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Born Langston Mercer Hughes February 1, 1902 in Joplin, Missouri, 
to parents James N Hughes and Carrie Mercer Langston.

His parents separated after he was born, and his father emigrated 
to Mexico, & mother to pursue an theater career.

Hughes was raised by his maternal grandmother, until she died. Her strong 
willed & fiery independent spirit instilled in the young Hughes a desire to 
achieve social and racial equality

Hughes moved back with his mother, and settled in Cleveland, OH 
where we 1st began to write poetry.

After high school he went to live with his father in Mexico in 
1920, and poem, “The Negro Speaks of Rivers,” was published.

Came back to the US, enrolled in Columbia and became a part of 
Harlem’s burgeoning cultural movement, the Harlem Renaissance.



Due to racial prejudice, Hughes dropped out of Columbia in 1922, and 
worked around NYC until becoming a steward on a freighter. And traveled 
to Africa Spain and Paris
1924, Hughes returns to the US and met American poet Vachel Lindsay, 
and snuck his work to be seen.  Lindsey credited himself with discovering 
Hughes.
Returned to school in 1926, this time to the historically black Lincoln 
University. He was supported by a patron of the arts, a wealthy old white 
woman ,Charlotte Osgood Mason.

At this point in Hughes's life he turned to the political left and began to 
develop his interest in socialism. 

During a year (1932-1933) spent in the Soviet Union, he wrote his most 
radical verse. A year in Carmel, California, led to a collection of short 
stories, The Ways of White Folks (1934). This volume is marked by 
pessimism about race relations, as well as a sardonic realism.

After his play Mulatto, on the twinned themes of miscegenation and 
parental rejection, opened on Broadway in 1935, Hughes wrote other plays





Alain LeRoy Locke is heralded as the “Father of the Harlem Renaissance” for his 
publication in 1925 of The New Negro—an anthology of poetry, essays, plays, music and 
portraiture by white and black artists. Locke is best known as a theorist, critic, and 
interpreter of African-American literature and art. 

Lock was a mentor to many of the Harlem Renaissance Writers  including Langston 
Hughes.  He was first introduced to Hughes by fellow writer Countee Cullen. In 1923, 
Cullen introduced Hughes to Alain Locke, a gay Harvard-educated thinker, who published 
the influential anthology “The New Negro” in 1925. As one can intuit from “The Selected 
Letters,” the two embarked on a kind of cat-and-mouse game: Hughes needed Locke’s 
patronage, and, sensing the older man’s attraction to him, kept him at arm’s length to 
increase the mystery. 



Although Mulatto is written in the European Tragedy form 
and style…In Langston Hughes's poetry, he uses the rhythms 
of African American music, particularly blues and jazz. This 
sets his poetry apart from that of other writers, and it 
allowed him to experiment with a very rhythmic free verse. 

Hughes used his writing to reflect his thoughts about 
political injustices, racial oppression, poverty, the black 
experience, family, and work. He was fearless and 
unapologetic about the, often times, stark content of his 
work. He did not want to exalt the black community to a 
position above reproach, and he did not try to appease the 
white community by blunting the edges of racism's harsh 
reality. 



You've taken my blues and gone--
You sing 'em on Broadway 
And you sing 'em in Hollywood Bowl, 
And you mixed 'em up with symphonies 
And you fixed 'em 
So they don't sound like me. 
Yep, you done taken my blues and gone. 

You also took my spirituals and gone. 
You put me in MacBeth and Carmen 
Jones 
And all kinds of Swing Mikados
And in everything but what's about me--
But someday somebody'll 
Stand up and talk about me, 
And write about me--
Black and beautiful--
And sing about me, 
And put on plays about me! 
I reckon it'll be 
Me myself! 

Yes, it'll be me.
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Do you feel that 
Hughes would 
have a voice in 
America today?
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My old man’s a white man
And my old mother’s black
If I ever cursed my old white man 
I take my curses back

If I ever cursed my back old mother
And wished she were in hell,
I’m sorry for that evil wish
And now I wish her well

My old man died  in a fine big house
My ma died in a shack
I wonder where I’m gonna die
Being neither white, nor black





• Although written in 1930, Mulatto was not staged until 1935.
• It was first produced at the famous Karamu House by the 

Gilpin Players who made Hughes their official playwright in 
residence in 1930.

• The play was substantially altered for Broadway (a rape scene 
was added in which Norwood rapes Sallie without Hughes’s 
knowledge).

• Although the Broadway production received terrible reviews, 
it was a spectacular success and ran for more than a year 
before touring.

• It was the largest grossing play written by an African-American 
for decades, finally yielding that distinction to A Raisin in the 
Sun.

• The play was banned in several cities, including Philadelphia 
and Chicago



• Black Reparatory Group in Berkeley, CA 2015
• No write ups as of yet, but the Facebook group has 

positive things to say!
• Opened on Broadway Vanderbilt Theater 1935

• Mixed reviews, it initially was not well received
• The Cooperative Theater Club – NY 1967

• They weren’t fans of it!
• Mulatto is one of Hughes's most important plays. In 1950 he 

refashioned it as a libretto, titled The Barrier, that was set to 
music by the composer Jan Meyerowitz. In addition, the play 
was translated into Spanish and published in South America in 
1954. 



What is this play's 
connection to 
tragedy?




