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Recognizing visual difference, Hurston suggests, is crucial to
understanding how identity is constructed: by skin and color.
With this claim, she invokes new avenues into an African
American tradition that has privileged voice as its empowering

trope.!
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.. . But Hurston’s repeated use of imagery focused either on bodily
experiences . . . or on physical action and its results . . . stretches
the openness, opens it wider. For such imagery questions reason’s
place at the top of the Western hierarchy of values and insists that

readers recognize other ways of knowing.?
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So the beginning of this was a woman and she had come back from
burying the dead. Not the dead of sick and ailing with friends at
the pillow and the feet. She had come back from sodden and the

bloated; the sudden dead, their eyes flung wide open in judgement.?
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The people all saw her[Janie] come because it was sundown. The
sun was gone, but he had left footprints in the sky. It was the time
to hear things and talk. These sitters had been tongueless, earless,
eyeless conveniences all day long. Mules and other brutes had
occupied their skins. But now, the sun and the bossman were gone,
so skins felt powerful and human. They became lords of sounds and

lesser things. They passed nations through their mouths. (1)
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They made burning statements with questions, and killing tools out
of laughs. Words walking without masters; walking altogether like

harmony in a song. (2)
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“Yes, indeed. You know if you pass some people and don’t speak tuh
suit ‘em dey got tuh go way back in yo’ life and see whut you ever

done. They know mo’ ’bout yuh than you do yo’ self. An envious

heart makes a treacherous ear. They done ‘heard’ ‘bout you just
what they hope done happened.” (5. fE#E%E%E)
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“Naw, Ah thank yuh. Nothin’ couldn’t ketch me dese few steps Ah’'m
goin’. Anyhow mah husband tell me say no first class booger would
have me. If she got anything to tell yuh, you'll hear it.” (4. fE#%E
#)
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It was a spring afternoon in West Florida. Janie had spent most
of the day under a blossoming pear tree in the back-yard. She had
been spending every minute that she could steal from her chores
under that tree for the last three days. That was to say, ever since
the first tiny bloom had opened. It had called her to come and

gaze on a mystery. From barren brown stems to glistening leaf-
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buds; from the leaf-buds to snowy virginity of bloom. It stirred
her tremendously. How? Why? It was like a flute song forgotten in
another existence and remembered again. What? How? Why? This

singing she heard that had nothing to do with her ears. (10, fZ##
$H)
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She was stretched on her back beneath the pear tree soaking in the
alto chant of the visiting bees, the gold of the sun and the panting
breath of breeze when the inaudible voice of it all came to her. . . .
With kissing bees singing of the beginning of the world! (11, fZ##
E )
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In the last stages of Nanny’s sleep, she dreamed of voices. Voices
far-off but persistent, and gradually coming nearer. Janie’s voice.
Janie talking in whispery snatches with a male voice she couldn’t

quite place. That brought her wide awake. (12)
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“You answer me when Ah speak. Don’t you set dere pouin’ wid me
after all Ah done went through for you!”

She slapped the girl’s face violently, and forced her head back so
that their eyes met in struggle. (14)
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“Logan, you 'sleep?”

“If Ah wuz, you'd be done woke me up callin’ me.”

“Ah wuz thinkin’ real hard about us; about you and me.”

“It’s about time. Youse powerful independent around here sometime
considerin’.”

“Considerin’ whut for instance?”

“Considerin’ youse born in a carriage ’thout no top to it, and yo’ mama

and you bein’ born and raised in de white folks back-yard.” (30)
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The pistol and rifle rang out almost together. The pistol just
enough after the rifle to seem its echo. Tea Cake crumpled as his
bullet buried itself in the joist over Janie’s head. Janie saw the
look on his face and leaped forward as he crashed forward in her

arms. (184)
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For Hurston, then, the construction of African American identity
requires a voice that can make you see, a voice that celebrates the

visible presence of black body. (Clarke 600)
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