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Advice

Folks, I’m telling you,
birthing is hard
and dying is mean — 
so get yourself
a little loving
in between.

Langston Hughes

© 1994 by the Estate of Langston Hughes.
Reprinted by permission of Harold Ober Associates Incorporated.

Composer Note:

Langston Hughes’ poems combine hard truth and deep love, creating a space where reality and
compassion become a single word. The people he writes about are heartbreakingly vulnerable and
infinitely resilient, often in the same breath. When I came across his short, to-the-point poem,
“Advice,” it simply cried out for edgy rhythms, crunchy chords, and unbridled passion. I loved every
minute of writing this song.

Langston Hughes poured the cadences of everyday life into his
writing. Like his primary influences Paul Lawrence Dunbar, Carl
Sandburg, and Walt Whitman, he was a keen observer of life, and
particularly of Black American culture and experience. As a young
writer, he was a prominent leader in the Harlem Renaissance,
creating a lyrical, blues-inflected poetic form that would come to be
called jazz poetry. The honesty, warmth and courage that Hughes
brought to his many poems, plays and prose works led him to be
much beloved by people of all races, ages and backgrounds.

The son of a German painter who specialized in insightful
depictions of everyday people, Winold Reiss immigrated to the
United States in 1913 to learn about and draw the people of
America. He traveled to Montana in 1919 where he befriended the
Blackfoot, who gave him the honorary name “Beaver Child” and
inducted him into their tribe. In Mexico he spent a year drawing
workers and revolutionaries. His portraits of African-Americans
such as James Weldon Johnson, W.E.B. Du Bois, Countee Cullen,
Langston Hughes, and Zora Neale Hurston helped usher in and document the Harlem Renaissance.
Over his prolific career Reiss drew portraits of people from all over North, Central and South
America, including over 250 portraits of Indigenous Americans.

“Langston Hughes”
Pastel by Winold Reiss (1925)
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