Chapter 10 – Section 5
African American Culture

Narrator: Zora Neale Hurston was one of the literary stars of the Harlem Renaissance, and yet she died in utter obscurity. Her reputation was revived by one of her most illustrious literary offspring, novelist Alice Walker.

Hurston was born in Notalsulga, Alabama in 1891, and spent her early years in Florida. She graduated from Barnard College in New York with and Anthropology Degree in 1927. While there, she conducted research under her advisor, the noted Anthropologist Franz Boaz of Columbia University.

In a 1928 essay, “How it Feels to be Colored Me,” Hurston expresses her self-confidence. “I have separate feeling about being an American citizen and colored,” she wrote. “I am merely a fragment of the great soul that surges within the boundaries.”

After college, Hurston applied her Anthropological training to studying African American folklore in the south and voodun, better know as voodoo in Haiti.

Her stylistic innovations in her writing were ahead of their time and her fellow anthropologists often viewed her work such as Mules and Men as fiction. Her other works, including Their Eyes Were Watching God, made use of African American dialect. Some viewed this as a caricature of black culture.

Hurston didn’t share the radical politics of the Renaissances male literary establishment; Richard Wright, Ralph Ellison and Langston Hughes. Later in her life, Hurston’s distance from the Civil Rights Movement further sidelined her career.

She lived her final years in Florida where she died nearly forgotten in 1960. Alice Walker wrote about her in a 1975 magazine article that restored Hurston to her rightful place as an influential African American artist. As a result of Walker’s efforts, Zora Neale Hurston’s home in Florida has been designated a National Landmark.
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