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At the intersection of poetry, fiction, and non-fiction, the 1923 novel, Cane, by Jean Toomer is 

widely considered one of the few literary masterpieces produced during the Harlem Renaissance, 

arguably alongside works such as Zora Neale Hurston’s Their Eyes Were Watching God and 

Claude McKay’s Home to Harlem. Unlike these works, however, Toomer’s Cane challenges the 

conventions of genre, subverting the notion of fiction (as an illustration of a created world) to 

instead offer his words as a literary mirror—characters whose faces, whose histories are not far 

removed from the Southern men and women, both black and white alike, who Toomer observed 

in the early twentieth century. A representation of the era’s cultural and intellectual exploration, 

the novel weaves short poems with fictional sketches to evoke a portrait of Southern black life, 

capturing the stories too often untold of the “low folk” such as the tale of Karintha—“a growing 

thing ripened too soon”—or the story of Becky—a “white woman who,” despite existing social 

norms and an anti-miscegenation tradition, “had two Negro sons” (Toomer 1, 5). This paper will 

examine Cane by Jean Toomer for its redefinition of black intellectual work, using high art as a 

means to explore the lives and challenges of the “low folk” too often neglected or ignored. In the 

end, disillusioned by a cultural tradition too heavily marked by silence regarding the nation’s 

taboo subjects, Toomer writes to break those silences and call attention to social injustices that 

are prevalent across the southern United States while simultaneously challenging discursive and 

genre frontiers. That is his lasting legacy that we must explore. 
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