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Haiti as Muse for Zora Neale Hurston

Barnard College recently marked 100 years since the enrollment of a young woman who had to shave
10 years off her actual age to attend public high school in Baltimore—and who was about to embark
on the greatest adventure of her life. Zora Neale Hurston was transferring from Howard University
to Barnard, where she would join the vanguard of an emerging science called anthropology mentored
by Franz Boas, and where her fiction would make her a shining star of the Harlem Renaissance. A
little more than a decade later, Haiti, like Barnard, would transform Zora’s life. Not only was it where
Zora wrote her way into the canon with her iconic novel Their Eyes Were Watching God, it was also
where she came of age as a folklorist and anthropologist, nearly solving the science of zombies. Haiti
is also where Zora began her memoir, in which she created her own personal mythology.

For Zora, the year 1936-37 was unlike any other: with a prestigious Guggenheim fellowship, a rented
house of her own with a Haitian servant (richly ironic for Zora, who had and would again be a
domestic), Zora was free from the money worries that would plague her to the end. In Haiti, her
creative powers had the time and space to unfurl. Just as important, as a budding anthropologist, Zora
chose the perfect crucible to study the ultimate creativity of syncretism, that powerful blend of the
African, European, and Indigenous culture that are vital components in Haiti’s rich culture. When
Alice Walker hunted down Zora’s forgotten grave, overgrown with weeds, she erected a tombstone
that re-inscribed her place in history: “Genius of the South: Novelist, Folklorist, Anthropologist.” In
Haiti Zora proved to be a genius of the Global South: in all three realms, a beacon for future
generations.

My debut novel was inspired by Zora and her Haitian domestic Lucille, about whom nothing is known,
except what has been forever inscribed in history with Zora’s epigraph in Te// My Horse.

This incident struck me as strange, the more I thought about it. It was not usual for Lucille not
to want to do anything I wanted done because she loved to please. Already I was beginning to
love her and to depend upon her. Later on I put her on the roster of my few earthly friends and
gave her all my faith. Lucille with her great heart, her willingness to help, her sympathy under
varying conditions and ber great honesty. The treasury of the United States could be left in her
hands with absolute safety. In addition, she is extremely kind.

Zora Neale Hurston, Tel/ My Horse, 1938

Knowing Zora’s capacity as a trickster and creator of tall tales that tell the truth, this epigraph could
be interpreted as a commentary on the brutal US occupation of Haiti that lasted from 1915-1934
(ensuring the stability of Haiti’s treasury was an excuse given at the time), and that ended only two
years before Zora’s arrival in Haiti. Lucille is only mentioned in a few other passages, but not in Zora’s
letters. The character herself was inspired by my great-grandmother, who always, as the Haitian
proverb says, “just had to go see where the street makes a corner.”

On this panel, I will explore how and why Haiti was Zora’s muse and inspired one of the most creative
years of her life.
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[The front matter or endpapers will include the map Alan Lomax used in Haiti in 1936-1937 when he paid a visit to Zora,
a “Tourist Map of Haiti” drawn by M.P. Davis for Haiti, a Brief Historical Review and Guide Book (1933)]
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The first page of Zora’s handwritten draft of Their Eyes Were Watching God, written in

Haiti

The song Lucille sings for Alan and Zora is “Latibonit”:
This modern acoustic guitar version is by the Haitian-American musician Leyla McCalla
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The song Lucille sings in the forest gathering is “Mesi Bondye”

The song Oreste plays in an adaptation for Lucille is one of Haiti’s most famous,
“Choucoune”

English translation of lyrics by Dady Chery for Haiti Chery

Creole lyrics, by Oswald Durand, courtesy of Gage Averill

Music by Michel Mauleart Monton, performed by Martha Jean-Claude
History by Louis J. Auguste, MD

Haiti Chery
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This is the infamous photo taken by Zora in “Black Haiti: Where Old Africa and the New
World Meet,” Life magazine Dec. 13, 1937:

Science would prove Zora was right, but only decades later:
“The Secrets of Haiti’s Living Dead” Harvard Magagine, Jan.-Feb. 1986

Haiti’s “living dead.””
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Read More by Zora

Hurston, Zora Neale. Te// My Horse: V'oodoo and Life in Haiti and Jamaica, New York: Amistad, 2008.
— Dust Tracks on a Road: A Memoir, New York: Amistad, 2006. —

— Their Eyes Were Watching God, New York: Amistad, 2000.

— You Don’t Know Us Negroes and Other Essays, New York: Amistad, 2022.

— I Love Myself When I Am Langhing And Then Again When I Am Looking Mean & Impressive. Alice
Walker, editor. New York: Feminist Press at CUNY 1979.

Zora Neale Hurston: Folklore, Memoirs, and Other Writings: Mules and Men, Tell My Horse, Dust Tracks on a
Road, Selected Articles (The Library of America, 75). Cheryl Wall, editor. New York: Library of
America, 1995.

Kaplan, Cora. Zora Neale Hurston: A Life in Letters. New York: Anchor, 2003.

“Mary Margaret McBride” interview with guest Zora Neale Hurston, in which she discusses her
fieldwork in Haiti (January 25, 1943) https://www.loc.gov/static/programs/national-recording-
preservation-board/documents/MCBRIDE2.pdf

Letters written by Zora Neale Hurston in Haiti to Henry Moe, Guggenheim Foundation: October
14, 1936; Jan. 6, 1937; April 5, 1937; May 23, 1937; Sept. 24, 1938; March 20, 1937; John Simon
Guggenheim Memorial Foundation. Photocopies of original obtained by author with permission of
Guggenheim Foundation.

A Zora Neale Hurston Companion. Robert W. Croft, editor. Gainesville, Florida: University Press of
Florida, 2004.
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Selected Sources on Zora

Adno, Michael. “The Sum of Life: Zora Neale Hurston.” https:/ /bittersoutherner.com/the-
sum-of-life-zora-neale-hurston, 2022,

Boyd, Valetie. Wrapped in Rainbows: The Life of Zora Neale Hurston. New York: Scribner, 2004.

Burch, Audra. “Filmmaker has spent almost a third of her life recording a Florida novelist’s secrets.”
Miami Herald.com, April 6, 2008.

Bush, Roland. “Ethnographic Subjectivity.” The Zora Neale Hurston Forum: Official Publication of the
Zora Neale Hurston Society. Issue 52, 1991, pp. 11-18.

Emery, Amy Fass. “The Zombie in/as the text: Zora Neale Hurston's Tell My Horse,” African
American Review (Vol. 39, Issue 3), Johns Hopkins University Press (Fall 2005).

Gordon, Deborah. “The Politics of Ethnographic Authority: Race and Writing in the Ethnography
of Margaret Mead and Zora Neale Hurston.” Modernist Anthropology: From Fieldwork to Text, 1990, pp.
146-180.

Grant, Alice Morgan. A/ About Zora: 1 iews and Reviews by Colleagnes and Scholars, at the Academic
Conference of the First Annual Zora Neale Hurston Festival of Arts Jan. 26-27, 1999, in Eatonville, Florida.
Granthouse Publishing, 1999.

Hoffman-Jeep, Lynda. “Creating Ethnography: Zora Neale Hurston and Lydia Cabrera,” African
American Review, Saint Louis Vol. 39, Iss. 3 (Fall 2005): 337-353.

Hurston, Lucy. Speak, So You Can Speak Again: The Life of Zora Neale Hurston. New York: Doubleday,
2004.

Jennings, La Vinia Delois. Zora Neale Hurston, Haiti, and Their Eyes Were Watching God. Evanston,
[linois: Northwestern University Press, 2013.

King, Chatles. Gods of the Upper Air: How a Circle of Renegade Anthropologists Reinvented Race, Sex, and
Gender in the Twentieth Century. New York: Anchor, 2019.

Lomax, Alan. Alan Lomax in Haiti, 1936-37: Recordings for the Library of Congress. Box set includes
Lomax’s Haitian Diary in which he records his meetings with Zora. Harte Recordings, 2009.

Lomax, Alan. Haitian Diary: Papers and Correspondence from Alan Lomax’s Haitian Journey, 1936-37,
compiled and edited by Ellen Harold. Estate of Alan Lomax, 2009.

Lyons, Mary E. Sorrow's Kitchen: The Life and Folklore of Zora Neale Hurston (Great Achievers). New Y ork:
Athenaeum Books for Young Readers, 1993.

Moylan, Virginia Lynn. Zora Neale Hurston’s Final Decade. Gainesville, Florida: University Press of
Florida, 2011.

Plant, Deborah G. Zora Neale Hurston: A Biography of the Spirit (Women Writers of Color). Westport,
Connecticut: Praeger, 2007.

Walker, Alice. “Finding a World that I Thought Was Lost: Zora Neale Hurston and the People She
Looked at Very Hard and Loved Very Much.” Jumpin’ at the Sun: Reassessing the Life and Work of Zora
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Neale Hurston. The Scholar and Feninist Online, Barnard Center for Research on Women, Volume 3,
Number 2, Winter 2005.

-—In Search of Our Mother’s Gardens. New York, NY: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1983.

Zora Neale Hurston: Critical Perspectives Past And Present (Amistad
Literary Series). Henry Louis Gates, editor. New York, NY: Amistad, 2000.

Zora Neale Hurston: Jump at the Sun, directed by Sam Pollard, California Newsreel. DVD and
streaming film, PBS American Masters, 2009.

https://www.pbs.org/wnet/americanmasters/masters/zora-neale-hurston/

https:/ /www.pbs.org/wnet/americanmasters/zora-neale-hurston-classroom-resources-
hurston/5533/

https://newsreel.org/video/zora-neale-hurston

Zora’s Roots: The Life of Zora Neale Hurston, documentary directed by Tom Lowe, PBS, 2008.
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Selected Sources on Haiti

Alan Lomax: The Haiti Film Footage, 1936-37:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kCZCFOLu2pw&t=0s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MIi9XI, eZNM

Alan Lomax Collection, Manuscripts, Haiti, 1936-37:
https://www.loc.gov/resource/afc2004004.ms120248 /?st=list

Alexis, Gérald. Peintres haitiens. Paris, France: Editions Cercle d’Art, 2000.

Apter, Andrew. “on African origins: creolization and connaissance in Haitian Voudou. Awmerican
Ethnologist 29 (2) 233-260. Arlington, Virginia: American Anthropological Association, 2002.

Bell, Beverly. Walking on Fire: Haitian Women's Stories of Survival and Resistance. Ithaca, New York:
Cornell University Press, 2001.

Bloncourt, Gerald. La Peinture Haitienne: Haitian Arts. Paris, France: Editions Nathan, 1986.

Bontemps, Arna and Langston Hughes. Popo and Fifina: Children of Haiti. Macmillan 1932, reprinted
by Oxford University Press, 1993.

Cantave, Philippe. Le 17ai VVisage d’Haiti. Montréal: Editions Gerard-U. Maurice, 1938.
Dubois, Laurent. Haiti: The Aftershocks of History. New York, New York: Metropolitan Books, 2012.

————— “Who Will Speak for Haiti’s Trees.” The New York Times, Oct. 17, 2016:
https://www.nytimes.com/2016/10/18/opinion/who-will-speak-for-haitis-trees.html.

Farmer, Paul. The Uses of Haiti. Monroe, Maine: Common Courage Press, 1994.

Gage, Averill. “Repatriating the Alan Lomax Haitian Recordings in Post-Quake Haiti.” The Oxford
Handbook of Musical Repatriation. Oxford, England: Oxford University Press, 2018.

Haiti, Washington, DC: The Pan American Union, 1946.

Haiti: an Toit de le Grande Arche. Port-au-Prince, Haiti, 1998.

“Haiti, the Home of Twin Republics,” Sir Harry Johnston, The National Geographic Magazine,
December 1920, 483-512.

“Haitian History: Primary Sources.” Library of Congress Research Guides.

uides.loc.gov/haiti-reimagined

“Haitian Vignettes,” John Houston Craige, Captain, U.S. Marine Corps, The National Geographic
Magazine, October 1934, pp. 435-485.

Isy-Schwart, Marcel. Haiti Chérie. Port-au-Prince, Haiti: Editions Henri Deschamps, 1955.

Jeannopoulous, Peter C. Port-au-Prince en Images/ Images of Port-au-Prince. New York, NY: Next Step
Technologies, 2000.

Jeanty, Edner. Parol Granmoun: 999 haitian proverbs in Creole and English. Port-au-Prince, Haiti: La
Presse Evangelique, 1996.

Kunza, Albert F. Who's Who on the Postage Stamps of Haiti. Washington, DC: Pan American Union.
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Laville, Lélio. Impression de 1 oyage a pied a Travers Haiti et la Républigne Dominicane. Port-au-Prince,
Haiti: Imp. Le Reveil, 1937.

Leybrun, James G. The Haitian People. New Haven, Conn: Yale University Press, 1941.

“A Little-Known Marvel of the Western Hemisphere: Christophe’s Citadel, a Monument to the
Tyranny and Genius of Haiti’s King of Slaves,” Major G.H. Osterhout, Jr. The National Geographic
Magazine, Dec. 1920, pp. 469-482.

“National Bird of Haiti: Calecon Rouge.” https://youtu.be/RuJ0OkXBwL.3M

“The Nature of Haiti.” https://youtu.be/RuJOkXBwI.3M

N’Zengou-Tayo, Marie-Jose: “Fanm Se Poto Mitan: Haitian Woman, the Pillar of Society.” Feminist
Review, No. 59, Summer 1998, pp. 118-142.

Paris, Robel. Haitian Recipes, Imprimerie Henri Deschamps, 1950.

Pierre-Noel, Arsene V. Les Plantes et les legumes d’Haiti qui guerissent: Mille et une recettes pratiques. Port-au-
Prince, Haiti: L Etat, 1960.

Pérodin Jérome. Mireille. Hilda Willianms: Un Hommage. Catalog of an exhibition held at the Musée
d'art haitien, 1995, organized by the Ateliers R. Jérome and the Centre d'art, Port-au-Prince.

Port-an-Prince et Quelgues Autres V'illes d’Haiti. Port-au-Prince, Haiti: Imprimerie de L’Etat, 1934.

Ramsey, Kate. The Spirits and the Law: 1 odou and Power in Haiti. Chicago, Illinois: University of
Chicago Press, 2014.

Sanders, Grace Louise. La Voix des Femmes: Haitian Women's Rights, National Politics, and Black Activism
in Port-an-Prince and Montreal, 1934-1986. Doctoral dissertation, University of Michigan, 2013:
https://deepblue.lib.umich.edu/bitstream /handle /2027.42/99799/gracesa 1.pdf?’sequence
=1&isAllowed=y

Sears Roebuck Catalogues of the 1930s: A Journey Back to Hard Times and High Hopes, Selected from the Entire
Decade. New York, NY: Nostalgia, Inc., 1978.

Shoemaker, George H. The Emergence of Folklore in Everyday 1ife: A Fieldguide and Sonrcebook.
Bloomington, Indiana: Trickster Press, 1999.

Tarter, Andrew. “Trees in Vodou: An Arbori-cultural Exploration.” Journal for the Study of Religion
Nature and Culture, April 2015.
https://acrobat.adobe.com/link/track?uri=urn%3Aaaid %3 Ascds%3AUS%3A85b32943-b817-
4471-8259-017ba23738a0&viewer%o21megaVerb=group-discover

Thoby-Marcelin, Philippe and Pierre Marcelin, translated from the French by Peter C. Rhodes. The
Beast of the Haitian Hills, translated from the French by Peter C. Rhodes. New York: Rhinehart, 1946.

Timyan, Joel. Bwa Yo: The Important Trees of Haiti. Washington, DC: South-East Consortium for
International Development, 1996.

Twa, Lindsay. Visualizing Haiti in U.S. Culture, 1910-1950. London and New York: Routledge, 2014.
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Watkins, Angela Denise. “Mambos, priestesses, and goddesses: spiritual healing through Vodou in
black women’s narratives of Haiti and New Orleans.” University of Iowa doctoral thesis: 2014.

Wetmore, Alexander and Bradshaw H. Swales. The Birds of Haiti and the Dominican Republic.
Washington, DC: Smithsonian Institution, 1931.

Woodring, Wendell. Geology of the Republic of Haiti. Department of Public Works, Haiti. Baltimore,
Maryland: The Lord Baltimore Press, 1924.

:/ /books.coogle.be/books?id=TIEmMAAAAMAA]&printsec=frontcover&hl=nl&source=
ge summary r&cad=0#v=onepage&q&f=false.
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Digital Archives and Artifacts

Digital Library of the Caribbean. Haitian newspapers and other documents starting from the 19"
century: https://original-ufdc.uflib.ufl.edu/cndl/results /?t=haiti

Digital Archive, Zora Neale Hurston. Includes opening page of Their Eyes Were Watching God,
handwritten by Zora in Haiti, 19306:
https://chdr.cah.ucf.edu/hurstonarchive/?p=full-text-images

Letter by Christopher Columbus about Hispanola:
https:/ /nationalhumanitiescenter.org/pds/amerbegin/contact/textl /columbusletter.pdf

Map of Hispanola, marked with a quote from Christopher Columbus:
http:/ /www.mvoldmaps.com/renaissance-maps-1490-1800/302-la-espanola.html

Map of St. Domingue: https://www.mapsland.com/maps/north-america/haiti/large-detailed-old-
map-of-haiti-with-other-marks.jpg




