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Series Editor’s Preface

In literary criticistn the last twenty-five years have been particu-
larly fruitful. Since the rise of the New Criticism in the 1950s,
which focused attention of critics and readers upon the text itself —
apart from history, biography, and society — there has emerged a
wide variety of critical methods which have brought to literary
works a rich diversity of perspectives: social, historical, political,
psychological, economic, ideological, and philosophical. While at-
tention to the text itself, as taught by the New Critics, remains at
the core of contemporary interpretation, the widely shared as-
sumption that works of art generate many different kinds of in-
terpretation has opened up possibilities for new readings and new
meanings.

Before this critical revolution, many American novels had come
to be taken for granted by earlier generations of readers as having
an established set of recognized interpretations. There was a sense
among many students that the canon was established and that the
larger thematic and interpretative issues had been decided. The
task of the new reader was to examine the ways in which elements
such as structure, style, and imagery contributed to each novel’s
acknowledged purpose. But recent criticism has brought these old
assumptions into question and has thereby generated a wide vari-
ety of original, and often quite surprising, interpretations of the
classics, as well as of rediscovered novels such as Kate Chopin’s
The Awakening, which has only recently entered the canon of
works that scholars and critics study and that teachers assign their
students.

The aim of The American Novel Series is to provide students of
American literature and culture with introductory critical guides to
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American novels now widely read and studied. Each volume is
devoted to a single novel and begins with an introduction by the
volume editor, a distinguished authority on the text. The introduc-
tion presents details of the novel’s composition, publication, histo-
ry, and contemporary reception, as well as a survey of the major
critical trends and readings from first publication to the present.
This overview is followed by four or five original essays, specifical-
ly commissioned from senior scholars of established reputation
and from outstanding younger critics. Each essay presents a dis-
tinct point of view, and together they constitute a forum of in-
terpretative methods and of the best contemporary ideas on each
text.

It is our hope that these volumes will convey the vitality of
current critical work in American literature, generate new insights
and excitement for students of the American novel, and inspire
new respects for and new perspectives upon these major literary
texts.

Emory Elliott
University of California, Riverside
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Introduction
MICHAEL AWKWARD

N Dust Tracks on a Road, an autobiography written at the urging

of her editor, Bertram Lippincott, Zora Neale Hurston expresses
some dissatisfaction with her second novel, Their Eyes Were Watch-
ing God, which was published in 1937. She says of the novel:

I wrote “Their Eyes Were Watching God” in Haiti. It was dammed
up in me, and I wrote it under internal pressure in seven weeks. 1
wish that I could write it again. In fact, I regret all of my books. It is
one of the tragedies of life that one cannot have all the wisdom one
is ever to possess in the beginning. Perhaps, it is just as well to be
rash and foolish for a while. If writers were too wise, perhaps no
books would be written at all. 1t might be better to ask yourself
“Why?” afterwards than before.!

Hurston voices the frustrations of an artist brought up in an oral
culture like that of her birthplace, Eatonville, Florida, a source of
inspiration throughout her writing career and, as she informs us
on her autobiography’s first page, the first black community in
America “to be incorporated, the first attempt at organized self-
government on the part of Negroes in America.” In Eatonville, as
Hurston writes in Their Eyes Were Watching God, storytellers sat on
the porch of Mayor Joe Clarke’s (Starks’s in the novel) store and
“passed around pictures of their thoughts for the others to look at
and see” (48). Whereas these storytellers were able to retell, modi-
fy, and perfect the tales with which they entertained and en-
lightened other members of the community, authors such as
Hurston had to be content with the successes they managed to
achieve in written work which, with the seeming clarity of
hindsight, might appear incomplete and hastily composed. Clearly,
this is how she felt retrospectively about Their Eyes Were Watching
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God, a work written to capture “all the tenderness of my passion”
(and, it seems, at least some of her ambivalence about the physical
and psychological violence) experienced during the relationship
that inspired the novel.2

Her statement reflects some of the difficulties that Hurston expe-
rienced in navigating between two distinct narrative traditions — a
black oral tradition characterized by active interchange between
responsive storytellers and participatory listeners, and a (written)
Western literary tradition where, typically, the author composes
and the reader reads in isolation from the author — and suggests
her interest in infusing the American novel with expressive poten-
tialities derived from Afro-American culture. This statement and
the narrative of Their Eyes Were Watching God, framed by a conver-
sation wherein the protagonist, Janie, presents herself as a story-
teller who will provide her audience ~ her best friend, Pheoby —
“de understandin’” (7) of her life story, suggest Hurston'’s experi-
mental impulse, her desire to employ the novel form as a means to
preserve and transmit Afro-American oral narrative practices. In
the frame of her novel, Hurston approximates the relationship
between speaker and listener in Afro-American expressivity, offer-
ing in Their Eyes Were Watching God what Henry Louis Gates, Jr.,
has called a “speakerly text.”3 _

Hurston’s autobiographical comments also read as a prophetic
warning against the types of “rash and foolish” judgments about
her life and work that have led to a devaluation of her accomplish-
ments. Her novel was not widely recognized as an important
achievement until long after an impoverished Hurston, seriously ill
after suffering a stroke in 1959, died of heart disease in 1960
without funds to provide for a proper burial. In fact, although the
novel did receive a few positive reviews from critics — for example,
Sterling Brown wrote in a review for The Nation that the novel “is
chock-full of earthy and touching poetry” — the initial impression
of Their Eyes Were Watching God in Afro-American literary circles
was that it was a seriously flawed text. Such a view was expressed
by Alain Locke in the journal Opportunity. Despite his belief that
Hurston was a “talented writer” with a “gift for poetic phrase, for
rare dialect and folk humor,” Locke, an enthusiastic earlier sup-
porter of Hurston's work and her teacher at Howard University,
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viewed the novel as an “over-simplification” of the Afro-American
situation in the post-Reconstruction South, and felt Hurston had
not “come to grips with motive fiction and social document fic-
tion.” Even more harsh than Locke in his appraisal was Richard
Wright, the most widely read and celebrated black American writ-
er during the last two decades of Hurston’s life. Wright saw Their
Eyes Were Watching God as lacking material that lent itself to “signif-
icant interpretation.” Further, Wright argued, in a review that ap-
peared in New Masses, that the novel evidences Hurston’s shame-
less pandering

to a white audience whose chauvinistic tastes she knows how to
satisfy. She exploits that phase of Negro life which is “quaint,” the
phase which evokes a piteous smile on the lips of the “superior”
race.4

Such negative reactions were to become quite common, and
made an unbiased evaluation of Hurston’s work nearly impossible
during her lifetime. Locke’s and Wright's responses seem largely to
have been inspired by two perceptions that were to persist, vir-
tually unquestioned, until recently: (1) that the black artist’s pri-
mary responsibility was to create protest fiction that explored
America’s historical mistreatment of blacks, boosting black self-
esteem and changing racist white attitudes about Afro-Americans
in the process; and (2) that in both her public life and her work,
Hurston was, to use poet Langston Hughes's phrase, “a perfect
‘darkie,’ in the nice meaning [whites] give the term — that is a
naive, childlike, sweet, humorous, and highly colored Negro.”s
Nothing that Hurston ever wrote convinced her contemporaries of
the limitations either of didactic polemical fiction or of derisive
biographical criticism of her work. And none of her defenders
during her lifetime was able to read these limitations as per-
suasively as contemporary scholars such as Barbara Johnson, who
has asserted:

While Hurston has often been read and judged on the basis
of personality alone, her “racy” adoption of “happy darkie”
stance, which was a successful strategy for survival, does not
by any means exhaust the representational strategies of her
- writing.6
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Hurston. . . . They are a tradition within the tradition — voices that
are black and women’s.”!3

Public utterances about Hurston by contemporary Afro-Ameri-
can women novelists suggest the accuracy of this last statement.
Indeed, the author of the prize-winning novel The Color Purple,
Alice Walker, has been the single most instrumental figure in the
recent establishment of Hurston'’s literary reputation. Walker pub-
lished several provocative essays during the 1970s which brought
Hurston’s work to the attention of many, and said of Their Eyes
Were Watching God, “There is no book more important to me than
this one.” Walker also paid her debt to Hurston by locating and
marking her previously unmarked grave with a tombstone desig-
nating her literary forebear as “A Genius of the South.”!'4 Other
writers have more recently acknowledged the impact of Hurston’s
work on their own. For example, Gloria Naylor, author of The
Women of Brewster Place, has asserted that Hurston’s vivid descrip-
tion of a hurricane’s destructive force in Their Eyes Were Watching
God contributed to her own delineation of a hurricane in her latest
novel, Mama Day.13 :

If Hurston is indeed correct in her assertion that “[i]Jt might be
better to ask yourself “Why?’ afterwards than before,” one ques-
tion we might profitably ask is why her novel was neglected for so
long. Why was Their Eyes Were Watching God, a work now viewed
by a multitude of readers as remarkably successful in its complex,
satisfyingly realized depiction of its Afro-American female pro-
tagonist's search for self and community, ever relegated to the
margins of the canon? Before we can begin to answer this crucial
question, we must first acknowledge several essential facts about
the novel’s initial and contemporary reception. First of all — un-
like, for example, Harriet Wilson’s recently discovered 1859 novel,
Our Nig — Their Eyes Were Watching God was not totally ignored by
book reviewers upon its publication. In fact, it received a certain
amount of attention, albeit cursory and largely misinformed, both
from important figures within Afro-American literary circles like
Wright and Locke, and from white book reviewers working for
prominent periodicals like the Saturday Review and the New York
Post, some of whom appeared to have liked Hurston’s novel much
more than did her Afro-American contemporaries. One such re-
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the novel’s initial and contemporary reception. First of all — un-
like, for example, Harriet Wilson’s recently discovered 1859 novel,
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book reviewers upon its publication. In fact, it received a certain
amount of attention, albeit cursory and largely misinformed, both
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viewer, George Stevens, wrote in the Saturday Review of Literature
that except for some weaknesses in execution, “the narration is
exactly right, because most of it is in dialogue, and the dialogue
gives us a constant sense of character in action. No one has ever
reported the speech of Negroes with a more accurate ear for its
raciness.” He ended his review by calling Their Eyes Were Watching
God a “simple and unpretentious story, but there is nothing else
quite like it.” Another reviewer, Hershel Brickell of the New York
Post, favorably compared Hurston’s ability to render sensory expe-
rience to that of D. H. Lawrence.!¢
. Hurston was by no means an obscure or unknown writer. As
Hemenway explains, “She had been granted honorary doctorates,
published in national magazines, featured on the cover of the
Saturday Review, invited to speak at major universities, and. praised
by the New York Herald Tribune as being ‘in the front rank’ not only
of black writers but of all American writers.”!7 And although Their
Eyes Were Watching God did not receive the acclaim that greeted, for
example, Wright’s Native Son three years later, it did, nonetheless,
receive a certain amount of attention from major publications, and
several positive reviews. Despite this recognition, Hurston’s novel
quickly disappeared from the minds of readers and critics, selling
fewer than 5,000 copies before going out of print.!8
Also, we need to recognize that, if Their Eyes Were Watching God
was not widely read until the late 1970s, critics did, as early as the
1950s, sing its praises and argue for its central position in the
American literary tradition. For example, Robert Bone offered in
1958 what appears to be the first glowing praise of Hurston'’s novel
by an influential American literary scholar. Bone called it “Miss
Hurston’s best novel, and possibly the best novel of the period,
excepting Native Son.”'® After the 1960s, a decade in which
Hurston’s contributions were generally ignored (an exception is
Julius Lester’s dedication of his book Black Folktales to the “memo-
ry of Zora Neale Hurston, who made me glad I am me”), the early
1970s witnessed a sharp increase in statements by critics frustrated
by the continued marginality of Their Eyes Were Watching God. For
example, June Jordan characterized Hurston’s second novel as
“the prototypical Black novel of affirmation” and as “the most
successful, convincing, and exemplary novel of Blacklove that we
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have.” Larry Neal, who saw in it evidence that Hurston possessed
“a rather remarkable understanding of a blues aesthetic and its
accompanying sensibility,” considered Their Eyes Were Watching God
“clearly her best novel.” In addition, Roger Whitlow called the
novel “one of the fine works of American literature of this cen-
tury,” and Addison Gayle called it “a novel of intense power . . .
[that] evidences the strength and promise of African-American
culture.”20

These and other discussions kept alive an awareness of Hur-
ston’s novel until a time when members of the literary academy
were more able to appreciate Their Eyes Were Watching God. Such a
time was signaled by two significant changes that occurred in the
1970s: the establishment of feminist literary criticism within the
academy as an important interpretative strategy, and the emer-
gence of culturally specific forms of evaluation of Afro-American
texts grounded in the black American oral storytelling traditions
and discursive practices, or what I call throughout this introduc-
tion “Afrocentric criticism.”

Indeed, Henry Louis Gates is correct in his suggestion that the
efforts of his generation of black and feminist critics have estab-
lished Hurston as an important part of the canon of American
literature.2! The emergence of feminist criticism was crucial be-
cause it brought new attention to neglected works by women
authors such as Hurston, and developed interpretative practices
adequate to the explication of these works. The burgeoning of
Afrocentric strategies of analysis was equally important to the re-
discovery of Their Eyes Were Watching God, for such strategies pro-
vided readers with the capacity to respond to elements crucial to a
comprehension of Hurston’s artistic sensibilities.

The previous obscurity of Hurston’s novel was not the result of
benign neglect. Rather, it was a product both of the difficulty that
Afro-American and female writers generally encountered in hav-
ing their work taken seriously by critics, and of Hurston’s aesthetic
and ideological differences with other members of the literary
community about the function of art and the depiction of Afro-
Americans in literature. And contemporary acclaim for Hurston'’s
novel results from the emergence to prominence of literary critics
whose ideological perspectives and assumptions about aesthetics



