
Skill:  TEXT STRUCTURE: THE 
POETRY CONNECTION 

 
Target:  I will understand the 
Harlem Renaissance Period. 

I will analyze the connections 
between poetry and the events in 
the play “ A Biography in Poems” 
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Main Objectives 

• to become familiar with Langston Hughes’s life 
and work 

• to understand how Hughes’s poetry reflects 
his experiences 

• to gather information and ideas from multiple 
texts and media types 

• to participate in class discussion 

 



THE HARLEM RENAISSANCE 1919- 1940 



Centered in the Harlem neighborhood of New 
York City, the movement impacted urban 
centers throughout the United States. 



How was it started? 

The Harlem Renaissance laid its roots right after the civil 
war.   

Thousands of African Americans moved from the 
economically unstable South to the industrial North.  

There were many more job opportunities there that had 
been created by World War I.  

This was known as the “Great Migration”. Little by little 
many African Americans moved into New York’s 
neighborhood of Harlem. Eventually Harlem because the 
political and social epicenter for African Americans.  



What is the Harlem Renaissance? 
The Harlem Renaissance refers to the flowering 
of African American cultural and intellectual life 
during the 1920s and 1930s.  

 

 

 

 







Where did they go? 

Blacks settled in many cities: Chicago, 
Philadelphia, and Cleveland. New York City was 

the most popular destination because it was the 
largest and most famous Harlem was attractive 
because it was built to house middle and upper 
middle class whites, but became overbuilt and 

needed to include blacks. 



What was the “NEED”? 

This influx of blacks from many different 
backgrounds created a variety of needs. As 
blacks were beginning to establish themselves in 
the post-WWI urban settings, they needed to 
find their own identity and acceptance in a 
mostly white world.  



What was the “literary movement”? 

• The literary movement proposed that black 
identity and social acceptance would be 
accomplished through the arts. They began a 
campaign to gain support from influential 
black and white writers and publishers.  



During the early Harlem 
Renaissance, African-
American artists and writers 
seeking to publish their 
works turned to periodicals 
created, edited, and 
produced by other African 
Americans. The sheer 
variety in the content and 
tone of these many 
publications revealed the 
diverse—and sometimes 
opposing—social and 
political attitudes among 
prominent African 
Americans.  













Langston Hughes 

Hughes always wanted to let the world know 
that he loved where he came from and that he 
will never be ashamed of his culture.  

 



Langston Hughes 

The many struggles that 
plagued Hughes his entire life 
such as racial inequality and 
even being poor, he still 
managed to produce great 
works that will remain in 
literature throughout time, 
although he was a black poet.  
 
Individuals can learn how to 
adapt and over come from 
Hughes style of writing and the 
use of powerful strategically 
placed words.   



Free Verse: 
Poetry with no set  
meter (rhythm) or  

rhyme scheme.  



VOCABULARY BUILDER 

4   3   2   1   0 
  

I really know 

and 

understand 

this word. 

I can use it in 

conversation. 

I can tell you 

its meaning. 

I can give you 

examples of 

this word in 

context.  

  I understand 

this word. 

Sometimes I 

can use it in 

my everyday 

conversation

s. 

  I have a basic 

understanding 

of this word 

but am unsure 

of some of its 

uses. 

  I think I’ve 

heard this word 

before. 

I’m not really 

sure; help me 

please. 

  I do not know 

this word. 

I’ve never 

heard it 

before.  

  

  



New Vocabulary 

Affluent Having plenty of money  

Castoff A thing that has been thrown away or rejected 

discrimination Prejudice or unjust behavior toward others based on race, age, gender 

Feverishly Axcitedly or restlessly 

Fleeting Passing swiftly; not lasting 

Jim Crow 
Laws 

State and local laws discriminating against African American…1870’s-
1960’s 

Prolific Producing in large quantities or with great frequency 

Renaissance A period of great activity in culture, art or learning 

Segregate To separate or isolate from the main group (by race) 



New Vocabulary 

Shabby Run down, ragged, worn; not fair or generous 

Prologue Introduction to a poem 

Paraphrase Reword the meaning of something; restate 

Summarize A brief statement covering the main points 

Lonesome Lonely; being alone 

Stanza Two or more lines in a poem 

Excerpt A small part of literature; to select a quote or passage 

Flappers Fashionable and bold women in the 1920’s; also fashionable hats 

Vibrant Bright; radiant; flashy; bold; colorful 



Blank verse: 
Unrhymed lines of poetry. 

 Plenty of modern poetry is 
written in blank verse.  



Atmosphere: 
The overall feeling of a work, 
which is related to tone and 

mood.  



Genre:  
A kind of style usually art or 

literature.  Some literary genres 
are mysteries, westerns, and 

romances.  



Mood: 
The emotional atmosphere of a 

given piece of writing.  



Stanza: 
A section of poetry separated 
from the sections before and 
after it; a verse “paragraph.”  



Video  

• WEBSITE: Beinecke Library: Langston Hughes 
at 100  

A large collection of multimedia, including 
photographs, video clips, and audio recordings 

of Hughes reading his poetry.  

• “Dreams” so your class can hear Hughes’s 
beautiful words in his own voice.  
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Target:   

• I will become familiar with Langston Hughes’s 
life and work 

• I will understand how Hughes’s poetry reflects 
his experiences 

• I will gather information and ideas from 
multiple texts and media types 

• I will participate in class discussion 

 



Critical Thinking  

• 1.  Why is Langston lonely as a child?  What impact does his grandmother 

have on him? 

• 2.  Why does Langston want to move to Harlem?  How could this help him 

escape his loneliness? 

• 3.  What is the turning point in Langston’s career?  What risk does he take 

to reach that point? 

• 4.  What are two ideas about dreams Langston expresses in his poetry? 

• 5. What is the effect of having some or all of the lines of poetry that 

appear at the beginning of each scene repeat at the end of the scene? 



Prologue and Scene 1 
1. B 

 

2. B; answers will vary, but students are likely to 

say that they chose B because the speaker says, 

“Sometimes when I’m lonely,” which implies that 

being lonely is something that happens to him on 

a regular basis. Also, the phrase “Keep thinkin’ ” 

suggests something ongoing—he keeps thinking 

about the possibility of not feeling lonely, because 

he keeps feeling lonely. Finally, “by and by” refers 

to a time in the future; it seems like the speaker 

anticipates feeling lonely again before the eventual 

day when he doesn’t feel lonely. 

The Poetry Connection 



3. I have hope that someday, I will stop feeling so 
lonely. 

 

4. Both of Langston’s parents abandon him. He 

lives with his grandmother in a mostly white 

neighborhood, and many of the kids are racist— 

they are mean to Langston because he is black. 

Because of this, his grandmother won’t let him 

even try to play with other kids. At school, kids 

make fun of Langston because he is poor and 

has to wear his grandmother’s old shoes.  

When Langston is 13, his grandmother dies, and he has 

to go live with neighbors. 

 

The Poetry Connection 



5. Answers will vary. Students may express the idea 

that after reading the poetry, they are more aware 

of how lonely Langston felt as a result of the 

events in Scene 1. They may say that they feel 

sadder for Langston than they would have if they 

hadn’t read the poetry. Students may also say that 

reading the middle of the scene gave them an idea 

of what the poetry was about, that it helped them 

appreciate the intensity of the speaker’s loneliness, 

or that it made the poem easier to relate to. 

The Poetry Connection 



Scene 2 

1. That the speaker says he is looking at the world 

through eyes in a “black face” indicates that 

Hughes is writing about the experience of African- 

Americans. 

 

2. Answers will vary, but students may say they 

picture an animal pen or the like, or provide details 

such as, “I picture a chain-link fence around a 

concrete area about the size of a parking space,” 

etc. Students may say that having to stay in a 

space like that would make you feel trapped, 

restless, frustrated, deprived, etc. 

The Poetry Connection 



Scene 2 
 

3. Jim Crow laws begin to take hold in Kansas, 

keeping Langston out of places he used to go, 

such as his favorite movie theater. Because of his 

race, Langston is not welcome at the carnival that 

is coming to town. Langston is also shut out from 

the track team because of his race, despite the fact 

that he is a fast runner. 

The Poetry Connection 



4. Answers will vary. Students may express the idea 

that the scene led them to understand the poetry 

as being about discrimination, about the way 

that African-Americans were blocked from going 

many places and participating in many activities. 

They may say that the poetry made them think 

about Langston feeling trapped or being treated 

like an animal. 

 
Your Choice 
Answers will vary. 
 

The Poetry Connection 



Research 

• Who is it? 
• Why is he/she important? 
• What did he/she contribute to society? 
• What was his/her passion? Mission? Desire? Wish? 
• What was his/her background? Childhood? 
• What helped shaped him/her? 
• Why did you choose this person? 
• What are examples of his/her works? 
• Where did you get the research from? References? 
• Provide pictures of whom you are researching. 

Will be introduced on Friday Jan. 27, 2012 and will 
be due on Friday Feb. 3, 2012 


