Jean Toomer (1894-1967)

Racially, I seem to have (who knows for sure) seven blood mixtures: French, Dutch, Welsh, Negro, German, Jewish, and Indian. One half of my family is definitely colored.... And, I alone, as far as I know, have striven for a spiritual fusion analogous to the fact of racial intermingling.

         Fair-skinned, straight-nosed, straight-haired, African American Nathan Eugene Pinchback Toomer was born in 1894 into a world dedicated to defining individuals, their intellect, their ability, their lifestyle--their very nature--on color.  Where did he fit?  That one question plagued him all his life as it did most of the Harlem Renaissance writers.  The question of how to define oneself, a question most American writers asked was made even harder when race was made a central part of the definition.  Toomer, along with his fellow writers, shared what W.E. B. DuBois called the African American's "double-consciousness," that awareness that any black would be seen first as an embodiment of all the stereotypes of what being black meant and then as an American (and as an embodiment of all the stereotypes of what being American meant.) 

        Toomer found this position ludicrous, especially since his olive complexion made most strangers think he was white American or French or Spanish.  When he was mistaken for anything other than black, he found he was generally treated better than when people knew he had black ancestry, yet he was still the same man.  Why should his thoughts and ideas be more respected when he was thought to be white?  Why should his behavior be judged more harshly when he was thought to be black?  Toomer didn't care to reason this blatant racism out.  Instead, he rejected any classification except that of American, and like Walt Whitman, he tried to convince the rest of America that only by erasing racial prejudices could America be a true free democracy. 

        Of course, no one listened to Toomer.   As a matter of fact, Toomer, as a writer, was all but forgotten until a resurgence of interest in African American literature occurred during the 60’s and 70’s.  Then, Toomer's novel Cane (1923) was rediscovered and Toomer was hailed as one of America's finest African American writers. 

         Toomer does give credit to getting in touch with his "Negro side" as the reason for the success of Cane.  In the novel, which is really a collection of short stories, character sketches, poems, and songs, Toomer records the life of the poor black in Georgia.  He shows how the soil, the scent of cane, and the Georgia dusk are regenerators and nurturers of the African American soul while the want of money, material positions, and sex are elements that can unbalance the soul and cause destruction.  
Reapers


Black reapers with the sound of steel on stones

Are sharpening scythes.  I see them place the hones

In their hip-pockets as a thing that’s done,

And start their silent swinging, one by one.

Black horses drive a mower through the weeds,

And there, a field rat, startled, squealing bleeds,

His belly close to ground.  I see the blade,

Blood-stained, continue cutting weeds and shade.

1923

Her Lips Are Copper Wire
whisper of yellow globes

gleaming on lamp-posts that sway

like bootleg licker drinkers in the fog

and let your breath be moist against me

like bright beads on yellow globes

telephone the power-house

that the main wires are insulate

(her words play softly up and down

dewy corridors of billboards)

then with your tongue remove the tape

and press your lips to mine

till they are incandescent

1923

Unsuspecting
There is a natty kind of mind

That slicks its thoughts,

Culls its oughts,

Trims its views,

Prunes its trues,

And never suspects it is a rind.
1923

