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Zora Neale Hurston (1891-1960)
Grew up in Eatonville, Florida (one 
of the first all-black towns in the 
U.S.)

Happy childhood, but later led a 
tumultuous life

Lied about her age in order to finish 
high school in her 20s; later earned 
a degree from Howard and studied 
anthropology at Barnard 



Zora Neale Hurston (1891-1960)
Studied and collected black folklore 
in Florida (Mules and Men)

Folklore = customs, superstitions, 
stories, dances, and songs that 
have been passed down through 
oral tradition 

Characterized by joking, 
storytelling, exaggerating 
(hyperbole), playful insulting 



Zora Neale Hurston (1891-1960)
Harlem Renaissance = black American 
literary movement of the 1920s;  
fueled by the great northern 
migration of black Americans

Hurston was a controversial figure 
because her work does not argue that 
black culture had suffered due to 
racism; instead, her work documents 
and celebrates the culture in which 
she grew up



Zora Neale Hurston (1891-1960)
Married and divorced three times

The “love affair of her life” -- Percy 
Punter / he was 25; she was 44

Anthropological research in Haiti

Wrote Eyes in 7 weeks; inspired by 
her love for Percy



Zora Neale Hurston (1891-1960)
Financial difficulties at the end of 
her life

Buried in an unmarked grave in 
Florida

Discovered and marked by Alice 
Walker in 1973 -- thanking her for 
inspiring her work (“Looking for 
Zora” in Ms. magazine in 1975)



Their Eyes Were Watching God
Frame narrative

Setting: Eatonville, Florida and the 
Everglades 

Local color: details and descriptions 
that are common to a certain place

Theme: one woman’s search for her 
authentic self and for real love, for 
her own voice and power



Their Eyes Were Watching God
Hurston’s narrative voice -- 3rd 
person omniscient; formal diction; 
advanced vocabulary  

Dialect of the characters -- 
colloquialisms, idioms, strong 
Southern accent

Relationship between language 
and power



Characters 
Janie Crawford

Pheoby Watson

Nanny

Logan Killicks

Joe (Jody) Starks

Tea Cake 


