
the creation by james weldon johnson
the creation by james weldon johnson is a celebrated poem that explores themes of
creation, humanity, and spirituality through the lens of African American culture and
folklore. This literary work stands out as a significant contribution to early 20th-century
American poetry, reflecting both the cultural heritage and artistic innovation of its author.
James Weldon Johnson, a prominent figure of the Harlem Renaissance, utilizes vivid
imagery and rhythmic language to retell the biblical creation story with a unique voice. The
poem’s narrative style and symbolism offer rich insights into the complexities of identity
and divine creativity. This article delves into the origins, themes, structure, and cultural
significance of "The Creation" by James Weldon Johnson, providing a comprehensive
analysis for readers and scholars alike. The following sections will explore the poem’s
background, literary elements, and its enduring impact on American literature.

Background and Historical Context

Summary and Narrative Structure

Themes and Symbolism

Literary Style and Language

Cultural and Literary Significance

Background and Historical Context
The creation by james weldon johnson was written during a time of significant cultural
awakening for African Americans, known as the Harlem Renaissance. This period, spanning
the 1920s and 1930s, was marked by a flourishing of African American art, literature, and
music that sought to redefine Black identity and reclaim cultural heritage. Johnson, an
accomplished writer, educator, and civil rights activist, was deeply involved in this
movement. His work often reflected themes of racial pride, spirituality, and social justice.

The poem “The Creation” first appeared in Johnson’s 1927 collection titled God’s
Trombones: Seven Negro Sermons in Verse. This collection is renowned for its innovative
adaptation of traditional African American sermon styles into poetic form. “The Creation”
stands out as a prime example of Johnson’s ability to blend religious narrative with African
American oral traditions, creating a work that resonates with both spiritual depth and
cultural authenticity.

James Weldon Johnson’s Role in the Harlem
Renaissance
As a leading figure of the Harlem Renaissance, Johnson’s contributions extended beyond



poetry. He was an influential leader in the NAACP and a prolific songwriter, known for co-
writing the civil rights anthem “Lift Every Voice and Sing.” His literary works often
emphasized the dignity and resilience of Black people, making “The Creation” not only a
spiritual poem but also a cultural statement.

Influences on the Poem
The creation by james weldon johnson draws heavily on biblical texts, particularly the Book
of Genesis, while integrating elements of African American folklore and vernacular speech.
Johnson’s exposure to both classical literature and the oral traditions of Black preachers
shaped the poem’s distinctive voice. The sermonic style, rhythmic cadence, and use of
repetition reflect these influences, bridging the sacred and the cultural.

Summary and Narrative Structure
The creation by james weldon johnson presents a retelling of the biblical creation story
from a unique perspective, focusing on God’s process of creating the world and humanity.
The poem opens by establishing God’s omnipotence and creativity, then moves through the
sequential acts of creation, culminating in the formation of man. Johnson’s narrative
approach gives the story a conversational and lively tone, as if recounting an ancient tale
passed down through generations.

The structure of the poem is episodic, with each stanza or section highlighting a particular
act of creation. This segmented structure allows readers to follow the progression of the
universe’s formation while appreciating the individual significance of each created element.

Outline of the Poem’s Narrative

God’s contemplation before beginning creation1.

Creation of the earth, sky, and natural elements2.

Formation of animals and plant life3.

Creation of man as the pinnacle of God’s work4.

Man’s awakening and recognition of his place in creation5.

This narrative not only recounts the biblical events but also highlights themes of divine
intentionality and the special status of humankind.

Themes and Symbolism
The creation by james weldon johnson is rich in thematic content and symbolic meaning.



Central to the poem is the theme of creation itself, interpreted as an act of divine artistry
that imbues the world with purpose and order. Johnson’s poem emphasizes the power and
wisdom of God, portraying creation as a deliberate and thoughtful process.

Another major theme is the relationship between God and humanity. The poem stresses the
unique nature of man, created in God’s image and endowed with consciousness and
responsibility. This theme aligns with broader theological discussions about human dignity
and spiritual significance.

Symbolic Elements in the Poem

Light and Darkness: Symbolize knowledge, order, and chaos respectively, reflecting
the transformation from void to creation.

The Earth and Sky: Represent stability and expansiveness, illustrating the physical
foundation of the universe.

Animals and Plants: Signify life’s diversity and God’s creativity.

Man: Embodies consciousness, purpose, and the pinnacle of creation.

These symbols work together to convey a layered understanding of the creation story,
blending spiritual meaning with cultural resonance.

Literary Style and Language
Johnson’s poetic style in the creation by james weldon johnson is notable for its sermonic
tone, rhythmic patterns, and vivid imagery. The poem mimics the cadence and rhetorical
devices of African American preachers, using repetition, parallelism, and call-and-response
techniques. This style enhances the oral quality of the poem, making it accessible and
engaging.

The language is both simple and evocative, employing colloquial expressions alongside
elevated diction. Johnson’s use of dialect and vernacular speech adds authenticity and
cultural depth, while metaphor and personification enrich the text’s symbolic texture.

Key Literary Devices

Repetition: Reinforces important ideas and creates a rhythmic flow.

Imagery: Paints vivid pictures of the natural world and divine acts.

Personification: Attributes human qualities to God and natural elements, enhancing
emotional connection.

Alliteration and Assonance: Contribute to the musicality and memorability of the



poem.

These devices collectively establish the poem’s distinctive voice and strengthen its impact
as a spiritual and cultural work.

Cultural and Literary Significance
The creation by james weldon johnson holds a prominent place in American literature and
African American cultural history. It exemplifies the Harlem Renaissance’s goals of
celebrating Black identity and artistic expression while engaging with universal themes.
Johnson’s poem broke new ground by merging religious narrative with African American
oral tradition, influencing subsequent generations of poets and writers.

Moreover, the poem’s inclusion in God’s Trombones helped to elevate Black preaching
styles as legitimate and powerful literary forms. This recognition contributed to broader
appreciation and preservation of African American cultural heritage.

Legacy and Influence
The poem continues to be studied in academic settings for its artistic merit and cultural
importance. It has inspired adaptations in spoken word, music, and theater, demonstrating
its enduring relevance. Scholars highlight “The Creation” as a model of how literature can
bridge spiritual themes with ethnic identity, enriching the American literary canon.

Frequently Asked Questions

Who is the author of 'The Creation'?
'The Creation' is a poem written by James Weldon Johnson.

What is the main theme of 'The Creation' by James
Weldon Johnson?
The main theme of 'The Creation' is the biblical story of God creating the world, highlighting
the majesty and power of the Creator.

How does James Weldon Johnson's 'The Creation' reflect
African American culture?
Johnson's 'The Creation' incorporates elements of African American oral traditions and
vernacular, blending biblical storytelling with a culturally rich and accessible style.



In what literary form is 'The Creation' by James Weldon
Johnson written?
'The Creation' is written as a narrative poem, using rhythmic and lyrical language to tell the
story of the world's creation.

Why is 'The Creation' by James Weldon Johnson
significant in American literature?
'The Creation' is significant because it showcases African American literary talent and
provides a unique retelling of a biblical story, contributing to the Harlem Renaissance and
broader American cultural history.

Additional Resources
1. The Creation by James Weldon Johnson: An Introduction
This book offers a comprehensive introduction to James Weldon Johnson's poem "The
Creation." It explores the historical context of the Harlem Renaissance, Johnson's life, and
the significance of the poem in African American literature. Readers gain insight into the
themes of creativity, spirituality, and cultural identity expressed in the work.

2. Voices of the Harlem Renaissance: James Weldon Johnson and His Contemporaries
Focusing on the Harlem Renaissance, this collection highlights the contributions of James
Weldon Johnson alongside other prominent figures. It situates "The Creation" within the
broader artistic and social movement, analyzing its impact on African American cultural
expression and its enduring legacy.

3. God’s Image in Verse: Spirituality and Race in The Creation
This scholarly text delves into the spiritual dimensions of "The Creation," examining how
Johnson blends biblical themes with African American cultural perspectives. It discusses the
poem’s portrayal of God and creation, emphasizing the intersection of faith, race, and
identity.

4. James Weldon Johnson: Poetry and the Power of Storytelling
Offering a detailed study of Johnson’s poetic style, this book highlights "The Creation" as a
prime example of his narrative skill. It explores how Johnson uses storytelling techniques
rooted in African American oral traditions to convey profound moral and existential
questions.

5. Imagining Origins: Creation Myths in African American Literature
This work places "The Creation" within a larger framework of creation myths found in
African American literature and folklore. It compares Johnson’s poem with other origin
stories, emphasizing themes of resilience, hope, and cultural affirmation.

6. The Art of James Weldon Johnson: From Poetry to Activism
Examining Johnson’s dual role as a poet and civil rights activist, this book discusses how
"The Creation" reflects his broader commitment to social justice. It illustrates how his
artistic works were intertwined with his efforts to promote African American rights and



dignity.

7. Reading The Creation: A Classroom Guide
Designed for educators, this guide provides lesson plans, discussion questions, and
activities centered on James Weldon Johnson’s poem. It encourages students to explore
literary devices, themes of creation and divinity, and the poem’s cultural significance.

8. James Weldon Johnson’s The Creation: A Critical Anthology
This anthology compiles critical essays and interpretations of "The Creation" from various
scholars. It offers diverse perspectives on the poem’s language, symbolism, and place
within both African American and American literary traditions.

9. Echoes of Genesis: The Biblical Influence on James Weldon Johnson’s The Creation
Focusing on the biblical underpinnings of the poem, this book analyzes how Johnson adapts
and reimagines the Genesis narrative. It highlights the creative fusion of scripture and
African American vernacular, underscoring themes of creativity, power, and divine
presence.
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