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Friedrich Nietzsche's notion of the Apollonian/Dionysian opposition found in 

The Birth of Tragedy provides a means to analyze Langston Hughes's Jesse B. Semple 

commentaries. The language and archetypal characters found in the Semple 

commentaries demonstrates the shifting balance between the struggles and the 

triumphs of some American Negroes. This shifting balance is represented by the 

Dionysian and Apollonian traits of Simple and the narrator, Boyd. By creating these 

characters, Hughes is able to display the importance of the low-down culture for 

some black artists. Through the intoxicated Dionysian insight of Semple and the 

Apollonian logos of the narrator, Hughes demonstrates the blending of folk tradition 

or myth to common sense or reality. Ultimately, the struggle between these 

characters constructs the image of the New Negro, as well as the creative framework 

of the Harlem Renaissance. 
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CHAPTER ONE: INfRODUCTION 

The black folk tradition and the black intellectual tradition have more often 

been forces competing against one another, rather than cooperating, in the 

development of viable black cultural identities in twentieth century America. The 

struggle between them can be seen at no time better than the Harlem Renaissance, 

where black artists struggled with maintaining a sense of continuity with the past or 

dismissing it all together in favor of a popular conventional identity. That tension 

lives most dynamically in one of the Renaissance's most distinguished sons, the black 

literary figure, Langston Hughes. Yet the tension Hughes faces is not unique to him 

alone. Many other black artists have faced that same struggle for generations. The 

tense discord between the continuation of the black folk tradition and the black 

intellectual tradition parallels, and in some ways replicates, the struggle between the 

mythological elements of the Dionysian and Apollonian. 

In this thesis I explore how, within the creative framework of the Harlem 

Renaissance, this duality holds the potential to construct the image of the New Negro. 

The refusal or denial of Bacchanal tendencies is always a refusal or denial of self and 

culture: a culture that does not maintain a connection to its heritage, whatever the 

reason, can lose its creativity. Ultimately, the preservation of the Dionysian elements, 
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alongside the Apollonian, will ensure this development. The Jesse B. Semple stories 

are social commentaries played out by the dialogue between the low and middle 

classes. Because Langston Hughes forces the acknowledgement of myth and heritage 

through the Dionysian insight of Simple and the Apollonian logos of the narrator, the 

recognition of the importance of the "low-down" culture for black artists reasserts 

itself. 

At the time of the Harlem Renaissance, financial support slowly became 

available for talented black artists primarily through white philanthropic foundations. 

Music, art, and literature created by black artists gradually received recognition from 

white society. Primarily, it was fashionable mainstream whites who found something 

ethnically fascinating about urban blacks. Since these mainstream whites were 

essentially part of the educated upper middle class, they were in a position to help 

fund and offer financial support, enabling many black artists to work at their craft full 

time. Many of these artists were regarded by their contemporaries as the "talented 

tenth." The term, "talented tenth," originally coined by Henry L. Morehouse, 

referred to an elite group of African Americans who were "highly educated and 

morally upright" (Banks 47). W.E.B. DuBois took the term further and described the 

"talented tenth" as the scholarly set that goes well beyond the college educated, who 

rise to the top, the ten percent who would be enlightened. This "enlightened" group, 
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he argued, would revitalize the public and establish guidance and direction within the 

community. Du Bois believed that all races had this top ten percent and that the 

African American race, in particular, would be saved by its talented tenth (Banks 52). 

While the concept of an enlightened set is progressive and liberal, it seems as though 

the talent Du Bois speaks of is based on a European artistic mentality, deriving from 

and leaning more towards white standards than black. Because of these limitations, 

eventually Du Bois rejected his original position: the perception of the talented tenth 

became negative because it insinuated a class division and a creation of a black 

aristocracy, a black elite authority over an oppressed people which "served as models 

of negro gentility for the dominant white society and subordinated blacks" Oames 19). 

It is important to mention that Langston Hughes was not viewed as one of the 

talented tenth largely because he was not participating in the European based literary 

discourse, in terms of his writing style. Hughes was not writing the structured 

European poetry; instead, he focused on the everyday life of black society and let that 

dictate poetic form. Hughes was educated, but he did not believe that blacks had to 

sacrifice race or heritage to demonstrate talent in the arts. So a tension exists within 

Hughes from the beginning to establish himself as an artist and yet still maintain a 

sense of self. Hughes believed that instead of taking on the mentality of middle-class 

Anglo-America, blacks should move away from the white mainstream, replacing 
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notions of whiteness with notions of blackness. In other words, blacks should retain a 

deep sense of what it means to be black. And in order to achieve that, they ought to 

move closer to the African American folk tradition. 

The principles Hughes espouses could indicate that Hughes was not entirely 

sold on the growing black intellectual tradition, which was largely based on white 

standards. As a student at Lincoln University, he did not understand why an all-black 

student body was taught by white professors. However, he found that many of his 

peers did not have a problem with that state of affairs. In fact, Hughes found that the 

black students "either did not trust the intellects of black teachers, or did not like 

blacks" (Mikolyzk 8). The idea that the black students did not trust the intelligence of 

their own race was disturbing to Hughes. Further, it appeared the students were 

unconsciously placing their race in an inferior position to the white race. In the 

middle of his education at Lincoln, Hughes received an opportunity to respond to an 

essay that dealt with these very issues. The Nation had asked for a rebuttal to the 

essay "The Negro-Art Hokum," which argued for a unified refutation of race in all 

matters of culture. The idea that one would deny all traces of race and heritage was 

contemptible to Hughes. His rebuttal resulted in one of Hughes's most renowned 

essays, "The Negro Artist and the Racial Mountain." 
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The racial mountain Hughes writes of can be thought of as the white 

principles some blacks artists face when creating their art. But most importantly the 

essay deals with its alternative: issues within the race, primarily class divisions that 

pressure blacks to lean towards white standards and that hinder black artistic 

freedom. Hughes illustrates: "A frequent phrase from the father is, 'Look how well a 

white man does things.' And so the white world comes to be unconsciously a symbol 

of all the virtues. It holds for the children beauty, morality, and money. The whisper 

of 'I want to be white' runs silently through their minds" ("Racial Mountain" 692). 

Here Hughes argues that some Negroes refuse to embrace their own culture and turn 

to whiteness as a model of success. He does not want blacks to work toward certain 

careers or other aspirations if they are centered on what white people do. No, Hughes 

argues, blacks should approach their work for the sake of doing it alone. For Hughes, 

whites should never be looked to as a measure of success or a validation of choices. 

Rather, it is far more important that all black artists "be true to their cultural and class 

heritage" (Moses 45). Although Hughes argues that black artists should embrace their 

cultural past, he is not suggesting that blacks should onlywrite about heritage. 

He simply asks that race should not somehow be cloaked or denied in the push 

toward new forms of expression. He stresses that "to express our individual dark 

skinned selves" should always be the decisive intention of black artists ("Racial 
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Mountain" 693). An important term in his formulation is the word "individual." 

Here, Hughes suggests that artists find a place in which they can fuse their unique 

individuality with some preservation of tradition in a modem context. In other 

words, black artists should merge some tenets of American modernism with the 

ancestry of black folk ways to create a new, integrated art form. Because the 

American modernist movement generated a kind of writing that revealed what was 

happening in America, so too ought black writers reflect on what was happening in 

their community. Their focus should center on colloquial language, often of the 

uneducated, as a way of expressing the thoughts and emotions of the community. 

One of Hughes's concerns was for black writers to capture the anger and frustration 

of black life in America. The manner in which Hughes achieves this goal is through 

his unique creation of folk characters. These folk characters perform a vital role for 

Hughes as they manifest their frustrations in a mix of emotional poignancy and a 

strangely buoyant humor. Nowhere does this mingling of anger and humor along 

with traditional folk culture and modem life find better expression than in Hughes's 

Jesse B. Semple commentaries1• 

We tum from Hughes's early prescriptions for a distinctively black aesthetic to 

his actual practice as a writer in the context of very real historical and institutional 

1 Though the character's name is Semple, Hughes often refers to him as Simple. From this point on, I will 
use Simple. 
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pressures. Regarding that individuality Hughes prescribes for aspiring writers, he 

finds himself taming his own individuality for his white patron, Charlotte Mason. 

Mason celebrated the "primitiveness" of blacks and wanted Hughes to depict the 

image of the primitive "darkie" in his works for her benefit. Dependent on her 

monetary contributions, Hughes struggled with balancing his own sense of African 

American identity with the primitive identity that Mason attempted to create for 

him. He eventually had to reposition himself and create his own literary persona and 

not that of Mason. Reflecting back on his time with his patron, Hughes writes, "She 

wanted me to be primitive and know and feel the intuitions of the primitive ... But, 

unfortunately, I did not feel the rhythms of the primitive surging through me, and so 

I could not live and write as though I did. I was only an American Negro-who had 

loved the surface of Africa and the rhythms of Africa-but I was not Africa" 

(Rampersad 2: 104). Ultimately Hughes creates a distinction between the American 

Negro and the African. Though the American Negro has his own ancestral customs, 

beliefs and folklore that come out of the African oral tradition, these aspects of Negro 

culture have developed into something wholly and patently American. The African 

American folk tradition is what Hughes primarily calls for. As we can see from his 

writings, he does not want blacks to be looked at solely as Africans, but rather African 
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Americans. It is the African American ancestry that Hughes consistently wants to 

embrace. 

Mason's unsensible view of the primitive as simple naive entertainment placed 

a cumbersome burden not only on Hughes, but other black artists as well. There is a 

vast difference between Mason's primitive view of African Americans and Hughes's 

devotion to the working class urban Negro. Wilson J. Moses writes: 

The New Negroes often perceived themselves and their people as 
urban sophisticates. They always celebrated the wisdom of the urban 
working class, whose honest, simple folkways endowed them with the 
ability to see through the sham ofWestem civilization. Thus the New 
Negro represented, not only an erotic 'modem primitivism,' but a 
'proletarian folk wisdom.' ( 46) 

From the junction point for the folk tradition and the modem aesthetic imperatives, 

the Simple commentaries demonstrate the contour of the New Negro from Hughes's 

perspective. 

The characteristics of the New Negro emerge in Hughes's Simple 

commentaries through the dichotomous traits of Simple and the narrator Boyd, which 

evoke this New Negro mentality. Simple is the envoy of proletarian folk wisdom and 

tradition. He presents a way for Hughes to bring the concerns of the working class to 

the forefront. Yet it is Simple's presentation of these concerns that illustrates his 

association to folk tradition. The Simple/Boyd encounters always take place within 

bars or on the street comers of Harlem. Most often Simple launches into a story or 
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recollection to expound on whatever social issue is at hand at the moment. The 

allusion to past events evokes the orality of the folk tradition. Simple constantly 

refers to past events and uses these past events to convey radical proclamations; these 

proclamations are always honest and straightforward about everything from attacking 

Jim Crow to criticizing Uncle Sam. Still, Simple does not see himself as dispensing 

"proletariat wisdom" and that is what makes his ingenuity more authentic. There is 

no rationality behind his statements. He simply speaks his mind unknowingly. 

Boyd, the middle class urbanite, takes on rational attributes in order to prod 

Simple with questions of social significance and in this way provides a platform for 

significant issues. The use of not only educated but elevated stilted language 

comprises the analytical nature of Boyd. He maintains an analytical perspective 

throughout his probing speech and marks a strict contrast from Simple who most of 

the time speaks passionately. The habitual exchange and banter between Boyd and 

Simple becomes mythic in nature. A ritual is established. Each meeting is the same 

and has the same intention: to display affirmations of African American culture in the 

face of racial prejudices. Simple thus becomes the central storyteller and can be seen 

as the person through which the stories live and pass on. And Boyd is his African 

American audience, alternately arguing and assenting, condescending and 

cooperating. Either way Boyd becomes the sounding board to which Simple can 
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expound his convictions. In these stories, Simple and Boyd face aspects of the folk 

tradition with aspects of modem art. In Simple, Hughes is situating the simple ways 

of wisdom of the rural black community against the intellectual respectability and 

sophistication of Boyd. As we shall see, this series of dissension and reconciliation is 

reflected in the Apollonian/Dionysian dynamic. 

With Simple and Boyd, we see Hughes's concern about the dichotomy in black 

culture: the split between self-important segregation and the black underclass. As 

previously noted, this dichotomy demonstrates the troubles afflicting the 

consciousness of black experience, troubles that afflict Langston Hughes as well. In 

his thematic analysis of "The Weary Blues," Harold Bloom suggests that Hughes 

"perceived [the exclusionary superiority of his forebears] to be the source of his 

lifelong sense of isolation and loss. Choosing the most downtrodden and their 

traditions was a way of choosing himself' (14). This statement can be examined 

further to imply that by depicting the struggles with an emphasis on the voice of the 

common Negro, Hughes is calling for upper class blacks to "admire the distinctiveness 

of the 'low-down folks"' (14). Bloom further points out that in "The Negro Artist and 

the Racial Mountain," Hughes asks that black artists mirror the black jazz and blues 

musicians, those who learned from black folkways and emulated the black folk 

traditions in their art (14). 
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The search for folk heritage is not only a unique and powerful way to present 

social dilemmas that blacks have always faced, but it also provides an effective means 

to develop an individual creativity for the present and future. The crux of the Simple 

commentaries can be seen in Frederick Nietzsche's The Birth of Tragedy, where he 

affirms that "every culture that has lost myth has lost, by the same token, its natural 

healthy creativity" (136). Hughes would say that for the middle class Negro to 

dismiss his culture signmes a lack of direct creativity. Striving for the greatest possible 

freedom, the middle class Negro releases himself from folk tradition, but once 

released paradoxically finds he can never be free because he has cut away part of his 

identity. Hughes would say that this is why some members of the black middle class 

did not care for the jazz music-it was too black. Because hegemonic pressures led 

many blacks to emulate the heritage of the dominant white society, they could not 

relate to jazz. Hughes writes in "Racial Mountain" that American Negroes should "let 

the blare of Negro jazz bands and the bellowing voice of Bessie Smith singing Blues 

penetrate closed ears ... until they listen and perhaps understand" (694). In the same 

way that he enjoins blacks to connect to jazz, Hughes urges black writers to 

"penetrate" the Negro community by adopting the style and mood of jazz and blues. 

Why did some blacks feel that they had to distance themselves from this vital new 

musical creation, perhaps Americans' only genuine musical contribution to the 
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world? And in the same spirit, why did they not turn to their heritage for admiration 

or reverence? Perhaps they held themselves above those who did. It seems that a 

conflict between the classes becomes inevitable. The irony is that the convergence of 

these dichotomies, not divergence, will construct a true black art. In short, the 

Simple commentaries bring together the upper and lower class in such an experiment. 

Nietzsche develops the concept of Apollonian and Dionysian opposition as a 

basis for criticism in The Birth of Tragedy. Apollo and Dionysus represent distinct 

dichotomous dualities that offer fundamental insight into the nature of art and can be 

applied well beyond the classical Greek tragedy. The wider application is possible 

because Nietzsche's characteristics of Apollo and Dionysus represent the pathos of 

human characteristics. The pathos referred to here suggests traditional human 

suffering perhaps especially that of the underprivileged that persist throughout time. 

In terms of Hughes's Jesse B. Semple commentaries, the Apollonian-Dionysian 

opposition can be applied to represent the duality of human nature, a duality which 

struggles and competes and ultimately comprises a unified world-or more 

importantly for Hughes-a unified race. This unity for Nietzsche, according to Rose 

Pfeffer, "can be understood as a unity that grows out of multiplicity, change and 

complexity: a unity that remains open-ended" (15). Within the dissonance of 

diversity a harmony is finally established. The conflicted and tragic spirit of the 
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individual is, for Nietzsche, what allows art and traditions to manifest or come into 

being. If studied closer, the notion of the tragic spirit can also lead to the 

development of ethnicity. For Hughes, ethnicity and heritage must go hand in hand 

with the creation of art and culture. 

In simple terms, Apollo, the God of wisdom, light, and reason represents 

dream and Dionysus, the God of wine, revelry, and excess represents intoxication 

(Nietzsche 19). Nietzsche illustrates the difference in his discussion of Homer and 

Archilochus. For Nietzsche, Homer represents the Apollonian in that his epic poetry 

mirrors the actual world. Homer is replicating the world, thus perfectly representing 

the Apollonian dream of manageable order even in the midst of the turmoil of war. 

Tracy Strong writes that "Homer had not been writing myth; the epic appear as if 

there were no possible separation between a mythical and the 'real' world" (151). 

Throughout his Poetics, Aristotle outlines the mimetic ideal in the most rational 

manner: mimetic ought to show the conditions we believe to be consistent with our 

world. In a word, the mimetic is the Apollonian dream world, always conforming to 

the characteristics of the real. Because the world of the "dream" is a mimesis of the 

actual world, its representations must be believable and look exactly like reality. 

Archilochus' poetry, on the other hand, does not follow this mimetic format: the 

world need not simply be replicated; instead, music is the goal, music driven by the 
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Dionysian impulse. Nietzsche explains, "the lyrical genius feels a new world of images 

and allegories grow forth from that state of mystical self-abandonment and unity, a 

world which is completely different in colouring, causality, and tempo from that of 

the sculptor and epic poet" (36). In this way, Archilochus releases his emotions and 

demonstrates his subjectivity in his lyrical poetry. Nietzsche suggests that he 

brandishes Dionysian chaos through the "drunken outburst of his desires" (34). 

What Archilochus ultimately achieved was the creation of the folk song, 

which is a union of the Apollonian and Dionysian. Nietzsche elaborates: 

But in so far as he [the lyric poet] interprets music in images, he 
himself remains at rest in the calm sea of Apollonian contemplation, 
however much what he sees through the medium of music is caught in 
the throes of urgent and forceful movement. [ ... ] This is the 
phenomenon of the lyric poet: as Apollonian genius he interprets music 
through the image of the will, while he himself, completely detached 
from the greedy craving of will, is the pure unclouded eye of the sun. 
(41) 

The folk song represents both the emulation of music and the mimesis of the dream 

world. In Archilochus's art, nature and world are understood through needs and 

desires. He subsumes Apollonian allegories to his impulsive passions and so presents a 

new artistic form. 

Nietzsche indicates that art is always the result of the Apollonian and 

Dionysian principles involved in "constant conflicts and periodic acts of 

reconciliation" (19). Their fraternal opposition enhances one another and each ends 
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up speaking the language of the other. The constant struggling and affirmation of life 

continues despite the struggle and in the face oflife's hardships. Nietzsche declares, 

"The Dionysian musician is himself wholly and exclusively original pain and original 

echo of that pain" (35). It is important to note that the musicality does not mask 

hardships, but rather it presents a way to embrace hardships in order to move through 

them. Likewise, Hughes uses language mingled with rhythm to create a connection 

between the low and middle classes. His rhythms, the beats and melodies found in 

ancestral spirituals and slave songs, as well as jazz and blues, demonstrate his 

acceptance of history and all members of his contemporary community. Through this 

method, Hughes's writings represent with a great breadth the unique adversity of the 

Negro "swallowed with a smile" ("Racial Mountain" 694). The Apollonian must 

refrain from excessive impulses and desires and remain moral, while the Dionysian 

exerts some control or authority in terms of artistic creation. According to Nietzsche, 

"in order to observe such self-control, a knowledge of self' is needed (34). And in 

order to gain that self-knowledge, we must connect with both sides of our dual selves 

and dual cultures. 

What is even more compelling is that, in terms of the Simple commentaries, 

Dionysus can be seen as an embodiment of folk tradition, while Apollo perhaps 
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invokes the ideology of the middle-class bourgeoisie. Their conflict can be used to 

illustrate Hughes's argument to embrace the folk tradition. Nietzsche writes: 

They [the Apollonian Greeks] felt ... their whole beauty, rested upon a 
base of suffering and knowledge which had been hidden from them 
until the reinstatement of Dionysos uncovered it once more. And lo 
and behold! Apollo found it impossible to live without Dionysos. (34) 

This statement can be viewed as akin to Hughes asking the Negro middle class to 

consider their history's pain and ultimately embrace their past and heritage. The Jesse 

B. Semple commentaries demonstrate a distinction in language that in conjunction 

with the rhythm and musicality of the dialogue depicts in a striking way the life of 

the "low down folks." Blending the language of the middle class with that of the low 

class suggests that the middle class Negro and "low-down Negro" are not that far 

removed from one another, so again we see that Apollo and Dionysus are not far 

removed from one another as well. Through the Apollonian and Dionysian 

characteristics a connection is created between the low and middle classes to create 

an acceptance of history and of each other. 

The connection Hughes forges and the acceptance he achieves are no small 

task. Hughes travels a long road to effect such a reconciliation. Along the way, he 

will use parody as a means of highlighting the dichotomy he sees in the black 

community. Through parody Hughes will bring awareness to the black bourgeoisie 

and the black artist contending with one another. In reference to the Simple 
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commentaries, Susan Blake asserts, "their [the story within a story structure] purpose 

is to function in the social conflict in which both the characters and the audience are 

engaged" ( 4 7). The resolution of social conflict through parody voices awareness. The 

term "parody," as used in this treatise, refers to the Goethean view that "pleasure can 

be produced by the advent of laughter through the resolution of tension" (Gilman 8). 

This tension is located, among other places, between the educated and the low. 

When the low is viewed in terms that are parallel to the educated that "tension would 

prove to be fallacious and the tension would vanish" (9). Hughes will never falsify 

the tension that exists between the middle-class and the low-down Negro as if some 

easy solution is all that is needed. No, if the tension will be ultimately resolved it will 

only be after much struggle. We finally begin to see the possibility of resolution in 

Simple's shrewd comments, which elevate his status. 

Throughout the Simple commentaries, Simple maintains a detached manner. 

His wisecracks to Boyd's probing queries instigate an interrogation of the black 

intellectual in a straightforward manner. Simple's replies are often humorous with 

melodic nuances. The banter between them displays the capacity for their fraternal 

opposition to finally complement one another and achieve unanimity. To reiterate, 

when acceptance or unity occurs, art can manifest itself. And in art both dichotomies 

are always present: "Apollonian clarity and visual beauty, as expressed in dialogue and 
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image, and Dionysian intensity and depth of feeling" (Pfeffer 32). When applied to 

characters within Hughes's commentaries, the narrator Boyd remains lucid and 

intelligent in dialogue with slight reservations or even stoicism attached, while 

Simple is expressive in language as well as attitude. Still, there is this need for the 

Apollonian narrator to join with the Dionysian Simple. The narrator constantly 

returns to Harlem for more and more confrontations with his working class friend. 

In Nietzschean terms, Apollo continues to define himself in terms of what Dionysus is 

not. Boyd makes known through the language of his reactions that he is nothing like 

his Dionysian counterpart. But this creates the vital tension between the two 

conflicting natures: what is left is a constant intellectual battle that displays dramatic 

opposition out of which art is born. In the following chapter, I will explore this 

tension through a close reading of some of the Simple commentaries. The exchange 

between Boyd and Simple are similar from commentary to commentary. Instead of 

piecemealing from well over a hundred commentaries, I am choosing five that are 

highly representative of the tone and most revealing of their dynamic relationship in 

which Simple dons his Dionysian mask and Boyd plays the Apollonian rational 

skeptic. While I acknowledge the need for Apollonian form and structure, I will 

privilege the Dionysian view, showing that there is more than a social consciousness 

18 



at stake here and that beneath the surface a call to, or rather an acknowledgement of, 

ancestry and heritage exists. 
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CHAPTER 2: THE JESSE B. SEMPLE COMMENTARIES 

The Jesse B. Semple commentaries were short columns published in the 

Chicago Defender throughout the 1940's and later, due to financial disagreements 

with the Chicago Defender, the New York Post. These commentaries brought forth a 

group of fictional characters that provided Hughes a platform to present social 

concerns relating to African Americans. But more importantly, the commentaries 

essentially call attention to racial heritage in a modem context in order to create a 

viable black culture. It is not merely what Simple addresses-economics, war, 

relationships, Jim Crow, race, black pride, etc.-but how he addresses these topics. 

The challenging, provocative statements of his characters display the tension between 

working and upper middle class blacks. The foundation on which each commentary 

is set is ordinary and routine: chitchat at the local bar or on a street comer. Yet each 

commentary progresses into profound conversation with language that is both 

conventional and theatrical. Each exchange begins with a simple question or 

statement on various topics and results in a clash of character that can best be 

understood as a glimpse into the primitive struggle between Apollo and Dionysus, 

where the structured Apollonian social order is threatened by the chaos of Dionysian 

will. 
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These commentaries can be examined as a series of dramas that portray Boyd 

and Simple's Apollonian and Dionysian identities. The contrasts between the two 

characters are obvious. Immediately, the reader is aware that Boyd is part of the 

middle-class. His language and comments reveal his Apollonian mindset. He finds 

himself engaging in conversations with the simple Harlem dweller, Simple, over and 

over again. Most readers of the Simple commentaries know that Boyd is an educated 

man as well as a writer. As a writer, Boyd is "observing life for literary purposes, 

gathering material, contemplating how people play so desperately when the stakes are 

so little" (Best 12). 

But most importantly, we see that Boyd is charmed by the Harlem lifestyle, 

and he pursues his interest in Harlem by making regular trips into the city. These 

trips, however, are almost pretentious, conveying a feeling that Boyd is lowering 

himself as he crosses the threshold into Harlem. Boyd carefully studies the low-down 

mindset through his encounters with Simple; the idea of"contemplating" places Boyd 

in a higher position automatically. When thinking of one who contemplates, one 

immediately thinks of someone who has time for thoughtful inspection, which a 

working man typically lacks. Not the blue collar ne'er-do-well, Boyd is a middle-class 

college educated writer who visits to familiarize himself with the routines and 

conditions of Harlem and the low-down life. He shows part of his middle-class 
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mentality through the manner by which he distinguishes himself from Simple's 

frankness with his guarded reactions to Simple's revelations. Arnold Rampersad 

defines Boyd as a man who "remained essentially defined by his difference from 

Simple, by his reticence, stiltedness, and apparent loneliness despite his 'higher' 

station in life compared to that of Simple" (Return xviii). 

It is these traits that mark Boyd as relentlessly Apollonian. In his preferred 

mode of loneliness he displays the personal identity of Apollo who celebrates the 

distinctiveness of the individual. Still, Boyd is not overly haughty, and he does seem 

to have a genuine friendship with Simple. In fact, I would argue that he may enter 

Harlem, in part, to escape the confines of the Apollonian world to which he belongs. 

Since he cannot overindulge his own Dionysian desires, he lives vicariously through 

Simple's Dionysic behavior and in this way he preserves his sense of self-control. As 

Sallis maintains that "the Apollonian must always already have been incited by the 

Dionysian" (37), we see that Boyd is roused by Simple and Harlem since he observes 

the routines of both regularly. The Apollonian's need for a Dionysian compulsion 

mirrors itself with the "low-down" black attitude Boyd wants to access. 

Archilochus's satyr world outlined in The Birth of Tragedy exemplifies the 

Apollonian's consociation with Dionysic impulsivity. Nietzsche argues that "the satyr, 
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the invented creature of nature, has the same relationship to the man of culture as 

Dionysian music has to civilization" ( 45). He continues: 

Here the illusion of culture was wiped away from the archetype of 
man, here the true man revealed himself, the bearded satyr, exulting in 
the worship of his goti. Before him, the man of culture shriveled up 
into a deceitful caricature. Schiller is right again as far as these 
beginnings of tragic art are concerned: the chorus is a living wall 
erected against the pounding storm of reality, because it-the satyr 
chorus-is a copy of a more truthful, more real, more complete image 
of existence than the man of culture who commonly considers himself 
the sole reality. (47) 

Essentially, the satyr is a wood spirit. Untouched by modernity, he remains the same; 

he personifies tradition, folklore and heritage, as does Simple. Boyd is the man of 

culture and his relationship with Simple offers a way for Boyd to access what is real. 

In other words, by examining the low-down culture, Boyd gets a sense of what life is 

really like; he sees the hardships, the poverty, the vicissitude and adversity, which 

contrasts with his own existence. In this way, Boyd moves away from his 

individuality and middle-class conceit to connect with Harlem urbanites. 

Boyd's basic affiliation with the working class Harlem man is through Simple, 

whose personality starkly contrasts that of Boyd. Simple is the working class man of 

Harlem living his life paycheck to paycheck while dealing with the everyday 

problems of women and money, problems he brings upon himself more often than 

not. Often, Simple reflects on these conditions with a crude, ingenuous mindset. 
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This attitude formed by experience, and often prejudice, brings forth his Dionysic 

disposition we connect to the satyr. Frazer writes in The Golden Bough that the satyr 

is connected to the "primitive mind" and "is often known as 'the Poor man' or 'the 

Poor Woman"' (559). Simple faces a similar situation to the satyr who is humbled 

into poverty because it is deprived of life necessities. Simple is often strapped for cash 

and insolvent, in part because of shrinking wages. For example, in the commentary 

"Simple and the High Prices," Simple contemplates: "How am I going to live with 

prices getting higher and higher and my weekly wages staying just the same?" (Return 

86). Simple is aware of the conditions that leave him in his humble state of affairs, 

but for the most part he is unable to understand the problems. Simple sees himself as 

the irreparable poor man. Boyd attempts to engage with this side of Simple, "I am 

broke, too" (Return 139). By connecting with Simple's dearth, he displays his interest 

for the Dionysian. In Nietzsche's words "the Dionysian enthusiast sees himself as 

satyr, and as the satyr he in tum beholds the god, that is, transformed in this way he 

sees a new vision outside himself, as the Apollonian completion of his state. With 

this vision, the drama is complete" (Nietzsche 50 author's emphasis??). So Boyd, by 

shifting from a high position to Simple's low-down position, can engage in Dionysiac 

ritual and see things about himself and his culture. By presenting the reality of that 
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culture to Boyd, Simple is offering a way for the tradition and heritage of the "low-

down" Negro to be visible in the current middle-class culture. 

Despite his meager means, Simple is a flamboyant, melodramatic, and 

oftentimes over the top character that lives in his own private world of excess and 

rent-dodging. He is simply a man who, on the one hand, complains about his position 

in life and, on the other hand, is completely satisfied with his current state of affairs. 

Perhaps that is why he has a lot to say about race, politics, and social/class status, but 

publicly does nothing about them. Even if he could earn a higher station in life, he 

would most likely prefer to remain where he is. For example, in the commentary 

'Weight in Gold," Boyd and Simple engage in a conversation about wealth, and each 

character expresses his distinction in nature over what one acquires, in this case a 

million dollars. Boyd directs Simple to be wise and prudent with the imaginary 

millions: 

"I would not be that sensible" said Simple. "If I had money, I would go 
stark raving mad and spend it! I could not stand being rich. There is so 
much I have wanted in past days, and so much I still want now-I 
would just spend it all, yes. And what I did not spend, I would give 
away to people's I love. I would give Joyce, my wife, One Hundred 
Thousand Dollars ... . To you, Boyd, my old beer buddy, I would give 
Twenty-five Thousand, and to my Cousin Minnie, Ten, so she would 
not borrow from me any more." (Return 198-99) 

Where Boyd fails to express any emotion at all, simply examining the situation in 

terms of facts and figures, Siinple reacts emotionally to the hypothetical situation. By 
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giving away the theoretical money, in sheer abandon with no sense of self-restraint, 

Simple shows he is less than rational, or perhaps less defined by the socio-economic 

expectations ofWestem middle-class white society, and lives largely in the moment. 

The superfluous outbursts and expressive response to the hypothetical money 

are an extension of Simple's personality that links him to Dionysus. Simple cannot 

help but indulge in the excesses of life, and he wants those around him to indulge as 

well. He is set apart from Boyd because he is interested in the communal. The idea of 

not only belonging to the community but participating within that community is 

important to Simple. He wants to share his money with everyone and sees his success 

possible in the success of those around him. Simple looks to the well-being of his 

community, where Boyd, of course, stresses sensibility-"invest the principal and live 

on the interest, like most rich people do" (Return 198). It is blatantly clear that Boyd 

is interested in the individual success, and cannot fathom sharing the money. Strong 

identifies the outcome of individualism on a culture: "If a culture is patterned such 

that men earn their living individually, rather than, say, communally, the culture will 

be healthy only to the degree that it provides its members with the psychic and 

physical wherewithal to do so" (144). In other words, if a culture wants to promote 

individual successes, it still has to provide the necessary mental and physical support 

to achieve that success, or the culture risks becoming debilitated. 
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The struggle between Boyd and Simple centers on the latter's drunken 

Dionysic annoyance with the truth. The truth is constantly revealed and then 

constantly renounced, the two often occurring simultaneously. Out of his ambivalent 

impatience come Simple's insights: short, pointed sentences which express a general 

truth or clever observation. "The Word Black" offers an interesting example: 

as I were saying, the word black, white folks have done used that word 
to mean something bad so often until now when the N.A.A.C.P. asks 
for civil rights for the black man, they think they must be bad. 
Looking back into history, I reckon it all started with a black cat 
meaning bad luck. [ . .. ] Next somebody got up a blacklist on which you 
get if you don't vote right. Then when lodges come into being, the 
folks they didn't want in them got blackballed If you kept a skeleton 
in your closet, you might get blackmailed And everything bad was 
black. When it came down to the unlucky ball on the pool table, the 
eight-rock, they made it the black ball. So no wonder there ain't no 
equal rights for the blackman. (Return 147) 

Here Simple draws a connection between black as a negative prefix and the black 

race. He concludes that this linguistic prejudice may be a source of negativity or fear 

whites attach to the black race. Simple's inventiveness connects to Dionysic speech, 

which is often aphoristic. Strong asserts, "At first glance, an aphorism may appear 

meaningful, or superficial, or trivially true, or simply nonsense" (132). In the same 

way, we may miss Simple's analysis of the word black. Ultimately, as we pause over 

it, the aphorism gives us something substantial to think about. Readers of the 

commentaries can dismiss it all together or take what is stated and react to it. In this 
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instance, Simple's exegesis may appear as a laughable observation, but he genuinely 

creates a valuable racial commentary. Simple's close reading of the term black 

illustrates how the term lacks positive character or quality. He then subsumes a list of 

annexed terms illustrating his point. He suggests that the present use of the term 

black as a prefix, suggesting something harmful, becomes entangled in the white 

culture's perspective of the black race. Ergo, Simple's aphorism, like Dionysus's, "is 

the 'pure fool' of discourse, being only simple in appearance" (Strong 132). 

As we set up some of the components of the Dionysian character, we can 

begin to see the consequence of Dionysian excess. Linked to Apollo, Boyd is 

associated with rational thought, essentially an uncomplaining stoical man, where 

Simple is linked to Dionysus, associated with excess and simplicity. But, as we saw 

above, within that simplicity lurks the truth. Outlined in Simple's vibrant and 

carefree personality, his truth reflects the needs of the African American culture. Yet 

these topics the two men come together and discuss, especially at the beginning, are 

essentially trapped within an Apollonian paradigm. The conversations take place at 

different sites, i.e., various street comers or the local bar, but the city is always the 

same--Harlem. Harlem as any city has certain conditions or regulations established 

that keep it running and help maintain a social order, which is clearly Apollonian. 

Apollo, recall, is the god of the civil realm. Boyd's entrance into Harlem is necessary 
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because he highlights the Apollonian principles underlying the construct of the city. 

Harlem, like all cities, is based on Apollonian order, maintaining some accordance to 

rules and regulations. The folk tradition Simple represents brings dissonance and 

conflict to all these Apollonian principles. The resulting tension Hughes dramatizes, 

always in the context of the city, suggests that folk minimalism and urban modernity 

can come together and form a powerful union. Through the candid and humorous 

wordplay of these inapposite characters, the mingling of traditions is achieved, 

ultimately setting an example for black artists to tum to heritage and folk tradition in 

order to create their own true black art. 

Dionysic ideals are imbedded within the folk tradition of all cultures. But to 

understand that impulse in terms of African American culture, a study of classical 

Dionysian traits is necessary. As is well known, Dionysus is the God of wine and 

noted for exemplifying drunkenness. In the Birth of Tragedy, Nietzsche compares the 

fundamental nature of Dionysus with this state of intoxication, and it is either 

through an inebriated state or during springtime where primal Dionysic tendencies 

emerge (22). Simple illustrates similar Dionysic urges budding during the spring 

season. He reflects on the approach of spring in the commentary "Springtime:" "I 

wish that spring would come more often now that it is here .... Oh, it is wonderful! 

It is the time when flowers come out of their buds, birds come out of their nests, bees 
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come out of their hives, Negros come out of their furnished rooms, and butterflies out 

of their cocoons" (Best 73). Here we can see Simple's attachment to nature and the 

celebration of life and renewal. There is a sense of reawakening and more 

importantly transformation in the references to butterflies emerging and flowers 

coming out of the bud. The mention of the flower is particularly interesting. Rather 

than refer to the flowers as blooming in regards to the state of flowering, Simple 

suggests that the flower emerges out of the bud-as if the buds were shells or nests 

serving as host to the flower, similar to the cocoon holding the butterfly. The 

transformations of spring allow for fecund Dionysic freedom. Through rebirth things 

are freed to become something both imaginative and vitally unconventional. 

Nietzsche emphasizes that the advancement of spring "forcefully and 

pleasurably courses through the whole of nature, those Dionysian impulses awaken, 

which in their heightened forms cause the subjective to dwindle to complete self

oblivion" (22). The breakdown into self-oblivion Nietzsche writes of is essentially the 

breakdown of the principium individuationis, or the principle of individuation. The 

Dionysian impulse shatters private individuality and bolsters an awareness that one is 

part of nature. Nature for the Dionysian essentially begs communality, where the 

need to move away from the group, so to speak, is an Apollonian aspiration. The 

breakdown of the principle of individuation results in a sense of becoming: a 
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unification through merging distinctive behaviors or persona (here Apolline and 

Dionysic). By dwindling into self-oblivion, the individual is able to reunite with 

nature and access knowledge, and through the loss of identity a deep and pre-rational 

insight is gained. 

In his inebriated state, Simple fully engages in the Dionysic persona. The 

intoxication represents the Dionysian impulse of desire as well as a reaction to the 

Apollonian world of moderation, self-control, and restraint. Nietzsche further details 

the result of this intoxication, whose greatest consequence is truth: 

The muses of the art of 'appearance' paled before an art which in its 
intoxication spoke the truth, in which the wisdom of Silens cried out 
woe! woe! to the Olympians in their serenity. The individual, with all 
his limits and moderation, sank here into the self-oblivion of the 
Dionysian state and forgot the Apollonian principles. Excess revealed 
itself as truth, and the contradiction, the bliss born of pain spoke out 
from the heart of nature. And so, wherever the Dionysian broke 
through, the Apollonian was cancelled, absorbed, and annihilated. (32) 

Transferring Nietzsche's thoughts to the Simple commentaries, we can look at the 

Apollonian principles as the dominating white principles that some upper-middle-

class blacks try to imitate. Boyd is the muse of appearance, the black intellectual 

considerably out of touch with his "unsophisticated" folk counterpart. Boyd's 

patronizing of Simple's drinking and carefree, seemingly laissez-faire, attitude is 

equivalent to Silens's woe. While the truth of the working class state of affairs is 

revealed through Simple's excess, he becomes satisfied only when he can sermonize 
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his woes to the narrator. The reader can then at times shelve the external and 

ostensible Apollonian in favor of Dionysian candor. 

Simple's serendipitous reintegration of the consciousness of the black race is 

introduced, startlingly perhaps, through the excess of drink. But Simple does not 

merely drink to drink. The excess of drink provides a Dionysian means to "enter(ing) 

into the other," thus providing an open and unguarded channel to speak. And by 

listening to the worry, the narrator then can also claim knowledge (Sallis 53). The 

intoxication supplies legitimacy to Simple's expressions of injustice and struggle with 

Negro life ultimately creating a historical awareness of black heritage in the folk 

tradition. A connection between Simple and the Apollonian narrator is reinforced 

since Boyd is the one who prods Simple to speak, demonstrating their complementary 

relationship. 

Throughout the commentaries, Simple details excerpts of conversations he has 

with various persons. The excerpts allow Simple to set up his tirades. Most often, 

these selected passages contain predominant sentiments in society that Simple takes 

issue with. What is interesting is his adopting contrived voices as a type of theatrical 

mask: Simple is able to speak through the voices of various characters, ranging from 

the ordinary people in his life to constructed figures. These skillfully rendered, often 

histrionic, theatrics are a kind of masking, whereby Simple brings forth negative 
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issues in society, expounding on them and providing indirect social critique. In the 

commentary titled "An Auto-Obituary," Simple demonstrates this sermonizing of 

woes following "these beers in this bar" (Best 237). Simple indulges in the pleasures 

of drinking and so indulges in Dionysian joy. Dodds identifies this joy with freedom: 

the joy of drinking "enables you for a short time to stop being yourself, and thereby 

sets you free" (76). 

While Simple's drinking appears as frivolous amusement or even a distraction 

to everyday wants, it has actually freed and primed him to wear the mask of a 

preacher. David Fisher suggests that the 

masks of Dionysus conceal an individually and a culturally repressed 
"maternal abject." ... the basis of the paradox [the "paradox of the 
mask"): masks simultaneously conceal and reveal; it is never a question 
of either/or but always both/and .... Persons whose faces are masks 
conceal the content of their feelings or beliefs at a given moment, but 
simultaneously reveal their character as private or duplicitous persons 
or perhaps, as foreigners, strangers who have strayed beyond their 
proper place. (Fisher 520, 523-524) 

As we will see below, Simple uses the mask of the preacher to conceal his own 

character, and at the same time, reveal through his performance his contempt of 

whites and the middle-class blacks who emulate them. Since Simple is part of the 

low-down culture and is himself a working class man, he considers himself part of the 

repressed class. In all probability, he considers himself degraded by the middle and 

upper classes, both black and white. For example, at one point he states, "something 
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is always happening to a man, especially if he is colored" (Simple's 98). In "Auto

Obituary," the mask of a preacher allows Simple to rise above his current position in 

society and obscure his low-down, simple, unassuming self; however, Simple does not 

mask his tone. He still maintains a derogatory, exaggerated familiarity, which adds 

sincerity to his shrewdness and marks an important characteristic of Dionysic 

masking: irony. 

In addition to irony, other features of the mask are relevant to our discussion. 

In "Myth and Tragedy in Ancient Greece," Jean-Pierre Vemant and Pierre Vidal

Naquet outline another feature of Dionysian masquerading. In their analysis of 

Euripides' Bacchae, they suggest that Dionysus is there to reveal to everyone, through 

a human mask, the god's epiphany. Similarly, in Hughes's "Auto-Obituary" this state 

of intoxication results in a theatrical performance by the Dionysian Simple and leads 

to disclosure, or truth of a higher order-divine truth. Under the influence of 

alcohol, Simple converges on a tricky situation within American religious discourse: 

in a trance-like state that manifests the voice of a preacher, he exclaims that his black 

skin will be transformed into white, for "In God's mirror all are white" (Best 238). 

This is a powerful statement. Simple-preacher does not limit himself to the singular 

"white," but to the epiphanic "White! White! White! White!" (238). Everything 

becomes white: "white wings, white robe, white face, white neck, white shoulders, 
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white hips, white soul!" (238-39). The statement, on the surface, suggests that being 

black is undesirable and even impious, something inimical to heaven. The idea that in 

heaven everything is white indicates Simple's awareness of the value society places on 

skin color. He draws attention to the color line where the "white soul" is the ultimate 

goodness one can achieve. Yet there is another possible meaning: this over 

accumulation of the term "white" can be looked at as a form of parody. Simple is 

using this language to criticize the foolish notion that whiteness equals supremacy, or 

in this case closeness to God. He is poking fun at the white culture, which assumes it 

is of a higher quality. Lawerence Mintz notes that Hughes may take this humorous 

approach because he believes that "many features of the prejudices American whites 

have towards blacks are inherently funny" (12). At another point, Simple, outside of 

the preacher's mask, as himself, indicates that if his blackness were transformed into 

whiteness "I would not know my own self in the mirror, were I to look" (Best 238). 

Here Hughes is using the transformation of skin color metaphorically to suggest what 

may happen to the black race if they continually tum to whiteness. Whether he is 

satirizing white religious discourse or providing color parables in which one color 

swallows up the others, Simple's masking and wordplay take us back to irony and, 

through it, to the truth. 
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Simple's language is worth pausing over further, especially the language he 

adopts in his persona as a preacher. A deliberate rhetorical device often used in 

sermons, his anaphora of the word "white" does two things. One, the repetition adds 

emotion to the commentary where straightforward language would not. The 

repeated declaration to "white[ ness]" almost mimics a longing for a false heritage. 

The after-effect is how misguided, impractical, and downright false the black reliance 

on white standards. In the sermonic reiteration of the line, the reader is led to feel a 

tension between a past heritage and a bland conviction that assumes a move away 

from blackness. Besides the emotion conveyed, the use of repetitive language 

secondly operates on a more intellectual level. It attacks the middle class Negro who 

wants to be released of his heritage and embrace whiteness. Recall that within his 

article "Racial Mountain," Hughes criticizes this middle class attitude. He writes of 

how blacks "themselves draw a color line" (2). The use of language in this 

commentary is remarkable. Suddenly Simple is not so simple. He presents complex 

racial issues with a subtle genius. He conjures illusions to make his statements, 

illusions that will melt into nothing. Since Simple is the Dionysian man, he knows 

that "the illusion that has been conquered and won and that provides form and 

definition of a particular culture is, in fact, merely an illusion" (Strong 141). In other 

words, Simple is aware of the illusion he is creating and how it might help his readers 
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pass out of their self-defeating assumptions and lead to the development of a new 

world-a world free of racial self-hatred and acceptance of culture and of oneself. 

To continue the analysis of Simple's language, we turn to the notion of 

transformation. Recall that in The Bacchae, Dionysus transforms from a godly state 

into that of a human. In Hughes's commentary, Simple implies the reverse-

transforming from a human form into a spiritual one, perhaps emulating the mythical 

theme of becoming. Simple's journey is not a quest and return in a cyclical sense. 

Instead the ultimate goal is not the journey into death but the rebirth after death. 

Simple does not want to be dead per se, but wants to make sure the proper words are 

said about him, "That's why I am talking about death this evening-because if I do die 

of cold, I want some fine words said over my body" (Best 237). The words provide 

another insight into Simple's race perspective. Through the mock eulogy, we see 

what Simple sees possible for the afterlife. In this case Simple's death, which he is 

eulogizing, suggests the end of his former self, or more specifically, the end of his 

former black self and the materialization of a new white life in the other world. This 

new existence offers Simple a new position in life and a fresh way to approach the 

human condition. Since Simple will be approaching this new existence from a new 

white perspective, the suggestion is that the new life will be more positive. Simple's 

outrageously mocking sermon suggests that the pain, struggle and frustration of his 
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Negro existence are, in a sense, an initiation into whiteness. Thus death becomes a 

rite of passage and the white self becomes a rebirth of the former self, or perhaps a 

maturation of the black self. Why would Simple suggest this? Perhaps the sermon 

demonstrates that Simple is aware of how his race is looked upon by whites and 

conceivably by the intellectual middle-class narrator. With his complex and subtle 

wisdom, Simple shows the struggle and tragedy of the unwitting black bourgeoisie, 

which Boyd likely represents. 

Yet there is more. Perhaps surprisingly, Simple's passionate display also 

demonstrates a Dionysian indolence to action. This is significant. Simple is aware of 

racial injustice, so aware that he is willing to preach about the simulated dismissal of 

his heritage in death, in order to become white to establish his point. Yet that is as far 

as he goes. He does no more than preach. And he does not preach to everyone, just 

to Boyd. The Apollonian Boyd has the power to give order, and even method to life 

and transform its chaos into a work of art. This is the unique role Boyd has to play in 

the Simple commentaries. Simple depends on Boyd to make the changes he cannot. 

This commentary clearly illustrates Simple's phlegmatic attitude and shows that it is 

sheer indolence that contributes to Simple's impoverished circumstances among other 

things. Nietzsche explains the phenomenon: 

for the ecstasy of the Dionysian state, with its annihilation of the usual 
limits and borders of existence, contains for its duration a lethargic 
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element in which all past personal experience is submerged. And so 
this chasm of oblivion separates the worlds of everyday reality from 
that of Dionysian reality. However, as soon as that everyday reality 
returns to consciousness, it is experienced for what it is with disgust: an 
ascetic mood which negates the will is the fruit of those conditions. 
(46) 

In the context of Hughes's Simple, this indolence, ironically, becomes a parody within 

itself. Simple can acknowledge racial boundaries, accept his color, and manifest an 

awareness of prejudice, but he does nothing about it. He has looked into the reality of 

things. He presents the reality of racial discord and has gained knowledge, but he is 

averse to act. He remains within his Dionysian carefree world of avoiding rent and 

freeloading for beers. He accepts his reality with the awareness of its injustice. The 

Dionysic Simple remains stagnant in his wisdom because he inherently believes that 

any action he takes would make no change in the current ways of the world. Yet it is 

through his illusion, his "preacher's" mask, that he outlines the action that he himself 

cannot muster. 

Now we turn to the active Boyd. In the commentary, "Fancy Free," the 

narrator Boyd's Apollonian qualities are clearly displayed. As mentioned, these 

qualities include, but are not limited to, logic, self-knowledge, and self-control. 

Throughout "Fancy Free," the dialogue, as is usual in the commentaries, consists of 

Simple's oration followed or prompted by the narrator's precise questioning. Looking 

closer at Boyd's interrogation style, we see that it often forces Simple to expound in 
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detail on his responses. We could say that Boyd imposes the Socratic Method on their 

discussions. The appearance of the Socratic Method in the Simple commentaries may 

in fact be mocking the action of black intellectuals, or perhaps even whites that 

would frequent black bars to chat with locals. By attempting a Socratic position, Boyd 

may himself be mocked by Hughes, as Boyd ostentatiously reveals his social rank and 

sense of reason simultaneously. Boyd, as narrator, never truly narrates; he simply 

probes and prods Simple: "Why don't you open one?"; ''What do you mean pass?"; 

''Why not?" (Best 122). This means of drawing students out and training them in 

definition parallels the manner in which Socrates approaches his students. As 

students formulate their opinions, Socrates asks more and more questions in order to 

display the shortcomings of their answers. Boyd similarly demonstrates Simple's 

inadequacies, which are most often linked to Dionysic absurdities. Like Socrates, 

Boyd may be trying this to get Simple to move beyond his opinions, to prod him out 

of his lethargy and unselfconsciousness, and awaken him to Apollonian wisdom. Yet 

through this process there is a sense that this Apollonian spirit evokes a sense of 

cruelty, cruelty that takes the form of condescension. 

By suggesting that Simple's responses are inadequate to reason, Boyd places 

himself in a higher position over his friend. Boyd makes it clear through his 

questions and reactions to Simple that he is descending, voluntarily, to Simple's level. 

40 



At one point in the story Simple imagines he is eating greens, and this is the repartee 

that follows: 

'"Thinking of greens is not the same as eating them," I said. "No," said 

Simple, ''but at least we can share the thought. It was my thought. 
Don't you intend to share the beer? O.K. Draw two, bartender! Pay 
the man-and let us wash down these greens we have thought up. Pass 
the com bread.[ ... ] Now, hand me the vinegar, also the baby onions." 
''You certainly are indulging in a flight of Fancy! In fact your 
imagination is running riot. Beer is not free." "No, but fancy is, and if I 
had my way," said Simple, seizing his beer, "I would be a bird in 
a meadow full of greens right now!" 'Why a bird? Why not a horse, or 
a sheep?" "A bird can fly high, see with a bird's eye view .... " "Birds 
are not customarily interested in the doings of human beings," I said. 
(Best 123) 

This faintly condescending voice of Boyd the narrator displays the distinction and 

class line between him and Simple. It also sets up a power struggle, or tension, 

between the two characters. 

It is always through language that Boyd demonstrates his Apollonian identity. 

By choosing the term "indulging," Boyd is suggesting that he is in control, while 

Simple is not. "Indulging" also shows Boyd's awareness to Simple's Dionysic need to 

give into his own desires and wants. Simple is treating himself to a delusional flight 

of the imagination. Yet Boyd does not see Simple as simply indulging in his thoughts; 

he looks at those thoughts as "running riot." The expression suggests acting without 

restraint, control, or discipline. It is interesting that Boyd would use that turn of 

phrase. He looks at the act of imagining as something irrational. So for him it goes 
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against reason, what Nietzsche calls the Apollonian dream image. The dream, in an 

Apolline sense, is the representation of appearances. In fact, it is an outward show of 

how the world is perceived. So in one sense imagining can be dreamlike, but not in 

an Apolline sense because it does not maintain a rational representation of what is 

seen. Instead, for Boyd, Simple's imagination resembles a loss of clarity and 

intelligibility. Moreover, it seems as though whenever Simple cannot handle the 

pressures of reality, he escapes into daydreams and masquerading. He simply 

attempts to forget, transcending his present condition into that of a fantasy world. 

Each time Simple indulges in his fantasy, Boyd attacks the fantasy, or masquerading 

from a logical standpoint. He is umelentingly hypercritical regarding Simple's 

statements about life and race. 

While the two companions look at the same current state of affairs, and often 

agree on how things are, or should be, in society, Boyd observes finer distinctions in 

meaning. Boyd is also less extreme with his reactions. Since from our rational 

perspective the idea of imagining seems more directly connected to Dionysus rather 

than Apollo, we might join Boyd in seeing Simple's imagining as a daydream. Yet, 

surprisingly, it is Apolline: Simple has the power to create new images or ideas based 

on former experiences, in this situation, even while he is eating, to picture himself as 

a bird in a meadow full of greens. We think of Keats's "unheard melodies are 
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sweeter." If as Nietzsche says, Apolline art can be compared to dreams, then we can 

see Simple utilizing a creative type of Apollonian power here. Is it ultimately a 

failure or not? Simple approaches his daydream with the catalyst of alcohol and is 

unable to make anything happen, which goes back to the indolent and lazy Dionysic 

behavior. Simple's lack of action turns out to be inconsequential. Instead, what 

Simple says and how he says it becomes more useful than whatever action he might 

take. I would argue that Simple presents to Boyd a new way of perceiving. If Boyd, 

as writer, can take with him the Dionysian insight Simple offers and compose still 

within his Apollonian confines, his literary art, he will create a true black art because 

it would combine these fraternal components. 

In the "Fancy Free" commentary, however, Boyd is exasperated with Simple's 

daydreaming. It is perhaps the excited manner in which Simple expresses his 

daydreams that offends Boyd. Or perhaps Boyd is bothered by Simple's behavior 

because it exceeds all bounds of reason. Boyd's offer that Simple become a horse or 

sheep is in keeping with his Apollonian logic. How? Horses and sheep are grounded 

animals. This implies that Boyd is bidding Simple to keep his feet on the ground. 

Furthermore, both horse and sheep are tamed, domesticated animals. The native 

wildness of these animals has been overcome until they are made gentle and obedient. 

Boyd wants Simple to be less passionately intense and more rationally subdued. He is 
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uncomfortable with Simple's carefree will. At one point in the commentary Boyd 

states, "Suppose they capture you and put you in a cage?" (Best 123). In the same way 

Boyd chooses domesticated animals in his question, here he mentions a cage, which is 

an obvious way to keep birds and other animals restrained. Cages are essentially 

prisons with wires replacing steel bars. Within this prison the bird, Simple, would be 

brought under complete control. 

The manner in which Boyd responds to Simple is derisive, especially when he 

states that birds are "not interested in" the activities of humans. Boyd, the ever 

know-it-all rationalist, tries to pull Simple out of his reverie with reason, but with a 

hauteur that becomes a dismissal, an Apollonian dismissal of wild fantasies. Boyd's 

rejection is strongest when Simple testifies his wish to become a bird surrounded by a 

meadow of greens. The narrator Boyd's logical reply confirms that fanciful desires are 

not commonsensical; thus, it is something with which he cannot identify. The need 

to bring Simple back to his senses may also be Boyd's need to impose some restraint 

upon him. Do we witness in this commentary Simple's lack of self-control? Should 

he be restrained if, for example, he is not content with a moderate amount of greens 

and instead imagines himself in a field full of them? 

Ultimately, Simple's imaginative transformation is brought on by Dionysian 

joy, a joy achieved through intoxication. That joy gives him a certain power. Dodds 

44 



explains that Dionysus can lift the "burden of individual responsibility" (77). Simple 

can now fly and transcend struggle. He states, "I believe I would just fly over the 

south, stopping only long enough to spread my tail feathers and show my contempt" 

(Best 124). For the moment, he is not downtrodden. So Simple will pursue his 

Dionysian impulse of freedom. He will escape bills, women and work. He will flaunt 

his contempt of Jim Crow. 

Nevertheless, through this particular dialogue Simple's Dionysic principles 

appear to dissolve into Apollonian standards. While aloft in flight Simple is alone, 

which may satirize the black middle class's superficial conversion towards whiteness. 

His isolation leads to individuality-an Apollonian attribute. Nietzsche states that 

"Apollo himself may be regarded as the marvelous divine image of the prindpium 

individuationis' (22). In the end, Simple maintains that he would change back to 

"human form" and return to Harlem. His return is the annihilation of individuality 

and a return to the Dionysian form, which reinstates Simple's membership into the 

low-down community. The restoration ties back to the lethargic Dionysian outlook. 

This final failure to act in turn suggests that music, women, and drink are of higher 

value than scorning the idea of Jim Crowism. This in itself can be another example of 

the travesty of the low-down Negro who will voice complaints and yet take no action. 

By the same token, Simple could not have taken action alone, simply "flying over" the 
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problems of Jim Crowism. In this way, the commentary may suggest that action is a 

demanding and challenging response, an action that needs the aid of a community of 

people and not a sole individual if it is to make a difference. 

Simple recounts his encounter with a historian who attempts to arouse action 

within the low-down community. The commentary "Jazz, Jive, and Jam" commences 

with the following exchange between Simple and Boyd: 

"It being Negro History Week," said Simple, "Joyce took me to a pay 
lecture to hear some Negro Hysterian-----" "Historian," I corrected. 
"---hysterian speak," continued Simple, "and he laid our Negro race 
low ... instead of time-making and money-making, we are jazz
shaking." (239) 

In this opening sequence, attention is directed to the intellectual narrator Boyd who 

displays an Apollonian logos demonstrated by his need to correct Simple's language. 

Boyd's hypercorrection points to his proficiency with language and self-knowledge, as 

well as his need for structure. It also ties back to his attitude of condescension found 

in the previous commentary. By implementing a need to correct, Boyd's lofty reply 

implies not only a need for order, but also for control. 

Simple, however, ignores Boyd's hypercorrection. Simple's rebuff of Boyd's 

suggestion recalls the scene in the Bacchae where Dionysus comments, "talk sense to 

a fool/ and he calls you foolish" (lines 478-79). In fact, when Simple repeats the term 

"hysterian," he corrects Boyd, comically inverting the scene. The term "hysterian" is 
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the root of parody within this commentary. It is created out of the terms "hysterical" 

and "historian," suggesting that the historian and his ideas are ridiculous. "Hysterian" 

also connects with "hysteria," suggesting perhaps the conflict between thought and 

emotion for some members of the black community and, more importantly, this 

historian. The inventive and subversive terminology presents Simple's dislike of the 

proud and arrogant historian and the black bourgeois he represents. By using the 

term "hysterian," Simple immediately undermines the authority of the historian, 

rejecting the ideology of the historian who denounces the low-down Negro as 

"misbred, misread, and mislead, also losing their [our] time good-timing (Best 239). 

Simple continues his rant: 

"Oh he [the hysterian] enjoyed his self at the expense of the colored 
race--and him as black as me. He really delivered a lecture--in which, 
no doubt, there is some truth." "Constructive criticism, I gather-a sort 
of tearing down in order to build up." "He tore us down good," said 
Simple. (Best 239-40) 

Simple recognizes that there may be some truth in the lecturer's statements, but the 

truth comes forth not through what the historian says, but instead through what 

Simple reads between the lines. Boyd looks at the historian's explicit comments as 

practical advice and his response to Simple is predictable. Boyd does not side with his 

friend, but considers the historian's argument and then comments on what the 

historian suggests structurally, "tearing down in order to build up." Perhaps he is 
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thinking that the old ideas and ways should be broken down in order to pave a way 

for new thoughts. But when you tear something down, you demolish it, thereby 

leaving nothing to reflect on or turn to. Rather than tearing down, Simple would 

probably suggest a renovation of the race. He would prefer a blending of old and new 

traditions, rather than an annihilation of the old. 

Of course, Simple's critique of black intellectuals is indirect, coming from a 

position of ironic humor. The same intellectuals want the low down to forgo "jazz 

shaking." The dismissal of jazz displays the bourgeois urging of low-down folks to 

separate themselves from their history. As in "Auto-Obituary," Simple is aware of 

those that would move the black community towards whiteness. In the essay "Racial 

Mountain," Hughes had argued against this conviction. Recall his challenge: "let the 

blare of Negro jazz bands and the bellowing voice of Bessie Smith singing Blues 

penetrate closed ears of the colored near-intellectuals until they listen and perhaps 

understand" (694). In the same way, Simple celebrates his race, unmoved by what the 

pseudo intellectual claims him to be. No, it is the near-intellectual historian who is 

misbred, misled, and misread. It is he who wants to be portrayed as "near white" 

(694) rather than embrace his heritage. It is he who insists that the low-down Negro 

conform to whiteness. And it is he, the proud historian, who looks down on the 

lowly because he believes they perpetuate racism by simply boogieing their worries 
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away. Yet, as Simple does, they always react. Simple reacts with offhand humor and 

surprising sagacity that won't be put down. As Harold Bloom emphasizes, there is a 

"melancholy exuberance from this most burdened and oppressed of the black 

underclass, people who had the most reason to despair but showed the least evidence 

of it" (14). Rather, they absorb the pain through their spiritual folklore; or better, 

through their Dionysian impulses they maintain their freedom. 

Throughout all these encounters, the tension between the Apollonian and 

Dionysian is high. The logos of the historian cannot revel in the Dionysian impulses; 

he can only condemn them. But here is Hughes's point: he has no authority to do so. 

The historian is removed from the low-class community, yet preaches to Simple about 

hardships and despair when Simple has more reason to despair than the historian or 

even Boyd. This fact in and of itself discredits anything the historian would have to 

say. The ultimate parody presents itself at the end of the commentary when Simple 

testifies: 

That Negro high speaking doctor done tom my spirits down. I did not 
know before that the colored race was so misled, misread, and misbred. 
According to him there is hardly a pure black man left. But I was 
setting in the back so I guess he did not see me. (Best 240) 

Simple is picking up on the historian's suggestion that the colored race is not pure 

black because of their low-down ways, but this iswhat makes them more purebred 

than the members of the black educated middle-class who have rejected their black 
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heritage. This is the irony Hughes wants the reader to see. In the Dionysian display 

of Simple's wisdom, an inversion of intelligence occurs. This acknowledgment of 

Simple's wisdom allows for the shattering of the Apollonian illusion that the historian 

attempts to establish. This shattering is followed by a reassertion, however attenuated 

of the Dionysian folk tradition, which is apparent in the concluding line, "I guess he 

did not see me" (240). By concluding with this statement, the Dionysian in Simple 

uncovers the revelation that the low-down Negro is black culture and must be 

acknowledged as such. 

The historian and the narrator, like Pentheus of the Bacchae, misunderstand 

their reality. Some middle-class blacks are fooled into false notions of identity 

because they refuse to turn to their past for validation. In the Bacchae, Pentheus "is 

deluded not only about the identity of Dionysus but equally about his own identity" 

(Sallis 46). He does not realize that the man he tries to bind is the true god, just as the 

historian does not realize that Simple, the man he tries to modify, is the true 

representation of black identity. 

In her "Ambivalence as Allegory in Langston Hughes's 'Simple Stories,' 

Martin-Ogunsola writes that Simple and the narrator represent a "duality of vision." 

She suggests that a double consciousness devoted to particular social issues is created 

in the interaction between the two characters. Martin-Ogunsola goes further to say 
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that this consciousness plays upon many traditional literary forms from Don QJrlote 

and Sancho Panza to "the 'crackerbox philosopher' types popularized by Mark Twain, 

Will Rogers, and Finley Peter Dunn" (2). Those literary forms can now be extended 

to include Dionysus and Apollo. The tension between the Dionysian and Apollonian 

is ultimately mediated, in keeping with the literary tradition outlined by Martin

Ogunsola, through laughter. The laughter and humor of these commentaries suggest 

they hold a power of salvation for Hughes. The laughter finally releases the tension 

between the two divided classes and allows for a new black an to manifest itself. 
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CHAPTER THREE: CONCLUSION 

In The Birth of Tragedy, Nietzsche develops the Apollonian-Dionysian 

paradigm to establish how the meeting of dichotomous and opposing principles 

creates Greek tragedy. By understanding the ongoing conflict and reconciliation of 

the Apollonian and Dionysian model, Nietzsche illustrates how Greek tragedy has 

important significance to the German culture: "And presently I shall name the powers 

which seem to me to guarantee a rebirth of tragedy-and other blissful hopes for the 

German character" (86). For Nietzsche a return to music, essentially Wagnerian 

music, will trigger a rebirth of German culture. Despite its misuse by those who 

would come later, Wagner's music blends mythological and existing standards with 

modern aesthetics. The mythical and chthonic elements of course connect with 

Dionysus, while the modern aesthetics parallel with Apollo. The Apollonian and 

Dionysian opposition developed by Nietzsche becomes a timeless literary metaphor 

offering a way to analyze all sorts of literature. It also penetrates deeper to reveal the 

dynamics of affliction in a society, as well as the rational form its justification often 

takes. Here, I apply the Apollo/Dionysus pattern to the social literary commentaries 

of Hughes, which are concerned with the suffering of the black underclass. Not 

unlike Wagner's music, then, the Simple commentaries blend heritage with 
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contemporary standards to create an original approach to art. The blending of these 

traditions evokes the call to heritage Hughes elsewhere urges modem black artists to 

embrace. 

As we have seen, the fraternal opposition between the two deities ultimately 

becomes a fraternal union. Nietzsche dissects the foundation of their fraternal 

opposition and recognizes Greek tragedy as the marriage of conflicting Apollonian 

and Dionysian characteristics. The union allows for a release of emotional tensions; in 

this case the release manifests itself through art. Nietzsche argues that art reflects an 

understanding of the present by way of the past. In other words, a strong connection 

to the past is necessary to evaluate the present and in turn depict honest principles 

within a creative work. Hughes reflects these same principles in the Simple 

commentaries. He demonstrates the significance of the low-down culture through 

Simple's blend of folk mannerisms and swank repartees, in this way presenting the 

hardships of everyday life to unsuspecting readers. While many felt that "harping on 

blues and jazz and the beauty of black folks was an archaic position" (Rampersad vol. 

II 207), Hughes maintains that a reflection on the past was important to the work of 

all black artists. Through Simple, Hughes demonstrates how truth is revealed 

through mythic characterization. Through Simple, that honesty comes forth through 

a kind of intoxicated Dionysian saturnalia. 
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I have also shown how the Apollonian and Dionysian correlation can become 

a lens to understand the social concerns manifested through Simple and Boyd. The 

contrasting viewpoints of Boyd and Simple establish the relevance of the mythical 

paradigm for promising black artists of Hughes's day. The inherent individuality of a 

person or artist is always Apollonian. I outlined how this concept arises out of 

Schopenhauer's principium individll11tionis. Nietzsche concludes that the 

individuation becomes the basis of analytical discourse. Furthermore, the ability to 

reason logically implies the absence of emotionalism and therefore is also Apollonian. 

Boyd is consistently sensible, philosophic, analytical, and intellectual throughout all 

his conversations with Simple. In other words, he maintains a rigid adherence to the 

rational Apollonian condition. Insistent desire and want, on the other hand, are 

Dionysian traits and mark Simple. Nietzsche develops this concept out of 

Schopenhauer's The World as Will and Representation, where Schopenhauer argues 

that contentment can only be achieved if there is a suppression of"will." The "will" 

he writes of is the voracious rapture inherent in all men. For society to exist men 

must suppress their need to be carried away with joy and excess emotion. Nietzsche 

substantially links Dionysus to Schopenhauer' s theory in terms of excess. Through 

drink and excessive behavior, Simple stands squarely in this line. Intoxication allows 

Simple to be unrestrained in his speech, so through drink Simple can expose himself 
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fully and all his hardships to his audience. Those hardships mark yet another 

connection to the heritage Hughes wants black artist to bear in mind. 

I have shown how Hughes's Simple commentaries maintain a genuine 

appreciation of folk tradition within the progress toward the New Negro movement. 

Nietzsche suggests that weak cultures refuse to understand their society through 

myth and instead rely on history, which is, for him, too analytical (Smith xv). These 

weak cultures then disparage art inspired by intricate beliefs and traditions of their 

society because that art does not adhere to a pre-established methodical structure. We 

saw this same move replicated by the black intellectual's fear of jazz, blues, and 

anything celebrating the primal expression of the low-down Negro. Nietzsche's claim 

applies as well to the disapproval Hughes received in terms of concentrating in his 

writing on the Negro folkways or, in essence, the Negro myths. Arnold Rampersad 

suggests that "many of the people who detested Hughes's blues poetry also loathed his 

latest creation [Jesse B. Semple]. Undoubtedly he embarrassed quite a few, and even 

frightened some with his hiccoughing racial belligerence" (66 vol. II). Essentially, 

many people have been afraid of the reality that Simple and his hostility represent. 

For blacks leaning toward a white aesthetic, Simple would seem an embarrassment 

because of his lowbred "un-sophisticated" ways. 
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At the same time, I have demonstrated how the articulate narrator of the 

Simple stories, Boyd, also represents black intellectuals who embody Apollonian 

principles. By contrast, Simple is simply the Dionysian impulsive character that 

brings the idea of art and folk tradition to the surface of their discussions. Hughes 

cleverly sets up the dichotomy to define the balance and struggle between these 

opposing figures. His narrative union of archetypal characters also forms a link to the 

Harlem Renaissance. During this period modem African American artists and 

intellectuals encouraged African-Americans to become the New Negro, and this 

transformation was contingent on embracing history and tradition. 

In a way, the tension evokes the notion of the New Negro movement's mission 

of embracing the "primitive" black culture. This embracing is ultimately what allows 

the artist to create art, originally an Apollonian aspiration. These commentaries, 

then, parody what Hughes did in order to create his own literary works. He went to 

the ghettos and jazz joints to experience the lower class lifestyle. While it is true that 

Hughes came from a lower class community, as a writer and intellectual he removed 

himself, whether knowingly or not, from the conventions of the lower class. These 

commentaries present an awareness of that shift and, perhaps, a way back. At one 

time, Hughes comments on Simple: "It is just myself talking to me" (Rampersad 65 

vol. II). Rampersad amplifies his acknowledgement in this way: 
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For all the humor, Simple and his questioner form a sort of colloquium 
of Langston's surface conflicts of belief, as well as his deeper fears and 
desires. The uninspired narrator is Langston Hughes without love, 
laughter, and poetry-the man his father had wished him to be, the 
man he himself feared he easily could have become. Simple, on the 
other hand, personifies the genius of the black folk for self-redemption 
in the face of adversity, a genius that Langston, with the passion of an 
intellectual outsider, an aficionado, had devoted his life to honoring. 
(65) 

While Rampersad does not apply Apollonian and Dionysian categories to his analysis, 

they are certainly evident there. Throughout the commentaries, Boyd and Simple 

remain connected to one another. The commentaries offer a way for two men of 

different classes and educational levels to come together. These two opposing forces 

come together willingly, demonstrating the ultimate need for cooperation and stasis. 

Without one another, the deities, their stand-ins, and all their associated principles 

would be at their most extreme. So that the two come together is paramount. 

Willingly, Boyd remains "uninspired" until he makes contact with his 

Dionysian counterpart, establishing a real need for heritage as well as recognition of 

adversity. Hughes sets up the tension between the black intellectual and low-down 

Negro to perhaps generate recognition of distinct social and material realities. He 

satirizes the black intellectual in order to recapture that authenticity. With Simple's 

casual references and allusions, Hughes calls attention to the apparent simplicity of 

the folk tradition. The allusions and the laughter celebrate the low-down life. While 
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the low-down life can always thus be celebrated, the celebration should never falsify 

the reality of the lifestyle or its cultural and historical continuity. When that can 

connect with the Apollonian rage for order in a specifically contemporary setting, a 

true modem American black art will be born. 
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