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Langston Hughes was born in the state of Missouri in America in 1902. 
Several of his ancestors had been slaves and he himself suffered a lot of 
prejudice from people who felt black people were second-class citizens.  
 
Many of his later stories and poems were about not only how cruel it is 
to treat other people badly just because of the colour of their skin, but 
also about how important it is to strive for a kinder, better life. 
 
Whilst still a child he developed a love of poetry and dreamt of 
becoming a writer. On leaving school however he had to take a series of 
menial jobs, including working as a sailor on a merchant ship. 
 
In the 1930s Hughes moved to a part of New York called Harlem where 
a lot of very creative African-Americans lived and worked. Here, as part 
of what people called the ‘Harlem Renaissance’ (the word means ‘new 
start’ or ‘new beginning’), he became famous as a poet, playwright and 
novelist. 
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Hold Fast to Dreams 
 
 

Hold fast to dreams  
For if dreams die 
Life is a broken-winged bird 
That cannot fly. 
 
Hold fast to dreams 
For when dreams go 
Life is a barren field 
Frozen with snow. 
 
 
 

Langston Hughes, 
The Collected Poems of Langston Hughes,  

Vintage, 1995 
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Metaphors 
 

A metaphor is a comparison in which a place, person or thing is described as if it 
was another entirely different but similar thing. 

Ben is a greedy pig. 
 

Ben is not actually a pig - he’s a boy - but the comparison to a greedy pig is very 
effective in telling us that Ben obviously tucks into his food like a farm animal at 

meal times! 
 

Metaphors very often contain the verbs is or are, was or were. 
 

The stars were jewels in the night sky. 
Life is a journey. 

The children in my class are a dream. 
He was a big baby, moaning about the weather like that. 

 

Metaphors are different to similes 
 

Similes describe people, places, situations or things by comparing them to 
something that they are like. 

Similes either contain the word like or the phrase as…as… 
 

Ben ate like a snuffling pig. 
Ben was as greedy as a pig. 

 

In Hold Fast to Dreams, Langston Hughes uses two metaphors to describe a life 
without dreams as if it is something else. 

 

a broken-winged bird 
a barren field 

 

Because Hughes wants to make us see that life without dreams is broken and bleak,    
he employs descriptive metaphors that speak of broken and bleak things or situations. 

 

What other images would do this?  
 

How about something abandoned or deserted? Something poisoned or shattered? 
 

Can we add to this ideas bank? You need to think of things and situations that are 
broken, damaged, incomplete, unfinished or in some other way unsatisfying and 

unrewarding–just as a life without dreams would be. 
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Planning Frame 
 

Verbs for dreams ending Metaphors for a life without dreams 
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Ideas Sheet 
 
 

Possible verbs 
 

wither     decay      bleed     break     shatter     rupture     
implode    collapse      break apart     shrivel     fracture     

crack     fade    empty      dry up      blanch     ossify     
calcify      darken      close    shut down    evaporate     

disperse      scatter     are extinguished 
 

Possible metaphors 
 

Something… 
deserted      poisoned     abandoned      shuttered     
broken     cracked     homeless     leafless    sunless     

empty     splintered    unloved      cheerless     unfinished    
lost     smashed     snuffed out    frozen     buried 
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