
In(di)visible Man: Jean Toomer and Cane . 
 
I am of no particular race. I am of the human 
race, a man at large in the human world, 
preparing a new race. 
 
I am of no specific region. I am of earth. 
 
I am of no particular class. I am of the human 
class, preparing a new class. 
 
I am neither male nor female nor in-between. I am 
of sex, with male differentiations. 
 
I am of no special field, I am of the field of being. 
  --XXIV from Toomer’s Essentials (1931) 
 
Perhaps it is no surprise that Jean Toomer’s masterwork, Cane, is as complicated to classify 
as its author. Born in Washington D.C., December 1894 and baptized into the Roman 
Catholic Church as Nathan Pinchback Toomer, the man whose influence on both American 
modernist literature and the Harlem Renaissance cannot be understated spent his career 
blurring boundaries of identity and narrative to reflect what he saw as the fundamental 
transformations of place, person, and production emerging from post-World War I America.  
 
Though he did not grow up in the Deep South, Toomer’s parents’ heritages were firmly 
rooted there. His mother, Nina Pinchback, was the daughter of a free slave from Macon 
Georgia, who became first black lieutenant governor of Louisiana, himself descended from a 
white Virginia planter and his mulatto slave. His father, Nathan Toomer, was born a slave in 
Chatham County, North Carolina who moved among Georgia’s white wealthy class in the 
1880s after marrying his second wife, Amanda Dickson, “the richest colored woman alive.” 
Unfortunately, Jean Toomer’s parents’ union was brief; the elder Nathan abandoned his wife 
when his son was just a year old.  
 
He spent some time in an all-white primary school while he and his mother lived in New 
York, but upon their return to D.C. his Pinchback relatives steered the young man’s 
education. He enrolled at esteemed all-black public schools, Henry Highland Garnet School 
and later Paul Laurence Dunbar High School. In high school and beyond, Toomer resisted 
the categorization of “Negro,” a resistance facilitated by his light skin, geographic location, 
economic privilege, and cultural education. Toomer insisted upon what we would now call 
multiracial identity at a time when vestiges of the “one-drop” rule dominated and polarized 
personal and legal racial heritage and identification. He himself would marry twice, both 
white women, and actively resist the marketing of his work, especially Cane, as noteworthy 
because its author was black.  
 
When one is on the soil of one’s ancestors, most anything can come to one. 
  --“Fern,” Cane (1923) 
 



Toomer attended multiple institutions of higher learning in Wisconsin, Illinois, and New 
York, never staying long enough to earn a degree but taking courses in a wide array of fields: 
agriculture, physical education, religion, sociology and literature. He tried various professions 
– car salesman, grocery clerk, shipyard worker – all the while crafting stories and poems 
some that would find their way into Cane. Encouraged by the writer Waldo Frank (Our 
America) but bereft of funds, he returned to D.C. in 1920 and supported his writing with the 
small stipend he earned as a caregiver to his aging grandparents. In 1921, he secured a 
position as acting principal at the Sparta Agricultural and Industrial Institute in Georgia. This 
pivotal trip would connect the struggling writer with the land of his father and provide him a 
sensory landscape to flesh out the skeletal structure of Cane.  
 
As scholars Rudolph P. Byrd and Henry Louis Gates, Jr. note, “[In Sparta, Toomer] moved 
daily through a past that was also present.” Black folk culture and agricultural labor was in 
the midst of a fundamental transformation as machine industries pulled workers from the 
field to the factory floor and railroad arteries allowed for greater mobility of goods and 
people away from rural to urban centers. Greater (if comparatively modest) economic 
prosperity also allowed black men and women to embrace modern conveniences in the less 
racially charged environment of big cities. City life (or aspirations to it), however, also meant 
rapidly changing cultural climes, which altered the experience and expression of blackness in 
America. 
 
Wind is in the cane. Come along. 
Cane leaves swaying, rusty with talk, 
Scratching choruses above the guinea’s squawk, 
Wind is in the cane. Come along. 
  --“Carma,” Cane (1923). 
 
It is in this emotionally and physically charged in-between space of now and then, modern 
and traditional, rural and urban, men and women that Toomer sets Cane’s characters and 
stories. While he omits scenes of planting and harvest, the cane fields dominate the book’s 
geographic and sensory landscape. Toomer gives voice to the myriad textures that reside in 
this both familiar and unfamiliar territory and its inhabitants. His gaze is panoramic and 
telescopic, exterior and interior, friendly and contemptuous. In Cane he finds the most 
complete expression of an artwork to mirror his insistence upon new forms to accompany 
new identifications. Perhaps the two greatest disappointments to follow Cane’s publication 
are 1) that Toomer never completed another work of such breathtaking complexity despite 
writing essays and poems up until his death in 1967 and 2) modernist and Harlem 
Renaissance literature students and scholars continue to overlook the book’s contributions 
to the development of both literary movements. 
 
Our Cane illuminates Toomer’s Cane in ways that are both wholly new and yet intrinsically 
bound to the text. The mix of mediums -- dance, music, information processing -- unlock 
the book’s performative potential. The collaborative team expands the reach of Toomer’s 
formal innovations by embodying the physical, aural, and visual registers of the characters, 
narrator, and setting. We pay particular attention to the ways Toomer illustrates the different 
effects of change (economic, social, and psychological) on men versus women. While he 
subjects all his characters (human and environmental) to intense scrutiny, it is women’s daily 
life that bears the weight of his imagination. They often succumb to the emotional and 



physical vagaries of men; however, they also resist and retool social and personal dynamics 
and carve out a path to survival and endurance. 
 
The digital field of cane that contains and reframes the oral history narratives of former 
slaves, images of black American rural life, and natural environments past and present, 
allows us to complicate, as did Toomer, the documentary impulse in the representation of 
history and everyday life. Instead, we invoke a hauntology, an indeterminate state that holds 
past, present, and future in deliberately uneasy relationship, never quite dead but often 
buried and unquiet until stirred by artists’ deliberate hands. 
 
    --- Jules Odendahl-James, danceaturg. 


