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			Context

			Set in the post-Reconstruction era when Jim Crow laws were at their peak, Their Eyes Were Watching God follows one woman’s journey to find her voice and independence at a time when gender roles often categorized women as the property of men. Zora Neale Hurston was inspired by her own experiences growing up in the Deep South—using her childhood in the all-black town of Eatonville as the story’s backdrop and basing the character of Tea Cake on a real-life lover.

			Controversial in 1937 when it was first published, for its use of vernacular and dialect, the book’s soulful dialogue provides a poignant and personal way of understanding the struggles faced by people of color in the American South, and preserves the oral history of African American culture.

			Emerging as an author of distinction during the Harlem Renaissance of the 1920s, Hurston resisted the Uplift agenda of other writers of the day—a framework in which Negro intellectuals were expected to cast positive images and be role models for their race. She once explained that her work didn’t have a broad focus on racial issues: “I am not interested in the race problem, but I am interested in the problems of individuals, white ones and black ones.”

			Their Eyes Were Watching God initially had an underwhelming reception—often criticized for promoting stereotypes that portrayed blacks in a negative light. At one point the book went out of print, becoming dangerously close to fading into obscurity when Alice Walker’s 1975 essay, “In Search of Zora Neale Hurston” for Ms. magazine brought a renewed interest to the author’s work. Today, Their Eyes Were Watching God has reclaimed its place as one of the 20th century’s most essential novels. 

		

	
		
			Overview

			Ethereal and bold, Janie Crawford returns to Eatonville after almost two years away. The object of gossip from the townspeople for running off with a younger man, Janie is unaffected by the petty moral judgments of the “porch sitters.” Sitting in the moonlight with her loyal friend Pheoby Watson, Janie reports that her man, Tea Cake, is gone. Then, under the cover of darkness, she recounts the story of her life in painstaking detail.

			It’s the early 1900s in Florida. Janie is abandoned as a baby and left to be raised by her grandmother, Nanny. The two live in the yard of a white family for whom Nanny works. Janie enjoys an idyllic childhood that’s so insulated from segregationist attitudes that she doesn’t realize she’s “colored” until the age of 6. 

			At 16, Janie lies beneath a pear tree daydreaming of true love and entertaining erotic feelings that are new to her. Janie’s childhood ends when Nanny witnesses an innocent kiss between her granddaughter and the ne’er-do-well Johnny Taylor. Fearing that Janie’s budding sexuality will get her mixed up with a man who’ll “use her to wipe his feet on,” Nanny arranges a loveless marriage to a dull, middle-aged man named Logan Killicks. 

			Logan never abuses Janie, but he also shows her little affection. Disenchanted and weary, Janie abandons her illusions of married love to become a woman on her own terms. Nanny dies soon thereafter.

			When the slick and confident traveler Joe Starks (Jody) shows up at her gate, Janie decides to risk uncertainty over the slow death of her soul. She runs away with him and takes him for her second husband. They settle in Eatonville—a self-governed, all-black town in West Florida. Joe’s ambitious and enterprising nature soon elevates him to mayor, giving Janie a high-class status she doesn’t really want. 

			The Starkses move into a grand house. They own and run the local general store—a place where men gather and tell fantastical stories. Janie loves listening to their tales and wishes she could participate, but Jody won’t have it. Feeling increasingly threatened by Janie’s intelligence, Jody resorts to public criticism and private beatings in an attempt to keep her in line. 

			The futility of fighting back turns Janie inward. She keeps her thoughts and feelings buried. Only when Jody falls ill and dies is she free to let her magnificent self reemerge. 

			The newly widowed Janie has many suitors in Eatonville, but she prefers to wait for someone special. One evening, a drifter and gambler twelve years her junior walks into her store and steals her heart. A man called Vergible Woods, who goes by the name Tea Cake, is flirty, engaging, and not intimidated by Janie’s feminine strength and spirited opinions. 

			Feeling she’s known Tea Cake all her life, they soon marry and build a rich and satisfying life in the Everglades (the muck) as tenant farmers. After their first season picking beans, a dramatic hurricane devastates the area and almost kills them. They survive the storm, only to find that Tea Cake has contracted rabies from a dog bite. The disease progresses rapidly and Tea Cake descends into madness, putting Janie in a situation where she must shoot him dead to save her own life. 

			Though vilified by his friends, Janie is acquitted for Tea Cake’s murder. Brokenhearted, she arranges a lavish funeral for her husband then returns to Eatonville to live in peace with her precious memories. 

			At the end, she passes a hard-won lesson on to Pheoby: No one can tell you how to live your life; you must find that out for yourself. Janie’s enduring faith in herself and in the power of love proved to be her salvation.

		

	
		
			Cast of Characters

			Janie Crawford (Killicks, Starks, Woods): The bewitching protagonist and narrator of the story, Janie is intelligent, strong, and sensual with an almost limitless capacity for unconditional love and compassion.

			Logan Killicks: Uncultured and hardworking, Logan is Janie’s unattractive, middle-aged first husband; when it comes to marriage, he’s more interested in domestic help than female affection.

			Joe (Jody) Starks: The main antagonist and Janie’s ambitious second husband, he’s the first Mayor of Eatonville, Florida. A natural-born leader, he often repels people with his arrogant and self-righteous ways.

			Mrs. Turner: The “colored-struck” neighbor who thinks dark Negroes are inferior to lighter-skinned black folks like Janie. She tries to convince Janie that she’s too good for the “darky” Tea Cake.

			Nanny: An ex-slave and Janie’s grandmother, she raises Janie after her mother abandons her. Although Nanny may have good intentions, she mistakenly projects her own fears and unfulfilled dreams onto her granddaughter with disastrous results.

			Pheoby Watson: Janie’s oldest friend, Pheoby is trustworthy, emotionally mature, and loyal. She and her husband, Sam Watson, have a solid married life.

			Sam Watson: Pheoby Watson’s levelheaded and supportive husband. He has a wicked sense of humor and is the voice of reason and tolerance; he is unafraid to stand up to town gossip.

			Vergible “Tea Cake” Woods: A tall, purple-lipped wanderer and a risk-taker by nature, Tea Cake is Janie’s happy-go-lucky, devoted third husband and soul mate.

		

	
		
			Summary

			1

			Returning home after almost two years, Janie Starks walks past the “porch sitters” who she knows are judging her harshly. Since she believes gossip and jealousy have a way of diminishing one’s strength, she simply continues on without saying a word. The townspeople in Eatonville feel justified taking the moral high ground given that Janie is a 40-year-old woman who ran off with a younger man. 

			With a plate of mulatto rice in her hands, Janie’s “kissin’-friend” Pheoby Watson welcomes her back with open arms, and, after hearing the news of Tea Cake’s passing, the two settle in under the moonlight and Janie tells her story. 

			2

			Grandma Nanny is the only parent Janie has ever known. Abandoned by her wild teenage mother, Leafy, she’s being raised in the backyard of Nanny’s white employers, the Washburns. Enjoying a carefree childhood frolicking with her white playmates, Janie only realizes she’s a different “color” than they are at around 6 years of age. 

			Like the buds on tree branches opening to reveal snowy virginal white blooms, Janie’s sexuality awakens beneath a blossoming pear tree. Innocent and 16, she’s eager to express her newfound womanhood by exchanging kisses with Johnny Taylor. The sweet experimentation marks the end of Janie’s childhood. 

			Having witnessed the young couple’s sensual embrace, Nanny overreacts out of fear for her granddaughter’s future. She tells the story of how Janie’s mother, who, she had hoped would become a teacher, was raped at the age of 17, and turned to drinking and running around after her baby was born.

			She prays that by marrying Janie off to the respectable, middle-aged Logan Killicks, she won’t end up with a “trashy” man like Johnny. Seeing life from an ex-slave’s perspective, Nanny is used to dealing in scraps and low expectations. 

			For Janie, Nanny would only hold her back and keep her from her dreams of finding out what lies beyond the horizon.

			3

			It’s a fib they told Janie—that she would love her husband. Husbands and wives don’t always love each other. After three days with Logan, her marriage remains loveless, and even if Nanny thinks love is a fool’s game, Janie wants to understand the things the wind, the pear tree, and the seeds falling on the soft ground seem to tell her. 

			Nanny seems content in knowing her granddaughter is being provided for. They say a woman should be grateful to have a man with property like Logan, but young Janie cares little for material possessions—she wants to experience “the ecstatic shiver” of true love; she yearns for sweetness.

			When Nanny dies a month later, Janie is on her own.

			Seasons pass, and Janie waits at the gate for the things that no one had told her about, but of which she seems to know. She looks down the road and is certain that love would not come to her marriage with Logan Killicks. By admitting that her “first dream was dead,” she opens the door to her future—and she is able to make her own decisions.

			4

			Any interest Logan has in physical affection—he no longer strokes her hair—is replaced with fussing about chores. Janie isn’t happy about being told what to do and gives Logan a hard time about his demands. Her boundaries are set and there’s nothing her husband can do about it. 

			Janie sits in the yard cutting potatoes when she sees a finely dressed gentleman walking up the road. He stops to talk to Janie, who offers him a cool drink of water sweetened with ribbon-cane syrup. He entices Janie to run off to Florida where colored people are building a town of their own. 

			Joe (Jody) Starks has $300 in his pocket and has waited thirty years for a chance to be “a big voice” in a place where white people don’t have all the say. Though he’s not the “sun-up and pollen and blooming trees” kind of man she’s been waiting for, what he offers is a change. Lying in bed next to Logan repulses her, so she flings her apron into the bushes and heads south toward a place that fits her new way of thinking. At sundown, Joe and Janie wed.

			5

			Janie and her new husband arrive in Eatonville and are disappointed with its tiny size and run-down houses. Not one to let the grass grow under his feet, Jody rents a house and buys more land so they can build a proper town. He proposes building a store, roads, streetlamps, and putting in a post office. 

			Resident Amos Hicks is skeptical of the “stray darky’s” lofty claims, but Lee Coker complains that cynical black folks are their own worst enemies. He hopes Jody will deliver on his promises. 

			Dazzling folks with his leadership skills, he convinces new families to move to town and is soon elected mayor. Jody announces to his constituents that his wife’s “place is in the home”—a public humiliation that takes “the bloom off the rose” of their marriage. 

			A whirling dervish, hungry for power and status, Jody builds a wall of superiority around his family, leaving Janie lonely and cut-off from real friendships. The town’s resentment grows towards Jody’s arrogance, yet he goes unchallenged for there’s no Eatonville without Jody Starks.

			As criticism and suspicion of Janie escalate, she becomes a ghost of her former self. Jody insists she wears a head-rag in public to conceal Janie’s hair from other men in town. His envy oppresses Janie; it’s evidence that she’s not a partner, but a possession.

			6

			Jody hides his pleasure from his wife, and tries to control her. Six days a week, Janie minds the general store. She’s not engaged in the work, but enjoys the way folks hang out on the porch telling tales and teasing each other. The discourse is colorful; she listens in, but knows Joe doesn’t want her to participate in the friendly banter.

			Sexual pleasure no longer has a place in their marriage. Janie and Jody argue often. When he begins to strike her, Janie decides it’s best to agree “with her mouth,” but not with her mind. 

			After one episode when Jody hit Janie hard, unsatisfied with the meal prepared for him, she looks deep inside herself and comes to realize that she has yet to fulfill her dream. She knows that she has yet to meet that man with whom she’ll truly share herself. 

			Feeling indignant, Janie asserts herself a little more, and one day even tells the men on the porch that they don’t know half as much as they think they do about women. 

			7

			After years of fighting, Jody gets what he’s after: Janie’s submission. Existing day to day merely in her physical body—“between her hat and her heels”—Janie has two identities: One that does Jody’s bidding, and the other that sits under a shade tree with her hair blowing freely in the breeze. 

			Biding her time, age finally catches up with Jody, turning him old and frail. The aches and pains make him meaner than ever, and when Janie can’t take one more good-natured joke at her expense, she puts Jody down right in front of the entire store. Having bled him of his vanity and robbed him of his manhood, Janie pays the price when Jody gives her a painful blow to the head. 

			8

			The hypocrisy of Jody’s anger for making him “look small” when he does the same thing to her year after year isn’t lost on Janie. Jody’s physical deterioration progresses rapidly, causing rumors to swirl that Janie’s put a hex on him or is trying to poison him. The talk cuts like a knife, for as much as Janie hates her husband, she would never do anything to harm him.

			After twenty years of marriage, Jody forbids Janie from seeing him, but she pushes her way into his bedroom before it’s too late. She needs Jody to understand how, throughout their entire marriage, he never took the time to really know her—his voice and his concerns were all that mattered to him. 

			The Jody she knows is not the one she ran down the road with all those years ago. As he takes his final breath, Janie is awash with pity and compassion for him; after all, life was hard for Jody, too. 

			Janie looks in the mirror and sees that the young girl is gone, but she’s been replaced by a handsome woman. She pulls the kerchief off her head, lets her hair fall around her shoulders, and opens the window to announce to the townspeople that her husband has gone from her.

			9

			All the townspeople came out for the funeral of Jody Starks. Janie arrives cloaked in a veil to hide the fact that inside her she was “rollicking with springtime all over the world.” 

			Back at home, Janie burns every head-rag in the house as a gesture of her rebirth and of new beginnings. She takes her rightful place on the general store’s porch at the end of the workday, listening to the stories as her long braid swings below her waist.

			Lying in bed at night, she thinks about the women in her family who came before her, and decided she didn’t need to track down her runaway mother, and she was still angry at Nanny for being so strict with her.

			It’s people, not things that matter to her now, for she’s discovered that what was inside her must shine for the whole world to see. God made men to sing and “glitter” all the time. Why not women? 

			Men are coming out of the woodwork to court the widow Janie, alleging it’s not right for a woman to be alone. Janie knows plenty of women who are by themselves and she’s proud to be among them. Relishing her autonomy, she refuses to apologize for wanting to bask in her newfound freedom. 

			10

			Alone in the store while the rest of the town is at a ball game, a tall man saunters in to buy cigarettes. He makes friendly conversation with her as he buys and smokes his cigarettes. The stranger suggests they play a game of checkers. No one has ever invited her to play the game before; it’s been a pastime for the local men—but off-limits to her.

			The attractive stranger with the “full, purple” lips seems familiar to Janie, though she doesn’t know his name. He acknowledges that Janie has more smarts than her late husband gave her credit for, and introduces himself as Vergible “Tea Cake” Woods.

			Janie feels something special about this man, and teases him about being “sweet as all dat.” They play checkers and laugh until closing time, when he offers to walk her home. Only for a second does Janie give a thought to her safety because she thinks she’s known this stranger all of her life.

			11

			Doubts about Tea Cake pile up, mostly due to his age. Figuring he’s just a young scoundrel after her money, she planned on giving him the cold shoulder should he ever show his face in the store again.

			This notion falls by the wayside when Tea Cake returns a week later with a guitar and a mouthful of charm. They play checkers again, this time in the company of some of the other townsfolk. 

			Janie beams, and that evening Tea Cake walks her home and makes it all the way to her front porch. They drink lemonade made with lemons that Tea Cake picked right off her tree, eat pound cake, and go fishing until dawn. 

			Hezekiah, the clerk at the general store, warns Janie about getting mixed up with Tea Cake, but Janie is not swayed. 

			She arrives home that evening to find Tea Cake waiting for her on her porch with fish he’d caught, and the two cook together and spend a magical, dreamlike time until Janie gently falls asleep. 

			Janie awakens to Tea Cake combing her hair. He is all compliments and sweetness, and Janie is taken aback. The spell is broken and Tea Cake sees the change in her right away. He tries to explain that age has nothing to do with love, but she won’t risk being made a fool of by a man so many years her junior, so he grabs his hat and bids Janie goodbye. 

			Convincing herself that Tea Cake is just like other men is futile, for she thinks of him and sees that she is truly smitten. “He could be a bee to a blossom.” 

			Tea Cake’s declaration of love, when it finally comes, fills her with joy and thoughts of his kiss make her breathless. But when days go by without a word from him, Janie plunges into a dark pit of sadness where all her fears resurface.

			On the fourth day, Tea Cake drives up in an old car to take her to the Sunday school picnic, a gesture to show Janie how much he cares for her. “You got de keys to de kingdom,” he says, meaning that she has stolen his heart.

			12

			Angry gossip surrounds the new couple—their affair is considered unseemly and an obvious ploy on Tea Cake’s part to separate Janie from Jody Starks’s money. Sam Watson, who normally doesn’t pay any mind to town chatter, suggests that Pheoby should talk to her best friend about it, but Pheoby reminds him that Janie is her own woman and can do what she wants. 

			Janie’s thoroughly enjoying “low class” activities, like going to ball games, hunting, and fishing. Besides, Tea Cake’s got serious plans to marry her. She doesn’t care if marrying him turns out badly—it’s a chance she’s willing to take. She’s tried things Nanny’s way, and now it’s time for her to live life on her own terms. 

			13

			Tea Cake gets a job working for the railroad in Jacksonville, so Janie puts on her prettiest blue dress and heads for the train. It’s too early in the morning for most of the town to witness her triumph, though a few folks see her and think she looks rather fine. 

			They get married right away. Following that there is an epic session of intimacy. 

			Pheoby insists that Janie pin $200 inside her dress in case things don’t work out. Janie holds off telling Tea Cake about the money, so as not to hurt his feelings. 

			In the morning, Tea Cake goes out to fetch breakfast and when he’s not back by noon, Janie thinks the worst has happened: He’s either hurt or with another woman. When she discovers her money is gone, panic sets in. 

			When Tea Cake finally shows up—singing and playing a guitar—he finds Janie crouched on her hands and knees, obviously worried to death. He says he just couldn’t help it when he found the money in her skirt—he’d always wanted to know what it felt like to be a millionaire. He went over to the local roundhouse and had a spending spree, throwing a party for the whole town. 

			Hearing Janie threaten to kill him if he ever leaves her behind again was music to his ears. He wants his wife to do everything with him.

			Being a gambler, among other things, he assures Janie he’ll get her money back in no time. After practicing cards and dice throwing for a week, he cuts nine hairs from Janie’s head for good luck and goes out to win her money back. 

			At the crack of dawn, Tea Cake returns with two knife wounds inflicted by a disgruntled card player—but he has $322 in his pocket. He tells Janie to take $200 and put it in the bank because from now on he will provide for them both. As soon as he’s recuperated, he says, they’ll head down south to the Everglades where folks only do two things: Make money and have fun. Janie feels a deep, crushing love that lets her soul finally crawl out from its hiding place.

			14

			Janie’s never seen anything like the Florida Everglades—an area the locals call “the muck.” The plan is for Tea Cake to pick green beans all day and throw dice and play guitar all night. They find a room with a bathtub before the itinerant workers show up, Tea Cake’s competition for the seasonal jobs in agriculture.

			The next day, they borrow a car and drive over to Lake Okechobee where field houses are available on a first-come, first-serve basis. Tea Cake plants beans while Janie does her best to make the house a home. 

			When all the beans are planted, they have to wait for the harvest, so they buy two guns and Janie learns to hunt. They eat game and alligator—selling the leftover hides and teeth for a pretty penny in Palm Beach. 

			Hordes of workers pour into the muck when the beans are ready. Most of the houses are taken, so men start forming camps around fires that Tea Cake runs for profit. Their house is a gathering spot for folks to come and listen to Tea Cake pluck his guitar. 

			Missing her husband during the day, she decides to join him in the fields. She likes hard work and their simple life is full of love. Unlike in Eatonville, when men sit around and talk, Janie is welcomed to join in whenever she wants. She becomes quite a good storyteller.

			15

			A crack in the marriage comes in the shape of a chubby girl named Nunkie. Janie watches the silly teenager get bolder with her flirting and games, thinking Tea Cake isn’t fending off her attention as he should be. 

			One day, she notices that both Tea Cake and Nunkie aren’t in the field where they should be. She finds them in the nearby cane field tussling over work tickets the young woman had grabbed from Tea Cake’s pocket. 

			He says he’s just trying to get them back, but at home that night Janie goes into a jealous rage. By morning, she just wants to know if Tea Cake loves Nunkie, which makes him laugh at the thought of having anything to do with that girl when he has a woman like Janie.

			16

			After the season is over and the crowds are gone, Tea Cake and Janie decide to stay over until the next season. Without much to do, they spend a lot of time listening to the Bahaman drummers and watching them dance. Their neighbor, Mrs. Turner, who runs a little eating-house, takes a liking to Janie but considers the dark-skinned Tea Cake to be below her and her light-skinned friends. She even claims Booker T. Washington is “a white folks’ nigger” holding back his own people.

			After Tea Cake overhears Mrs. Turner’s nonsense, he tells Janie not to bring her around anymore because she believes folks whiter than her are intrinsically superior. He thinks she only likes Janie for her “Caucasian characteristics” and not for herself. 

			17

			Soon enough the crowds are back in the muck and all is going smoothly until Mrs. Turner brings her brother over to sniff around Janie, causing Tea Cake to beat his wife for the first time. It wasn’t that he thinks she did anything wrong, but he feels he needed to demonstrate that Janie is his possession and that he’s the boss. 

			Some of the men praise Tea Cake for having a woman who doesn’t fight back or holler, but in reality, he hit her to show Mrs. Turner his power. The more he thinks about the colored-struck Mrs. Turner, and how her restaurant makes money off of black folks, the more he thinks she’s got to go. His buddy Sop-de-Bottom suggests that Mrs. Turner is aware of Janie’s $200 dollars in the bank.

			On payday, most of the people in the “Glad” are loud and intoxicated, but two men in particular, Sterrett and Coodemay, are the most liquored up. They enter the full-to-capacity Turner eating house where Tea Cake and his friends Stew Beef, Sop-de-Bottom, Bootyny, and Motor Boat are sitting at a table raving about Mrs. Turner delicious grub. One of the inebriated men, Coodemay, starts a drunken brawl that leaves the place in shambles. After the place empties out, Mr. Turner is seen calmly smoking a pipe in the corner. He didn’t lift a finger to protect his wife, and so he gets an earful from her.

			Monday morning, Coodemay stops by to apologize to Mrs. Turner for his behavior. 

			18

			One afternoon just before sundown, Janie observes several large parties of Seminole Indians passing by the house in the direction of Palm Beach Road. They say the saw-grass blooming means a hurricane is coming, so they’re moving to higher ground. Everybody in the muck is talking about it, but nobody seems too worried since the skies are blue and the weather’s fair. 

			It’s believed the Indians must be wrong (the indigenous people are looked down on by the bean pickers), but, by the next morning, rabbits are scurrying east, joined by possums, snakes, and other animals, too. 

			A Bahaman boy offers Tea Cake and Janie a ride to Palm Beach where the hurricane is not expected to hit as hard as in the muck—which is too low and where Lake Okechobee is liable to flood. Tea Cake doesn’t want to lose a day’s work over a little bad weather, so he rejects the offer.

			Janie bakes a pan of beans and some biscuits for the men who come to ride out the storm. Tea Cake picks up the guitar and they play games and dice, as the sky gets darker. Tea Cake and Motor Boat are still playing well into nighttime. 

			The storm gets serious. A big snap of thunder and lightning over the house stops their dice playing in its tracks, and the three huddle together staring at the door and listening to the wind screaming and hurling things outside.

			Tea Cake asks Janie if she regrets marrying him and coming to the muck. Janie says that’s silly: She’s his wife and it’s just a storm. As the hurricane blows harder, however, they stare at the door thinking God is about to show them His mighty power. 

			Gathering their money and insurance papers, they think they can make a break for it on foot, but the water is deeper than they expected. They push eastward against the wind and water, turning to see the dike is about to burst. If they could fly they would, but they have no choice but to run. 

			The lake is coming up from behind them fast, and they manage to make it to the top floor of a house. Tea Cake doesn’t believe the house will hold up to the wall of water that is coming and he proposes they get out. Motor Boat is too tired to go on—he’ll take his chances in the house. 

			Not far after they exit the structure, Tea Cake and Janie have to start swimming if they’re ever going to make it to the road. At the bridge at Six Mile Bend, it’s so crowded with white people that there’s no room for them, so they continue on.

			When Tea Cake can’t walk anymore he lies down to rest—the wind is whipping against his body. Spotting a piece of tarpaper stuck to a tree, Janie thinks it’s perfect to cover Tea Cake with. She grabs it, but it catches air and lifts her up and plunges her into the water. Tea Cake springs up and sees a cow with a dog on his back floating toward her. He yells for her to catch its tail, which she manages to do. 

			Unfortunately, the dog scurries down the cow’s back and tries to attack Janie. At about the same time, Tea Cake surfaces from the water and holds back the dog During the scuffle, Tea Cake is able to kill the dog, but sustains a bite on his cheekbone. 

			They float to land and crawl back up onto the fill again, finally making it to town. The following day, the storm blows over and the sun comes out. The town is completely destroyed with no doctor to look at Tea Cake’s face, but they find a shack to sleep in, grateful to have come through the storm alive and together.

			19

			They’ve been safe in the shack for a couple of days and are thinking of moving north. Tea Cake’s curious to go outside and survey the damage—maybe he can help out somehow. The destruction is shocking, but the two white men carrying rifles coming his way are worse. 

			Too late to run, though. They call him “Jim” and order him to clear the wreckage and bury the dead. He finds bodies in houses, floating in water, and hanging from trees. Digging separate ditches for whites and blacks (the white folks are waiting for pine coffins), he is told to chuck the black bodies straight into the ground. When the guards are out of earshot, Tea Cake tells the man shoveling next to him that he guesses God doesn’t know about Jim Crow laws. 

			Tea Cake and Janie sneak out in the middle of the night and head back to the muck where they find Motor Boat has survived. There’s plenty of work cleaning and rebuilding the dike, but about four weeks after the storm, Tea Cake starts complaining about bad headaches then looses his appetite for Janie’s famous beans. When he tries to drink water, he gags and chokes violently, alerting Janie that something’s terribly wrong. 

			Dr. Simmons, a white doctor who tended to people on the muck, concludes that Tea Cake  contracted rabies from the dog bite a month earlier. He’ll try to get medicine delivered from Miami, but he thinks it’s probably too late to save him. All they can hope for is that he won’t suffer too much. The doctor’s real fear is that he might bite Janie and pass the disease along to her.

			Two bad attacks change Tea Cake into someone Janie doesn’t recognize. She can see that her husband is gone and that scares her. Finding a pistol underneath his bed while he’s in the outhouse, she removes the first three bullets from their chambers to be safe. When Tea Cake comes back inside, his jaw is clenched in a strange way and he’s acting paranoid. He’s angry that Janie isn’t sleeping in his bed anymore and doesn’t accept the reason that Janie’s following doctor’s orders. 

			Tea Cake pulls out a gun and points it at Janie; he pulls the trigger—click. Janie instinctively grabs her rifle, hoping it will scare him into submission until the doctor arrives with the medicine. The second click tells her that Tea Cake is completely out of his mind and aims to kill her. She begs him to drop the gun, but he can’t hear her now.

			He takes aim at Janie for the third time. Her rifle goes off and hits Tea Cake. He topples over into her lap, biting down hard on her forearm before he dies in her arms. Janie holds him and weeps, thanking him for the chance she had to love him. 

			Janie’s trial takes place that same day. Twelve white men will be passing judgment without knowing her or Tea Cake’s situation. The colored people from the muck who showed up were clearly against her, asking the judge if they could testify in Tea Cake’s behalf. Hanging is too good for Janie, they say. 

			Dr. Simmons tells the jury how dangerous Tea Cake’s sickness was and how scared he was for Janie. He testified that she took very good care of her husband until the bitter end. Listening to the testimony, Janie didn’t fear her own death, but she was afraid of being misunderstood. She convinces the jury that she didn’t shoot Tea Cake out of malice, but only to rid him of the mad dog inside him. The only way to do that was by killing him. 

			20

			The former friends from the muck come to their senses and believe Janie did the right thing. Those who turned against her ask for Janie’s forgiveness, saying they don’t blame her for protecting herself. It’s obvious to them now that she loved Tea Cake by the way she’s buried him—riding like a Pharaoh to his tomb. 

			The crew begs Janie to stay in the muck with them, but it’s just a big expanse of black without Tea Cake in it. She gives away everything in the house, except some seeds that Tea Cake was saving to plant, but never got around to because he was waiting for just the right time. The seeds remind her of him—always planting things. She thinks she’ll plant them in his memory.

			Janie is finishing her story to Pheoby, explaining how she’s been to hell and back, but she finds comfort in her house full of thoughts and memories. She doesn’t harbor hate for her neighbors for thinking the way they do. They don’t know about love and how it touches everyone differently. 

			Janie’s compassion is inspiring to Pheoby. She is left with the wise observation that no one can tell you how to life your life; each person must find out about living for herself.

			Janie’s words make Pheoby reflect on her own relationship with Sam. She suddenly realizes how worried her husband must be about her by now, so she hugs her friend hard and leaves her sitting there in the darkness. 

			Janie climbs the stairs to the bedroom that was hers and Tea Cake’s and thinks about the day he died. But Tea Cake could never really be dead as long as she is alive to remember him. She has finally found peace.

		

	
		
			Character Analysis

			Janie Crawford (Killicks, Starks, Woods): The story’s dynamic protagonist, she’s a natural survivor, an independent dreamer, who revels in the beauty of the natural world and endures three marriages, the last one of which gave her the most happiness. Sensual and emotional, she never gives up on her dream to find genuine love, and she possesses the strength of character and tenacity to overcome difficult circumstances without loosing herself in the process. Defying gender stereotypes placed on females at the time, her determination to find her voice and independence helps her cope with disappointment and tragedy, finding grace and spiritual enlightenment in the end. She ultimately takes control over her own destiny, and in so doing, finds inner peace.

			Logan Killicks: Janie’s first husband, he is older than Janie and had been previously married. Nanny picked him out for his stability in the community: He owns 60 acres of land. He is far from Janie’s romantic idea of a husband, and there is no physical intimacy between them. Logan looks to Janie as another set of hands to do chores around the house, and she is repulsed by him, physically, and disenchanted and disappointed in him, emotionally.

			Nanny: Left to raise Janie after her mother abandons her, Nanny is a well-meaning woman who mistakenly projects her own fears and unfulfilled dreams onto her granddaughter. As an ex-slave working for a white family, her view of the world and the place women have in it has been influenced by a life of servitude, American culture, and the no-good men she’s seen come and go. She has high hopes for her granddaughter, Janie: education, marriage to a respectable man, safety, and the freedom to “pick from a higher bush and a sweeter berry.” In reality, she’s putting up roadblocks to Janie’s happiness and fulfillment. 

			Joe (Jody) Starks: The stereotypical self-centered macho man and Janie’s second husband, Jody values big things: owning big businesses, having a big house, and being a “big voice.” He becomes increasingly jealous and controlling as Janie grows more emotionally and spiritually evolved—perhaps in reaction to his own deep-seeded insecurities. His fatal flaw is his inability to take responsibility for his mistakes—a characteristic that, in the end, prevents him from experiencing true happiness in an equal partnership with Janie. He dies without really knowing who his wife of twenty years really is.

			Vergible “Tea Cake” Woods: Self-confident and unconcerned with conventional wisdom, Janie’s third husband, Tea Cake, loves her for who she is, regardless of their difference in age (he is around 12 years younger than Janie). His charm and positive energy attract the affections of those around him—he plays guitar, teaches Janie new things (how to play checkers, how to hunt), and makes no apologies for his life choices. A loving partner to Janie, he does strike her, as other men have, but he remains loyal and devoted to Janie until the bitter end. He represents the sweetness that Janie has always sought.

		

	
		
			Themes and Symbols

			Freedom: From the beginning of the novel until the end, Janie is in search of her own identity, one that is separate and independent of the men in her life. When she chooses to leave Logan Killicks, she unties the apron that bound her before walking off with Joe Starks. Similarly, when her controlling second husband dies, Janie burns the kerchief he’d demanded she wear, regaining her sense of self.

			Her womanhood and sensuality are something that attract and, at the same time, threaten her husbands, as demonstrated in Jody Starks’s insistence that Janie cover her hair to keep her sexuality and genuine self hidden away. After Tea Cake’s death, Janie finds the courage and strength to take control of her destiny and be a woman fully on her own terms. 

			Gender roles: The novel explores the traditional gender roles of the late 1930s. We see this early on in the commentary about Janie’s attire when she returns to Eatonville at the beginning of the narrative. Neighborhood gossips criticize her for wearing overalls instead of a dress. This sets the stage for larger explorations of feminism throughout the work.

			Women were largely seen as men’s possessions—defined by their husbands and not judged as individuals. Marriage was often a means for women to gain social status and financial security; for many arranged marriages, romantic love was secondary. Janie’s first two husbands expect her to be obedient, silent, and “know her place.” Even when Janie is widowed, she’s expected to find a new “master,” for it was not proper for a woman to be alone. Her third husband, Tea Cake, allows Janie a level of personal freedom, though domestic violence still rears its ugly head at one point in their relationship. Tea Cake explains to a male friend that his wife didn’t do anything to deserve her beating. He just wanted to show everyone he was the “boss.” 

			Hair: The evolution of Janie’s character can be seen through her hair, symbolic of her level of freedom. Young Janie is allowed to let her hair fly free in the wind when she is a girl living with Nanny. One of her most attractive features, Janie knows that her marriage to Logan Killicks will never blossom into true love when he no longer caresses her long hair. On the day Jody Starks first sees his future wife, he’s mesmerized by her flowing locks, yet after they marry, he orders her to hide her hair underneath a head-rag to suppress her sexuality and announce his ownership of her.

			On one of their first evenings together, Tea Cake brings a brush to her house, saying he’s been dreaming of touching and combing her hair since he first saw her. He even takes nine hairs with him to a card game as a token of good luck. After Tea Cake dies, Janie “lets her hair down” and returns to Eatonville, signifying her new status as a strong black woman in control of her own destiny.

			Horizon: On a quest to find her identity, Janie sees the horizon as a symbol of the future and all its possibilities. She is out in the yard with a view of the road (a literal horizon) when Joe Starks comes walking by. He woos her with his talk of a “far horizon” and the potential for a better life.

			Nanny was afraid and didn’t want her granddaughter to explore the horizon, but it was Janie’s desire to not be restricted by her elder and to explore the people and the places beyond, without ownership of them. Her perception of Nanny’s view is expressed as something that could be tied “about her granddaughter’s neck tight enough to choke her.” The novel ends with the image of Janie, triumphant in her quest, unfurling the horizon that once bound “the waist of the world, and draped it over her shoulder.”

			Pear tree: The tree is the iconic symbol of life and giving. In the novel, Janie sits under the pear tree, with its promise of sweetness and fruit, every chance she has. This demonstrates her primal connection to nature in all of its beauty; she was plugged into the seasons of the tree’s growth—from the barren branches of winter to the virginal blooms of springtime. The pear tree in her backyard symbolizes her dream of romantic love, physical love, and her own blossoming from a little girl to a young woman. When she is unsure of her relationship with Tea Cake, she compares him to a “pear tree blossom in the spring”; she knows that he is the one for her.

		

	
		
			Direct Quotes and Analysis

			“The rose of the world was breathing out smell. It followed her through all her waking moments and caressed her in her sleep. It connected itself with other vaguely felt matters that had struck her outside observation and buried themselves in her flesh.”

			Highly attuned to nature, Janie lies under the blossoming pear tree and feels her budding womanhood take hold of her in mind, body, and spirit. Watching the bees sink themselves into the flowers to meet “the love embrace,” she likens their activity to marriage (and the sexual act), wondering when she will meet her own “singing bee.” 

			“‘So de white man throw down de load and tell de nigger man tuh pick it up. He pick it up because he have to, but he don’t tote it. He hand it to his womenfolks. De nigger woman is de mule uh de world so fur as Ah can see.’”

			Nanny knows the cold, hard truth about Negro women not having power, though she prays that things will be different for Janie than they were for her. As far as she can tell, the white man is the ruler over the black man, but since he has no power either, he puts all the burdens he can on his woman. Before Nanny dies, she wants to be sure that Janie knows that she can stand on higher ground than the generation before her. She doesn’t want her to allow menfolk—white or black—to make a “spit cup” out of her. 

			“‘Us talks about de white man keepin’ us down! Shucks! He don’t have tuh. Us keeps our own selves down.’”

			Here Eatonville’s Lee Coker makes the point that “colored” folks can be their own worst enemies sometimes: Many claim they want to progress forward, but fight amongst themselves instead of supporting and helping to pull each other up. This can be understood in a time and place where slavery and racism had kept so many dealing in “scraps,” but Jody Starks is in many ways the opposite kind of man. When he blows into town with Janie, he immediately starts promising all sorts of things to the townspeople—jobs, commerce, opportunities. 

			“So she sat on the porch and watched the moon rise. Soon its amber fluid was drenching the earth, and quenching the thirst of the day.”

			For Janie, “the thirst of the day” is the sensation she has been waiting for since she was 16 lying under the blossoming pear tree. She feels that she was able to talk to Tea Cake like she’s known him all her life—with him she can be herself and laugh out loud. She thinks that maybe he is the bee to her blossom.

			“Dis ain’t no business proposition, and no race after property and titles. Dis is uh love game. Ah done lived Grandma’s way, now Ah means tuh live mine.”

			Janie doesn’t see life in the way that Nanny did. Having been born into slavery, her grandmother watched white women sit on porches and thought that was the best place you could be. But Janie sat up on her high throne when she was married to Jody and found the cost was too great—she was languishing up there. She’ll take living the common life with the man she loves over being dead inside. 

			“‘Naw. We been tuhgether round two years. If you kin see de light at daybreak, you don’t keer if you die at dusk. It’s so many people never seen de light at all. Ah wuz fumblin’ round and God opened de door.’”

			Janie assures Tea Cake that she has no regrets about marrying him and coming to the Everglades to build a life. She’d been waiting all her life for someone like Tea Cake to come along; with the sweetness of true love, she is able to feel complete and satisfied. If it comes to be that this is her last day on earth, she is grateful that she found the kind of love that isn’t guaranteed to everyone. 

			“They seemed to be staring at the dark, but their eyes were watching God.”

			In a climactic scene, Janie, Tea Cake, and their friend Motor Boat are sitting and staring at the weak shanty walls around them, while a fierce hurricane rages outside. The wind is so violent that it has them wondering if God is about to show them how small and insignificant they are in comparison to Him; they can only wonder what God will do—and if they will make it through the night. 

		

	
		
			Trivia

			
					In 2005, the television mini-series production of Their Eyes Were Watching God was nominated for a Golden Globe and a Daytime Emmy Award for Halle Berry’s portrayal of Janie Crawford Starks.

					In 2012, a live radio play performance of Their Eyes Were Watching God was broadcast in commemoration of the 75th anniversary of the book’s publication. 

					Mulatto rice, the dish that Pheoby Watson makes for Janie when she returns home from the Everglades, is traditionally prepared with hickory bacon, onions, and tomatoes. 

					The real-life hometown of Zora Neale Hurston, Eatonville, Florida, was founded by three Union officers after the Civil War. It became one of the first self-governing, all-black towns in the United States.

					The original manuscript of Their Eyes Were Watching God is part of the James Weldon Johnson Collection at the Beinecke Rare Book & Manuscript Library at Yale University.  

					Zora Neale Hurston wrote Their Eyes Were Watching God in just seven weeks, while on a Guggenheim fellowship in Haiti. 

					Given the success of her novel, Ms. Hurston never received anywhere near the proper amount of financial reward she deserved. The largest royalty payment earned for her books was the miniscule sum of $943.75. 

					Jump at the Sun, a documentary about Zora Neale Hurston’s life, directed by Sam Pollard, was broadcast on PBS’s American Masters in April of 2008. 

					Some writers were highly critical of Zora Neale Hurston’s work, including Ralph Ellison who called it a “blight of calculated burlesque.” 

					On January 24, 2003, a postage stamp featuring a portrait of Zora Neale Hurston was issued, part of the US Postal Service literary stamp series. 

			

		

	
		
			What’s That Word?

			De boogerman: More commonly known as the “boogeyman,” it’s a mythical monster often used to scare children into behaving. Tea Cake uses the threat of “de boogerman” to convince Janie to come out and work in the field with him because he misses her during the day.

			Freezolity: A term used to denote indifference to a subject, person, or activity. Janie used the term to underscore her lack of interest in fixing Logan’s dinner if he expected her to chop and tote wood. “’Scuse mah freezolity, Mist’ Killicks, but Ah don’t mean to chop de first chip.”

			Jim Crow laws: State and local laws that enforced racial segregation in the South from the post-Reconstruction era until 1965. The laws set forth “separate but equal” status for Americans of African descent. Of course, public facilities for blacks were often inferior or non-existent, however. Jim Crow was generally considered de facto slavery.

			Monstropolous: A thing that grows in proportion and size (monster). Janie uses the term to describe the hurricane’s increasing force. “The monstropolous beast had left his bed.”

			The muck: Swampland located in the Florida Everglades along the shores of Lake Okechobee. It’s the place where Tea Cake and Janie go to pick green beans as tenant farmers. They’re so happy there that they decide to stay for a second season until a hurricane devastates the area.

			Mulatto rice: When Janie comes back to Eatonville following the death of Tea Cake, Pheoby brings a plate of the rice as a gesture of solidarity and welcoming. Common in that part of South, it’s often made with bacon, onions, and tomatoes.

		

	
		
			Critical Response

			
					A Feminista’s 100 Great 20th-Century Works of Fiction by Women

					A Library of Congress Book That Shaped America

					An Oxford American Best Southern Book of All Time 

					A Time magazine’s 100 Best English-Language novel published since 1923

			

			 “A deeply soulful novel that comprehends love and cruelty, and separates the big people from the small of heart, without ever losing sympathy for those unfortunates who don’t know how to live properly.” —Zadie Smith

			“A classic of black literature, Their Eyes Were Watching God belongs in the same category—with that of William Faulkner, F. Scott Fitzgerald, and Ernest Hemingway—of enduring American literature.” —Saturday Review

			“It is about Negroes … but really it is about every one, or at least every one who isn’t so civilized that he has lost the capacity for glory.” —The New York Times

			“But Their Eyes Were Watching God has much more humor in it; and paradoxically—possibly because the author is writing unselfconsciously of her own people—it is more objective. It never comes to the verge of conscious, sentimental ‘sympathy.’ A simple and unpretentious story, but there is nothing else quite like it.” —Saturday Review of Literature

			“There is no book more important to me than this one.” —Alice Walker

		

	
		
			About Zora Neale Hurston

			Zora Neale Hurston was born in Notasulga, Alabama, in 1891. When she was a toddler, the family moved to Eatonville, Florida—the first self-governed black town in the country. Zora’s mother encouraged her children to reach for the stars (or as she put it, “jump at the sun”), but their happy childhood came to an abrupt and tragic end with their mother’s death when Zora was 13 years old. Times were hard with her father and new stepmother, forcing her to drop out of high school to work as a maid for a singer in a traveling musical troupe.

			Settling in Baltimore in 1917, Hurston enrolled in high school (claiming she was ten years younger to qualify for a free public education) and in 1928 she received her BA from Barnard College as the university’s first black graduate.

			A major figure in the Harlem Renaissance of the 1920s, she rubbed elbows with such heavyweights as poet Langston Hughes (with whom she later collaborated). Her first work was published in 1935, followed two years later by her masterpiece, Their Eyes Were Watching God, which she wrote while on a Guggenheim Fellowship in Haiti.

			At the age of 69, she suffered a stroke and passed away, leaving a legacy of work spanning more than two decades. Although she wrote four novels, and a myriad of essays, works of nonfiction, articles for major magazines, and consulted on Hollywood screenplays, she left this world penniless. She was buried in an unmarked grave until 1973, when writer Alice Walker placed a proper gravestone at her resting place that read: “Zora Neale Hurston, Genius of the South, Novelist, Folkorist, Anthropologist (1891–1960).” Alice Walker is credited with creating a renewed interest in Hurston and her writings. Today, Zora Neale Hurston is considered one of the greatest American writers of the 20th century.

		

	
		
			For Your Information

			Online

			 “Alice Walker Shines Light on Zora Neale Hurston.” PBS.

			“Review: ‘Oprah Winfrey Presents: Their Eyes Were Watching God.’” Variety.

			“‘Their Eyes Were Watching God’: Folk Speech and Figurative Language.” National Endowment for the Humanities.

			“A Woman on a Quest, via Hurston and Oprah.” The New York Times.

			“Zora Neale Hurston Captured Essence Of Blackness.” NPR.

			“Zora Neale Hurston, Genius of the Harlem Renaissance.” Mental Floss.

			Zora Neale Hurston official website.

			Books

			Beloved by Toni Morrison

			Call and Response: Key Debates in African American Studies by Henry Louis Gates Jr. and Jennifer Burton (editors)

			The Color Purple by Alice Walker

			Fire!!: The Zora Neale Hurston Story by Peter Bagge

			Speak, So You Can Speak Again: The Life of Zora Neale Hurston by Lucy Hurston

			The Ways of White Folks: Stories by Langston Hughes

			Wrapped in Rainbows: The Life of Zora Neale Hurston by Valerie Boyd

			Zora Neale Hurston: A Life in Letters by Carla Kaplan

			Other Books by Zora Neale Hurston

			The Complete Stories

			Dust Racks on a Road

			Every Tongue Got to Confess

			Jonah’s Gourd Vine

			Moses, Man of the Mountain

			Mules and Men

			The Sanctified Church

			Seraph on the Suwanee

			Spunk: Selected Short Stories 

			Tell My Horse
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