
LEARNING STRATEGIES:
Close Reading, Marking the 
Text, Socratic Seminar

 ACTIVITY

5.17
Reviewing the Reviews

Learning Targets
• Evaluate multiple critical reviews in light of the ideas of the Harlem 

Renaissance.

• Identify and evaluate multiple thematic interpretations of a novel. 

Before Reading
1. Much has been written in response to Their Eyes Were Watching God. 

Henry Louis Gates explains, “The curious aspect of the widespread critical 
attention being shown to Hurston’s texts is that so many critics embracing 
such a diversity of theoretic approaches seem to find something new at which 
to marvel in her texts.” Look at the back cover of the novel. It most likely has 
quotes from people who have written reviews of the book. Read and discuss 
the quotes with a partner.

During Reading 
2. Read the book reviews that follow and annotate in the margins, comparing 

each one to your understanding of the themes of Their Eyes Were Watching 
God. Ask yourself, “How does this interpretation help me understand 
how Hurston is a product of and a departure from the ideas of the Harlem 
Renaissance?”

Book Review 1
“It is folklore fiction at its best, which we gratefully accept as an overdue 
replacement for so much faulty local color fiction about Negroes. But when will the 
Negro novelist of maturity, who knows how to tell a story convincingly—which is 
Miss Hurston’s cradle gift, come to grips with motive fiction and social document 
fiction? Progressive southern fiction has already banished the legend of these 
entertaining pseudo-primitives whom the reading public still loves to laugh with, 
weep over and envy. Having gotten rid of condescension, let us now get over 
oversimplification!” 
(Alain Locke, Opportunity, June 1, 1938) 

Literary Terms
A book review is a formal 
assessment or examination 
of something. 

My Notes
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Reviewing the Reviews

GRAMMAR USAGE
Quoted Text

When you quote a critic, who 
then quotes a part of the 
text, you must use double 
quotation marks around the 
critic’s words and single 
quotation marks around the 
words of the text. Notice how 
Janie’s words are enclosed in 
single quotation marks.

 ACTIVITY 5.17
continued

Book Review 2
“Miss Hurston can write; but her prose is cloaked in that facile sensuality that 
has dogged Negro expression since the days of Phyllis 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 theater, 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. [. . .]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 the 
phase of Negro life which is “quaint,” the phase which evokes a piteous smile on 
the lips of the ‘superior’ race.” 
(Richard Wright, “Between Laughter and Tears,” New Masses, 5 October 1937, 
p. 25)

Book Review 3
“In a rich prose (which has, at the same time, a sort of nervous sensibility) she 
tells the tale of a girl who ‘wanted things sweet with mah marriage, lak when you 
sit under a pear tree and think.’ Janie did not get sweetness when her Grandma 
married her to Mister Killicks with his sixty acres of West Florida land, and his 
sagging belly, and his toenails that looked like mules’ foots; and she didn’t get 
it when she ran off with Joe Starks and got to be the Mayor’s wife, and sat on her 
own store porch. But when Tea Cake came along with his trampish clothes and his 
easy ways and his nice grin that made even a middle-aged woman like Janie sort of 
wishful the minute she sets eyes on him, he handed her the keys of the kingdom, 
and their life together (what there was of it) was rapture and fun and tenderness 
and understanding—the perfect relationship of man and woman, whether they be 
black or white.” 
(Sheila Hibben, The New York Herald Tribune Weekly Book Review, September 26, 
1937)

WORD 
CONNECTIONS

Foreign Words
The word facile is from the 
French facilis, meaning “to 
do.” In French, the word means 
“easy to do.” In English, it has 
taken on the nuanced meaning 
of “superficial or shallow.” 
Notice the negative words in 
the same sentence: “but,” 
“cloaked,” and “dogged.” 
What is Wright’s purpose for 
juxtaposing these words to 
“facile” in one sentence?

Foreign WordsForeign Words

WORD 
CONNECTIONS

Word Meanings
To be chauvinistic is to practice 
unreasonable devotion to one’s 
race, sex, etc., with contempt 
for others. It is derived from 
a French Napoleonic solder, 
Nicolas Chauvin, notorious for 
his fanatical patriotism.

Word MeaningsWord Meanings
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 ACTIVITY 5.17
continued

Book Review 4
“The story of Janie’s life down on the muck of Florida Glades, bean picking, hunting 
and the men shooting dice in the evening and how the hurricane came up and 
drove the animals and the Indians and finally the black people and the white 
people before it, and how Tea Cake, in Janie’s eyes the ‘son of Evening Son,’ and 
incidentally the best crap shooter in the place, made Janie sing and glitter all over 
at last, is a little epic all by itself. Indeed, from first to last this is a well nigh perfect 
story—a little sententious at the start, but the rest is simple and beautiful and 
shining with humor.” 
(Lucille Tompkins, The New York Times Book Review, September 26, 1937)

After Reading
Check Your Understanding 
On separate paper, craft at least three or four interpretive and universal questions 
about the each of the previous four critical reviews. You will then use these 
questions in a Socratic Seminar with your peers to connect these reviews to your 
understanding of the values of the Harlem Renaissance. 

Writing Prompt: Once you have discussed the critical reviews, choose one, and 
defend, challenge, or qualify it. Connect your understanding of the critical review 
to the connection it makes to the values, historical context, arts, or daily life 
championed by the movement known as the Harlem Renaissance. Be sure to:

• Begin your response with a thesis sentence that states your opinion and gives 
direction to your writing.

• Weave in evidence in the form of quotations and commentary from the review 
and the novel to support your thesis. 

My Notes
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