
creation by james weldon johnson
creation by james weldon johnson is a significant work in American literature that explores
themes of origin, identity, and cultural heritage through a poetic lens. James Weldon Johnson, an
influential African American writer, educator, and civil rights activist, crafted "Creation" as part of
his broader effort to celebrate and preserve African American folklore and spirituality. This poem
stands out for its vivid storytelling and profound engagement with biblical and African traditions,
offering readers insight into the complexities of creation myths and cultural expression.
Understanding "creation by james weldon johnson" involves examining its historical context, literary
style, and thematic depth. The following article provides a comprehensive analysis of the poem, its
author, and its place within American and African American literary canons.
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Background of James Weldon Johnson

James Weldon Johnson was a prominent figure in the Harlem Renaissance and an important voice in
early 20th-century African American literature. Born in 1871, Johnson was not only a writer but also
a diplomat, educator, and civil rights activist. His multifaceted career contributed greatly to the
cultural and political advancement of African Americans during a time of intense racial
discrimination. Johnson's literary works often reflected his commitment to racial pride and social
justice, using poetry, novels, and songs to convey powerful messages about African American
identity and history.

Early Life and Education

Johnson was born in Jacksonville, Florida, and grew up in a family that valued education and culture.
He attended Atlanta University, where he was exposed to classical literature and African American
intellectual thought. This foundation influenced his later works, including "creation by james weldon
johnson," which blends traditional biblical narratives with African American folklore.



Career and Activism

Aside from his literary pursuits, Johnson served as the executive secretary of the NAACP, where he
played a crucial role in anti-lynching campaigns and civil rights advocacy. His leadership and
activism informed much of his writing, enriching it with social and political relevance that resonated
with the African American community and beyond.

Overview of the Poem "Creation"

"Creation" is a narrative poem written by James Weldon Johnson that retells the biblical story of the
world’s creation from an African American perspective. The poem is known for its engaging voice
and rhythmic quality, capturing the oral storytelling tradition prevalent in African American culture.
It is often celebrated for its imaginative interpretation of the Genesis story, portraying God as a
character who experiments and learns throughout the process of creation.

Summary of the Poem

The poem begins with God creating light, followed by the earth, animals, and eventually humans.
However, unlike traditional biblical accounts, Johnson’s God exhibits a playful and experimental
approach, sometimes making mistakes and correcting them. This humanization of the divine figure
adds depth to the narrative and makes the poem accessible and relatable to a wide audience.

Context within Johnson’s Work

"Creation" is part of Johnson’s collection titled "God’s Trombones: Seven Negro Sermons in Verse,"
which highlights the spiritual and rhetorical traditions of African American churches. The poem fits
within this collection by emphasizing oral tradition, rhythm, and the blending of biblical content with
African American cultural elements.

Themes and Symbolism in "Creation"

The poem "creation by james weldon johnson" explores numerous themes that are central to African
American identity and spirituality. Its symbolism draws from both biblical sources and African
folklore, creating a unique narrative that reflects the cultural synthesis experienced by African
Americans.

Religious and Spiritual Themes



The poem emphasizes the power of creation and the presence of a divine force that is both mighty
and approachable. Johnson’s portrayal of God reflects the African American religious experience,
where faith is intertwined with daily life and communal storytelling. The poem celebrates the
creative act as a metaphor for human potential and resilience.

Identity and Cultural Heritage

Through its storytelling style and symbolic imagery, "Creation" asserts the value of African American
cultural heritage. The blending of biblical and African motifs underscores the poem’s message about
the importance of preserving and honoring diverse cultural origins.

Humanization of the Divine

One of the poem’s distinctive features is its portrayal of God as a figure who learns and experiments,
which serves to humanize the divine and make the narrative more relatable. This approach
challenges traditional depictions of God and invites readers to see the creative process as ongoing
and dynamic.

Interplay between light and darkness

Symbolism of animals representing diversity

Use of humor and playfulness in divine actions

Literary Style and Structure

James Weldon Johnson’s "creation" poem is notable for its use of African American vernacular,
rhythmic cadence, and oral storytelling techniques. These literary choices contribute to the poem’s
enduring popularity and effectiveness in conveying its themes.

Use of Vernacular and Oral Tradition

The poem employs African American vernacular English to create an authentic voice that echoes the
style of sermons and folk tales. This use of language connects the poem to the oral tradition,
emphasizing rhythm, repetition, and musicality.



Rhythm and Meter

Johnson’s mastery of rhythm is evident in the poem’s musical flow, which mimics the cadence of
preaching and singing in African American churches. The meter is flexible, allowing for a natural,
conversational tone that enhances the poem’s accessibility and emotional impact.

Structure and Narrative Technique

"Creation" follows a linear narrative that mirrors the biblical sequence of creation events but
intersperses this with moments of commentary and reflection. This structure allows the poem to
serve both as a story and as a meditation on the act of creation itself.

Impact and Legacy of "Creation"

"Creation by james weldon johnson" holds a distinguished place in American literature and African
American cultural history. Its innovative blending of biblical narrative with African American oral
traditions has influenced generations of writers and scholars.

Influence on African American Literature

The poem has inspired numerous authors and poets who seek to incorporate African American
voices and perspectives into their works. It is often studied in academic settings for its rich cultural
and literary significance.

Cultural and Educational Significance

"Creation" is frequently included in anthologies and curricula focused on African American
literature, folklore, and religious studies. Its accessible style and profound themes make it an
excellent resource for teaching about cultural identity and spiritual expression.

Enduring Popularity

The poem continues to be celebrated for its artistic merit and cultural relevance. Its ability to
connect traditional religious stories with the lived experiences of African Americans ensures its
place as a timeless work.

Celebration of African American oral tradition1.



Integration of biblical and African cultural elements2.

Role in the Harlem Renaissance and beyond3.

Frequently Asked Questions

Who was James Weldon Johnson?
James Weldon Johnson was an American author, educator, lawyer, diplomat, songwriter, and civil
rights activist, known for his leadership in the Harlem Renaissance and his contributions to African
American literature.

What is the poem 'Creation' by James Weldon Johnson about?
'Creation' is a poem that presents a retelling of the Biblical creation story in a unique and
imaginative way, reflecting African American cultural perspectives and emphasizing themes of
creativity and divine power.

In which collection is 'Creation' by James Weldon Johnson
featured?
'Creation' is featured in James Weldon Johnson's poetry collection titled 'God's Trombones: Seven
Negro Sermons in Verse,' published in 1927.

What is the significance of 'Creation' in African American
literature?
'Creation' is significant because it highlights African American oral traditions and religious heritage,
blending spiritual themes with vernacular language, thereby enriching the Harlem Renaissance
literary movement.

How does James Weldon Johnson use language in 'Creation'?
Johnson uses rhythmic, colloquial, and sermon-like language in 'Creation,' emulating the style of
African American preachers to create a powerful and engaging narrative voice.

What themes are explored in 'Creation' by James Weldon
Johnson?
The poem explores themes of divine creativity, the power of God, the beauty of the natural world,
and the spiritual connection between humanity and the divine.



How does 'Creation' reflect the Harlem Renaissance ideals?
'Creation' reflects Harlem Renaissance ideals by celebrating African American culture, spirituality,
and artistic expression, promoting racial pride and cultural identity.

What literary devices are prominent in 'Creation'?
'Creation' prominently features repetition, imagery, metaphor, and allusion, which enhance its
rhythmic and evocative storytelling style.

Why is 'Creation' still studied today?
'Creation' is studied for its cultural, historical, and literary significance, offering insights into African
American spirituality and the creative expression of the early 20th century.

Can 'Creation' be seen as a religious or spiritual poem?
Yes, 'Creation' is deeply spiritual, drawing on Biblical themes and African American religious
traditions to explore the act of creation as both divine and artistic.

Additional Resources
1. The Creation
This celebrated poem by James Weldon Johnson is part of his larger work, "God’s Trombones." It
vividly retells the biblical story of the creation of the world using African American vernacular and
spiritual rhythms. The poem captures the power and majesty of God’s creative acts, blending
traditional religious themes with rich cultural expression.

2. God’s Trombones: Seven Negro Sermons in Verse
Though not solely focused on creation, this influential collection includes "The Creation" and other
sermons that explore themes of faith, spirituality, and the African American religious experience.
Johnson’s use of poetic language and sermonic cadence brings biblical stories to life in a unique and
powerful way. The work is a cornerstone of African American literature and a tribute to oral
tradition.

3. The Autobiography of an Ex-Colored Man
While primarily a novel about racial identity and social issues, this book touches on themes of
personal and cultural creation. Johnson explores the creation of self and identity against the
backdrop of early 20th-century America. It provides insight into the complexities of African
American life and the creation of art and meaning in a segregated society.

4. Black Manhattan
This historical work chronicles the cultural and creative contributions of African Americans in New
York City. It highlights the creation of a vibrant African American community and its impact on
American culture. Johnson emphasizes the importance of artistic and social creation in the face of
adversity and racial discrimination.

5. The Book of American Negro Poetry
Edited by Johnson, this anthology is a significant creation in itself, showcasing the poetic voices of



African Americans. It represents the creation of a literary identity and the celebration of black
artistic expression. The collection helped to elevate African American poetry within the broader
American literary canon.

6. The Negro in American Literature
This critical work examines the portrayal and creation of African American characters and themes in
American literature. Johnson analyzes how African American identity and creativity have been
shaped and represented by various authors. The book is important for understanding the cultural
creation and literary history of African Americans.

7. Along This Way: The Autobiography of James Weldon Johnson
In this autobiography, Johnson reflects on his own life and the creation of his career as a writer,
educator, and civil rights activist. The book offers personal insights into the creative process and the
challenges involved in creating art and social change. It is a testament to the power of perseverance
and creative vision.

8.


