Zora Neale Hurston, Their Eyes Were Watching God
Matt struggled to say something but his tongued failed him so he jumped down off the porch and walked away as mad as he could be.  But that never halted the mule talk.  There would be more stories about how poor the brute was; his age; his evil disposition and his latest caper.  Everybody indulged in mule talk.  He was next to the Mayor in prominence, and made better talking.


Janie loved the conversation and sometimes she thought up good stories on the mule, but Joe had forbidden her to indulge.  He didn’t want her talking after such trashy people.  “You’se Mrs. Mayor Starks, Janie.  I god, Ah can’t see what uh woman uh yo’ sability would want tuh be treasurin’ all dat gum-grease from folks dat don’t even own de house dey sleep in.  ’Tain’t no earthly use.  They’s jus’ some puny humans playin’ round de toes uh Time.”


Janie noted that while he didn’t talk the mule talk himself, he sat and laughed at it.  Laughed his big heh, heh laugh too.  But the when Lige or Sam or Walter or some of the other big picture talkers were using a side of the world for a canvas, Joe would hustle her off inside the store to sell something.  (p.217)

Janie stood while they all made comments.  When it was all done she stood in front of Joe and said, “Jody, dat wuz uh might fine fine thing fuh you tuh do.  ’Tain’t everybody would have thought of it, ’cause it ain’t no everyday thought.  Freein’ dat mule makes uh mighty big outa you.  Something like George Washington and Lincoln.  Abraham Lincoln, he had de whole United States tuh rule so he freed de Negroes.  You got uh town so you freed uh mule.  You have tuh have power tuh free things and dat makes you lak uh king uh something.” (p.221)
Out in the swamp they made great ceremony over the mule.  They mocked everything human in death.  Starks led off with a great eulogy on our departed citizen, our most distinguished citizen and the grief he left behind him, and the people loved the speech.  It made him more solid than building the schoolhouse had done.  He stood on the distended belly of the mule for a platform and made gestures.  When he stepped down, they hoisted Sam up….He spoke of the joys of mule-heaven to which the dear brother had departed this valley of sorrow….Up there, mule-angels would have people to ride on and from his place beside the glittering throne, the dear departed brother would look down into hell and see the devil plowing Matt Bonner all day long in a hell-hot sun and laying the raw-hide to his back.  (p.223)

[The Parson] finally lit on the ground and walked around the body to see if it were really dead.  Peered into its nose and mouth.  Examined it well from end to end and leaped upon it and bowed, and the others danced a response.  That being over, he balanced and asked:

“What killed this man?”

The chorus answered, “Bare, bare fat,”

“What killed this man?”

“Bare, bare fat.”

“What killed this man?”

“Bare, bare fat.”

“Who’ll stand his funeral?”

“We!!!!!”

“Well, all right now.”

So he picked out the eyes in the ceremonial way and the feast went on.  The yaller mule was gone from the town except for the porch talk, and for the children visiting his bleaching bones now and then in the spirit of adventure.  (p.224).

The people all saw her come because it was sun-down.  The sun was gone, but he had left his footprints in the sky.  It was the time for sitting on porches beside the road.  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 the skins felt powerful and human.  They became lords of sounds and lesser things.  They passed notions through their mouths.  They sat in judgement.

Seeing the woman as she was made them remember the envy they had stored up from other times.  So they chewed up the back parts of their minds and swallowed with relish.  They made burning statements with questions, and killing tools out of laughs.  It was mass cruelty.  A mood came alive.  Words walking without masters; walkign altogether like harmony in a song.  (p.175)

“Come to yo’ Grandma, honey.  Set in her lap lik yo’ use tuh.  Yo’ Nanny wouldn’t harm a head a hair uh yo’ head.  She don’t want nobody else to do it neither if she kin help it.  Honey, de white man is de ruler if everything as fur as Ah been able tuh find out.  Maybe it’s some place off in de ocean where de black man is in power, but we don’t know nothin’ but what we see.  So de white man throw down de load and tell de nigger man tuh pick it up.  He pick it up because he have to, but he don’t tote it.  He hand it to his womenfolks.  De nigger woman is de mule uh de world so fur as Ah can see.  Ah been prayin’ fuh it tuh be different wid you.  Lawd, lawd, lawd!” (p.186)

“Naw, Ah ain’t no young gal no mo’ but den Ah ain’t no old woman neither.  Ah reckon Ah looks mah age too.  But Ah’m uh woman every inch of me, and Ah know it.  Dat’s uh whole lot more’n you kin say.  You big-bellies wound here and put out a lot of brag, but ’tain’t nothin’ to it but yo’ big voice.  Humph!  Talkin’ ’bout me lookin’ old!  When you pull down yo’britchesm you look lak de change uh life.”

“Great God from Zion!”  Sam Watson gasped.  “Y’all really playin’ de dozens tuhnight.”

“What – whut’s dat you said?” Joe challenged, hoping his ears had fooled him.


“You heard her, you ain’t blind,” Walter taunted.


“Ah ruther be shot with tacks than tuh hear dat ’bout mahself,” Lige Moss commisserated.  (p.239)

“Now, Phoeby, don’t feel too mean wid de rest of ’em ’cause dey’s parched up from not knowin’ things.  Dem meatskins is got to rattle tuh make out they’s alive.  Let ’em consolate theyselves wid talk.  ’Course, talkin’ don’t amount tuh uh hill uh beans when yuh can’t do nothin’ else.  And listenign tuh dat kind uh talk is jus’ lak openin’ yo’ mouth and lettin’ de moon shine down yo’ throat.  It’s uh known fact, Poeby, you got tuh go there to know there.  Yo’ papa and yo’ mama and nobody else can’t tell yuh and show yuh.  Two things everybody’s got tuh do fuh theyselves.  They got tuh go tuh God, and they got tuh find out about livin’ fuh theyselves.”  (p.332)
