
Poems presented in Class 12 

Including a few (*asterisked) that will not be presented, but which are nonetheless important to 

the theme. 

*Heritage, by Countee Cullen 

What is Africa to me: 

Copper sun or scarlet sea, 

Jungle star or jungle track, 

Strong bronzed men, or regal black 

Women from whose loins I sprang 

When the birds of Eden sang? 

One three centuries removed 

From the scenes his fathers loved, 

Spicy grove, cinnamon tree, 

What is Africa to me? 

 

So I lie, who all day long 

Want no sound except the song 

Sung by wild barbaric birds 

Goading massive jungle herds, 

Juggernauts of flesh that pass 

Trampling tall defiant grass 

Where young forest lovers lie, 

Plighting troth beneath the sky. 

So I lie, who always hear, 

Though I cram against my ear 

Both my thumbs, and keep them there, 

Great drums throbbing through the air. 

So I lie, whose fount of pride, 

Dear distress, and joy allied, 

Is my somber flesh and skin, 

With the dark blood dammed within 

Like great pulsing tides of wine 

That, I fear, must burst the fine 

Channels of the chafing net 

Where they surge and foam and fret. 

 

Africa? A book one thumbs 

Listlessly, till slumber comes. 



Unremembered are her bats 

Circling through the night, her cats 

Crouching in the river reeds, 

Stalking gentle flesh that feeds 

By the river brink; no more 

Does the bugle-throated roar 

Cry that monarch claws have leapt 

From the scabbards where they slept. 

Silver snakes that once a year 

Doff the lovely coats you wear, 

Seek no covert in your fear 

Lest a mortal eye should see; 

What's your nakedness to me? 

Here no leprous flowers rear 

Fierce corollas in the air; 

Here no bodies sleek and wet, 

Dripping mingled rain and sweat, 

Tread the savage measures of 

Jungle boys and girls in love. 

What is last year's snow to me, 

Last year's anything? The tree 

Budding yearly must forget 

How its past arose or set 

Bough and blossom, flower, fruit, 

Even what shy bird with mute 

Wonder at her travail there, 

Meekly labored in its hair. 

 One three centuries removed  

 From the scenes his fathers loved, 

 Spicy grove, cinnamon tree, 

 What is Africa to me? 

 

So I lie, who find no peace 

Night or day, no slight release 

From the unremittent beat 

Made by cruel padded feet 

Walking through my body's street. 

Up and down they go, and back, 

Treading out a jungle track. 

So I lie, who never quite 

Safely sleep from rain at night-- 

I can never rest at all 



When the rain begins to fall; 

Like a soul gone mad with pain 

I must match its weird refrain; 

Ever must I twist and squirm, 

Writhing like a baited worm, 

While its primal measures drip 

Through my body, crying, "Strip! 

Doff this new exuberance. 

Come and dance the Lover's Dance!" 

In an old remembered way 

Rain works on me night and day. 

 

Quaint, outlandish heathen gods 

Black men fashion out of rods, 

Clay, and brittle bits of stone, 

In a likeness like their own, 

My conversion came high-priced; 

I belong to Jesus Christ, 

Preacher of humility; 

Heathen gods are naught to me. 

 

Father, Son, and Holy Ghost, 

So I make an idle boast; 

Jesus of the twice-turned cheek, 

Lamb of God, although I speak 

With my mouth thus, in my heart 

Do I play a double part. 

Ever at Thy glowing altar 

Must my heart grow sick and falter, 

Wishing He I served were black, 

Thinking then it would not lack 

Precedent of pain to guide it, 

Let who would or might deride it; 

Surely then this flesh would know 

Yours had borne a kindred woe. 

Lord, I fashion dark gods, too, 

Daring even to give You 

Dark despairing features where, 

Crowned with dark rebellious hair, 

Patience wavers just so much as 

Mortal grief compels, while touches 

Quick and hot, of anger, rise 



To smitten cheek and weary eyes. 

Lord, forgive me if my need 

Sometimes shapes a human creed. 

 

 All day long and all night through, 

 One thing only must I do: 

 Quench my pride and cool my blood, 

 Lest I perish in the flood. 

 Lest a hidden ember set 

 Timber that I thought was wet 

 Burning like the dryest flax, 

 Melting like the merest wax, 

 Lest the grave restore its dead. 

 Not yet has my heart or head 

 In the least way realized 

 They and I are civilized. 

 

Simon the Cyrenian Speaks by Countee Cullen 

He never spoke a word to me, 

    And yet He called my name; 

He never gave a sign to me, 

    And yet I knew and came. 

 

At first I said, "I will not bear 

    His cross upon my back; 

He only seeks to place it there 

    Because my skin is black." 

 

But He was dying for a dream, 

    And He was very meek, 

And in His eyes there shone a gleam 

    Men journey far to seek. 

 

It was Himself my pity bought; 

    I did for Christ alone 

What all of Rome could not have wrought 

    With bruise of lash or stone. 

 

 



*We Wear the Mask by Paul Laurence Dunbar 

We wear the mask that grins and lies, 

It hides our cheeks and shades our eyes,— 

This debt we pay to human guile; 

With torn and bleeding hearts we smile, 

And mouth with myriad subtleties. 

 

Why should the world be over-wise, 

In counting all our tears and sighs? 

Nay, let them only see us, while 

       We wear the mask. 

 

We smile, but, O great Christ, our cries 

To thee from tortured souls arise. 

We sing, but oh the clay is vile 

Beneath our feet, and long the mile; 

But let the world dream otherwise, 

       We wear the mask! 

 

*Afro-American Fragment by Langston Hughes 

So long, 

So far away 

Is Africa. 

Not even memories alive 

Save those that history books create, 

Save those that songs 

Beat back into the blood– 

Beat out of blood with words sad-sung 

In strange un-Negro tongue– 

So long, 

So far away 

Is Africa. 

 

Subdued and time-lost 

Are the drums–and yet 

Through some vast mist of race 

There comes this song 

I do not understand, 

This song of atavistic land, 

Of bitter yearnings lost 



Without a place– 

So long, 

So far away 

Is Africa's 

Dark face. 

 

Mother to Son by Langston Hughes 

Well, son, I’ll tell you: 

Life for me ain’t been no crystal stair. 

It’s had tacks in it, 

And splinters, 

And boards torn up, 

And places with no carpet on the floor— 

Bare. 

But all the time 

I’se been a-climbin’ on, 

And reachin’ landin’s, 

And turnin’ corners, 

And sometimes goin’ in the dark 

Where there ain’t been no light. 

So boy, don’t you turn back. 

Don’t you set down on the steps 

’Cause you finds it’s kinder hard. 

Don’t you fall now— 

For I’se still goin’, honey, 

I’se still climbin’, 

And life for me ain’t been no crystal stair. 

 

The Negro Speaks of Rivers by Langston Hughes 
for W. E. B. Du Bois 

I’ve known rivers: 

I’ve known rivers ancient as the world and older than the flow of human blood in 

human veins. 

 

My soul has grown deep like the 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. 



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. 

 

I’ve known rivers: 

Ancient, dusky rivers. 

 

My soul has grown deep like the rivers. 

 

Weary Blues by Langston Hughes 

Droning a drowsy syncopated tune, 

Rocking back and forth to a mellow croon, 

I heard a Negro play. 

Down on Lenox Avenue the other night 

By the pale dull pallor of an old gas light 

He did a lazy sway. . . . 

He did a lazy sway. . . . 

To the tune o’ those Weary Blues. 

With his ebony hands on each ivory key 

He made that poor piano moan with melody. 

O Blues! 

Swaying to and fro on his rickety stool 

He played that sad raggy tune like a musical fool. 

Sweet Blues! 

Coming from a black man’s soul. 

O Blues! 

In a deep song voice with a melancholy tone 

I heard that Negro sing, that old piano moan— 

“Ain’t got nobody in all this world, 

Ain’t got nobody but ma self. 

I’s gwine to quit ma frownin’ 

And put ma troubles on the shelf.” 

 

Thump, thump, thump, went his foot on the floor. 

He played a few chords then he sang some more— 

“I got the Weary Blues 

And I can’t be satisfied. 

Got the Weary Blues 

And can’t be satisfied— 

I ain’t happy no mo’ 



And I wish that I had died.” 

And far into the night he crooned that tune. 

The stars went out and so did the moon. 

The singer stopped playing and went to bed 

While the Weary Blues echoed through his head. 

He slept like a rock or a man that’s dead. 

Lift Every Voice and Sing by James Weldon Johnson 

A group of young men in Jacksonville, Florida, arranged to celebrate Lincoln’s 

birthday in 1900. My brother, J. Rosamond Johnson, and I decided to write a song to 

be sung at the exercises. I wrote the words and he wrote the music. Our New York 

publisher, Edward B. Marks, made mimeographed copies for us, and the song was 

taught to and sung by a chorus of five hundred colored school children. Shortly 

afterwards my brother and I moved away from Jacksonville to New York, and the song 

passed out of our minds. But the school children of Jacksonville kept singing it; they 

went off to other schools and sang it; they became teachers and taught it to other 

children. Within twenty years it was being sung over the South and in some other parts 

of the country. Today the song, popularly known as the Negro National Hymn, is quite 

generally used. The lines of this song repay me in an elation, almost of exquisite 

anguish, whenever I hear them sung by Negro children. 

 

Lift every voice and sing    

Till earth and heaven ring, 

Ring with the harmonies of Liberty; 

Let our rejoicing rise 

High as the listening skies, 

Let it resound loud as the rolling sea. 

Sing a song full of the faith that the dark past has taught us, 

Sing a song full of the hope that the present has brought us.    

Facing the rising sun of our new day begun, 

Let us march on till victory is won. 

 

Stony the road we trod, 

Bitter the chastening rod, 

Felt in the days when hope unborn had died;    

Yet with a steady beat, 

Have not our weary feet 

Come to the place for which our fathers sighed? 

We have come over a way that with tears has been watered, 

We have come, treading our path through the blood of the slaughtered, 

Out from the gloomy past,    



Till now we stand at last 

Where the white gleam of our bright star is cast. 

 

God of our weary years,    

God of our silent tears, 

Thou who hast brought us thus far on the way; 

Thou who hast by Thy might    

Led us into the light, 

Keep us forever in the path, we pray. 

Lest our feet stray from the places, our God, where we met Thee, 

Lest, our hearts drunk with the wine of the world, we forget Thee; 

Shadowed beneath Thy hand,    

May we forever stand.    

True to our God, 

True to our native land. 

The Creation, a Negro Sermon, by James Weldon Johnson 

And God stepped out on space, 

And he looked around and said: 

I'm lonely— 

I'll make me a world. 

 

And far as the eye of God could see 

Darkness covered everything, 

Blacker than a hundred midnights 

Down in a cypress swamp. 

 

Then God smiled, 

And the light broke, 

And the darkness rolled up on one side, 

And the light stood shining on the other, 

And God said: That's good! 

 

Then God reached out and took the light in his hands, 

And God rolled the light around in his hands 

Until he made the sun; 

And he set that sun a-blazing in the heavens. 

And the light that was left from making the sun 

God gathered it up in a shining ball 

And flung it against the darkness, 

Spangling the night with the moon and stars. 



Then down between 

The darkness and the light 

He hurled the world; 

And God said: That's good! 

 

Then God himself stepped down— 

And the sun was on his right hand, 

And the moon was on his left; 

The stars were clustered about his head, 

And the earth was under his feet. 

And God walked, and where he trod 

His footsteps hollowed the valleys out 

And bulged the mountains up. 

 

Then he stopped and looked and saw 

That the earth was hot and barren. 

So God stepped over to the edge of the world 

And he spat out the seven seas— 

He batted his eyes, and the lightnings flashed— 

He clapped his hands, and the thunders rolled— 

And the waters above the earth came down, 

The cooling waters came down. 

 

Then the green grass sprouted, 

And the little red flowers blossomed, 

The pine tree pointed his finger to the sky, 

And the oak spread out his arms, 

The lakes cuddled down in the hollows of the ground, 

And the rivers ran down to the sea; 

And God smiled again, 

And the rainbow appeared, 

And curled itself around his shoulder. 

 

Then God raised his arm and he waved his hand 

Over the sea and over the land, 

And he said: Bring forth! Bring forth! 

And quicker than God could drop his hand, 

Fishes and fowls 

And beasts and birds 

Swam the rivers and the seas, 

Roamed the forests and the woods, 

 



And split the air with their wings. 

And God said: That's good! 

 

Then God walked around, 

And God looked around 

On all that he had made. 

He looked at his sun, 

And he looked at his moon, 

And he looked at his little stars; 

He looked on his world 

With all its living things, 

And God said: I'm lonely still. 

 

Then God sat down— 

On the side of a hill where he could think; 

By a deep, wide river he sat down; 

With his head in his hands, 

God thought and thought, 

Till he thought: I'll make me a man! 

 

Up from the bed of the river 

God scooped the clay; 

And by the bank of the river 

He kneeled him down; 

And there the great God Almighty 

Who lit the sun and fixed it in the sky, 

Who flung the stars to the most far corner of the night, 

Who rounded the earth in the middle of his hand; 

This great God, 

Like a mammy bending over her baby, 

Kneeled down in the dust 

Toiling over a lump of clay 

Till he shaped it in is his own image; 

 

Then into it he blew the breath of life, 

And man became a living soul. 

Amen.      Amen. 

  



If We Must Die, by Claude McKay 

If we must die, let it be not like hogs 

Hunted and penned in an inglorious spot, 

While round us bark the mad and hungry dogs, 

Making their mock at our accursed lot. 

If we must die, O let us nobly die, 

So that our precious blood may not be shed 

In vain; then even the monsters we defy 

Shall be constrained to honor us though dead! 

O kinsmen! we must meet the common foe! 

Though far outnumbered let us show us brave 

And for their thousand blows deal one deathblow! 

What though before us lies the open grave? 

Like men we'll face the murderous, cowardly pack, 

Pressed to the wall, dying, but fighting back! 

America, by Claude McKay 

Although she feeds me bread of bitterness, 

And sinks into my throat her tiger’s tooth, 

Stealing my breath of life, I will confess 

I love this cultured hell that tests my youth. 

Her vigor flows like tides into my blood, 

Giving me strength erect against her hate, 

Her bigness sweeps my being like a flood. 

Yet, as a rebel fronts a king in state, 

I stand within her walls with not a shred 

Of terror, malice, not a word of jeer. 

Darkly I gaze into the days ahead, 

And see her might and granite wonders there, 

Beneath the touch of Time’s unerring hand, 

Like priceless treasures sinking in the sand. 

*To the White Fiends, by Claude McKay 

Think you I am not fiend and savage too? 

Think you I could not arm me with a gun 

And shoot down ten of you for every one 

Of my black brothers murdered, burnt by you? 

Be not deceived, for every deed you do 

I could match – out-match: am I not Africa's son, 

Black of that black land where black deeds are done? 



But the Almighty from the darkness drew 

My soul and said: Even thou shalt be a light 

Awhile to burn on the benighted earth, 

Thy dusky face I set among the white 

For thee to prove thyself of highest worth; 

Before the world is swallowed up in night, 

To show thy little lamp: go forth, go forth! 

Love After Love, by Derek Walcott 

The time will come 

when, with elation 

you will greet yourself arriving 

at your own door, in your own mirror 

and each will smile at the other's welcome, 

 

and say, sit here. Eat. 

You will love again the stranger who was your self. 

Give wine. Give bread. Give back your heart 

to itself, to the stranger who has loved you 

 

all your life, whom you ignored 

for another, who knows you by heart. 

Take down the love letters from the bookshelf, 

 

the photographs, the desperate notes, 

peel your own image from the mirror. 

Sit. Feast on your life. 

From The Schooner ‘Flight,’ by Derek Walcott  

Christ have mercy on all sleeping things! 

From that dog rotting down Wrightson Road 

to when I was a dog on these streets; 

if loving these islands must be my load. 

out of corruption my soul takes wings, 

But they had started to poison my soul 

with their big house, big car, big time bohbohl, 

coolie, nigger, Syrian and French Creole, 

so I leave it for them and their carnival - 

I taking a sea bath, I gone down the road. 

I know these islands from Monos to Nassau, 



a rusty head sailor with sea-green eyes 

that they nickname Shabine, the patois for 

any red nigger, and I, Shabine, saw 

when these slums of empire was paradise. 

I'm just a red nigger who love the sea, 

I had a sound colonial education, 

I have Dutch, nigger, and English in me, 

and either I'm nobody, or I'm a nation. 

 

Far Cry from Africa, by Derek Walcott  

A wind is ruffling the tawny pelt 

Of Africa. Kikuyu, quick as flies, 

Batten upon the bloodstreams of the veldt. 

Corpses are scattered through a paradise. 

Only the worm, colonel of carrion, cries: 

"Waste no compassion on these separate dead!" 

Statistics justify and scholars seize 

The salients of colonial policy. 

What is that to the white child hacked in bed? 

To savages, expendable as Jews? 

 

Threshed out by beaters, the long rushes break 

In a white dust of ibises whose cries 

Have wheeled since civilization's dawn 

From the parched river or beast-teeming plain. 

The violence of beast on beast is read 

As natural law, but upright man 

Seeks his divinity by inflicting pain. 

Delirious as these worried beasts, his wars 

Dance to the tightened carcass of a drum, 

While he calls courage still that native dread 

Of the white peace contracted by the dead. 

 

Again brutish necessity wipes its hands 

Upon the napkin of a dirty cause, again 

A waste of our compassion, as with Spain, 

The gorilla wrestles with the superman. 

I who am poisoned with the blood of both, 

Where shall I turn, divided to the vein? 

I who have cursed 



The drunken officer of British rule, how choose 

Between this Africa and the English tongue I love? 

Betray them both, or give back what they give? 

How can I face such slaughter and be cool? 

How can I turn from Africa and live? 


