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LORA NEALE HURSTON

THE COMPLETE STORIES

The Gilded Six-Bits is a remarkable short story written by the renowned African American author
Zora Neale Hurston. First published in 1933, the story explores themes of love, betrayal, and the
complexities of human relationships within the context of African American life in the early 20th
century. Set in Eatonville, Florida, one of the first all-Black towns in the United States, Hurston's
narrative delves into the lives of its characters, revealing the richness of their experiences against
the backdrop of societal expectations and personal desires.

Background of Zora Neale Hurston

Zora Neale Hurston was an influential figure of the Harlem Renaissance, a cultural movement that
celebrated African American arts and literature in the 1920s and 1930s. Born on January 7, 1891, in
Notasulga, Alabama, Hurston's work is characterized by her deep understanding of African
American folklore, culture, and dialect. She was a keen observer of human behavior and society,
which allowed her to create vivid and authentic portrayals of her characters.

Some key aspects of Hurston's life include:

1. Education and Early Life: Hurston attended Howard University and later transferred to Barnard
College, where she was the first African American woman to graduate.

2. Anthropological Work: Hurston studied folklore and anthropology, conducting research in the
Caribbean and the American South, which heavily influenced her writing.

3. Literary Contributions: In addition to "The Gilded Six-Bits," her most famous work is the novel
"Their Eyes Were Watching God," published in 1937.



Summary of "The Gilded Six-Bits"

"The Gilded Six-Bits" tells the story of a young couple, Joe and Missy Banks, who live a simple and
content life in Eatonville. Their relationship is characterized by playful banter and mutual affection.
However, the harmony of their marriage is disrupted when Joe discovers that Missy has been
unfaithful to him.

Plot Overview

The story begins with Joe Banks returning home from work to surprise his wife, Missy. He brings her
a gift: a six-bit piece that is gilded and shiny, representing both wealth and superficiality. The couple
enjoys their time together, engaging in playful teasing and innocent flirtation. However, the
narrative shifts when Missy encounters a traveling salesman named Slemmons, who possesses a
charm and charisma that captivates her.

- The Gilded Coin: The six-bit piece serves as a metaphor for the superficiality of material wealth and
the allure of external appearances.

- The Temptation: Missy is drawn to Slemmons because of his wealth and the excitement he
represents, leading to a moment of betrayal.

As the story progresses, Joe learns of his wife’s infidelity, and the emotional fallout is palpable.
Despite the deep hurt and betrayal, Joe's love for Missy remains, and he ultimately chooses to
forgive her, highlighting the complexities of love and the idea that relationships can endure even
through betrayal.

Character Analysis

The characters in "The Gilded Six-Bits" are richly drawn, each embodying various aspects of human
emotion and experience.

- Joe Banks: A hardworking and loving husband, Joe is depicted as a man who values his relationship
with Missy deeply. His initial response to her betrayal is one of hurt and anger, but he ultimately
chooses understanding and forgiveness, showcasing his capacity for love and resilience.

- Missy Banks: Missy is portrayed as a complex character caught between her desires and her
commitment to Joe. Her moment of infidelity reflects her yearning for excitement and material
wealth, which leads to the story's central conflict.

- Slemmons: The traveling salesman represents temptation and the allure of materialism. His
character serves as a catalyst for the events that unfold, highlighting the dangers of superficial
attraction.



Thematic Elements

Zora Neale Hurston weaves several significant themes throughout "The Gilded Six-Bits," each
reflecting broader societal issues and personal struggles.

Love and Betrayal

At its core, the story examines the complexities of love and the potential for betrayal within intimate
relationships. Joe's journey from joy to heartbreak underscores the emotional depth of love, while
Missy's infidelity illustrates how desires for novelty can disrupt even the most stable relationships.

Materialism and Superficiality

The gilded six-bit coin serves as a powerful symbol of materialism. It represents the allure of wealth
and how it can overshadow genuine human connections. Hurston critiques the societal obsession
with appearances and the consequences of valuing material possessions over emotional bonds.

Forgiveness and Redemption

Ultimately, "The Gilded Six-Bits" emphasizes the power of forgiveness in relationships. Joe’s decision
to forgive Missy illustrates that love can endure despite betrayal. This theme of redemption is
powerful, suggesting that personal growth and deeper understanding can arise from pain.

Literary Style and Techniques

Hurston's literary style in "The Gilded Six-Bits" is characterized by its rich imagery, vibrant dialogue,
and the use of African American vernacular. Her ability to capture the nuances of speech and
cultural expressions adds authenticity to her characters and setting.

Symbolism

Several symbols enhance the richness of the narrative:

1. The Gilded Six-Bits: Represents the allure of wealth and the superficial nature of material
possessions.

2. The Town of Eatonville: Symbolizes a community of African Americans striving for identity and
autonomy, reflecting both pride and struggle.

3. The Moonlight: Often serves as a backdrop for significant emotional moments, symbolizing hope,
beauty, and the complexities of love.



Dialogue and Vernacular

Hurston's use of dialect captures the authentic voices of her characters, allowing readers to
immerse themselves in the cultural and social context of Eatonville. The dialogue not only reveals
character traits but also emphasizes the communal aspects of African American life during this
period.

Conclusion

"The Gilded Six-Bits" stands as a testament to Zora Neale Hurston's literary genius and her ability to
explore complex themes within the framework of everyday life. The story's rich characterizations,
vivid symbolism, and exploration of love, betrayal, and forgiveness resonate with readers, making it
a timeless piece of literature. Through her work, Hurston not only highlights the intricacies of
personal relationships but also offers a glimpse into the cultural landscape of African American life
in the early 20th century. As such, "The Gilded Six-Bits" remains a significant contribution to
American literature and a powerful reflection of the human experience.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the central theme of 'The Gilded Six-Bits' by Zora
Neale Hurston?

The central theme of 'The Gilded Six-Bits' revolves around love, betrayal, and the complexities of
relationships, highlighting how materialism can affect personal connections.

How does Zora Neale Hurston use symbolism in ‘The Gilded
Six-Bits'?

Hurston employs symbolism through the six-bit coin, representing both material wealth and the
superficiality of appearances, contrasting it with the deeper, more genuine aspects of love and
commitment.

What role does the setting play in 'The Gilded Six-Bits'?

The setting in Eatonville, Florida, serves as a backdrop that reflects the cultural and social dynamics
of African American life during the early 20th century, adding depth to the characters' experiences
and their interactions.

How does the character of Missy May evolve throughout the
story?

Missy May's character evolves from a naive and playful wife to someone who confronts the
consequences of her actions, ultimately seeking redemption and understanding the value of true love
over material possessions.



What literary techniques does Hurston employ in 'The Gilded
Six-Bits'?

Hurston utilizes techniques such as vernacular dialogue, rich imagery, and a nonlinear narrative
structure to enhance the authenticity of her characters and to engage readers with the cultural
context of the story.

In what ways does 'The Gilded Six-Bits' reflect Hurston's views
on gender roles?

The story reflects Hurston's views on gender roles by showcasing the complexities of marriage and
female agency, illustrating how societal expectations can influence personal choices and
relationships.

What impact has 'The Gilded Six-Bits' had on contemporary
literature?

The story has significantly impacted contemporary literature by influencing discussions about race,
gender, and identity, and serving as a model for authentic representation of African American
experiences in literary narratives.
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