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Lecture (11) 
E.E. Cummings

He is an American poet who has his own individual talent. He is an individualistic poet. During his life, he gained a lot of fame. He was so famous during his life.  What is peculiar about him is his own technicality. He was a person who was fascinated with capitalization, using punctuation, using spaces and all of these technicalities. He reminds us with Emily Dickenson.   This is a kind of innovation in American poetry, this tendency to change the tradition, to innovate in the traditional technicality of writing poetry. 
Being a painter and a poet at the same time, he is related to the Pre-Raphaelite. He was greatly influenced by the images movements, by Ezra Pound and Eliot. He began to innovate his own creative work. When his early poems were published, he gained a lot of fame and became very popular. What is attractive about his poetry is the visual side.   He experimented the technicality in his work like capitalization, punctuation, the breaking of the line. We do not see the traditional forms of the linear use . Many of his poems were written in a certain shape.  What is also particular about him is the syntax, the grammar. He tends to change the grammatical technique as well as the rhyme and the rhythm. He is not against traditions, but he is one of the experimentalists of modern technique.

He is fascinated with tackling themes of life, love. Nature for him represents continuality of life. 
Some critics think of him as a paradoxical poet. In his writings, there are certain technicalities that he followed, using capital letters to emphasize something. Sometimes, he uses commas at the beginning of the line. He uses spaces   . He wants to separate those words to give them certain reference. Sometimes he uses additional letters to emphasize and enhance certain ideas.  We sometimes find run on words. This enhances the rhythmical patterns, the ideas in these words.  He is fascinated by using lower case letters.  
This kind of technicality shows the individual talent. 
O sweet spontaneous
 

O sweet spontaneous 
earth how often have 
the doting 
fingers of 
prurient philosophies pinched 
and poked 


In this poem, we have only one capital letter. He did not end his poem with a full stop. 

When he uses parenthesis, he means that this is the core, the main idea of the poem. 

The poem is not difficult. What shock the reader are these fragmented lines. They are not in the traditional order we are accustomed to. 

He tackles earth- death- life. 

The speaker portrays nature as something sweet, innocent, beautiful, attractive.  Unfortunately, this beautiful nature suffers from human being who abuses nature. 

He concentrates on the reference to philosophy, science and religion.  Unfortunately, they abuse nature. He shows that the earth is suffering. 
He addresses earth as a human being. Earth is treated as a female. This innocent beautiful feminine is abused by the philosophers. They are pinching and poking nature. Earth is spontaneous. This refers to Wordsworth idea of nature.  Earth is depicted as spontaneous- innocent- feminine but it is abused by the philosophers . Earth is suffering. 


thee 
has the naughty thumb 
of science prodded 
thy 


beauty how 
often have religions taken 
thee upon their scraggy 
knees squeezing and 

buffeting thee that thou mightest conceive 
gods 



thumb  of science = reflects that science is always digging deep, searching, analyzing, detecting, experimenting . The science here is given the adjective of naughty. It never stops. It is always in continuous search, digging deep into the heart of science. Science disturbs the beauty of nature. It goes beyond nature’s pure self.  Science abuses the beauty of nature.  It refers to industry. Nature is suffering from science. 

The third element that abuses nature is religion.  
scraggy= skinny- like a skeleton. 
He may be referring to the burying rituality. It causes harm and suffering to nature. He may also refer to that one can depict his religion from the natural life.  He is depicting religion that cause suffering to nature. 
but 
true

to the incomparable 
couch of death thy 
rhythmic 
lover 


thou answerest 


them only with 


spring 

Philosophy, science and religion abuses nature, but nature answers to these abuses by giving spring= revival= rebirth- regeneration. 
Nature remains faithful.  Mother Nature is always giving and forgiving. 

The poem is concerned about the beauty of nature, how man should understand the beauty of nature.  It is a kind of critique for  all of  those disciplines  that attempt to change nature to something bad. 

It is  a kind of critique for both science, philosophy and religion that affect the universe.   

The poet is trying to defy all the traditional techniques, old conventions of the time by changing the poetic form and grammatical structure to show that nature is permanent, always giving. Man should not interfere in the existence of the originality of nature.

He defies all the poetic conventions of his time by using different poetic form, different grammatical structure. 

He uses only one comma in the poem- in line 10- the only line with a comma. He uses the comma to start a line. This technique forces the reader to see the words in a different way, how they are put. This technique forces the reader to see the words in a new different position, in a new relationship with other words. The reader will examine why these words are used separately, why they are not connected to the other lines.   It shows the individuality of the poet and at the same time it forces the reader to think why this word is put in a different form.

He uses parenthesis- parenthetical system. This is one of his characteristics. He is attracting the attention to the main idea of the poem.  The use of spaces, words in separate lines provide a lot of musicality to the poem. The rhythmical pattern is different. It is not like the traditional pattern of rhythm. Even the spaces function as musical pause, a rest to the varying length of the lines. 

We do not have regular lines. Lines have different varied length. We have very odd spacing.  Even the stanzas have a different varied number of lines. This reflects his idea of the spontaneity of earth. 
He is intentionally misuses grammar as well as structure. As if he is trying to recreate new technique of poetry. 

Some critics support his new technique, other did not appreciate it.  

Black American Poetry

The black people in America were people who were brought as slaves into America. They were forced to work on the lands as slaves. They were kept out of every thing that was related to their roots. They became rootless. They were denied the elements of their culture. They were taken by force out of their lands. They were planted in a new foreign land. They were cut from their roots. They wanted to create something to relate them to their own roots. The negro slaves adapted a new accommodation to their life. They started to create certain songs. 
The poetry of the black American art is a kind of musical that the play developed. They depict how the slaves were kidnapped out of their lands. They were chained and sold in markets like slaves. 

This is the historic origin of the black in the States. 

Black American literature started with the slaves who were working in farms, in plantation. They had this sense of disbelonging to the land.

They started their literature with songs and rhymes. Most of them were converted into Christianity. They developed their African roots in their literary works. They started by hymning songs. These songs were a kind of escape. They expressed their longing for their roots, their belonging to Africa.   They were used to infuse the Africans as reminders of their roots. After they were converted into Christianity, they were developed into a kind of religious songs, spiritual hymns. 

With the mingling of the black American and the adaptation that happened, the black still had roots in the African Continent.

Later on, after the civil war and after the liberation of the blacks, many of the rich framers were depending on the work of the slaves in their lands. Many of the slaves ran away from the south as it was a reminder of their imprisonment, the surrounding areas. They moved to the north. There were many problems for the black to face. There was a lot of racism and discrimination. 

The black Americans started to adapt to the new surroundings. They wanted to announce their own identity. Even if they had their roots in Africa, yet they were Americans. They were fighting against this racial discrimination during that period of time.

The early literary works of the black Americans were the rhymes, spiritual hymns. They converted into Christianity. They depended on faith as a relief from their slavery. They depended on the hymns as spiritual and they developed them.  They were known Negroes spiritual hymns. We have a blend of the Negroes rhythm and many allegories to their past. 

Many of those black Americans literary men started to show in their works the depth of their roots. They tried to mingle between their origin, their heritage and the new adaptation of their world. 

We have much black American poetry that depended on the music of Jazz. They concentrated on the rhythm in their works. 

All these black people were deprived from their old tradition and culture. 

They had to adapt to the new surroundings, the language, converting to a new religion, adapt the tradition and the values of the American life. We find a kind of conflict, a kind of clash. Many of them adapted easily to the new life, while the other had this conflict. 

Their songs were calls to run away, or calls to feel at home. They developed into religious songs. They searched for salvation through religion. 

These hymns were developed into a little more complicated form. Sometimes we feel salvation through religious faith; sometimes we feel the anger of the white man who is really dominating their life. 

The suffering of the slaves is the most commonly theme in their poetry.

After the civil war, the black American poetry started to have its own identity, after gaining their liberation, with its poetic subjects, with its expressions, with its cry for racial injustice.

We have many black American poets, we have  Paul Lanpar who was the first to gain national prominence, he was acknowledged to be the first black American poet. They began to talk about the black man as  a human being, not an animal. He needed education, to be identified and be equal to the white man. 

Usually the whites look down upon the blacks as being incapable of achieving, of maturing, of having the same faculties as the white man.

Black American literature started to show that the black man has the same characteristics as the white man. He is human being. He can achieve and he can also fail similar to the white man. 

Many of the poems that were written at that period of time is to show that the black man is capable of achieving similar to the white man. The black poets were demanding for, equality justice, and brotherhood with the white man. 

 A group of black was called Harlem Renaissance a very important period in the black American history. They carried the experience of the black into life. Most of the Harlem renaissance poets showed that the black man also has many experiences.  They had their own sufferings, joy, freedom, dreams to be fulfilled. They should be treated in a very equal way. It was a kind of natural growth of the black writers.

The black were enrolled in the army. They were soldiers. Giving this credit, created in them the sense that they are actually Americans, people that are going to defend their own country. 

There is a difference between the black man in America and the black man in Europe. In Europe, the black are respected similar to the European. There were a lot of democratic values that were applied to the black. They were given equality. 

All of these reasons helped in the growth of the black American literature. It started to concentrate on the identity of the black man, his significance, his own experiences, hopes, dreams. Black American literature flourished great deal by showing its poetic and aesthetic concept. 

The Harlem Renaissance poets concentrated on the black American consciousness, that the black has his won values, his won literary expressions. They used their Negro diction was introduced into the literary concept. The rhythm of the poetry of the black American poetry has a kind of base, music. We can also see the borrowing of the jazz music in their poetry. 

The Harlem renaissance poets tried to show the varied setting, by showing a kind of realistic picture of rediscovering who is the black man. We have a kind of revival of the spirit of the black American man by showing his literature.

In the 30s, 40s, the black American suffered racial injustice in the American society. We notice the impact of Eliot and Ezra  Pound upon the black American poetry on the technical accomplishment.  

We have many poets,………………………………………

They reflected their identity, a lot of symbolism, a lot of myth, ritual classical references, similar to the technicality of Eliot, in their works.

Starting from the 50s onward, till the 70s it is a very rich period of the black American poetry because the black poets turned to their own heritage, they turned for new diction, new rhythm, and folklore traditions that is related to their roots. They were seeking for the individuality of the black man. Many of the subjects go back to the racial protest, other depict black experiences and black suffering, both groups have a kind of solidarity in showing the richness of the black race, how the black man is aware of his human values. They tended to invent something that is different from the literary English tradition, at the same time; they searched for their roots to get something new. 

· What are the characteristics of the black American poetry?

Most of the black American literature tends to use the black American language, the Negro dialect, the harsh dialect. This kind of harsh, violent language created a kind of emotional awareness of the inner torment of the black man through the ages. It reflects a kind of realistic background. It shows the involved black man into the cultural social, religious surroundings.

Most of the black rhythm is a kind of natural rhythmical speech. It has a high light kind of rhythm. 

They are using varied forms. Most of the black American poetry is concentrating on free kind of creative stanza. There is a kind of overloading the line. Sometimes there is one-line stanza that is overloaded with meaning, rich with connotations. 

Most of the metaphors were relative, rich, complex, far reaching metaphors. 

This is concerning the style

Concerning the technicality, most of the time, they use the historical past as a kind of refrain as reference, there is always a reference to the historical past. They use a lot of religious and Biblical allusions. 

We have a lot of irony and sarcasm. Very ironic tone in most of the black American poetry. We have a lot of exaggeration in images, metaphors. 

Finished 
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Langston Hughes
Langston Hughes is one of the black American poets. He was born in 1902. He was a kind of restless child. He was on a continuous kind of move. There was no stability in his life. After he graduated at the high school, He started writing poetry and short stories.  He experienced the racial prejudice against his race. This experience formed the bases of his work. He had a nervous break down. After three years he published his poem * Negro speaks of Rivers* a very famous poem, a very rich poem.

He traveled almost to the entire world. He experienced the black there.

He settled and worked in a hotel.

He is a very productive poet. He wrote fiction, drama, radio and television scripts. 

In 1960 he had this enthusiasm to encourage the black by make a kind of a workshop to encourage the black young writers to write their own experiences.

In his works, he really presented the black American man’s experience. 

Lots of his themes are a kind of dramatization of the power of the Negro. He believed in the power of the black man because he endured all of the suffering in life. He showed the endurance of the black man, his simplicity, his readiness to improve himself. 

He experimented in a new modern form of literature. Jazz music for him was inspirational, a source of inspiration for him to work. 

Negro Speaks of Rivers
It is a very simple, beautiful, rich, fascinating poem.  He was visiting his father, sitting in the train, watching the Mississippi river going down and he wrote this poem.  

We have references to many rivers, Nile, Mississippi, Euphrates, Congo Rivers. 

The river is a source of life. Any river comes from many sources. All the small branches of rivers, streams, come to form this might river. 

All of these rivers are might, ancient rivers. They are nourishing, feeding the lands.

River is a very symbolic word. 

The Mississippi river starts from the north to the south. It is used as a means of transportation. Many of the blacks used this river as a way for an escape, running to the north. 

The river is very symbolic.

Euphrates had an old civilization on its banks, many civilizations, the Phoenician, the Babylon, the Islamic.

The Nile embraced the civilization of the Pharaohs. 

The Congo also embraced many of civilizations.

These rivers are immortal. They are ancient rivers, running for a long distance. They are parts of history. 
The speaker here is a Negro. It has a negative conception. The word raises a sense of humiliation to the black.

The title is an indication that the Negro is a man of conception 

I've known rivers:
I've known rivers ancient as the world and older than the
flow of human blood in human rivers
My soul has grown deep like the rivers.

The Negro has great knowledge of rivers. He has knowledge of rivers that are ancient as the world. He knows this experience of being sent away from his identity, of being aware of his own body and soul as an African American.
The speaker is overwhelmed of being a human being.

His soul has grown deep like the rivers. It is a kind of universal one. It has grown. There is a growth in that soul. It gained maturity. It becomes deep like the river. 

Rivers are sources of life. They are ancient, powerful, mighty and they are flowing for ever, and so the soul of the black man.

The speaker is very proud of his identity. He is self-assured of his identity.  His soul grows, gains maturity, gains knowledge, passing through different stages in life.  The growth of the soul is similar to the river. The soul extends to the past ancient history of those rivers. 
I bathed in the Euphrates when dawns were young
I built my hut near the Congo and it lulled me to sleep.
I looked upon the Nile and raised the pyramids above it.

In the Euphrates, we have the beginning of life. It is known that Adam and Eve started life there. It represents the early beginning of civilization, of man kind, of humanity. 
He tries to go back to history passing through different civilizations. 

Rivers are older than the flow of human life. There is a comparison between the flow of the river and the flow of life which indicates the continuity of life. 
Bathed= biblical allusion= baptism, a kind of spiritual purgatory of the soul and the body of the Christina babies.

It is the purity of the soul of the speaker. It is an indication that he is part of that history- part of the Euphrates civilization. 
Dawns= the beginning of the early civilizations
He moves from the east to the south, to Africa. He built his hut, his home= his residence in Africa, near the Congo River. It lulled him to sleep.

The birth is in Euphrates. He builds his house near the Congo River. It represents all Africa.
Lull= gives a sense of comfort, of being cozy.
The Congo River is like a motherly figure containing, protecting, supporting, giving love for that speaker. 

We have a reference to another river the Nile in Africa. 
The reference to the pyramids is a reference to slavery. Those who built the pyramids were slaves from all Africa. 

He moves from his home into Egypt, looking upon the Nile. 

The black man left a kind of monuments, a kind of civilization on the Egyptian land, near the Nile. 

It is symbolic to show the significance of the slaves in building civilizations. 

I heard the singing of the Mississippi when Abe Lincoln
went down to New Orleans, and I've seen its muddy
bosom turn all golden in the sunset

Mississippi is another river. It is a kind of a link between the north and the south. It was used to carry slaves from one to the other.  It was an open way for the runaway slaves to the northern free society.  

Singing indicates a source of joy, freedom  for the slaves. 
There is a shift through the Pacific, to America. 

Lincoln- the one who freed slaves and united the blacks and whites in one state-  went down to New Orleans- a state that has different racial roots- multi- cultural backgrounds  it was a centre of the trade of slaves-after the liberation of the slaves. 
The river is joyous because of the emancipation of slaves. The river itself is celebrating the liberation of slaves in the States. 
Muddy bosom= the flow of the Mississippi when it falls into the sea.

 New Orleans= this area where the blacks are mixed from different origins. 

Notice the change from muddy into golden.  It is an indication of the transformation of the life of slaves.  It is a kind of magical transformation from mud to gold. 

I've known rivers:
Ancient, dusky rivers.
My soul has grown deep like the rivers.   

There is a repetition of the announcement of knowledge. 
The speaker chronicles the Negro race, how they were slaved and how they were emancipated. 
Ancient= the beginning of man kind; the A soul of all man kind, all colors, all races, the unity of man as a human being.
dusky rivers.= dark, black. 

The speaker confirms the depth and richness, the full experience of the soul of the black man. The speaker is announcing his identity, his roots that are original, that he is equal to the white man. 
The poem is moving similar to the movement of the rivers. It moves smoothly. We have sallow movement and at the same time, powerful movement.

The image of the ancient dark river is very powerful. 

Black race is as ancient as rivers. 

The poem concentrates on the identity of the black man. 

The technicality:

The poem is written in free verse.

We have a kind of symmetrical arrangement of the line.
The poem moves like the follow of the river, smoothly and effectively. It is very concise. 

The choice of the word Negro, it was commonly used at that time. The word Negro is very effective and very powerful. It announces the identity of the black man. The poet is not speaking about himself. he speaks collectively of his whole race. 
Some stanzas are only one line. We have some stanzas three lines. We have central section of the poem with longer lines than the rest.

We have repetition of 

I've known rivers:
My soul has grown deep like the rivers. = is used as a refrain emphasizing the relationship between the speaker and the river, to get the ancient heritage. It connotes the racial consciousness of man. 

All references are mentioned in the central section

The language is very simple.  He doesn’t use the Negro dialect.

It is rich of images, darkness, and death.

The speaker goes deep in the past, the roots of man. 

There is a kind of link, a sense of continuity. 
Langston Hughes

Cross


 My old man's a white old man
And my old mother's black.
If ever I cursed my white old man
I take my curses back.
If ever I cursed my black old mother
And wished she were in hell,
I'm sorry for that evil wish
And now I wish her well
The language is simple. The speaker is of a mixed race.  He is in a state of maze. He is wandering about his origin- whether he belongs to the white or the black. 

He starts the poem by calling his father. We feel the patrician dominance- the dominance of the male- masculine. 

He first starts with the father, then the mother. 

Here we feel that the speaker is so angry, so frustrated about his origin. He curses his father. The curses come out of anger, frustration, not being satisfied with his origin. 

There is a sense of regret. I take my curses back
As a child, he could not understand this kind of conflict, so he cursed the father. Now, as an adult, more mature, more aware of his identity, he takes the curses back. 
And wished she were in hell
He wished the mother were in hell- as a young child- he used to blame the mother for marrying the father- to have this kind of mixed origin. He wished to punish her. Then as an adult, I'm sorry for that evil wish
here we have regression. He is regretting that evil wish. He is sorry for that evil wish; it was in a certain period of his life when he suffered a lot as a young person. There is a change,, now he wishes her well. There is a kind of remorse. He is trying to quite this feeling in him by uniting these two races.  He is trying to find a solution, for something to quiet his feelings. 
The speaker refuses to be classified as black or white. 

In the third stanza, the speaker reaches to a stage when he questions his identity. 
My old man died in a fine big house.
My ma died in a shack.
There is a racial prejudice. His father died in a fine big house, but the mother who is poor, died in a humble house. This refers to the racial discrimination between the blacks and the whites. 
He is demanding for equality of mankind whatever race he is. The speaker announces his demand for equality for all races, all people as they are equal.

The poem ends with this question

 I wonder were I'm going to die,
Being neither white nor black? 
The word Cross of the title is very symbolic. Cross is a symbol of Christianity- religion, when one crosses from one stage to another. Here we have a kind of movement. 

The speaker is in a cross road. He is trying to find out where he is. He is in the desert. He has to find his own way.  He has to search for his own identity. 

The speaker who is of a mixed origin is not sure where he stands, where his position is among the American people.  He seems rootless..

There is a sense of denial. He denies being a black and he denies being white. He can choose and he does not want to choose . He is taken neither by the African culture nor by the western culture. 

He releases the burden of his shoulder by cursing his parents who are responsible for having a mixed order. He does not want to be part of any society. 
He feels lost because of the society. the society itself forces the classification. 

He chooses to be classified as biracial and refuses to choose one race.  He does not want to deny any part of his origin. 

The poem tackles a very significant point in American society. 

The poem is very simple and very rich in meaning.

The poem is written in a very simple style. It has this conversational tone. He uses dialect to mix between the black and the white heritage.  

There is much alliteration that enhances the music. There is repetition that represents the racial discrimination. 

We have the masculine power over the weak feminine power. 

The last question raise the question of identity, the awareness of the self, the question of race, the demand of equality for man kind whatever race or origin he might be. 
It is  an old poem expressing loss of identity and confusions of being neither black nor white, born out of mixed origin... 

but he doesn’t curse the white parent... as its a sign of no oppression and unification of the races... at least at an individual level...

but still seems... the differences in the races had existed at the major population level, which gives him the uncertainty about his future... 
perhaps he anticipated that the evolution of black American history wouldn’t happen overnight... 

an apt title for the loss of identity ... in general imposed by past generations ... not just specific for this poem... 

Hughes’ confusion is apparent in the poem, Cross, as well. The speaker’s mother was black and “died in a shack.” His father was white and “died in a fine big house.” This shows racial prejudice and how the whites have it better than the blacks. The poem is not about death at all, but rather, it is about current life. Being a mulatto, the speaker is wondering if he will live a life of white supremacy, or live in black poverty.
The reflection of the speaker in this poem demonstrates remorse and a longing for ultimate unification of the races. The speaker wishes his parents well, for if they are not cursed, then he will not be. This poem is based on Hughes’ true upbringing, in that his mother was white and his father was black, the opposite of the speaker’s parents. These feelings provide a strong backbone to the consistent motif of Hughes’ poems. He craves the equal treatment of blacks and whites. When the speaker states, “I wonder where I’m going to die,/ being neither white nor black,” he is speaking for all of mankind, questioning whether the time will ever come for the two races to be treated equally. 

this poem clearly illustrates how the struggle of a "half-Breed" as they call it thinks how it will end for him i think that the struggle is not strictly related to being black or white but more of better and worse one way you don’t want to end or the other but what’s in the middle is where you end 

Finished

All the Best 

