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Fig 1.: Above - Portrait of Zora
Neale Hurston taken in 1938 by
Carl Van Vechton. Credit: Zora
Neale Hurston Papers, Manu-
scripts Collections, Special and
Area Studies Collections, George
A. Smathers Libraries, University
of Florida.Source: https://ufdc.
ufl.edu/uf00076710/00001.

Celebrated Black writer, anthropologist, and folklorist

Zora Neale Hurston is best known for her work associated

with the Harlem Renaissance period. Her most famous novel,
Their Eyes Were Watching God, was published in 1937.

Many people don’t realize that Hurston visited St. Augustine, Florida several times

over the course of her life, most memorably in 1927 and 1942. The city provided

Hurston a wedding venue, a research setting, and “a quiet place to sit down and write.”

St. Augustine also served as the dramatic setting for her 1926 play, Color Struck,

which was published in Fire! Magazine in 1927 and helped launch Hurston’s career.
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Fig 2.: Above - ‘Color Struck: A Play in Four Scenes’ by Zora Neale Hurston was originally
published in Fire!! in November 1926. Credit: Wallace Thurman Collection, Yale Collection of
American Literature, Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript Library, Yale University. Source:
https://collections.library.yale.edu/catalog/159471667child__oid=15947302.

Fig 3.: Right - Drawing of Zora Neale Hurston with signature found in Dust Tracks on a
Road: An Autobiography. 1942. J.B. Lippincott. P.K. Yonge Library of Florida History,
Special & Area Studies Collections, George A. Smathers Libraries.

Color Struck opens on a segregated railway car
in 1900, with members of the Black community
from Jacksonville, Florida heading to St. Augus-

tine to participate in a cakewalk competition.

The cakewalk was a dance contest with a cake
awarded as the prize, originally held at gather-
ings on Black slave plantations before and after
emancipation in the South. The contest depicted
in Color Struck provided a natural connection
to Hurston’s own experience in the Ancient City

since it takes place in St. Augustine.

Exploring and celebrating this important but
previously unheralded time of Hurston’s life
was the goal of a team of historians, cultural
heritage professionals, and artists as they

came together under the umbrella of George

A. Smathers Libraries.

Collaborative efforts to highlight Hurston’s
time in St. Augustine first took shape in 2021,
as staff members at Governor’s House Library,
an affiliated branch of George A. Smathers
Libraries, and Lincolnville Museum and
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To learn more about Zora Neale Hurston and
her life in St. Augustine, explore the Zora Neale
Hurston Papers (https://findingaids.uflib.ufl.
edu/repositories/2/resources/587) in George

A. Smathers Libraries’ archival collections and
make sure to virtually visit Zora Neale Hurston’s
St. Augustine (https://exhibits.domains.uflib.
ufl.edu/ZoraStAugustine/).

Fig 4.: Zora Neale Hurston’s St. Augustine digital exhibit is available through George A. Smathers Libraries.
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Cultural Center worked together
with twelve other cultural institu-
tions in St. Augustine to form
Resilience: Black Heritage in St.
Augustine. This project allowed
cultural heritage professionals
from across the community to work
together to highlight the history
and contributions of Black St. Augustinians
throughout the city’s 450+ year history. As the
staff at Governor’s House Library developed its
contributions to the project, highlighting the
work of Zora Neale Hurston seemed to be a nat-
ural fit. Initially, we contacted local St. Augus-
tine historians David Nolan and Darien Andreu,
who have engaged in decades of research on
Hurston’s life and connections to Northeast
Florida. We also invited Florence M. Turcotte,
Literary Manuscripts Archivist, to provide her
expertise as the curator of the Zora Neale Hur-
ston papers at the University of Florida. Together,
we brainstormed projects that would engage
the public in Hurston’s time in St. Augustine

and bring this underrepresented history to life.

Through much discussion, the group initially
decided to create a digital exhibit that Gover-
nor’s House Library staff would curate and
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host. As the exhibit progressed, the group
wondered if there were other ways to present
this story to the public in-person, and discov-
ered that to our knowledge, Hurston’s play
Color Struck had never been staged and
performed in the state of Florida, despite

being Hurston’s home for most of her life.

A smaller collaboration turned into a larger
initiative with partners throughout the local
community, which became known as The Zora
Project. In addition to the initial collaborators,
we engaged the expertise of St. Augustine
playwright and director Deborah Dickey to
produce the Florida premiere of Color Struck
and partnered with Lincolnville Museum and
Cultural Center to host the production and
rehearsals. Lincolnville Museum is located in
the historically Black neighborhood of Lincoln-
ville in St. Augustine, and its building originally
served as Excelsior High School, the first public
Black high school in St. Johns County. Dickey
worked with choreographer Antonio Scott,
Fine Arts Program Specialist for the St. Johns
County School District, to portray the play’s
cakewalk scene. Funding for the production
was generously provided through the sponsor-
ship of George A. Smathers Libraries and the

Marjorie Kinnan Rawlings Society.
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The limited run of Color Struck was performed to
sold-out audiences from April 28-30, 2023 at Lincoln-
ville Museum. Of the production, Dickey stated, “This
production of Color Struck was a true collaboration
bringing together the community of St. Augustine...
what better way to honor Zora Neale Hurston than

to present her work in Lincolnville, literally blocks
away from where she had resided in St. Augustine.”
Following the final performance, a talkback with cast
and Zora Project members gave the audience a chance
to learn more about Hurston and discuss the cultural

and historical context of the play.

Following the production, the digital exhibit Zora
Neale Hurston’s St. Augustine premiered online thanks
to the Exhibitions Program at George A. Smathers
Libraries. Curated by Governor’s House Library’s
Collections Assistant Casey Wooster, the exhibit
explores the impact of the Ancient City on the life,
correspondence, and work of Hurston. To build on
the existing research of Andreu, Nolan, and Turcotte,
Wooster sifted through archives and collections

from George A. Smathers Libraries and institutions
across the country for mentions of Hurston’s time

in St. Augustine. The resulting exhibit maps Hurston’s
connections to landmarks past and present as well

as continued connections after her final departure

in 1942.

The success of this collaboration is a testament to

the power of partnerships that bridge institutional
silos and community boundaries. Historian David
Nolan spoke to the importance of collaborations such
as this, saying, “for almost half a century I have been
trying to get Hurston’s connection to St. Augustine

to be widely known and acknowledged. I am so grate-
ful to the Smathers Libraries for making possible

the premiere production of Color Struck and for
producing the accessible web version of the famous
author’s connections to the Ancient City!” ©

Fig 5.: Above: Promotional graphic for the 2023 production
of Color Struck at Lincolnville Museum and Cultural Center.
Credit: Lincolnville Museum and Cultural Center.





