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the gilded six bits zora neale hurston is a short story that continues to captivate readers with its
rich portrayal of African American life in the early 20th century. Written by one of the most celebrated
figures of the Harlem Renaissance, Zora Neale Hurston, this narrative blends humor, love, betrayal,
and redemption in a way that feels both timeless and deeply human. In this article, we’ll explore the
themes, characters, and cultural significance of The Gilded Six Bits, while offering insights into why
Hurston’s storytelling remains relevant today.

An Introduction to The Gilded Six Bits

Zora Neale Hurston penned The Gilded Six Bits in 1933, a period marked by a flourishing of African
American literature and arts. The story is set in a small Southern town and centers on the lives of Joe
and Missie May Banks, a married couple whose relationship is tested by temptation and trust. The title
itself references a shiny, gold-plated coin—a “gilded six bits”—which symbolizes appearances versus
reality, a recurring motif throughout the narrative.

Plot Overview

At its core, The Gilded Six Bits is a tale about love and forgiveness. Joe Banks is a hardworking man
who enjoys simple pleasures with his wife, Missie May. Their happiness is disrupted when a
charismatic stranger named Slemmons arrives, flaunting his wealth with gold coins and flashy clothes.
Missie May’s momentary lapse of judgment leads to a betrayal that threatens to destroy their
marriage. Yet, through pain and reconciliation, the couple discovers the true value of honesty and
commitment beyond superficial glitter.

Themes Explored in The Gilded Six Bits

Zora Neale Hurston’s story operates on multiple thematic levels, offering readers much to ponder
about human nature and societal expectations.

Appearance vs. Reality

One of the strongest motifs in The Gilded Six Bits is the contrast between what things seem to be and
what they truly are. The gilded coin, bright and alluring on the surface but lacking true gold beneath,
perfectly captures this idea. Slemmons’ flashy persona masks his shallow character, while Joe’s
steady, genuine love is the real treasure. This theme urges readers to question the value they place
on material wealth and outward appearances.



Love, Betrayal, and Forgiveness

The story delves deeply into the dynamics of a marital relationship. Missie May’s infidelity is portrayed
not as a mere plot device but as a human failing that tests the couple’s bond. Hurston’s nuanced
portrayal avoids vilification and instead focuses on the healing power of forgiveness. This exploration
resonates with anyone who has faced challenges in love, making the narrative emotionally
compelling.

Cultural and Socioeconomic Context

Set against the backdrop of the African American experience in the South during the early 1900s, The
Gilded Six Bits reflects cultural nuances and social realities. The story celebrates Black vernacular,
traditions, and community life, offering a window into a world often marginalized in literature of the
time. Additionally, it subtly critiques the allure of wealth and the socioeconomic disparities that shape
personal ambitions and values.

Zora Neale Hurston’s Literary Style and Influence

Hurston’s writing style in The Gilded Six Bits is distinctive for its lyrical prose and vivid dialogue. She
incorporates African American vernacular speech, which adds authenticity and rhythm to the
narrative. Her ability to weave folklore elements and everyday experiences creates a rich tapestry
that readers can both enjoy and learn from.

Use of Symbolism

Beyond the gilded six bits coin, Hurston employs various symbols to enrich the story’s meaning. The
coin itself is a symbol of temptation and false promises. Joe’s laughter and joy symbolize resilience
and the warmth of genuine love, counterbalancing the coldness of deception. These symbols invite
readers to engage more deeply with the text and uncover layers of interpretation.

Impact on African American Literature

Zora Neale Hurston’s work, including The Gilded Six Bits, has had a lasting impact on African
American literature and beyond. She challenged stereotypes by presenting Black characters with
complexity, humor, and dignity. Her stories paved the way for future writers to explore themes of
identity, race, and human experience with honesty and creativity.

Why The Gilded Six Bits Still Matters Today

Even decades after its publication, The Gilded Six Bits remains relevant for several reasons. Its



exploration of trust and betrayal speaks to universal human emotions that transcend time and
culture. The story also provides important perspectives on African American heritage and resilience,
enriching our understanding of history and literature.

Lessons for Modern Readers

Readers can draw valuable lessons from The Gilded Six Bits, including:

The value of authenticity: Don’t be fooled by superficial charm or material wealth.

The complexity of relationships: Forgiveness and communication are essential for healing.

Appreciation of cultural roots: Embrace and respect one’s heritage and community.

Incorporating The Gilded Six Bits in Education

The story is frequently included in American literature and African American studies curricula due to
its brevity and depth. It offers educators a rich text to discuss narrative techniques, symbolism, and
cultural history. For students, it’s an accessible entry point to explore themes of morality, identity,
and social dynamics.

Exploring Characters: Joe, Missie May, and Slemmons

Understanding the characters is key to appreciating the story’s emotional depth.

Joe Banks: The Embodiment of Steadfast Love

Joe represents honest labor and genuine affection. His laughter and kindness provide a foundation for
the story’s warmth. Despite being hurt by Missie May’s betrayal, Joe chooses forgiveness, highlighting
his strength and commitment.

Missie May: Flawed but Forgivable

Missie May is a complex character whose moment of weakness reflects human imperfection. Hurston
does not portray her as a villain but as a person caught in the tension between desire and loyalty. Her
remorse and efforts to mend the relationship add layers to her character.



Slemmons: The Allure of False Glamour

Slemmons serves as a foil to Joe. His flashy appearance and wealth mask a superficial personality. He
embodies temptation and the deceptive nature of appearances, which ultimately pale in comparison
to true love and integrity.

Tips for Analyzing The Gilded Six Bits

Whether you are a student, teacher, or casual reader, here are some helpful approaches to deepen
your understanding of the story:

Focus on symbolism: Pay attention to objects and actions that carry deeper meanings, like1.
the coin and Joe’s laughter.

Consider historical context: Research the Harlem Renaissance and African American life2.
during Hurston’s era to better grasp the cultural references.

Examine character motivations: Look beyond surface actions to understand why characters3.
behave as they do.

Reflect on themes: Think about how the story’s messages relate to your own experiences or4.
current societal issues.

Appreciate Hurston’s language: Notice the use of dialect and how it adds authenticity and5.
rhythm to the story.

These strategies can enrich your reading and make discussions more engaging.

The Gilded Six Bits by Zora Neale Hurston remains a shining example of storytelling that combines
cultural richness with universal themes. Its enduring appeal lies in the way it captures the
complexities of love, trust, and human nature against the backdrop of African American life. Exploring
this story invites us to look beneath the surface and cherish the genuine treasures found in
relationships and community.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of 'The Gilded Six-Bits' by Zora Neale
Hurston?
The main theme of 'The Gilded Six-Bits' is the exploration of love, trust, and the impact of materialism
on relationships within the African American community.



How does Zora Neale Hurston use symbolism in 'The Gilded
Six-Bits'?
Hurston uses symbolism such as the gilded six-bits coin to represent false wealth and superficial
appearances, highlighting the contrast between true values and materialistic deception.

Who are the central characters in 'The Gilded Six-Bits' and
what roles do they play?
The central characters are Joe and Missie May, a married couple whose relationship is tested by
infidelity and forgiveness, and Otis D. Slemmons, a wealthy man who symbolizes temptation and false
prosperity.

What is the significance of the title 'The Gilded Six-Bits'?
The title refers to a shiny, gold-plated six-bit coin that appears valuable but is actually fake,
symbolizing the theme of appearances versus reality in wealth and human relationships.

How does 'The Gilded Six-Bits' reflect African American
culture during the Harlem Renaissance?
The story reflects African American culture by portraying everyday life, values, and struggles within a
Black community, emphasizing themes of pride, resilience, and the pursuit of happiness during the
Harlem Renaissance era.

What role does forgiveness play in 'The Gilded Six-Bits'?
Forgiveness is a crucial element as Joe ultimately forgives Missie May's infidelity, demonstrating the
strength of their love and the possibility of reconciliation despite betrayal.

How does Hurston's narrative style contribute to the story's
impact?
Hurston's use of vernacular language, rich imagery, and folk storytelling techniques creates an
authentic and immersive experience that captures the cultural essence and emotional depth of the
characters.

Additional Resources
The Enduring Significance of The Gilded Six Bits by Zora Neale Hurston

the gilded six bits zora neale hurston stands as a poignant narrative that intricately weaves
themes of love, trust, betrayal, and economic aspiration within the African American experience
during the early 20th century. This short story, published in 1933, remains one of Hurston’s most
celebrated works, reflecting her unique ability to capture the vernacular speech and cultural nuances
of the Black Southern community. As a literary piece, The Gilded Six Bits offers not only a vivid



portrayal of interpersonal dynamics but also serves as a critical commentary on materialism and the
pursuit of happiness.

Contextual Background and Literary Significance

Zora Neale Hurston, a central figure of the Harlem Renaissance, is renowned for her anthropological
approach to storytelling, which brings authenticity to her characters and settings. The Gilded Six Bits
is set in Eatonville, Florida, where Hurston herself was born and raised, allowing her to embed
genuine cultural elements into the narrative. Unlike many contemporaneous works that focused on
the struggles of African Americans in urban settings, Hurston’s story delves into rural life,
emphasizing joy, resilience, and complexity within the community.

The story revolves around a working-class Black couple, Joe and Missie May Banks, whose seemingly
idyllic life is disrupted by the arrival of a wealthy man, Otis D. Slemmons, who flaunts his riches and
tempts fate with a counterfeit gold coin—the gilded six bits. The narrative explores the fragility of
trust in personal relationships and contrasts genuine affection with superficial wealth.

Thematic Exploration: Love and Betrayal

At its core, The Gilded Six Bits is a study of marital dynamics and the consequences of infidelity.
Hurston portrays Joe and Missie May’s relationship with warmth and humor, depicting their shared
joys and struggles. However, the introduction of Slemmons acts as a catalyst that tests the foundation
of their union. Missie May’s momentary betrayal, fueled by the allure of material wealth and
excitement, introduces a tension that challenges their love.

Hurston does not vilify Missie May; instead, she presents her as a complex character whose actions
stem from human desires and vulnerabilities. This nuanced portrayal invites readers to consider the
societal pressures and personal insecurities that influence decisions within relationships. The eventual
reconciliation between Joe and Missie May underscores the resilience of genuine emotional bonds
over materialistic temptations.

Symbolism and Cultural Significance

The gilded six bits—the counterfeit gold coin—serves as a powerful symbol throughout the story. It
represents false promises, materialism, and the deceptive nature of appearances. Slemmons’
flaunting of the coin contrasts starkly with Joe’s honest labor and simple pleasures, highlighting the
tension between appearance and reality.

Moreover, the coin’s physical presence in the narrative becomes a tangible reminder of betrayal but
also of forgiveness. Joe’s decision to keep the gilded six bits rather than discard it reflects a complex
understanding of human flaws and the value of growth through hardship.

The story also resonates culturally, as it captures the oral tradition and dialect of African American
communities in the South. Hurston’s use of vernacular language not only lends authenticity but also
preserves a cultural heritage that was often marginalized in literature of that era.



Comparative Analysis Within Hurston’s Oeuvre and
Harlem Renaissance Literature

Compared to Hurston’s other notable works, such as Their Eyes Were Watching God, The Gilded Six
Bits is more concise yet equally rich in thematic depth. While Their Eyes Were Watching God explores
broader themes of self-identity and independence, The Gilded Six Bits zeroes in on the intimate
sphere of marital trust and economic aspiration.

Within the wider Harlem Renaissance movement, Hurston’s story stands out for its celebration of
everyday Black life without centering on racial victimization or overt political struggle. This approach
diverges from authors like Langston Hughes or Claude McKay, who often emphasized racial tensions
and systemic oppression. Instead, Hurston’s narrative prioritizes cultural authenticity and human
complexity, contributing a distinctive voice to the era’s literary landscape.

Modern Relevance and Educational Impact

The enduring relevance of The Gilded Six Bits lies in its exploration of universal themes that transcend
time and culture. Issues of trust, material temptation, and forgiveness remain pertinent, making the
story a valuable text for contemporary readers and educators alike.

In academic settings, this short story is frequently included in curricula to illustrate early 20th-century
African American literature, vernacular storytelling, and the Harlem Renaissance’s diversity. Its
relatively brief length combined with rich symbolism and character development makes it an
accessible yet profound piece for literary analysis.

Educators often highlight Hurston’s skillful use of dialect to discuss the significance of language in
cultural identity and narrative voice. Additionally, the story’s moral complexities encourage critical
thinking about human behavior and societal values.

Pros and Cons of The Gilded Six Bits as a Literary
Study

Pros:

Compact yet thematically rich, suitable for diverse educational levels.

Authentic representation of African American culture and vernacular.

Explores timeless human emotions and societal issues.

Encourages critical discussions on materialism and morality.



Cons:

Some modern readers may find the dialect challenging without contextual guidance.

The story’s brevity may limit deeper exploration of secondary characters.

Its subtle critique of materialism may be less apparent to casual readers.

Impact on African American Literary Canon

The Gilded Six Bits solidifies Zora Neale Hurston’s place as a pivotal figure in African American
literature. The story exemplifies her commitment to portraying Black life with nuance and dignity,
countering stereotypical depictions prevalent in early 20th-century media.

Hurston’s influence extends beyond literature into cultural studies, anthropology, and folklore, as her
works continue to inspire scholarship and creative reinterpretations. The story’s blend of folklore
elements, oral traditions, and social commentary exemplifies the multifaceted nature of African
American literary expression.

In this way, The Gilded Six Bits not only contributes to literary heritage but also serves as a cultural
artifact preserving the voices and experiences of a community often overlooked or misrepresented.

The lasting appeal of The Gilded Six Bits lies in its ability to encapsulate complex human experiences
in a brief, engaging narrative, making it a timeless piece that continues to resonate with readers and
scholars worldwide.

The Gilded Six Bits Zora Neale Hurston
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biography of Zora Neale Hurston, one of the most influential African American writers of the 20th
century and a central figure in the Harlem Renaissance, covers all of the major points of
development in Hurston's life as well as her major publications. Hurston's impact extends beyond
the literary world: she also left her mark as an anthropologist whose ethnographic work portrays the
racial struggles during the early 20th century American South. This work includes a preface and
narrative chapters that explore Hurston's literary influences and the personal relationships that
were most formative to her life; the final chapter, Why Zora Neale Hurston Matters, explores her
cultural and historical significance, providing context to her writings and allowing readers a greater
understanding of Hurston's life while critically examining her major writing.
  the gilded six bits zora neale hurston: The Assertive Woman in Zora Neale Hurston's
Fiction, Folklore, and Drama Pearlie Mae Fisher Peters, 2015-12-22 Hurston was renowned for
her portrayal of assertive women in her fiction, folklore, and drama. This book explores her
development as an assertive woman and outspoken writer, emphasizing the impact of the African
American oral traditions and vernacular speech patterns of Harlem, Polk County, and her hometown
of Eatonville, Florida on the development of her personal and artistic voice. The study traces the
development of her assertive women characters, the emphasis upon verbal performance and verbal
empowerment, the significance of down home Southern humor, and the importance of an ideology of
assertive individualism in Hurston's writings and analyzes changes in Hurston's personal style.
Hurston articulated an assertive spirit and voice that had a profound influence on the development
of her professional reputation and on the course of African American literature, folklore, and culture
of the 1920s, 1930s, and 1940s. This study combines literary criticism and biography in tracing her
often controversial career. This wide-ranging book focuses upon links between Hurston's fiction and
nonfiction, and includes analysis of her plays, which have often been neglected in studies of her
writing.(Ph.D. dissertation, State University of New York-Buffalo, 1989; revised with new
introduction)
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African-American culture and their strong female characters. Critical Companion to Zora Neale
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classic novel Their Eyes Were Watching God, her landmark works of folklore and anthropology, and
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novelist here turns penetrating critic, giving usâein lively styleâeboth trenchant literary analysis and
fresh insight on the art of writing. âeoeWhen African American writers began to trust the literary
possibilities of their own verbal and musical creations,âe writes Gayl Jones, they began to transform
the European and European American models, and to gain greater artistic sovereignty.âe The vitality
of African American literature derives from its incorporation of traditional oral forms: folktales,
riddles, idiom, jazz rhythms, spirituals, and blues. Jones traces the development of this literature as
African American writers, celebrating their oral heritage, developed distinctive literary forms. The
twentieth century saw a new confidence and deliberateness in African American work: the move
from surface use of dialect to articulation of a genuine black voice; the move from blacks portrayed
for a white audience to characterization relieved of the need to justify. Innovative writingâesuch as
Charles Waddell Chesnuttâe(tm)s depiction of black folk culture, Langston Hughesâe(tm)s poetic use
of blues, and Amiri Barakaâe(tm)s recreation of the short story as a jazz pieceâeredefined Western



literary tradition. For Jones, literary technique is never far removed from its social and political
implications. She documents how literary form is inherently and intensely national, and shows how
the European monopoly on acceptable forms for literary art stifled American writers both black and
white. Jones is especially eloquent in describing the dilemma of the African American writers: to
write from their roots yet retain a universal voice; to merge the power and fluidity of oral tradition
with the structure needed for written presentation. With this work Gayl Jones has added a new
dimension to African American literary history.
  the gilded six bits zora neale hurston: The Gilded Six-bits Zora Neale Hurston, Rita
Marshall, 1986
  the gilded six bits zora neale hurston: Sweat Zora Neale Hurston, 1997 Now frequently
anthologized, Zora Neale Hurston's short story Sweat was first published in Firell, a legendary
literary magazine of the Harlem Renaissance, whose sole issue appeared in November 1926. Among
contributions by Gwendolyn Bennett, Countee Cullen, Langston Hughes, and Wallace Thurman,
Sweat stood out both for its artistic accomplishment and its exploration of rural Southern black life.
In Sweat Hurston claimed the voice that animates her mature fiction, notably the 1937 novel Their
Eyes Were Watching God; the themes of marital conflict and the development of spiritual
consciousness were introduced as well. Sweat exemplifies Hurston's lifelong concern with women's
relation to language and the literary possibilities of black vernacular. This casebook for the story
includes an introduction by the editor, a chronology of the author's life, the authoritative text of
Sweat, and a second story, The Gilded Six-Bits. Published in 1932, this second story was written
after Hurston had spent years conducting fieldwork in the Southern United States. The volume also
includes Hurston's groundbreaking 1934 essay, Characteristics of Negro Expression, and excerpts
from her autobiography, Dust Tracks on a Road. An article by folklorist Roger Abrahams provides
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comes from Alice Walker, who led the recovery of Hurston's work in the 1970s, Robert Hemenway,
Henry Louis Gates, Gayl Jones, John Lowe, Kathryn Seidel, and Mary Helen Washington.
  the gilded six bits zora neale hurston: The Cambridge Introduction to the American Short
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Irving, Hawthorne and Poe via Fitzgerald, Hemingway and Faulkner to O'Connor and Carver. The
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American Short Story offers a comprehensive and accessible guide to this rich literary tradition. It
will be invaluable to students and readers looking for critical approaches to the short story and
wishing to deepen their understanding of how authors have approached and developed this
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in more depth. This is an invaluable overview for all students and readers of American fiction.
  the gilded six bits zora neale hurston: Narratives of African American Women's Literary
Pragmatism and Creative Democracy Gregory Phipps, 2018-11-02 This book charts an
interdisciplinary narrative of literary pragmatism and creative democracy across the writings of
African American women, from the works of nineteenth-century philosophers to the novels and short
stories of Harlem Renaissance authors. The book argues that this critically neglected narrative
forms a genealogy of black feminist intersectionality and a major contribution to the development of
American pragmatism. Bringing together the philosophical writings of Maria Stewart, Anna Julia
Cooper, and Mary Church Terrell and the fictional works of Jessie Fauset, Nella Larsen, and Zora
Neale Hurston, this text provides a literary pragmatist study of the archetypes, tropes, settings, and
modes of resistance that populate the narrative of creative democracy. Above all, this book considers
how these philosophers and authors construct democracy as a lived experience that gains meaning
not through state institutions but through communities founded on relationships among black
women and their shared understandings of culture, knowledge, experience, and rebellion.
  the gilded six bits zora neale hurston: On William Faulkner Eudora Welty, 2003 Eudora



Welty (1909-2001) and William Faulkner (1897-1962) were Mississippi's leading literary lions during
the 20th century. This volume brings together Welty's reviews, essays, lectures, and musings on
Faulkner.
  the gilded six bits zora neale hurston: Engendering Romance E. Miller Budick, 1994-01-01
Describes how four 20th-century women writers have inherited and adapted a tradition of American
romance. Analyzing fiction by Faulkner and others, this work goes on to explain how women have
updated the genre to include alternatives to matriarchal (as well as patriarchal) constructions.
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Wheeler The state of Florida has a rich literary and cultural history, which has been greatly shaped
by many different ethnicities, races, and cultures that call the Sunshine State home. Little attention
has been paid, however, to the key role of African Americans in Floridian history and culture. The
state’s early population boom came from immigrants from the US South, and many of them were
African Americans. Interaction between the state’s ethnic communities has created a unique and
vibrant culture, which has had, and continues to have, a significant impact on southern, national,
and hemispheric life and history. Black Hibiscus: African Americans and the Florida Imaginary
begins by exploring Florida’s colonial past, focusing particularly on interactions between maroons
who escaped enslavement, and on Albery Whitman’s The Rape of Florida, which also links Black
people and Native Americans. Contributors consider film, folklore, and music, as well as such key
Black writers as Zora Neale Hurston, James Weldon Johnson, Gwendolyn Bennett, Colson
Whitehead, and Edwidge Danticat. The volume features Black Floridians’ role in the civil rights
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Hurston, Stephen Crane, Agnes Smedley, and Ana Castillo.
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the study of intertextuality in his works. Richard Wright, born in Mississippi in 1908, was largely
self-taught. His only formal schooling was high school. As he recounts in Black Boy, he used a white
friend's library card at the Memphis Public Library, where blacks were not allowed. That books were
almost living companions for Wright is easily understandable. Through books and, later, through
relationships with writers, he broadened his perspectives, his understanding of society, and the very
craft of writing. In the history of Richard Wright, perhaps more than with other writers, a knowledge
of what he actually read, and of what authors he preferred, is essential in explaining his intellectual
development. Michel Fabre, Wright's biographer and foremost Wright scholar, details the volumes in
Wright's library and the facts of Wright's reading habits. This listing of books that formed and
influenced him includes second-hand books he bought while living in extreme poverty in Chicago,
some borrowed books never returned, books purchased in New York and Paris, books Wright
deemed required reading for a growing novelist, gift books, and others in a comprehensive list on
such subjects as contemporary American literature, classic European works, criminology, psychiatry,
and social sciences. In compiling this listing Fabre goes beyond the actual contents of Wright's



library, for he includes also titles drawn from references in Wright's works and from accounts of
people who knew him and his reading habits. Included also is an appendix that collects for the first
time reviews written by Wright, his prefaces, forewords, and blurbs. They show his appreciation of
diverse genres and styles, although his ideological commitment remained the same. In them one
sees Wright as an author ready to help younger writers, black and white, American and French.
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are developing real-world solutions. With clarity and focus, each piece is designed to “wake us up” to
a particular reality of what it means to be Black in America. At the same time, The Action Steps
provide pathways to resolving The Crises that America cannot afford to ignore.
  the gilded six bits zora neale hurston: Modern and Contemporary American Literature
María Magdalena GARCÍA LORENZO, Ana Isabel ZAMORANO RUEDA, 2013-02-06 Dirigido a
estudiantes de la UNED para la asignatura Literatura Norteamericana y Contemporanea del grado
Estudios Ingleses: Lengua, Literatura y Cultura. Ofrece un recorrido por la vida de los autores, las
preocupaciones del siglo XX en la literatura americana y presta principal atención al modernismo y
al posmodernismo como grandes momentos culturales.
  the gilded six bits zora neale hurston: African American Vernacular English as a Literary
Dialect Sophia Huber, 2018-06-13 Knowledge about one’s linguistic background, especially when it
is different from mainstream varieties, provides a basis for identity and self. Ancestral values can be
upheld, celebrated, and rooted further in the consciousness of its speakers. In the case of African
American Vernacular English (AAVE) the matter is not straightforward and, ultimately, the social
implications its speakers still face today are unresolved. Through detailed analysis of the four
building blocks phonology, morphology, syntax, and vocabulary, Sophia Huber tries to trace the
development of AAVE as a literary dialect. By unearthing in what ways AAVE in its written form is
different from the spoken variety, long established social stigmata and stereotypes which have been
burned into the consciousness of the USA through a (initially) white dominated literary tradition will



be exposed. Analysing fourteen novels and one short story featuring AAVE, it is the first linguistic
study of this scope.
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