
[from "Between Laughter and Tears," a review by Richard Wright of two novels 

about African American life; The New Masses, 5 October 1937:] 

It is difficult to evaluate Waters Turpin's These Low Grounds and Zora Neale Hurston's 

Their Eyes Were Watching God. This is not because there is an esoteric meaning hidden or 

implied in either of the two novels; but rather because neither of the two novels has a basic 

idea or theme that lends itself to significant interpretation. Miss Hurston seems to have no 

desire whatever to move in the direction of serious fiction. . . . 

Their Eyes Were Watching God is the story of Zora Neale Hurston's Janie who, at sixteen, 

married a grubbing farmer at the anxious instigation of her slave-born grandmother. The 

romantic Janie, in the highly-charged language of Miss Hurston, longed to be a pear tree in 

blossom and have a "dust-bearing bee sink into the sanctum of a bloom; the thousand 

sister-calyxes arch to meet the love embrace." Restless, she fled from her farmer husband 

and married Jody, an up-and-coming Negro business man who, in the end, proved to be no 

better than her first husband. After twenty years of clerking for her self-made Jody, Janie 

found herself a frustrated widow of forty with a small fortune on her hands. Tea Cake, 

"from in and through Georgia," drifted along and, despite his youth, Janie took him. For 

more than two years they lived happily; but Tea Cake was bitten by a mad dog and was 

infected with rabies. One night in a canine rage Tea Cake tried to murder Janie, thereby 

forcing her to shoot the only man she had ever loved. 

Miss Hurston can write, but her prose is cloaked in that facile sensuality that has dogged 

Negro expression since the days of Phillis Wheatley. Her dialogue manages to catch the 

psychological movements of the Negro folk-mind in their pure simplicity, but that's as far 

as it goes. 

Miss Hurston voluntarily continues in her novel the tradition which was forced upon the 

Negro in the theatre, that is, the minstrel technique that makes the "white folks" laugh. 

Her characters eat and laugh and cry and work and kill; they swing like a pendulum 

eternally in that safe and narrow orbit in which America likes to see the Negro live: 

between laughter and tears. 

Turpin's faults as a writer are those of an honest man trying desperately to say something; 

but Zora Neale Hurston lacks even that excuse. The sensory sweep of her novel carries no 

theme, no message, no thought. In the main, her novel is not addressed to the Negro, but to 

a white audience whose chauvinistic tastes she knows how to satisfy. She exploits that phase 

of Negro life which is "quaint," the phase which evokes a piteous smile on the lips of the 

"superior" race. 

 
 


