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Through the analysis of the structure and the text and a comparison between the poems and 

the short stories of this masterpiece by Jean Toomer, “Cane” ( 1923)  can be formuled the 

thesis that this work expresses a sort of first poetical and literary declaration of a social and 

identity status of the Afro-Americans. 

On the first hand, analyzing the whole skeleton of the novel as a first element, this statement 

could be tracked back simply looking at the structure that the book has. For example, the fact 

that the narration is fragmented in very short pieces, both poems and short stories, indicates 

that there is not a whole plot that can show characters and stories with personal stories and 

lives that are well rooted in a past. The pieces give a general idea of the conditions of the 

people the author narrates about, but they are like leaves that came transported by the wind 

and they end up by chance forming a larger pattern. Indeed, the incipit of every story is “in 

medias res”, and no clue is given about a time and a location. For example, in the first short 

story, “Karintha”, it is like this: (after just three lines of a sort of sonnet that gives a brief 

eulogy of the character) “ Men had always wanted her.”, that is a very general expression to 

describe a situation like this, without saying anything about the past of this character, in a 

very curt way. It could be observed that after three centuries of slavery during which black 

people lost their roots and the boundaries between families had been intentionally destroyed, 

(the common practice was, as soon as black people landed in USA from the ships, to separate 

sons from mothers and fathers from mothers) and after that fact that this caused an 



enormously deep loss of identity, the formal and more or less widely respected end of the 

slavery that followed the end of the Civil War opened up a kind of Pandora’s vase. After 

years of cruel war, suddenly black people more or less found themselves legally free, but they 

did not know where to start to redefine their lives. The stories of “Cane” are abruptly 

presented, with absolutely not introduction, as if they came out of nothing, or directly from 

the mind of Jean Toomer. If the readers try to imagine a visual transposition of the whole 

body of the work, this would be realized on an empty stage or in a totally waste land, as if 

after a big hurricane that swept up everything it encountered on its way. It is as if the 

characters move in a space completely untied from reality. So with the few words of 

description that Toomer gives to the audience slowly, step by step the outline of the setting 

starts to become evident. So it could be made a comparison between this style of writing, the 

way he constructed the novel and the condition in which the black Americans were after the 

Civil War and during the troubled period of changes, characterized by the necessity for those 

people to look for their identity.  

Additionally, because of the troubled personal, familiar and educational story that Jean 

Toomer had it could be argued that it is plausible that he felt himself like he had not a solid 

identity to assert. In fact, his family had strong ancestors both white and black and white and 

he attended both schools only for white people and for black ones. So, this novel seems the 

only way the author had to express his inner situation, a condition to be made of very different 

schemes, all reflecting the situation of black people, from a black point of view but that still 

wait and call for an identity. Moreover, not having to propose to black people as a path to 

follow, he had put all his suffering in writing this work and the result is this fragmented 

pattern. Following this interpretation, another very interesting component of the work is the 

scheme that the first part develops. To explain that, we find that there is a story, then two 

poems: this scheme, together with the fact that the stories are really short, gives an idea of a 



phase displacement, like if it was not a center, not a meaning in what the author is telling. But 

if we look deeper at the framework of the text, we find out that this choice Toomer did was to 

introduce the reality of Southern America in a very offhand way, like the life in the South is, 

but at the same time the poems help to describe what we are going to see in the stories. As a 

matter of fact, the stories do not start with a deep and well organized description of the scene 

and of the environment that surrounds the characters. The author provides just a few sketches 

and brushstrokes and put the duty to give an idea of the South in the hand of the poems. It is 

as if the stories are creating the stage elements of a hypothetical stage of a theatrical 

representation, while the poems constitute the background of the scenic elements like 

something that could be projected on the background wall.  

Sure enough, the poems in most of the cases have nature and atmospheric theme, and they 

also have a very preponderant sonic component, for example this is very evident in 

“Reapers”: “Black reapers with the sound of steel on stones. Are sharpening scythes.” We 

could almost hear the sound of these actions as if the people were on a stage. At the same 

time, the poems describe in a very disenchanted and sharp way the rural setting of the novel. 

As a matter of fact, the poems describe the life and the work in the fields, as for example the 

many description of the cotton demonstrate: to citate “Cotton Song” : “Cotton bales are the 

fleecy way, Weary sinner’s bare feet trod, Softly, softly to the throne of God, “We aint 

agwine t wait until th Judgement Day!”. In this occasion the poem puts together in a 

juxtaposition of ideas both the visual and the sound effect. It could be affirmed that we are in 

front of a sort of a “Kuleshov effect” that gives us the impression to see, thanks to the verses 

in which the author describes the work and the bales of cotton, alternate the verses in which 

the reality is described through the songs of the workers. In the mind of the readers this whole 

final structure is useful to create some mental images that automatically are associated with 

the life in the field, as the effect that has been mentioned above.  



Another important observation could be the one about the fact that, although the time of the 

thousands and thousands of slaves were forced to work in the plantation had come to an end 

by the time in which “Cane” was published, the heritage and the burden that this people had 

to carry for such a long time left a inerasable trace in the identity of the South. So for example 

again in “Cotton Song”, as the title demonstrates, there are evident recalls of the spirituals and 

song that the slaves were used to sing to pray and to encourage each others during the long 

hours of work. For example, the fourth strophe of the son says: “Nassur; nassur, Hump. Eoho, 

eoho, roll away! We aint agwine t wait until th Judjement Day!” So we find also the recall to 

the particular slang and the way the salves had to talk to each others, as a way not to let other 

people understand and to try to maintain their unity against the masters. In addition to that, 

this was probably a consequence of the absence of the education for almost the totality of 

them, caused by social exclusion, discrimination and poverty. So, it could be argued that for 

one of the first times a white writer officially had gave voice to the reality and the identity of 

black people, writing in a book, but as if they were spoken directly by the people, as if he 

went into the streets and collected the voices of the passers-by. So this was a strong manner 

for the American people to realize the fact that there was this presence nearby them.  

To analyze the language and the style of the novel as a second fundamental element for the 

thesis that was formulated above, it is evident from the beginning that the particularity of the 

language used has the aim to make the readers to acknowledge the existence of the black 

people. And the language is also a powerful example of a technique that is useful to represent 

the characters mentioned. It is a very essential language, with few words that cut a sword 

through the text.  For example, in the first story, “Karintha”, the language that the author uses 

act itself as a way to introduce the personality of the character, also because no real 

description of her is given. For example, Jean Toomer writes: “Karintha is a woman. She who 

carries beauty, perfect as dusk, when the sun goes down. She has been married many times. 



Old men remind her that a few years back they rode her hobby-horse upon their knees. 

Karintha smiles, and indulges them when she is in the mood for it.” In this case, the language 

puts together a very brief description and with the usual sharp tone, it manages to give a 

complex idea of the character just through very simple “pictures”, as if it was a camera that 

shoots just a few seconds. Thinking about the affirmation of black people identity, it could be 

argued that the continuous references to the dusk are metaphors to allude to the blackness of 

the characters. In fact, dusk is the moment of the day during which things lose their identity to 

become confuse, dusk is when it cannot be distinguished the color of the things. It is a 

moment of uncertainty, and it could be linked to the historical moment of social insecurity 

that black people had o face in the 20ies. For example, we find in the text: “ At sunset, when 

there was no wind, and the pine smoke from over by the sawmill hugged the earth, and you 

couldnt see more than a few feet in front, her sudden darting past you was a bit of vivid color, 

like a black bird that flashes in light.” This reference to the dusk and to a black bird that 

stands out in the light demonstrates that there is this contrast between dark and light, and that 

there is a point ( the dusk) where these two flow together. So this is a indirect way to describe 

Karintha: not only her identity is not clear (“Her skin is like dusk on the eastern horizon, O 

cant you see it, O cant you see it, Her skin is like dusk on the eastern horizon…When the sun 

goes down) but her social status is both neglected, confused and not recognized by all the 

people: she is in a dusky position. In fact, Toomer says: “Even the preacher, who caught her 

at mischief, told himself that that she was as innocently lovely as a November cotton flower. 

Already, rumors were out about her.” And also, in other stories we discover that there is 

always a dusky line of the color and an alternation between black and white: for example, in 

“Becky” we are told that “Becky was the white woman with two Negro sons.” 

Moreover, Jean Toomer not only when he has to report the direct speeches of the characters, 

but all along the whole novel he writes as he was a black men, trying to recreate the typical 



language of black people, both in intonation and in the words used. For example, in “Blood 

Burning Moon” there is a brief dialogue between Tom and Louisa that shows that: “Youall 

want me, Tom?” “That’s what us wants, Louisa.” “Well, here I am-““And here I is, but that 

aint ahelpin none, all th same.” “You wanted to say something? ...” So the choice to express 

the language of black people just as it was could be considered as a form of “Declaration of 

Independence” by Toomer regarding black people, and a form to use a form of noble art, as 

writing is, to express this world.  

In addition to that, the relation between the poems and the stories is clearly another way to 

provide dignity to the condition of black people, using a particular style of literary 

composition, as poetry is, to describe black condition. For example, although there is no 

dedication to any characters in the poems, “Face” could be easily related to “Carma”, because 

the protagonist described is very similar to the strong and masculine character of “Carma”. So 

the way that the author has to depict the people in the story shows in a totally new way a 

reality made of strong people, hard workers, and upstanding women. It is like Jean Toomer 

had uncovered and gave voice to a world that was lying there just waiting for someone to 

enlighten it. In fact, Carma is introduced like this: “Carma, in overalls, and strong as any man, 

stands behind the old brown mule, driving the wagon home.” And in the previous poem, it is 

said: “And her channeled muscles are cluster grapes of sorrow purple in the evening sun 

nearly ripe for worms.” Moreover, the fact that there is no physical description of Carma 

could let think that the description is put in the hands of the poem.  

So, for all these parallelisms and observation it could be argued that we face a statement of 

identity for black people, with the aim to try to communicate the existence of this reality; and 

this was done in a lyric way to give an equal voice to black people.  


