Wednesday, 9 May.  Zora Neale Hurston, Their Eyes Were Watching God  (1937)

OVERVIEW:

I. ABOUT THE AUTHOR: ZORA NEALE HURSTON, 1891 –1960


[Autobiography: Dust Tracks on a Road, 1942]

A.  Eatonville, Florida: first black township in USA

B.  New York: education at Barnard as an anthropologist

[Nanny to Janie: “I wanted yuh to school out and pick from a higher bush and a sweeter berry. ”p. 13]

II. WHY ARE WE READING THIS BOOK?

A. Modernism crosses the Atlantic

Experimental representation of fragmented subjectivity


The Harlem Renaissance, 1917-1930

B. Race consciousness thematized  [see Gates, “Afterword”]


Hurston’s rebellion against social realism


Black identity as distinctive “speech community” 



1. EYES as a female bildungsroman  [Abrams, 193]:

a novel of education, initiated in the unsatisfactory social goals envisioned by the older generation (“mother”) for the younger (“daughter”)

2.  EYES as a modernist language experiment 


Hurston’s use of three voices:

narrative omniscience

dialect to represent social relationships

“indirect discourse” to represent “inner” thoughts

III.  LITERARY STRATEGIES IN EYES, applied to pp. 1-20

A.  MASTER TROPES (“figures of thought”): metaphor (substitution) and metonymy (association)

1. EYES 



ex. “Watcher” = personification 

agents of “vision,” “sight” (projection and reception)



2. HORIZONS



screen for projection of wishes, “standpoint,” 

“distance,” “level” (up, down)

3. HAIR (of course)

4. BLOSSOMING (of course)

B.  SOCIALLY SITUATED SPEECH 

1. narrator, p. 1

2. dialect: 

chorus of “them,” ex. p. 2



Pheoby, Nanny as female dialogue partners, 

ex. pp. 3, 12

3. indirect discourse, ex. p. 7

MIDDLEBROOK’S LECTURE NOTES: Wednesday 9 May
I.  About the Author

Zora Neale Hurston (7 January 1891- 1960) was born and raised in Eatonville, Florida, the first black township to be incorporated in the United States.  Eatonville is the name of the fictional town in which Joe Stark makes himself the Mayor in TEWWG.  Hurston’s mother died when she was 13 years old (coincidentally the same age as Virginia Woolf when she lost her mother).  Like Janie, Hurston was raised by relatives after her mother’s death.  But Janie is not Hurston’s surrogate, and this is not an autobiographical novel.  Two important things are fictionalized in this book: 1) Janie is in all but the biological sense, fatherless, whereas Hurston’s father was the Mayor of Eatonville, thus a figure of great respect and influence in the town.  But Janie is purposefully made fatherless by Hurston, in order to give her a matrilineal descent from a slaveowning culture.  We learn in the novel that Janie is the unacknowledged granddaughter of “Marse Robert” [16] the slave master who owned Nanny before the Civil War; Janie is the offspring of her mother’s rape by a (probably white) school teacher [19].  For Nany, Janie represents the “horizon” of hope in the novel, the daughter who will ascend to the fulfillments promised by Emancipation.  2) A second important difference between Janie and Hurston is that Janie has no book learning.  Janie is educated by Life itself, and Janie does not travel North in the process of getting educated: she travels further and further South.  Her educational mission—the “horizon” she pursues—  is not integration into white society, but comprehension of black society. 

In 1925 Hurston herself left Florida and went to Harlem in New York City as a writer, and became a leading figure in the black arts movement known as the Harlem Renaissance.  

She also enrolled at Barnard College, and went on to do graduate work in anthropology at Columbia University under Franz Boas, the foremost figure in this field in the 1920s.  Boas sent her back to Eatonville to collect and analyze the folktales she had grown up with. Hurston published the first collection of African-American folklore ever to be compiled by an African-American: Mules and Men (1935).
  In 1937, she embodied her research in the fictional world she created in Their Eyes Were Watching God.

II. WHY ARE WE READING THIS BOOK?

A. Modernism crosses the Atlantic: the Harlem renaissance

Today we cross the Atlantic from London to New York and begin to take a look at the presence of Modernism in American literature: today, an example drawn from the flowring of literature post World War I during the Harlem Renaissance.  We need to take a quick glance at that term, “Harlem Renaissance.”  As Abrams notes, the term refers to a period of artistic ferment in American culture 1917-1930—that is, from the end of the First World War to the onset of the Great Depression.  

 “Major works of modernist fiction,” Abrams says, “subvert the basic conventions of earlier prose fiction by breaking up narrative continuity, departing from the standard ways of representing characters, and violating the traditional syntax and coherence of narrative language by the use of stream of consciousness and other innovative modes of narration.”  Zora Neale Hurston’s novel is an experiment not only in the representation of fragmented subjectivity, but with the literary representation of the voice.  Interestingly, Abrams does not associate the Harlem Renaissance with Modernism.  Yet the characteristics Abrams lists [p 167] as features of European Modernist literature also characterize the work of such writers of the Harlem Renaissance as Zora Neale Hurston:

Moreover, the Harlem Renaissance was, like its European counterpart, the work of a number of very talented artists from wide range of disciplines, including music, dance and theatre, who moved from the provinces to a great urban center that provided them a number of crucial resources.  These resources were: 

1) First and foremost: the publishing industry which was localized, in Europe, in London and Paris; in America, it was (and is) localized in New York.  The first major publications of writings by African-Americans occurred during those years—not only individual works of literature by such permanently important writers as Langston Hughes, Jean Toomer and Zora Neale Hurston, but also critically edited anthologies such as James Weldon Johnson’s Book of American Negro Poetry, published in 1922, and Alain Locke’s The New Negro published in 1925.  The critical commentaries in these works helped promote historical and aesthetic understanding of the work being produced by contemporary African American writers.

2) Second, rich people lived in these wealthy cities, and artists benefited from the patronage of cultured people who were connoisseurs and wished their names and money to be associated with innovations in the arts.  Most, though not all, of these patrons were white, and their interest helped integrate the black artists into networks of  influence.  

3) Third, big cities furnished artists with discriminating audiences and critics who could help disseminate their work.  By the 1920s Harlem was home to a thriving population of middle-class African-American professionals and their families; and the night clubs of Harlem featured some of the legendary figures in entertainment: the jazz artists Duke Ellington and Cab Calloway, and the dancer Josephine Baker achieved fame on both sides of Atlantic during those years.

The Harlem Renaissance ended when prosperity ended with the stock market crash of 1929: the publishing industry went into decline, the patrons went bankrupt, and the audiences no longer had disposable income.  Nonetheless the works produced during those dozen years generated a new cultural climate for African American creativity, and fostered the work of artists such as Zora Neale Hurston, who went on to write the literary  masterpiece that we are going to study.

B. The writers of the Harlem Renaissance drew upon linguistic and social aspects of black culture in their work

-- See Gates, “Afterword”:  Hurston’s rebellion against social realism; Black identity as distinctive “speech community” 


But I want tto focus my comments on  EYES as 

1. a female bildungsroman  [Abrams, 193]-- novel of education, initiated in the unsatisfactory social goals envisioned by the older generation (“mother”) for the younger (“daughter”)

2.  a Modernist language experiment 


Hurston’s use of three voices:

narrative omniscience

dialect to represent social relationships

“indirect discourse” to represent “inner” thoughts

Their Eyes Were Watching God is generically the kind of novel called a bildungsroman, a German term that means “novel of education,” which describes the formation of the main character’s mind and character from youth into maturity. (Charlotte Bronte’s Jane Eyre and James Joyce’s A Portrait of the Artists as a Young Man are other novels of this type.) The journey of discovery that Janie undertakes begins at the gatepost of her grandmother’s house, and ends in the bedroom of the house she has inherited from a 20-year marriage.  Each of the major plot developments occurs as a departure from a house. Each man she takes up with enriches her knowledge of the world, so at the end of the novel, Janie returns to her former home, knowing “Ah done been to de horizon and back and now Ah kin sit in mah house and live by comparisons.”[191]


Last week I introduced the terms “phallocentric” and  “gynocentric” as useful to conceptualizing the presence of gender in the narrative perspective in a work of fiction. I want to emphasize the point that “gynocentric” does not refer to the sex of the author of a novel, but to the social perspective of the novel’s point of view.  A male author can write a gynocentric novel (has written).   In my lectures last week, I identified To the Lighthouse as a gynocentric work and pointed out the ways that the figure of Mrs. Ramsay is a point of reference in all of the relationships the characters in the novel have to one another, and dominates what happens in the story.  As a construct, Mrs. Ramsay exhibits the psychology of a female person of her class and society.  She is a mother-figure, that is to say, the female member of the older generation whose role –as Freud says in Civilization and Its Discontents—is “to promote the interests of the family and of sexual life.”  She thus activates contradictory needs and emotions in the younger characters.  On the one hand, she activates their need for the uniquely knowing recognition that a mother can bestow –a need that survives at a nearly unconscious level into adulthood, as is captured in the scene in which Mrs. Ramsay comes to Lily Briscoes’ room, and stirs in Lily a great depth of feeling and an insight.

Could loving, as people called it, make her and Mrs. Ramsay one? For it was not knowledge but unity that [Lily] desired…nothing that could be written in any language known to men, but intimacy itself, which is knowledge, she thought, leaning her head on Mrs. Ramsay’s knee.” [51] [THE ANSWER IS NO—YOU CANNOT BE ONE—BUT YOU CAN BE SEPARATE POLES IN AN EXCHANGE SYSTEM]

It is the mother’s role to endow the child with the capacity for this kind of wordless transmission of confidence.  On the other hand, the mother also activates the child’s need to separate from her overwhelming presence, in order to achieve autonomy.  She exercises a particularly strong influence over the daughter figures in the novel. Her acquiescence to a role requiring deference to men and servicing the male ego is resisted by the other female characters, who express the changing expectations of women in the 20th Century.   In short, the authoritative social role represented in the novel is the role of mother.

Their Eyes Were Watching God is also a gynocentric novel; and again the focus is on the acquisition of autonomy by the central female character.  As in Woolf’s novel, however, that autonomy, to feel empowering, must carry forward that which has been transmitted from the mother figure.  I want to focus my two lectures this week on those very themes—Janie’s acquisition of autonomy, and the ways that her independence fulfills the legacy of her inheritance from the strong female character who nurtured her in childhood.

The features of Janie’s education that are specifically female-centered can be quickly summarized.

 First, the transmission of a sense of purpose and social possibility is transmitted from mother to daughter.  The main character, Janie, recognizes that what she tropes as the “horizon” of possibility in her life has been established by the values and expectations of Nanny, the person who stands in the role of mother. Page 16: “Ah been waitin’ a long time, Janie, but nothin’ Ah been through ain’t too much if you just take a stand on high ground, lak Ah dreamed.”  Janie’s destiny in the novel will be worked out as a personal assimilation of and resistance to that “horizon.”  At the novel’s turning point, after the death of her second husband, Janie thinks, page 89, “She hated her grandmother and had hidden it from herself all these years under a cloak of pity.  She had been getting ready for her great journey to the horizons in search of people;…but she had been whipped like a cur dog and run off down a back road after things. …Nanny had taken the biggest thing God ever made, the horizon…and pinched it in to such a little bit of a thing that she could tie it about her daughter’s neck tight enough to choke her.”   Yet at the end of the novel, Janie is metaphorically standing on high ground, as her Nanny dreamed she would. A woman of wealth and independent status in her community, she mounts the stairs of her house and in the privacy of a room of her own, “She pulled in her horizon like a great fish-net.  Pulled it from around the waist of the world and draped it over her shoulder.  So much of life in its meshes!  She called in her soul to come and see.” [193]

� Headnote on ZNH from The Norton Anthology of African-American Literature, pp. 996-999.





