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The Negro Speaks of Rivers, by Langston Hughes

In A Nutshell
Langston Hughes wrote "The Negro Speaks of Rivers" while on a train ride to Mexico, where 

he would live with his father for one year. He had just graduated from high school in 

Cleveland, Ohio, making him a mere eighteen years old. The poem was published in Crisis 

Magazine (the magazine of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People) 

in 1921, a year later. When his train crossed the Mississippi River, Hughes was inspired by its 

beauty and was also reminded of its role in sustaining slavery in America. The sun was setting, 

and Hughes had a long journey ahead of him. He took out a letter his father had written him 

and wrote this poem on the back of its pages. 

 

"The Negro Speaks of Rivers" is one of Hughes’s most famous works, as it celebrated the 

voice and the soul of the black community in a time of great racial intolerance, injustice, and 

inequality in America. Hughes helped to inspire and unite the black community when their 

voice was not appreciated by a predominantly white society, and as a result, he became the 

unofficial poet laureate of the Harlem Renaissance. The Harlem Renaissance was a movement 

during the 1920s and 1930s in America in which black artists, activists, writers, musicians, 

and performers found new ways to explore and celebrate the black experience. While the 

movement’s epicenter was in Harlem, New York, cities all across the country became hubs of 

the renaissance. 

 

A few years after its publication, Hughes chose to dedicate "The Negro Speaks of Rivers" to

http://www.shmoop.com/intro/poetry/langston-hughes/the-negro-speaks-of-rivers.html
http://www.shmoop.com
http://www.shmoop.com
http://www.shmoop.com/teachers/
http://www.shmoop.com/literature/
http://www.shmoop.com/history/
http://www.shmoop.com/poetry/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/3.0/us/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/3.0/us/
http://www.shmoop.com
http://www.shmoop.com/intro/poetry/langston-hughes/the-negro-speaks-of-rivers.html


Visit Shmoop for full coverage of The Negro Speaks of Rivers

Shmoop: study guides and teaching resources for literature, US history, and poetry

Creative Commons Attribution-Noncommercial 3.0
This document may be modified and republished for noncommercial use only. 
You must attribute Shmoop and link to http://www.shmoop.com. 2

W.E.B. DuBois, one of the most brilliant scholars, educators, civil rights activists, writers, and

thinkers of all time. DuBois founded the National Association for the Advancement of

Colored People (the NAACP), and Crisis Magazine. He fought tirelessly for racial equality in

America, and Hughes followed in his footsteps. 

 

"The Negro Speaks of Rivers" connects the soul and heritage of the African-American

community to four great rivers in the Middle East, Africa, and America. In this way, the poem

charts the journey of African and African-Americans and links this community to the birth of

civilization. The speaker tells the tale of freedom and enslavement that his people have

endured, and it heralds their wisdom and strength.

Visit Shmoop for much more analysis:

• The Negro Speaks of Rivers Themes

• The Negro Speaks of Rivers Quotes

• The Negro Speaks of Rivers Summary

• Also: literary devices, characters, trivia, audio, photos, links, and more

Big Picture Study Questions

1 What do you think it means to have a soul that is deep as rivers?

2 Are there any places that are particularly important to you?

3 Have you "known" rivers?
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