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A Note on Abbreviations

A Note on Abbreviations

Throughout this book, the following abbreviations are used to indicate the
titles of the autobiographies of Hurston, Angelou and Cary.

Dust Tracks on a Road: DT

I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings: CB

Black Ice: BI

Gather Together in My Name: GTMN
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Introduction

Introduction

1. Hurston, Angelou and Cary’s Lives and Works

Although the last decades of the 20th century saw the outpouring of the
studies of American black autobiography, especially the studies of the earliest
form of American black autobiography—the slave narratives, little research work
was devoted to the study of American black women’s autobiographies. Therefore,
this book will explore American black women’s autobiographies, mainly dwelling
on Zora Neale Hurston’s Dust Tracks on a Road, Maya Angelou’s I Known Why
the Caged Bird Sings and Lorene Cary’s Black Ice. First of all, a general account
will be given to the lives and works of Hurston, Angelou and Cary.

1.1 Hurston's Life and Works

Zora Neale Hurston (1891-1960), an African-American female author,
folklorist, anthropologist, is regarded as the forerunner of African-American
literature. She published four novels, more than 50 short stories, plays, and
essays. All through her life, Hurston remained an enigmatic woman and was once
considered by Mary Helen Washington as “a woman half in shadow.”

According to Zora Hurston’s autobiography Dust Tracks on a Road, she was
born in Eatonville, Florida, but she didn’t mention her birthday. However, birth
records revealed that she was born in 1891 in Notasulga, Alabama. When she was
three, her family moved to Eatonville, Florida, the first incorporated black town.
Her father John Hurston was a Baptist preacher and the mayor of the town and her
mother Lucie Potts was a school teacher. In Eatonville, Zora Hurston enjoyed a
secure childhood, free from the inferior sense experienced by the Southern black
Americans. The happy childhood there had a great influence on Hurston’s whole
life. But her happy life came to an end in 1904 when her mother died. Her father
remarried almost immediately after her mother’s death. Her father and stepmother
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didn’t want to raise the children. As a result, Zora Hurston and her seven other
siblings were dispersed to relatives and boarding schools. Zora was sent to a
boarding school in Jacksonville, Florida, but was expelled because her father
eventually stopped paying her tuition.

Though still a young girl, Zora Neale Hurston began her difficult life on her
own in the American South. She later worked as a maid to support herself. In
1917, Hurston managed to attend Morgan Academy, graduating in 1918. As an
eager student, she obtained the opportunity to go on with her study at Howard
University in Washington, D.C., always working her way through school with odd
jobs. At the university, she took courses in Spanish, English, Greek and public
speaking, and earned an Associate’s Degree in 1920. In 1921, she published her
first short story in the college literary magazine, “The Stylus.” In 1924, Hurston
published “Drenched in Light,” a story about a joyful child in Eatonville. The
following year, she wrote a story, “Spunk” and a play, Color Struck, both of which
won prizes in Opportunity’s literary contest. Thanks to her success in the contest,
Hurston was able to become a member of the Harlem Renaissance. In 1925, she
was offered a scholarship to Barnard College and became the sole black student
in the college. Soon afterwards, Hurston studied anthropology under the noted
anthropologist Franz Boas and conducted ethnographic research. She received her
B.A. in anthropology in 1927. Hurston spent two years as a graduate student in
anthropology at Columbia University.

In 1927, Hurston married a jazz musician Herbert Sheen, but they divorced
four years later. In 1939, she married again, but the marriage ended after only
seven months. In the following ten years, with the support from her patron, Mrs.
Rufus Osgood Mason, Hurston devoted herself to observing, collecting and
participating in the black culture of her hometown Florida, Georgia and Alabama.
She reported on voodoo practices in Louisiana and Haiti and collected customs,
dances and practices in Jamaica and the Bahamas. Her lifelong goal was to
preserve the folk traditions and to create an original black literature.

In the anthropological field, Hurston published important works such as
Mules and Men (1935) and Tell My Horse (1938). In 1930, she collaborated with
Langston Hughes, writing Mule Bone: A Comedy of Negro Life in Three Acts,
a play that was not published until 1991. As a novelist, Hurston published four
novels: Jonah’s Gourd Vine (1934), a story based on the life of her father, a blend
of autobiography, folklore and fiction; Their Eyes Were Watching God (1937),
written during her fieldwork in Haiti and considered as her masterpiece, a novel
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about a young woman Janie Crawford’s search for love, self-identity and freedom;
and Moses, Man of the Mountain (1939), a complex novel exploring the way into
freedom; Seraph on the Suwanee (1948), a story notable principally for its focus
on white characters (Butterworth 247-54).

At the request of her publisher, J.B. Lippincott, Hurston began in 1941
to work on her autobiography Dust Tracks on a Road (1942). The book is a
controversial autobiography. Although the book was warmly welcomed by the
white readers and was awarded the Anisfield-Wolf Book Award, it suffered lots
of negative criticism, severely criticized especially by black intellectuals for her
negligence of the race problem and her stance towards the whites.

Since the mid-1940s, Hurston seemed to be losing her voice especially after
she was falsely charged for molesting a ten-year-old boy. Hurston was not able
to recover from this scandal. She became more conservative and moved back
to Florida, continued to write magazine articles and suffered from financial and
medical difficulties. In 1959, Hurston had a stroke and entered a welfare home
and died there on 28 January, 1960, buried in an unmarked grave. Zora Neale
Hurston’s books were out of print for more than three decades. The passionate
author and anthropologist was forgotten until 1975, when the black writer and
scholar Alice Walker wrote an article, “In Search of Zora Neale Hurston,” which
revived readers’ interest in her works. Hurston was then recognized as the pioneer
of Afro-American women'’s literature.

1.2 Maya Angelou’s Life and Works

Maya Angelou (1928-2014), born Marguerite Ann Johnson in St. Louis,
Missouri, on April 4, 1928, best known as an African-American author and poet,
has published a series of six autobiographies, five books of essays, numerous
books of poetry, and is credited with a long list of plays, movies, and television
shows. Angelou has a rich and complicated life experience. She is not only a
writer and poet, but also works as a dancer, a singer, an actor, a director and a
journalist, a producer of plays, movies, and public television programs.

When Angelou was three, and her dear brother Bailey was four, they were
sent back to Stamps, Arkansas by their divorced parents and were brought up by
her grandmother Mrs. Henderson. Four years later, they were sent to St. Louis,
living with their mother. But unfortunately, eight-year-old Maya was raped by
her mother’s boyfriend Mr. Freeman, who was later murdered probably by her



