not want a true picture of herself from anybody. She wants the artist to flatter her, to make the 

white world believe that all negroes are as smug and as near white in soul as she wants to be. 

But, to my mind, it is the duty of the younger Negro artist, if he accepts any duties at all from 

outsiders, to change through the force of his art that old whispering "I want to be white," hidden 

in the aspirations of his people, to "Why should I want to be white? I am a Negro--and 

beautiful"?  

Let the blare of Negro jazz bands and the bellowing voice of Bessie Smith singing the Blues 

penetrate the closed ears of the colored near intellectuals until they listen and perhaps 

understand. Let Paul Robeson singing "Water Boy," and Rudolph Fisher writing about the 

streets of Harlem, and Jean Toomer holding the heart of Georgia in his hands, and Aaron 

Douglas's drawing strange black fantasies cause the smug Negro middle class to turn from their 

white, respectable, ordinary books and papers to catch a glimmer of their own beauty. We 

younger Negro artists who create now intend to express our individual dark-skinned selves 

without fear or shame. If white people are pleased we are glad. If they are not, it doesn't matter. 

We know we are beautiful. And ugly too. The tom-tom cries and the tom-tom laughs. If colored 

people are pleased we are glad. If they are not, their displeasure doesn't matter either. We build 

our temples for tomorrow, strong as we know how, and we stand on top of the mountain, free 

within ourselves. 


