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WWRITING ABOUT AN
AUTHOR IN DEPTH

A poera is best read in the ight of all the other ycems ever writ-
ten. Vi read A the better recd B (we have to stan somewhere; we
may gt very little out of A) We read B the better (2 read C, C the
better ‘o read D, D the beticr to go back and get something more
out o) A. Progress is not th aim, but circulation The thing is to
get av.ong the poems where they hold each othdi apart in their
place: as the stars do.
~-Robert Frost

1f you hav? read several works by an author, whether tri giedies by Shake-
speare or (etective stories aboul Sherlock Holmes by {i r Arthur Conan
Doyle, yo 1 know that authors r:urn again and again ' certain genres
and them +; (tragedy for Shakesyvare, crime for Conan Doyle), yet each
treatment s different. Hamlet, Macbeth, and Romeo iad Juliet are all
tragedies 1nd share certain qual lies that we think of a5 Shakespearean,
yet each i highly distinctive.

Wher we read several works Oy an author, we find curselves thinking
about resi: nblances and differer ces. We enjoy seeing t12 anthor take up
again a thcme (nature, or love, cr immortality, for ex: raple) or explore
once mor : the possibilities of a btzrary form (the sonne . blank verse, the
short stor;). We may find that t 12 author has handled things differently
and that 72 are getting a sense ¢l the writer’s variety ar development.

Somg times we speak of the shape or the design cl the author’s ca-
reer, mear ing that the careful s udy of the writings ha: led us to an un-
derstandi 1g of the narrative—w (h its beginning, midd'e:, and end-—that
the writir ¢:s tell acrass a period of time. Often, once v read one poem
by an au hor and find it intrigning or compelling, wi: are enthusiastic
about rea:ing more: Are there (ther poems like this on>? What kinds of
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Poems were 3 .

standing cmn:“w”u”“ M,Mm.:w_c_, o z:,. on:> Our enjoyment and inder
gkt v, g, " _M__u? _E to enjoy anc anderstand other poeir s and
ture, the gh. £ fhe place that each (ne oceupies in a larger strye
bud, ape M_. de:i gn of the author’s car *2r TR Ay

_ Tosts words, quoted at the beginni £ this "

strategy t . ginning cf this chapter, i
e z_m.vmw mmrm:.._,ﬁﬁm”a. .__lz_ .W.o: are assigned ) write m%c_: M___”_ _M_wh _.,m”x ””__
connections to éo.._mﬁ_wmﬂ ..ﬂo_,r w:ﬁ_ then ave outward from it, n sking
from it. With Frost _..o_w SHow Interesting similarities to or %mm::omw
Woods on 5 Snowy m...m:.aum._:Em. you might begin with “Stoppi 1z cw.
oms. You will S r :ﬁ m:.m explore h« use of woods in oth ol
o iy, e o o)

igh ) ‘ ’ ctimes se':: their = o

_mmxw wo,” _M_A_u._m.m..ﬁﬁm. Eacli poem is a work in darkness again | the

Usually. for an assi s :
short ios.n_wﬂ,. ﬁwm“mmm_.m:_:m:ﬁ A.i this kind, s> focus wil be on poeirs or
ey v.ozw._.zmam n”._:.ma 18 a seminar d - voted to o single autho-. or
'or two novels bythe m___o oﬁ m..ormr_.fx will no have room on the syll ‘_m::
O 60 on Robert m._d._ :1 $M8.H. ,::.u most y»1are likely to getisa .“. um_.,‘
James Joyce or m__&ow,,go_ﬂ_ mily Dickinson or on the short storiy of
labsus, you wan: . r:n..: _n ﬁ_< When you reich these points on the .m l-
presentan et 20U Bow (0 oxplica e a single text and o £
1-depth aniysis of several of then at once aade

relf, but it is also par of a

! CASE STuDY:
M
MRITING ABOUT I.ANGSTON HUGHES

1" a con . ;.1
o z.,.mmmst%r.we.c M&:M th-century literature, . student, Mark Brad «-
splection of o eabont a theme (which he had to define himself) ,J\.
Hughes s best por 5000 Hlghes (1902-7), e
wtiter, a dramati o'm for his poetry, but lie was also 4 s
soiri; n”_e“...m ”M»”Mﬁhwz m?...ﬁﬁ.w il ..ﬂ“._v::.. He was Wcmw”w:;_““ﬂﬂ m_“..w
your living in Eaﬁocsﬁ_ﬁ.ﬁm.. ZEmmﬁ. and Clev: land, Ohio; and ..m“mzh“
le"" Columbia the f I re entering Columbii U niversity in 5.3 :
terning to the U o Ms_ g year and traveled estensively in m:.dlm. o
Highes pursud EW..@ n_‘..ﬂmﬁ_mm in .:3 mid-19¢(s. During ::».amwm.m.m-
nit (graduating iy, H%wow m studies at Lincols University in _umzzw 1 -
Woary Blues Emcm 1929) ..:m published his first 1wo books of v “Tee
1 6) and i''ne Clothes to the Jew 1927). mm.. dlic MMM M... r
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il the Harlem Renaissan e, an important literary and cultural movem :at
o the 1920s and 1930: that celebrated and supported the efforts of
2 rican-American write + and artists; in Hught+’s words, it fostered “1e
esoression of our indivicnal dark-skinned selve: ” Hughes's many liter:ry
a-hievements, drawing ( pon spirituals, blues, jazz, and folk expressicm,
ard his rich, productive career have led his bicirapher, Arnold Ramy er-
s1], to describe him as ' perhaps the most repr :sentative black Amerizan
yriter.”

Mark started by clesely studying a poem by Hughes that had cavght
ntion when he ir-ade his way through ¢ group of poems for tae

lis atte
Here is the pi2m, and then the jowral entry that he wrotc:

f rst time.
THE SouTil

The lazy, laughing ;i outh
With blood on its niouth.
The sunny-faced Sunth,
Beast-strong,
Idiot-brained.
The child-minded i »uth
Scratching in the d :ad fire’s ashes
For a Negro's bone:.
Cotton and th : moon,
Warmth, eartl. warmth,
The sky, the s 1, the stars,
The magnolia scented South.
Beautiful, like a we inan,
Seductive as a darl-eyed whore,
Passionate, cr 12,
Honey-lipped  syphilitic—
That is the South.
And I, who am bla -, would love her
But she spits in m) face.
And I, who am bla 'k,
Would give her mi ny rare gifts
But she turns her | ik upon me.
So now I seel 'he North—
The cold-facei North,
For she, they say,
Is a kinder m s tress,
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And in her house 1ny children
“May escape the s>zl of the South.

[1922]

The poem "“The Scth" surprised me. It wesn't what I axpected. |
thought Hughes wi 11d attack the South for I eing so racist—he
wrote the poem in lie 1920s, when segregalion was everywhere i
the South. He says 35me harsh things abou he South: “Beast
strong / Idiot-brain: 1.” But he also saystha he South is attractive
in some ways, and 'm not convinced that wlen he brings in the
North at the end, he really beliaves that the ['orth is superior.

His curiosity kindl:d by this poem, Mark 1nade it his point of dejar-
nre for the thematic per he was assigned. H » judged that if he wo J:ed
ttensively on this poert and came to know it vell, he could review ot her

ughes poems and see how they were both li<e and unlike the one yith
*vhich he had begun.
In reading an autho *s poems or stories in clepth, and in preparing to
write about an important issue, feature of styl2, or theme in them, vou
v I find the following questions useful:

What subject mi tter recurs in the auth s work?

Do certain view: - —attitudes toward life —emerge?

Does a particula - personality take shape

Does the author show a fondness for ce ain literary devices,

such as irony, syir bolism, metaphor?

* Do any of the po=ms or stories strike yer as highly
unrepresentative of the author?

* Take note of the -ates of publication: D~ you detect changing
views or changiny; techniques?

* Does one work siem the key to the othes? Does one work stri <
you as very closely related in some way 1= another?

* How do your per ->ptions change when ‘u place two authors— -

say, Hughes and “rost, or Joyce and We ty—alongside one

another for inten:ive study? What do the villuminate about one

another’s central liemes and literary sty ¢ ? Does one show

greater range in s vle and subject than the other?
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When you write ah-ut an author’s work in - epth, remember to ke - » :..
riind the length of the ;v signment and the cho ce of QE:E@M Youwart to
~eat the right number f examples for the sp:ce you are given and, ‘ur-
“1ermore, to provide st [ficient detail in your aiulysis of each oj. them. .

Preparing an outlir «: can be valuable. It will lead you to think care __.E\c
1bout the examples tha you have selected for 1 our argument and the 11ain
dea about each one that you will present. Lile Mark Bradley, whos: pa-
‘er we will turn to in a rioment, you might bezin by examining one prem
1 depth and then proc:ed to relate it to key | ussages in other poem:. Or

naybe you will find or¢: passage in a poem s) ﬂmEmnw:ﬁ.:.ﬁ it—r: mrmq

“1an the poem in its et lirety—can serve as a 1j0d beginning. eS:n?e.m.__.

iirategy you choose, wl ¢n you review your rou ¢h draft use a pen or pnci

» mark off the amount of space that you have levoted to each examp ¢..
Ask yourself:

* Is this example :learly connected to m, argument in the paper as
a whole?

* Have I not only 1eferred to the examplc but also provided
adequate quota ion from it?

* Have I made certain to comment on the passage? Passages dc 1ot
interpret thems:lves. You have to expl cate and explain them.

* Has each examyplle received its due? Tl ere is no easy rule of
thumb for knowing how much space ev:h example should be
given. Some pa: sages are more compli :ated than others; som
demand more iensive serutiny, But ycu will be well on the 1vay
toward handling, this aspect of the pap: - effectively if you are

self-aware abou: your choices.

From the poem “lhe South” and his jo imal entry, Mark Bra: ley
“went on to explore two c ther poems by Hughe:. Here are the poems. (ol-
cwed by Mark’s essay.

RuBy Brow'N

She was young anc beautiful

And golden like th : sunshine

That warmed her tdy.

And because she w:s colored
Mayville had no pl :e to offer her,
Nor fuel for the cle:n flame of joy
That tried to burn rithin her soul.
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One day,
. Sitting on old My, Latham'’s back porc
Polishi ng the sih ¢r,
She asked herself two questions
And they ran sor 12thing like this:
What can a color 4 girl do
On the money fn, n 2 white woman'’s kit hen ?
And ain’t there i’ joy in this town?
Now the streets ¢ wn by the river
Know more abous this pretty Ruby Brow,

And the sinister ], ittered houses of the »ottoms
Hold a vellow girl

Seeking an answey 1o her questions,
The good church {-[k do not mention
Her name any moi,

But the white men

Habitués of the higl, shuttered houses,
Pay more money tc aer now

Than they ever did Lefore,
When she worked i, their kitchens.

(193

BALLAD OF IHE LANDLORD

Landlord, landlord,
My roof has sprung a |eak.

Don't you 'member I 1o)q you about it
Way Jast week?

Landlord, _m:&o&_.

These steps is broken down,
‘Vhen you come up ycurself
‘t's a wonder you don’: fall down,

“"en Bucks you say I ovez yon?

I'en Bucks you say is d 12

Well, that's Ten Bucks tnore’n I'll pay yoy
Il you fix this house ut new.

ANGSTON HUGHES ~ 2ii7
) G ABOUT L ANGSTO!
A CASE S [UDY: WRITIN

What? You gonna gel eviction orders?
You gonna cut off m/ rm..,:m ;

You gonna take my f iriture an
Throw it in the street?

Um-huh! You talking; high and mighty.
Talk on-—till you get (hrough.

You ain’t gonna be a»le to say a word
If I land my fist on ya.

Police! Police!

Come and get this min/

He's trying to ruin tl ¢ government
And overturn the lar'!

Copper’s whistle!

Patrol bell!

Arrest.

Precinet Station.
Iron cell.
Headlines in press:

MAN THREATEN¢ LANDLORD

-
L ]

TENANT HELD N I BAIL

_NTY JAIL.
. NE RO 90 DAYS IN CO
JUDGE GIVES [194:]

Mark Bradley
English 1C: Critical Interpretation
25 March 2001

A Naticral Problem: Race and 1'icism
in thi: Poetry of Langston Hu¢ hes
- . -
One of Langston l{aghes's concemns in hit poetry is to sho

it i i tend
that racism is a nation; | problem, and that it is 3 mistake to pre
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that it affects only he South, In hig boem ' The South, " Hughes crii.

» Cizes the racist al'itudes that pervade the = outhem states, yet he
ends with only a | uisitant embrace of the |7 >rth. In other poems

such as “"Ruby Browyy and “Ballad of the | imdlord," it is not racisry

racism everywher = in the United States,

"The South" t ¢ 9ins with a line that oy \ds appealing: “The
lazy, laughing Sowr." By then Hughes tury » sharply to a different
kind of image in th second line: "With blot«d on its mouth." Line 3
echoesline I: '"The ‘unny-faced South'; an1 then the next two lines
challenge it: “Beast étrong / Idiot-brained, " “lughes continyes:

_E,hm chi cl-minded South
Scratch g in the dead fire’s ast e s
For a Ne¢ro's bones,

Here Hughes is - ttacking the evil of lynching, by which blacik
men were hung, sho or burned to death on the mere suspicion of
having committed a 11ime or somehow thre¢t sned white su-
premacy. According i one Source that I con nilted, from 1882 to
1901 the annual mum o of lynchings “usually 3xceeded 100," and
though the numbers ¢exclined somewhat in th = twentieth century,
before Hughes publisii2d his poem (Foner an 1 Garraty 685),

Hughes is moved "y the beauties of the s¢ithem landscape,
but he knows that the S uth is cruel and conten Ptuous, and that it
vill not return to him th:love he fegls for it:

And 1, who 1m black, would love her
But she spit: in my face,
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Hughes then 1 : ys that he will "'seek th= North," but his words
dre very qualified 1nd cautious;
Sonov/ I seek the North—
The cc13-faced North,
For sh: they say,
Is akir cler mistress,
And in ter house my children
May e::ape the spell of the So 1'h.
"Cold-faced" ;1 only refers to the col 1 northern weather but
also implies someti i ng “cold” about northe rn interactions with
other people. The { outh, Hughes says at or ¢ point, is dangerously
"seductive” (line 1, but the North may be i the other extreme—
distant, chilly in its 1¢ sponse to newcomers 1{ughes does not know
for certain how he 1711 be treated in the Noit 1. He has heard re-
ports—"they say"; >t possibly the reports vill prove inaccurate.
"May escape” the sz ell of the South, he wri#s, which is more ten-

tative than saying w 1! escape. Most importa 1! of all, he doesn't ex-

pect his own life wil be better, though mayl 2 his children's will.

Itis possible th 1 "Ruby Brown' is a sot 11em poem, a story
about life in the Sou b, but it is interesting thit Hughes doesn't say
explicitly that it is. T us is the story of a "yowy and beautiful”"
woman who wants 12 good things of life bu ‘~ho will never be
able to afford them (1 the wages she receiv 3 as a servant.

Hughes shows her t 1 ning to a grim life as a [rostitute,
Hughes intends Ior readers to understai il Ruby Brown's story

as one that has occu -'ed countless times. Iti: a story about

racism—how racismr - drives people to despai and corn 1phicn,
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"Mayville" sound :1 to me at first like the 1 3me of 2 southem towr ,
- but according to ¢t atlas that [ consulted, i1l of tha towng named
Mayville in the Un tad States are in the Nojth (Michigan, New York
North Dakota, Wis 3onsin). For Hughes, ratism is a problem for the
United States as a- vhole, because its effects are evident throughou:
the nation,

"Ballad of the [ andlorg" s also aboul despair, but it is about
anger and resistar e, too, and, like "Ruby 3rown," jt recounts an
incident that could l'appen anywhere. The iipeaker of the first
twenty lines is indiir1ant at the shabby cor -lition of the building
he lives in; he talks hack to the landiord ar <. threatens him with
violence: “If land iz y fist on you." But Hugles's real point in
this poem is that an frican-American who 3:ands up for his
rights is immediately perceived as a dange1 to the community,

Everybody calls for the police and declare;: that this black man

isa revolutionary wii» aims to overthrow th= government and
hurl the country into ¢ haos, The final lines, i: capital letters, indi-
cate how the media »roadcast a version of ¢ vents that confirms
racist stereotypes. It i;; true that the man do¢: threaten the land-
lord, but that is only I 2cause he himself has t-een mistreated.

Semeone could cliiim that Hughes locate: ‘Ballad of the Land-

lord" in the North, just 18 it could be argued tt:t "Ruby Brown' is a
poem about a woman 1, a southem locale, But igain, if Hughes
had wanted to make ttis clear to his readers, k¢ could have done
80. He chooses not to, sscause he is aiming to nake readers
aware of the national e r] of racism,
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i\ Brief Overview i’ the Essay N
e Focus on the titl: and the opening and <losing paragraphs.
s effective? o m
. Mﬁw“rma in this book (pages 53-54), :;.w_.m is an mmxmrwwﬁﬁh ma. _
mswrmm.w poem ‘Harlem.” How might his poem be integ
into the analysis that the student gives? et o r
o The student did 1ot comment on the dves of publics
5. Was this 1 mistake? . .
. W.MM_HME_E: use | two reference works. _uA.. you think that thes:
make his analysi; more convincing? Ex» ain. .
i an & in deth,
To develop vour al ility to study and .i:ﬁ tbout an &_.Mrm_” nwsz e
vou might enjoy reading more short stories b ?:Eu.._ov? waloi
L“M_Q r?cs of the arihors featured in thi: rn.xw_,.. wanm{  Anly
[ mmwwmmv is included it Dubliners (1914), ad We wm
_.___aml.,ﬁmv is the last stery in A Curtain of szh " A_Eh_,na ! S
'. What is the relation:hip of each Joyce or ,..m ty s cmawm sl
ibe collection? What cc1aparisons, contrasts, a1 ,.m conn n..,-m g ik
ﬁ_c..:.n and between tie authors, come to 1ind h_a um._c nmu_o@hm i
| 5 ; ‘hara:ter, handle , e
a0ks? How does eact author present ¢
HM.WM amwmsm structure plot, explore and develop »:MHE% ——
" For studying an at thor or authors in dej wur‘r:_ onm mc.wﬂ et
ategy of preliminary 1. ote taking illustrated in the se rc ot
:._.m.._mﬁo.,% Path” (pag :s 342-348). For studyng an aut c«.E. mw_m iae
““.mewav paper, consul: the discussion of retcarch strategies I
wnd Internet resources 11 Chapter 15.




