
Zora Neale Hurston 

Background Info. 
 
BIRTHDATE: Jan. 7, 1891? 

DATE OF DEATH: Jan. 28, 1960.  

PLACE OF DEATH: Fort Pierce, Fla. 

 

EDUCATION: Graduated from Morgan Academy (high school division of Morgan College (now Morgan 

State University) in 1918.  Attended Howard University and received her B.A. in anthropology from 

Barnard College, Columbia University in 1928. 

 

FAMILY BACKGROUND: Her father was a Baptist preacher, tenant farmer, and carpenter.  At age 

three her family moved to Eatonville, Fla., the first incorporated black community in America, of which 

her father would become mayor. In her writings she would glorify Eatonville as a utopia where black 

Americans could live independent of the prejudices of white society. 

 

DESCRIPTION OF ACCOMPLISHMENTS: A novelist, folklorist, and anthropologist, Zora Neale 

Hurston was the prototypical authority on black culture from the Harlem Renaissance. In this artistic 

movement of the 1920s black artists moved from traditional dialectical works and imitation of white 

writers to explore their own culture and affirm pride in their race. Zora Neale Hurston pursued this 

objective by combining literature with anthropology.  She first gained attention with her short stories 

such as "John Redding Goes to Sea" and "Spunk" which appeared in black literary magazines. After 

several years of anthropological research financed through grants and fellowships, Zora Neale Hurston's 

first novel Jonah's Gourd Vine was published in 1934 to critical success. In 1935, her book Mules and 

Men, which investigated voodoo practices in black communities in Florida and New Orleans, also brought 

her kudos.  

 

The year 1937 saw the publication of what is considered Hurston's greatest novel Their Eyes Watching 

God. And the following year her travelogue and study of Caribbean voodoo Tell My Horse was published. 

It received mixed reviews, as did her 1939 novel Moses, Man of the Mountain. Her autobiography Dust 

Tracks on a Road was a commercial success in 1942, despite its overall absurdness, and her final novel 

Seraph on the Suwanee, published in 1948, was a critical failure.  

 

Zora Neale Hurston was a utopian, who held that black Americans could attain sovereignty from white 

American society and all its bigotry, as proven by her hometown of Eatonville. Never in her works did she 

address the issue of racism of whites toward blacks, and as this became a nascent theme among black 

writers in the post World War II ear of civil rights, Hurston's literary influence faded. She further 

scathed her own reputation by railing the civil rights movement and supporting ultraconservative 

politicians. She died in poverty and obscurity.  

 

QUOTE:  

Mama exhorted her children at every opportunity to “jump at de sun.” We might not land on the sun, but 

at least we would get off the ground.   - Zora Neale Hurston 

 
Source:  Women in History. Zora Neale Hurston biography. Last Updated: 1/25/2008. Lakewood Public Library. 

Date accessed 11/16/2008 . <http://www.lkwdpl.org/wihohio/hurs-zor.htm>. 



More Background Info:  Their Eyes Were Watching God 
 

Storytelling:  the novel draws upon, is steeped in, and illustrates oral, storytelling traditions. 
 

• Narration:  told by a third person omniscient narrator, but close to Janie’s POV.   

o Much like a story is told…  

 

• Framing device:  begins and ends with Janie on her porch telling her story to a friend 

o Phoeby then can pass the story on to others 

 

• Porch Talking:  much action and conversation takes place on the porch 

o Where are stories typically told? By whom?  

 

• Dialect:   southern black dialect is used throughout the novel 

o Gives the feel of an oral tale / story 

o Can hear the people’s voices 

o Hurston’s intention:  celebrate the speech, language, and traditions of black people 

o How is was received:  at time of publication many persecuted Hurston because they felt it 

reinforced negative and ignorant stereotypes of black people 

o 1970s through present: Most agree Hurston’s novel and choice to use dialect was a 

singularly significant contribution to African-American literature.  

 

Themes:   

 
• The novel is about a black woman and her search for self.   

o It may illustrate and celebrate black language and tradition, BUT race (and racism) is NOT 

the focus.  The focus is on the concept of woman and search for self.  

 

 

Essential Questions (similar to Jane Eyre EQs): 
 
• How does a person develop or find her own voice/self/identity? 

o How does Janie fit or not fit the Bildungsroman template?  

• What role does love play in an individual’s development of identity / search for self? 

• Does a person have to compromise self/identity to be in a relationship or marriage? 

 

• What role does the language & narration of the novel play in the theme of searching for self/voice?  

• Why is Their Eyes Were Watching God a significant novel in women’s literature? African-American 

Literature? American literature? 

 

• Life in an Oppressive Society 

o How is Janie’s society (early 1900s southern US) oppressive? (Think beyond race.  Race is not the sole 
focus of Hurston’s novel.)  

o How do individuals cope with and/or overcome living in an oppressive society?  

o How does living in an oppressive society impact an individual’s development?  


