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    ZORA NEALE HURSTON


    AMERICAN WRITER


    
      	Born in Notasulga, Alabama in 1891.


      	Died in Fort Pierce, Florida in 1960.


      	Notable works:


      	Mules and Men (1935), a study of African-American folklore


      	Moses, Man of the Mountain (1939), novel


      	Dust Tracks on a Road (1942), autobiography

    


    Zora Neale Hurston was an African-American writer and folklorist who can be linked with the Harlem Renaissance, a period of blossoming of African-American arts and culture which took place mainly in Harlem, New York (c. 1918-1937). This movement was very significant for the development of African-American literature.


    Hurston grew up in Eatonville, Florida, which was one of the first all-black towns in the United States. She experienced poverty and difficulties in her life, but she managed to study anthropology, explore African-American language and culture and write fiction and non-fiction. Although she was a successful writer in her time, by the end of 1950s she was ‘forgotten’ and working as a maid. The true recognition of her talent and the importance of her works came posthumously. She is now considered to have been one of the most important African-American writers of the 20th century. Many contemporary African-American female writers, such as Alice Walker and Toni Morrison, consider her to be their literary foremother.


    Hurston explores African-American culture, folklore and language in her writing, and uses her personal experiences and her anthropological knowledge to bring African-American culture to life in her fiction.

  


  
    THEIR EYES WERE WATCHING GOD


    AN AFRICAN-AMERICAN FOLK ROMANCE


    
      	Genre: novel


      	Reference edition: Hurston, Z.N. (2007) Their Eyes Were Watching God. London: Virago Press.


      	1st edition: 1937


      	Themes: love, female empowerment, independence, language and speech, African-American culture

    


    Their Eyes Were Watching God can be described as a folk romance. It is the story of Janie, an African-American woman who searches for love, happiness and emancipation. She gets married three times, but finds love and fulfilment only in her last marriage. Love and women’s place in love relationships are central to the novel. Although love is the driving force of Janie’s story, her need to be free to make her own choices and the way she learns to use her own voice are equally important.


    The characters in the novel are African-American, and their cultural identity and language are integral parts of the novel. Hurston uses African-American Vernacular English to give her characters authentic voices, and the dialogue is representative of African-American culture in the early 20th century. Hurston both grew up in the culture which she describes and studied it as an anthropologist. This makes the language use and the representation of the characters, their culture and the novel’s setting rich, believable and meaningful.

  


  
    SUMMARY


    JANIE BEGINS HER STORY


    The novel opens with Janie, a middle-aged woman, coming back home to Eatonville after a long absence under the watchful eyes of her neighbours. Janie had left Eatonville with a younger man and the neighbours are gossiping about what could have happened to her after she left, and whether the young man had left Janie and took her money. Janie’s best friend, Pheoby, goes to greet Janie and to find out what has happened. Janie explains everything to Pheoby, starting from her childhood experiences.


    Janie was brought up by Nanny, her grandmother. Nanny had been a slave before slavery was abolished. Janie’s mother was conceived when Nanny was abused by her slave master, and after the birth of her baby, Nanny escaped the anger of his jealous wife. She found work, now as a free person since slavery had ended, with a white family. Janie’s mother too was raped (in her case by her teacher), and she disappeared from Janie’s life soon after giving birth to her. Because of these experiences, when Nanny sees Janie kissing a local boy, she decides to marry her off so that she can have a better life and a more secure status than her mother and grandmother had had.


    Janie marries Logan Killicks, an older man who owns a great deal of land. Janie does not love him, and feels unhappy with him. She had dreamed of love and fulfilment in marriage but does not find it with her husband. Nanny thinks that Janie should be pleased with what she has, but she is distressed by Janie’s unhappiness. She dies soon after hearing about her granddaughter’s disappointment with her marriage.


    EATONVILLE


    One day Janie meets Joe Stark, a charismatic man who plans to go to Eatonville and become someone important there. After several meetings, Janie decides to run away with him. Janie and Joe get married and move to Eatonville, where Joe buys land and becomes a landlord, store owner and the mayor. Janie, who is considered to be very attractive, discovers that Joe wanted her as a possession he is proud to show off, and not as a partner. While Janie is materially comfortable and Joe holds her superior to other women in town, she is not content. She would like to participate more in the town’s life, but Joe thinks she should hold herself apart because of her status as his wife. Joe controls Janie’s life, which makes her unhappy, but for years she obeys her husband. Janie observes life in Eatonville, and especially enjoys the conversations which take place on the porch of the store. She would like to take part in the conversations, but Joe does not allow this. One recurrent topic of conversation is Matt Boner’s mule. Many imaginative stories featuring the mule, who is stubborn and, according to the townspeople, not very well fed, are told on the porch. One day, after Joe hears Janie saying to herself that the people should be ashamed of themselves for the way they tease the mistreated animal, he buys the mule from Matt Boner, so that it can be free. The free mule becomes a topic of stories and conversation, and an important part of the life of the people in Eatonville until it dies.


    After years of silently bending to her husband’s will and letting him criticise her whenever he wants to, one day, when Joe criticises Janie over her looks and reminds her that, at almost 40, she is no longer a young girl, she answers back and tells him that he is over 50, and that it shows too. This happens in the store, in front of many people. Joe is furious and hits Janie. After this, their marriage is changed forever. They continue to live together as a married couple, but avoid contact with one another. Soon after this, Joe becomes ill and dies. Before his death, Janie tells him he never allowed her to live as she wanted to.


    JANIE FINDS HAPPINESS WITH TEA CAKE


    After Joe’s death, many men express interest in Janie, but she enjoys her freedom. She does not want to marry someone to secure her status or for any other practical reasons. Janie does not show any interest in men until she falls in love with Tea Cake, a man in his twenties who seems to be interested in her because of her beauty and her personality rather than because of her wealth and her status. Janie and Tea Cake decide to get married and leave Eatonville. People in Eatonville do not approve of Janie and Tea Cake’s relationship because of their age gap, and because Tea Cake is not wealthy like Janie. Pheoby warns Janie that Tea Cake might be after her money, but Janie trusts him.


    Tea Cake proves to be worthy of Janie’s trust. Although he disappears for a night as he goes out with Janie’s money that he found, and spends some of it, he comes back to Janie and promises to repay her once he has won some by gambling. Janie is upset because he did not take her with him, and he promises that in future he will ask her to join him. Tea Cake also tells Janie to keep the money she has in the bank and that they will live on the money that he earns.


    Tea Cake and Janie go to the Everglades and work picking up beans. Janie is happy with her life working side by side with Tea Cake and with the friends they have. Although their relationship has its problems, such as both of them getting jealous sometimes, they are happy together. Janie and Tea Cake love and respect each other, and Janie feels she has found the fulfilment she did not find in her previous marriages.


    Janie’s happiness with Tea Cake comes to an end when they are caught up in a storm and Tea Cake gets bitten by a rabid dog when saving Janie from drowning. Tea Cake and Janie do not realise right away that the dog has rabies, but three weeks later Tea Cake becomes very ill. Janie tries to care for him, but she is eventually forced to shoot him to save her own life when he becomes dangerous in a fit of rage caused by his illness. Janie is put on trial, but found not guilty of murdering him.


    Janie organises a lavish funeral for Tea Cake, which their friends attend. Although Tea Cake’s friends were angry at Janie for shooting him at first, they end up admitting that they know she loved him and understand why she had to do it. They ask Janie to stay in the Everglades, but she only stays for a few weeks because she cannot bear being there without Tea Cake.


    RETURN TO EATONVILLE


    Janie returns to Eatonville. The narration returns to where it started, with Janie and Pheoby talking after Janie’s return. Pheoby is impressed by what Janie has told her. Pheoby goes home, leaving Janie alone in her house. That night Janie feels Tea Cake’s presence and feels at peace in the company of his memory.

  


  
    CHARACTER STUDY


    JANIE


    Janie is a passionate, attractive and intelligent woman. She is of mixed race, but does not want to set herself ‘above’ the black community as another mixed-raced character does.


    Janie searches for true love and emancipation. As a young girl, she experienced bliss when watching bees pollinating a pear tree (pp.14-15), and she seeks this bliss in love. She gets married three times, but does not find fulfilment in her first two marriages because these two men do not seek this type of bliss. Janie does not feel sufficiently loved or heard in these two marriages. She only finds happiness in marriage when she marries a man who loves her as she is, and who wants to hear what she has to say. Janie also enjoys her freedom after the death of her second husband, which shows that she does not need a man to feel content. This is important for her emancipation. It is also significant that she begins to find her own voice before she meets Tea Cake, when she finally stands up for herself against her second husband. This means that although Tea Cake helps her in becoming her true self, she is the author of her own emancipation. In fact, she finds bliss with Tea Cake because he respects her and allows her to express her personality.


    TEA CAKE


    Tea Cake is Janie’s third husband. He is happy, sociable and likable. However, people in Janie’s community do not approve of Janie and Tea Cake’s relationship because he is much younger than Janie, and because he works odd jobs and gambles. Many people believe that he is only interested in her money, but he loves her for who she is. Janie finds the love she has been dreaming of since she was a young girl with him. He respects her and encourages her to express herself and to try new things. For example, he teaches her to shoot (which also means that he is the one who teaches Janie the skill she later needs to defend herself against him when he is violent because of his illness). Janie and Tea Cake do everything together, but he does not expect her to change herself for him, nor does she depend on him any more than he depends on her. While Janie and Tea Cake’s relationship is not perfect because of problems such as jealousy, it is a relationship based on love and mutual respect.


    JOE STARKS


    Joe Starks is Janie’s second husband. He is an ambitious man who wants to be a “big ruler of things” (p.39). He becomes a landlord, a store owner and the mayor in Eatonville, thus fulfilling his aspirations. He is respected in his community, but Janie is not happy with him. Janie too seems to be a part of his ambitious plans: he treats her like a precious possession to be proud of, and not like a partner. He provides for Janie, but expects her to obey him, and does not let her have a will of her own. He has deeply sexist ideas about women and marriage, as he does not think that Janie can think for herself. He says: “Somebody got to think for women and chillun and chickens and cows. I, god, they sho don’t think none theirselves” (p.95). Joe also openly criticises Janie, and when she finally answers back, their marriage practically ends, even though they stay married and live together until he dies. Janie only finds freedom after his death.


    PHEOBY WATSON


    Pheoby is Janie’s best friend. The two women have been friends for 20years. When Janie comes back to Eatonville after having been away with Tea Cake, Pheoby defends her friend against gossiping townspeople and goes to welcome her home and find out what has happened. Janie tells her story to Pheoby, who is impressed by what she hears. Before Janie left, Pheoby had warned Janie that Tea Cake might be after her money, but she respected Janie’s decision. Now, she is happy to hear that Janie had found happiness with Tea Cake.


    NANNY


    Nanny is Janie’s grandmother. She has experienced slavery, racism and sexism. She had Janie’s mother as a result of being raped by her slave master, and then escaped his jealous wife. After slavery was abolished, she found work with a white family. The white people she works for now are kind, but this type of work means that she remains in the service of white people. Nanny hopes for


    LOGAN KILLICKS
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