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When Music Fails as a Universal Language:  The Human Violin  

in Langston Hughes’s “Home” 
 
 There is no question that Langston Hughes loved music.  Much of his work enacts a 
passionate belief in music’s capacity to bring people together.  Of course, Hughes is mostly 
aligned with the blues and jazz.  In fact, his famous short story “The Blues I’m Playing” in 
The Ways of White Folk (1934) suggests that he believed that only soulful music could be 
liberating.  Yet, what he accomplishes in “Home,” a short story from the same collection, 
represents more of a biting satire of the modern American assumption that music is a 
universal language.   
 In “The Blues I’m Playing,” Hughes uses the tension between Osceola and her patron 
Mrs. Ellsworth to show that the simple love of music is insufficient for building a bridge of 
human understanding.  In “Home,” Hughes similarly uses Roy to expose the folly of 
accepting the idea that music can bridge racial divides.  However, the critique intensifies as 
the text labels it deadly folly to believe that music can bring freedom.  (Even as Hughes 
features a character that has traveled abroad, freedom of movement is shown to be quite 
elusive.)  Because he intermittently entertains the belief that music can give him access to 
various arenas, Roy becomes a human violin.  By story’s end, he is lynched, his body 
hanging “like a violin for the wind to play.” 
 In the body of the paper, I will flesh out the narrator’s critical distance from Roy, 
which allows Hughes to hold up for ridicule Roy’s mentality regarding his cosmopolitanism 
versus his hometown’s provinciality.  However, I will also account for the passage in which 
the narrator presents the concert audience through Roy’s eyes.  In these moments, Roy is 
given the power to gaze critically, rather than simply serve as an object of criticism.  Hughes 
therefore insists upon satirizing in a couple different directions.  His doing so ultimately 
proves to be a commentary on the very real possibilities of music but also on the extent to 
which those possibilities can seduce us into folly.  And for African Americans in a racist 
society, folly can too quickly become deadly. 
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