
INTRODUCTION 

There are two reasons for presenting this edition of Charles 
W. Chesnutt's stories. The first is that The Conjure Woman 
has increasingly been recognized as a literary creation of 

remarkable interest and power. In the African-American tradi­
tion this book stands out as a major literary production from the 
period that Chesnutt named "Post-bellum-Pre-Harlem," and it 
helped pioneer a literary use of black vernacular culture impor­
tant to many later writers. Within American literature at large, 
The Conjure Woman has a place in the line of distinguished short 
story collections that runs from Washington Irving's Sketch Book 
and Nathaniel Hawthorne's Mosses from an Old Manse to many 
more modern instances, making its own ingenious contribu­
tions to a well-established formal tradition. 

But there is a second reason for this edition that is more 
particular to The Conjure Woman, and it has to do with the 
book's peculiar publication history. We customarily think of 
books as being conceived and created by their authors, then 
passing through a merely mechanical process-publication­
that brings the writer's conception before readers. Whether 
the instruments of literature's public production ever play a 
wholly passive role in literary creation could be debated; but 
the common understanding certainly does not tell the story of 
this work's creation. What we have in The Conjure Woman is a 
work partly proposed by an author but also in significant part 
imagined by a publisher, then written by the author to the pub­
lisher's specifications. The publisher then chose the volume's 
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Introduction 

contents from the batch of tales Chesnutt submitted, so that this 
book, apparently complete in itself, in fact embodies a selection, 
one version of Chesnutt's work carved from a much larger, and 
much more diverse, body of writing. 

If this edition wished to be sensational it could call itself The 
Complete Co~ure Woman or even The Unexpurgated Conjure 
Woman. For the first time it restores the tales printed in The Con­
jure Woman to the company of the unadopted works, the stories 
that were once equal candidates for inclusion but were chosen 
against. The reader now has a chance to see the whole array 
of related writings the published Conjure Woman was selected 
from; and just as important, the reader is put in the position to 
watch the process of the book's composition, to see the choices 
that were made in creating the volume we have known. Taken 
together, this collection significantly amplifies our knowledge 
of Chesnutt's early literary efforts that found eventual-and 
partial-expression in the Conjure Woman volume. With its full 
history displayed, the composition of The Conjure Woman also 
gives an extraordinarily vivid picture of the conditions that en­
abled and restricted African-American literary aspiration in 
late nineteenth-century America-the conditions that Chesnutt 
worked in, through, and against. 

The tales contained in this volume largely follow a single for­
mula, which might be labeled the plot of cultural tourism. Again 
and again a person who has traveled from afar meets a "native," 
a colorful yet characteristic denizen of a region remote from 
"civilization," and through him encounters the different ways 
of knowing and doing indigenous to that place. Since their dif­
ferent ways of talking are the most prominent sign of the larger 
difference between the two, we could also call the formula that 
produces John and Uncle Julius at the start of a Chesnutt story 
the plot of bilingualism. These tales are programmed to pro­
duce a display of standard, correct, literate speech that then 
calls up a different speaker, the bearer of a local dialect barba­
rously deviant from official literate English yet fully expressive 
on its own terms, who is invited to produce his vernacular for 
the other person's hearing. 

This formula might be called the operative condition of au-
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Introduction 

thorship in Chesnutt's conjure stories, so fully does it govern 
the production of the tales. But to understand the nature of 
Chesnutt's work as an author it is essential to grasp that the for­
mula he subscribes to here is by no means his own invention. 
It represents a convention already massively conventional when 
he adopted it, a formula fully 'established in the literary system 
of his time. 

While the process did not begin or end then, the postbellum 
decades saw the United States rapidly transforming itself into a 
developed nation, a process that entailed the forceful intrusion 
of a nationally organized cultural economy upon once more 
autonomous and distinct local worlds. This transformation is 
witnessed in the large-scale national corporations that reorga­
nized local enterprises into a translocal scheme of production 
in the late nineteenth century; in the railroads that brought 
previously separate regions into a national transportation-and 
market-network; in the telegraph and telephone lines that 
brought once-isolated communities into a national communica­
tion system; and in the postbellum constitutional amendments 
that placed national norms of citizen I)" rights over previously 
prevailing regional differences, diHerences most famously em­
bodied in southern slavery. 

Paradoxically, in the literary realm this process of delocaliza­
tion helped produce a form of writing devoted to featuring local 
difference, so that the literature of local color emerged as the 
dominant American literary genre in the same decades as did 
the transcontinental railroad and Standard Oil. The relation 
of these apparently contradictory developments can be under­
stood in several ways. This literary genre, we can speculate, took 
on prominence in the postbellum years because it performed 
a larger social work, the work of mourning ways of life being 
eradicated at this time. The elegaic remembrance of a premod­
ern order now passing is often written into such works' titles, 
as in Harriet Beecher Stowe's Oldtown Folks, Thomas Went­
worth Higginson's Oldport Days, and Mark Twain's "Old Times 
on the Mississippi." But this fiction itself fully participated in 
the new, delocalized cultural order that emerged in this time­
these stories were published in nationally circulating journals 
for the highly literate like the Atlantic Monthly and HarjJer's 

.
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Introduction 

Monthly, and were certainly not written for the consumption of 
rustics or yokels. So instead of merely grieving for lost local 
cultures, this genre might be understood to have performed 
a mental rehearsal of the new order's triumph over the local, 
whose ways it fondly records, even celebrates, but also subju­
gates to its privileged point of view. (The local provides enter­
tainment for the cosmopolitan in American local color fiction, 
never the reverse.) Serving as it did such complex cultural func­
tions, a literary form pairing the sophisticated traveler with a 
vernacular-speaking indigene took on enormous popularity in 
late nineteenth-century America, and authors using this form 
produced a virtual survey of underdeveloped zones-Maine 
coastal villages in the work of Sarah Orne Jewett, the southern 
Appalachian hill country in the work of Mary Noailles Murfree, 
the Indiana backwoods in the work of Edward Eggleston, and 
so on. 

Charles Chesnutt was born of free Negro parents from North 
Carolina just before the Civil War. At an early age he rose to 
a position of high eminence in North Carolina black educa­
tion, but he also hungered to get out of the segregated South, 
and so he explored alternative careers. One of the careers that 
most profoundly appealed to him was that of the writer: "It is 
the dream of my life-to be an author!," 1 he wrote in his jour­
nal at age twenty-three. But given that the centers of literary 
production in his time were located in cosmopolitan northern 
cities like Boston and New York, Chesnutt's will to authorship 
required him mentally to leave his local scene and to try to 
project himself into the literary culture of those distant cen­
ters where his authorship could be fully established. Looking 
out to northern literary cultures, then back at his home world 
through their eyes, is the means by which Chesnutt came to find 
southern black folk life as a possible literary subject. An early 
journal entry shows him taking an interest in collecting black 
spirituals because of the demand for them in the northern lit­
erary world: "I have thought, during the great revival which is 
going on, that a collection of the ballads or hymns which the 

1. The Journals of Charles W Chesnutt, ed. Richard H. Brodhead (Durham, N .c.: 
Duke University Press, 1993), p. 154. 
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Introduction 

colored people sing with such fervor, might be acceptable, if 
only as a curiosity, to people, literary people, at the North." A 
later entry shows him contemplating a novel on southern black 
life at the end of Reconstruction after he learns that this kind 
of work meets northern readers' interests, as evidenced in the 
reception of Albion Tourgee's best-seller A Fool's Errand. 2 Ches­
nutt did not follow through with these early plans, and he found 
another career path out of the South: in 1883 he left Fayette­
ville, North Carolina, for New York, then Cleveland, where he 
established himself and prospered as a legal stenographer. But 
when he achieved his first literary success, in the late 1880s, he 
did so by finding another northern/cosmopolitan literary form 
with potential relevance to his world of origin: the local color 
form discussed above. 

Since the South became the American prototype of the "dif­
ferent," more backward zone after the Civil War, American re­
gional writing had an active southern department almost from 
the first. By the mid-1870s George Washington Cable, Mark 
Twain, Constance Fenimore Woolson, and others were already 
supplying southern scenes and voices to feed the national hun­
ger for regional fare. But with the official end of Reconstruc­
tion in 1877, southern regionalism spawned a specialized sub­
genre, a form with the more or less overt function of excusing 
the North's withdrawal from the plight of the freed south­
ern slave. This subgenre, prefigured in Joel Chandler Harris's 
Uncle Remus: His Songs and His Saying~ (l880) and perfected in 
Thomas Nelson Page's In Ole Virginia (1887), deployed a black 
rustic figure, an ex-slave but still-faithful retainer, to testify to 
his love of the old days and his lack of desire for equal social 
rights. Paradoxically, in order to deliver this reactionary mes­
sage this form had to take a potentially progressive step. It 
handed the role of dialect speaker to a black character, and so 
made a literary place for an authentic-sounding black voice. 

This literary-historical development set the precondition for 
Chesnutt's conjure stories in the most direct possible way. The 
accession of the black dialect tale in the mid -1880s placed lit­
erary value on something Chesnutt knew intimately, the life of 

2. Ibid., pp. 121 and 12,1-26. 
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Introduction 

the black vernacular, and it established within the dominant 
culture's literary system a form that an outlander like Ches­
nutt was especially well equipped to produce, a fiction of black 
folk life. Seizing the opportunity for black authorship that this 
white-authored form had inadvertently created, Chesnutt em­
braced this genre, reimagined his Fayetteville (now Pates ville) 
so as to supply its generic requirements, and so won a place for 
his writing in some of the most prestigious literary journals of 
his time. 

To a person familiar with the black dialect tale of the 1880s, 
Chesnutt's first-written conjure tales are striking for their cool 
mastery of this form's conventions. In these works Chesnutt 
renders the set moves of a certain kind of story with suave per­
fection. He displays no resistance to these conventions, makes 
no visible effort to revise them or to struggle against their sway: 
all is compliance, so far as the surface appearance of these 
stories goes. Nevertheless Chesnult makes his adopted form 
carry other messages than it had in other hands-messages 
always obliquely conveyed behind an elaborate show of confor­
mity. 

There is nothing at all original about the pair of speakers that 
organizes Chesnutt's tales, for instance. No effort is made to 
individualize John or Uncle Julius or to naturalize the relation 
between them. Stock characters, they are given to us virtually 
as stock characters, as standard-issue figures of the local color 
form. This lightly emphasized conventionality already commu­
nicates the ironic message that dialect stories deal in stereotypes 
or stand-ins for reality, not the thing itself; but as usual this 
message is left completely implicit, available to those who have 
ears to hear it. But if Chesnutt does not deviate from the for­
mulaic in creating this pair, he does convey the sense that the 
relation between them is one of conflict, not the cross-cultural 
harmony the genre typically evokes. 

The social interest that John belongs to is thus clearly if 
lightly marked. Everything about him links him to the Ameri­
can haute bourgeoisie of the post-Civil War years. His speech, 
correctly written and featuring a rather learned Latinate vo­
cabulary (words like "sabbatic," "desuetude," "equable," and 
"sojourn" come naturally to him), identifies him at every point 
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Introduction 

as a member of the educated classes. His wife's poor health 
ties him to the contemporary social group in which women are 
leisured, unproductively employed, and given to neurasthenia. 
His family doctor, whose opinion he shares "from an unpro­
fessional standpoint," groups him with the still relatively new 
part of American society in which medical care has become the 
office of professional experts, and in which others are down­
graded into nonprofessionals or amateurs. His Sundays spent 
attending "the church of our choice" and "occupying ourselves 
with the ... contents of a fairly good library" tie him to the 
decorous, nonenthusiastic Protestantism of the contemporary 
upper orders and to their high-minded literary culture. 

But the character who has these social affiliations also belongs 
to a distinctive economic interest, the culture of northern capi­
talism, and he is present on the scene not through cultural curi­
osity but through the action of this economic interest. John in­
stinctively believes that everything is a potential commodity and 
that all commodities should be exploited for maximum profit. 
When he sees sandy soil, he sees grapes and melons that could 
be grown and marketed; when he sees a swamp, he sees ground 
that could be cleared and made productive; when he sees clay, 
he sees bricks that could be manufactured and sold. This entre­
preneurialism is what brings him to the McAdoo plantation. He 
finds in the postwar South a Third World, a place where "labor 
was cheap, and land could be bought for a mere song," and so 
where investment in development will yield the greatest profit. 
As he puts it, his grape-growing business displays "the opportu­
nities open to northern capital in the development of southern 
industries." 

The figure Chesnutt stations over against this outsider, Uncle 
Julius, is at first glance a completely stock creation. Chesnutt 
has not troubled even to change the full name of Julius'S lit­
erary original, Harris's Uncle Remus. But as he did with John, 
Chesnutt takes pains unobtrusively to evoke the whole orga­
nized world or culture that a freed slave of the postbellum period 
might inhabit. Julius thus has his own system of medical ex­
pertise, administered not by professional men but by conjure 
women. He has his own version of religion, involving not deco­
rous Sabbath observance but life-charms, ghosts, and the magi-
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Introduction 

cal control of natural vitality. He has his own version of litera­
ture, consisting not of books written by others but of oral tales 
he himself remembers and performs. He has his own system 
of language, a locally accented spoken language that looks mon­
strous in print (John's element) but makes perfect sense once 
we learn to sound it. In addition, as a further extension of this 
coherent world of mutually supporting practices, Julius has his 
own relation to the place where he lives, based on a sense not 
of abstract interchangeability but of the particularizing history 
that attaches people to scenes; and he brings his own precapi­
talist economics to bear on his world-exploiting it to be sure, 
but always within the context of his lived attachment to it and 
aiming for limited practical gains instead of infinite, abstract 
returns. 

When John follows his investment strategy to the McAdoo 
plantation he enters on a note of bland noncompetitive ness and 
coexistence: "Don't let us disturb you .... There is plenty of 
room for us all." But Julius sizes John up for the threat that he is: 
"Is you de Norv'n gemman w'at's gwine ter buy de ole vimya'd?" 
For as Chesnutt develops the regionalist formula, contact be­
tween different cultures must always entail conflict, the struggle 
to control the space these groups share. Chesnutt's stories take 
place where John'S and Julius'S conflicting outlooks collide, at 
the point where one set of inhabitants meets the incursion of 
another group's way of owning and managing the world. At this 
site, Julius defends himself against John'S superior power-the 
surplus capital that lets him buy the new McAdoo plantation­
with the weapon he has in endless supply: the countless stories 
he knows about the land that John knows as mere property. 

Julius'S stories deal with the threat of John'S new-style mas­
tery by shifting back to the old one of "slabery days." In Ches­
nutt, unlike Harris or Page, the ex-slave's account of the old 
days has no element of nostalgic longing. Uncle Julius knows 
slavery simply as a system of domination and subjugation-a 
system this unsentimental narrator for the most part accepts as 
a historical given or fact of life (the total absence of righteous 
moralizing is one of the beauties of Julius'S tales) except when 
it issues in an unbearable excess. Such an excess, an exercise of 
power so extreme as to threaten the very humanity of the slave, 
occurs toward the start of almost every tale here, as when a 
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mother has her child taken from her to complete a deal between 
slaveowners ("Sis' Becky's Pickaninny"), or a slave is so gener­
ously loaned out to his master's children that he loses control 
of his own location ("Po' Sandy"), or an overseer is allowed to 

whip his slaves toward the goal of infinite labor and productivity 
("Mars Jeems's Nightmare"). 

In such extremity, Chesnutt's slaves resort to conjure. The 
practice of conjure is complexly characterized in these tales, 
where it combines the occult properties of magic with the this­
worldly, even businesslike properties of a social administration 
system. Conjure figures in these tales as a way to control prop­
erty and settle property disputes, a way to regulate love con­
flicts, and, in "A Victim of Heredity," even as a bank, and it is 
used by both whites and blacks. But above all conjure figures 
as a recourse, a form of power available to the powerless in 
mortally intolerable situations. 

One of the most moving features of Chesnutt's work lies in his 
suggestion that the oppressed are never absolutely oppressed, 
and their domination is never total. Because the slaves once 
shared a coherent way of life together in Africa, elements of 
their own distinctive culture-like the African-derived practice 
of conjure-accompany them into slavery and take on new life 
as a means of resistance. The "monst'us strong" work of con­
jure exerts real power in The Conjure Woman, power sometimes 
almost unlimited-as in "Sis' Becky's Pickaninny," where con­
jure can make whole the family bonds the slave system regularly 
violates. But if domination's power is never total in Chesnutt, 
neither is the power of resistance; and these tales more typically 
trace the qualified strength-the combination of power and 
limitations-of the force slaves call conjure. Spells that are cast 
defy their makers' efforts to undo them; spells go only partly 
right and elo harms they did not intend; slaves escape from 
slavery via conjure by becoming immovable things like trees, 
but the master turns out to own the tree as much as he did 
the slave; conjure makes a master suffer the experience of his 
own harsh rule, but this experience leads him only to mitigate 
his demands, not to renounce his mastery: "De nex' day atter 
he come back, he tal' de han's dey neenter wuk on'y fum sun 
ter sun." 

Uncle Julius'S tales plot the range of outcomes that can be 
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reached when two groups collide, neither of which has an abso­
lute monopoly of power, but whose powers are also never simply 
equal. And while slavery is their apparent referent, the play 
of power within Julius's tales has an obvious relevance to the 
situation in which he tells his tales. In the scene of their tell­
ing Julius's stories confront a new subjugation, the subjection 
of former slaves to the mastery not of plantation owners but of 
new-style capitalist developers. (To get some sense of the reality 
of this force we could remember that North Carolina went from 
being the poorest to the most highly developed of the former 
Confederate states between 1860 and 1900.)Julius tells his tales 
in the face of this historical force, which John rather obliviously 
incarnates, and Julius's tales embody his own indigenous resis­
tance to this force-a resistance that shows traditional cultural 
resources taking on new uses in a new historical situation. 

Traditional possessions, the embodiments of a quintessen­
tially local knowledge ("eve'ybody roun' heah knows it"),Julius's 
tales are another part of the vernacular culture of which con­
jure is one expression, and in their telling his tales perform a 
conjure of a second order. Like the conjure woman working 
her roots or distributing her goopher mixtries, Julius's story­
telling creates a zone of reality under his imaginative control, 
the space of a fictional reality. Casting his own kind of spell, 
the persuasion of his telling relocates his hearers' imaginations 
within this mind-managed world, where he can subject them to 
the counterforce of his different understanding. Through his 
fictions he shows John things that John takes for granted in a 
different light: in "The Goophered Grapevine" he shows this 
believer in the naturalness of private property the process by 
which naturally growing things (grapes and men) get made over 
into private property, and their vitality made into the source of 
someone else's profit; in "Mars Jeems's Nightmare" he shows 
the apparent good of highly disciplined productivity as a vio­
lation of more fundamental human needs. Julius is trying to 
protect his economic interests through his storytelling-Ches­
nutt knows that fiction in Julius's culture is not mere "art," a 
dysfunctional aesthetic product made for disinterested aesthetic 
contemplation, but an instrument, a means to worldly ends­
and his fictional conjure, like the conjure within his tales, is by 
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no means unavailing. An audit would reveal the many benefits 
Julius extracts by subjecting his hearers to his narrative powers: 
free hams, sinecure jobs for shiftless relatives, protection of his 
honey monopoly, and so on. 

But here again Chesnutt is careful to note that if dominated 
people are not powerless, neither is their power limitless. Julius 
is always winning little advantages within an order that stays 
under someone else's control, and his very need to extract con­
cessions repeatedly testifies to the fact that someone else is in 
charge. Like the story swappers in Zora Neale Hurston's A1ules 

and Men and William Faulkner's Hamlet, this virtuoso tells his 
tales on the porch, but this piazza belongs to the white owner; 
it is a communal space the owner controls. Julius's tales win re­
wards from his hearers, but each reward carries the message 
that it was in his employers' power to give or withhold that 
benefit. 

If there are limits to what storytelling can accomplish, we 
should also not rush to the conclusion that telling itself is a cost­
free activity. The economy associated with Julius (not a cash 
economy) is based on bargaining, striking deals in which one 
gives up something another wants in order to get something 
the other has. Aunt Peggy exchanges her seryices for kerchiefs, 
pecks of potatoes, and other suitable goods; the slaveowners 
swap slaves for horses and horses for slaves; and Chesnutt 
strongly suggests that Julius's storytelling itself functions within 
another such economy of exchange. Julius has something his 
hearers need. Chesnutt makes their need plain in the figure of 
Annie. Annie is ill, but her malaise is not physical. She is af­
Aicted with a depression at times almost fatal in its intensity. The 
stories clearly indicate that the cause of her depression is bore­
dom-a boredom induced by her way of life. It is almost always 
Sunday in The Conjure Woman, yet another day when there is 
nothing to do. Reading is this couple's resource to fill the dead 
space of their empty leisure, but their entertainment merely 
intensifies their tedium vitae: Annie almost dies as John reads 
aloud to her in "Sis' Becky's Pickaninny." This is to say that John 
and Annie inhabit an organized way of life whose very decen­
cies and "superiorities" -its refined manners, feminine leisure, 
and literary culture-afHict them with a sense of experiential 
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Introduction 

deprivation. Julius appears before this audience as the bearer 
of a better entertainment. ("A story will be a godsend to-day," 
says the wife sick unto death of her husband's reading.) And 
by telling his tales, Julius gives Annie what she needs: "greater 
interest," "delightful animation," the chance to live vicariously, 
through the narrated experience of black slaves, a life richer 
in passion, sorrow, and delight-a life richer in life-than the 
devitalized, civilized one she leads. She gives Julius benefits in 
exchange for this gain, but the logic of exchange suggests that 
he too must be giving something in return. This price is never 
stated but can be surmised: he is giving up his people's life as 
other people's entertainment. Like a long line of black show 
business successes in American white culture he wins an en­
hanced social place for himself by making African-American 
expressive forms and "soul" available to others' imaginative par­
ticipation and consumption. 

Chesnutt had his own reasons for being hyperconscious of 
the mixture of powers and constraints that characterize this 
asymmetrical exchange. His own writing in these stories, after 
all, embodies a further act of negotiation between a residual 
folk culture and a dominant order-in his case, the literary 
establishment of his time. Nothing was clearer to Chesnutt than 
that this system was dominant. High-cultural literary institu­
tions so fully monopolized the machinery of literary prestige in 
the United States in the 1880s and l890S that to be established 
as an author at this time one had to establish oneself through 
these institutions, and Chesnutt strongly felt this. All through 
the decade of the conjure stories Chesnutt was concerned to 
be published by the Atlantic Monthly and its parent company, 
Houghton Mifflin, the great high-literary organs of his time. 
His very adoption of the dialect tale formula in the conjure tales 
can be read as a tribute to the power of this literary system. 
The dialect tale was a specialty of the high-cultural journals in 
these years, and in writing it Chesnutt took pains to speak the 
language of a dominant literary order. 

But if Chesnutt, like Julius, worked in a communication situa­
tion not under his control, he too was no mere passive victim. 
Conjure tales from southern black vernacular culture gave him 
a form of power, too. By writing such tales he could cast a 
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Introduction 

literary spell of his own, and so could work his own worldly 
advancement: his supplying of a literary genre in strong de­
mand won him access to the pages of the Atlantic in 1887-89, 
a reward, in his terms, worth more than any ham. Chesnutt 
appeared in these pages in the company of America's most 
prestigious authors, including Henry James. ("Po' Sandy" was 
first printed together with James's "The Aspern Papers," and 
"Dave's Neckliss" appeared with James's Tragic Muse.) Yet as 
Chesnutt already anticipated and was increasingly to learn, his 
power in this position was in no sense unqualified. 

Admirers of the conjure stories will be surprised to learn that 
once Chesnutt got his "in" to the literary system his almost im­
mediate wish was to cease working in this genre. "I think I have 
about used up the old Negro who serves as mouthpiece, and 
I shall drop him in future stories, as well as much of the dia­
lect," 3 he wrote in an 1889 letter, after placing his first four 
Uncle Julius tales ("The Goophered Grapevine," "Po' Sandy," 
"Dave's Neckliss," and "The Conjurer's Revenge"). His reasons 
for wanting to drop these devices can be guessed. However cun­
ningly an author manipulated it, the local color story or dialect 
tale remained a genre of strong conventions, offering a highly 
stereotypical rendering of the cultural actualities it purported 
to convey. Chesnutt would have been supremely aware of just 
how little of actual black life was registered through the Old 
Uncle formula. Chesnutt was not a citizen of black vernacular 
culture. A well-educated person who wrote exquisitely correct 
English from a young age and who taught himself French, Ger­
man, and Latin in his teens, Chesnutt not only did not speak 
like Julius, he spent his early career trying to teach black chil­
dren out of dialect speech and folk superstition in the schools 
of North Carolina. Educated as he was, Chesnutt would have 
been extraordinarily well equipped to recognize how the dia­
lect fiction formula made illiterate rural blacks seem to be The 
Black for the white reading audience of his time, and how 
this formula helped put other contemporary forms of black 

3. Chesnutt to Albion W. Tourgee, September 26, 1889, cited in William L. 

Andrews, The Literary Career of Charles W. Chesnutt (Baton Rouge: Louisiana 

State University Press, 1980), p. 21. 
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Introduction 

experience-that of his own educated, professional class, for 
instance-out of social sight. (One of the more curious ironies 
of The Conjure Woman is that in social and cultural terms Ches­
nutt himself was considerably closer to John's position than to 
Julius's. To identify Chesnutt with Julius's black vernacular, as 
is commonly done, is to fall into this genre's trap of identifying 
all blacks with a single image of black culture.) The black dia­
lect speaker of regional fiction also failed to tell other stories 
southern blacks of this time would have known all too well. The 
real-life Uncle Julius would have been much more likely to be 
a tenant farmer-a new economic position the local color for­
mula does nothing to explore-than a coachman. The 18gos 
were also the heyday of disenfranchisement acts, segregation 
laws, and the vicious breed of racial phobia that found issue 
in the lynching of black men. Seen against this reality, the cul­
tural preference for the reminiscences of old black Uncles was 
a preference for a fiction of racial history. 

Equipped by a lifetime of prejudice to know the enduring 
power of stereotypes, Chesnutt would also not have overesti­
mated his ability to undo the racial stereotyping intrinsic to 
his form. A letter from 18go shows him still wary of the social 
message inscribed in black dialect fiction and doubtful of his 
readers' ability to pick up ironic variations: "I notice that all of 
the many Negroes ... whose virtues have been given to the 
world in the magazine press recently, have been blacks, full­
blooded, and their chief virtues have been their dog-like fidelity 
to their old master, for whom they have been willing to sacrifice 
almost life itself. Such characters exist. ... But I can't write 
about those people, or rather I won't write about them."4 

What Chesnutt attempted to do, after his initial success with 
his first conjure tales, was to turn to a noncomic, non dialect­
based form of literary writing that would address the social 
problems of people of mixed race. (This "black" author him­
self had white ancestry on both sides and was the product of a 
racial mixing the John/Julius dualism implicitly denies.) He em­
bodied his new hopes in the work known through many drafts 

4. Chesnutt to George Washington Cable, June 5, 1890, cited in Helen M. Ches­
nutt, Charles Waddell Chesnutt: Pioneer of the Color Line (Chapel Hill: University 
of North Carolina Press, 1952), pp. 57-58. 
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Introduction 

as "Rena Walden," the source of the later.novel The House behind 

the Cedars. But when he approached publishers with this work, 
he found no comparable welcome to what the conjure tales had 
enjoyed. Editors refused this work on at least four separate sub­
missions in the 189os, and the author who had got so strong a 
start in the late 1880s dropped out of literary sight. 

After these "years of silence" (as he called them) Chesnutt 
got two more stories placed in the Atlantic in 1897, and his for­
tunes began to change.5 The new editor of the Atlantic, North 
Carolina-born Walter Hines Page, raised the question whether 
"a skillfully selected list of your short stories might make a 
book," then requested Chesnutt to "send us all the short stories, 
both published and unpublished, and let our readers take the 
whole collection up and see whether by selecting judiciously 
from them a selection can be made which seems likely to make 
a book of sufficient unity to put upon the market."6 In October 
1897 Chesnutt bundled up the manuscripts of twenty miscella­
neous stories and sent them off. On December 15 Page wrote 
the exhilarating news that "your stories are undergoing a rather 
unusual experience here; because they are being read, I be­
lieve, by our whole staff of readers, and I hope to have in a 
very little while defmite word to send yoU."7 A very little while 
passed, then a longer while; finally, on March 30, 18g8, Page 
wrote Chesnutt this devastating message: "The unpleasant task 
(for I assure you it is an unpleasant one) falls to my lot to write 
to you, saying that the firm [of Houghton MifRin] is sorry that 
they do not see a way to make you an offer to publish either a 
book made up of your short stories or the longer story, 'A Busi­
ness Career,' the manuscript of which you were kind enough 
to send at my suggestion a little while ago." Page's letter pro­
ceeds to expatiate on the reasons why Chesnutt's work could 
not be accepted-the literary field is overcrowded with novels; 
on the other hand, books of short stories have become "harder 

5. See Helen Chesnutt. Charles Waddell Chesnutt, p. 73. 

6. Walter Hines Page to Charles W. Chesnutt, October 2 and 20, 1897, cited in 
ibid., pp. 82-83. The Page-Chesnutt letters, the originals of which are on de­

posit in the Charles W. Chesnutt Collection in the Fisk University Library, are 

reprinted at length in Helen Chesnutt's biography of her father, which offers 
the first full narrative of the birth of The Conjure Woman. 

7. Page to Chesnutt, December 15, 1897, ibid., p. 87. 
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and harder to market." Then, quite unexpectedly, he offers this 
thought: 

There is yet a possibility of Messrs. Houghton, Mifflin and 
Company's doing something for you along this line-if you 
had enough "conjure" stories to make a book, even a small 
book. I cannot help feeling that that would succeed. All 
the readers who have read your stor~es agree on this-that 
"The Goophered Grapevine" and "Po' Sandy," and the one 
or two others that have the same original quality that these 
show, are stories that are sure to live-in fact, I know of 
nothing so good of their kind anywhere. For myself, I ven­
ture unhesitatingly the prediction of a notable and lasting 
success with them, but the trouble at present is there are 
only about three of these stories which have this quality 
unmixed with other qualities. If you could produce five 
or six more like these, I think I am safe in making you a 
double promise-first, of magazine publication, and then 
the collection, I think would make a successful book. This 
last opinion concerning the publication of them in a vol­
ume I make on my own responsibility, for the firm has not 
warranted me definitely to promise so much; but we are 
all so impressed with them that I think there would be no 
doubt about it.8 

Spurred by this request, Chesnutt in the spare hours left over 
from his full-time job wrote six new conjure stories in the next 
six weeks-"A Victim of Heredity," "The Gray Wolf's Ha'nt," 
"Mars Jeems's Nightmare," "Sis' Becky's Pickaninny," "Tobe's 
Tribulations," and "Hot-Foot Hannibal"-and sent them off 
to Page. Two of these stories were dropped, the remaining 
four were rejoined with three tales now a decade old ("The 
Goophered Grapevine," "Po' Sandy," and "The Conjurer's Re­
venge"), and The Conjure Woman was at last completed. It was 
published in March 1899. 

This publishing history supplies a crucial later chapter in the 
story of Chesnutt's negotiations with a dominant literary order. 
It shows that the author who accepted a conventional form, then 

8. Page to Chesnutt, March 30, 18g8, ibid., pp. gl~g2. 
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exploited it in his own ways and to his own advantage, did not 
thereby escape from the power of the socially established liter­
ary order. In Page's letter that order, through one of its most 
prominent official representatives, tells Chesnutt that he cannot 
be an author-or that he can be one, but only on terms of their, 
not his, devising. More particularly, Chesnutt is told that he can 
be published on the condition that he write in one form: the 
vernacular dialect tale he had long since chosen against. 

The Chesnutt-Page correspondence makes clear that The Con­
jure Woman was partly the work of its author, but partly too of an 
institutional context that controlled the terms of this author's 
appearance. But what we are to make of this external "aid" is 
not altogether easy to say. Many readers studying the evidence 
will feel that Chesnutt was lucky to find Page as his editor and 
that this miglior fabbrio helped Chesnutt to a strong literary ver­
sion of himself. It would be hard to dispute that in "The Goo­
phered Grapevine" and "Po' Sandy" Page identified the best of 
the stories Chesnutt sent him, and it would be easy to argue 
that Page's letter helped Chesnutt envision the whole, coherent 
work these splendid pieces could form the foundation of. (He 
shows no signs of having envisioned it on his own.) The four 
conjure tales written to Page's orders do not read like alien­
ated labor, and the book they helped round out is a marvelous 
volume: beautifully modulated in tone, subtly in control of its 
cumulative implications, well balanced between repetition and 
variation. 

On the other hand, if a publisher helped Chesnutt to The 
Conjure Woman, there was surely an element of disciplinary con­
trol in the process. Page's editorial proposals enforce a canon of 
artistic coherence ("the practical trouble presented is the miscel­
laneous quality of these stories," he wrote) that is backed up by 
literary market imperatives (he seeks "a book of sufficient unity 
to put upon the market"). A reading of the excluded miscellany 
could easily lead to the conclusion that these market/aesthetic 
norms covertly enforced other agendas. "Dave's Neckliss," for 
instance, was apparently left out of The Conjure Woman because 
it lacked the recourse to conjure. But the rule that enforced 
uniformity on this point threw out more than a misfitting tale. 
"Dave's Neckliss," one of his most powerful works from any 
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phase of his career, shows Chesnutt projecting both a more dig­
nified, more capable black figure than elsewhere in the Uncle 
Julius tales-a fully literate black-and a grislier picture of the 
enduring harm slavery did to blacks, imaged in the intentional 
manufacture, by a lower-class white overseer envious of the 
slave's manifest superiority, of a punitively damaged identity. 
Made to wear a ham as the public emblem of his alleged theft, 
Dave comes to take this outward designation as his selfhood, 
to have no identity except through his identification with his 
stigma. Like those who have said I AM a slave or I AM a mem­
ber of an inferior race, the man who says I AM a ham fiercely 
embraces the subhumanity an official degradation system as­
signs to him-and Chesnutt here implies that Julius too, and 
by possible extension the bulk of freedmen in the postemanci­
pation generation, continues to be the bearer of the damaged 
selfhood slavery helped him compose. 

The editorial protocol that ruled out "Dave's Neckliss" de­
nied expression to Chesnutt's darkest assessment of the power 
of official orders and so functioned as a virtual censorship. The 
case of "The Dumb Witness" would raise the same charge. The 
norms Page erected put this piece with neither cortiure ele­
ments nor a vernacular speaker wholly out of the question for 
the published volume. But again his apparently purely aesthetic 
criteria of formal unity purged Chesnutt's book of one of its 
darkest, most accusatory social messages. White masters appear 
in this tale as greed-driven figures who brutalize their slaves, 
wounding them specifically in their power of expression. (julius 
cannot write but he can talk; the injured heroine of this tale can 
only babble-unless she is speaking a non-European language 
that sounds like babble to white folk, an issue the tale leaves 
wholly enigmatic.) Blacks appear here, with similar grimness, as 
the vindictive nemesis white authoritarianism creates for itself. 
Like Babo in Melville's "Benito Cereno," Viney shows the slave 
become her master's master by play-acting a lack of power that 
is in fact only feigned. That such visions were unwelcome to 
the nineteenth-century public that loved the works of Thomas 
Nelson Page hardly needs to be added. 

But if Chesnutt's fiction has anything to teach us, it is to be­
ware of one-sided visions of the play of power; and a theory 
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that sees him as a mere victim of omnipotent censors falls into 
melodramatic simplifications. To read the whole of his conjure 
fiction will lead to a mixed evaluation of both his and his edi­
tor's contributions, and sometimes into ambiguities beyond any 
sort of secure evaluation. To cite one instance, some of the re­
jected conjure tales show Chesnutt flirting fairly unironically 
with demeaning racial stereotypes-the image of the Negro as 
natural chicken thief in "A Victim of Heredity," as watermelon 
thief in "A Deep Sleeper," or as more concerned with his stom­
ach than his freedom in "Tobe's Tribulations" are conspicuous 
examples. Such tales raise extremely difficult questions about 
Chesnutt's intentions. Does the author of these stories unknow­
ingly subscribe to racist stereotypes of his own? Or are these 
strategic pieces of self-advancement, knowingly insincere at­
tempts to produce the formulaic belittlements of blacks that 
seem to be the price of literary admission? Or does an even slyer 
author present these stereotypes as a tacit test for the reader: 
grotesque caricatures that the wise will recognize as caricatures 
and the ignorant accept, as usual, as "the truth"? "The Deep 
Sleeper" provides a fairly overt critique on such stereotypes, 
unfolding the notion that the apparent moral failings of blacks 
are in fact defense mechanisms erected against their dehuman­
ization. In this story Skundus becomes a deep sleeper not out 
of laziness but to avoid feeling the grief of his violated union. 
"Lonesome Ben"-a story that approaches "Dave's Neckliss" in 
its sense of what slavery does to identity-makes the same kind 
of overtly revisionary suggestion: Ben's compulsive clay eating 
is shown as an eating disorder, what a slave does when stuck 
between an escape from slavery he is too ill educated to carry 
off and a reintegration into slavery he is no longer equipped 
to manage. But no such help is forthcoming in the other tales. 
The policy that rejected them may have censored some of Ches­
nutt's more overtly subversive visions, but it is arguable that it 
also kept Chesnutt from a racial self-caricaturing that he was 
too willing to engage in. All we can say here is that any simple 
reading of the case is likely to be a wrong one. 

To mention another perplexity, Robert Stepto, the critic who 
has most thoughtfully considered the sequence of Uncle Julius 
stories in the order of their composition, has argued that the 
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tales excluded from The Conjure Woman show John growing into 
a fuller understanding of Julius, a growth marked by his emerg­
ing ability to become the narrator of the story, as he is in "The 
Dumb Witness." The omission of such tales, Stepto contends, 
negates Chesnutt's suggestion that whites who listen to blacks 
long enough can be brought to enter into their point of view, 
and even to become critics of white oppression: another offi­
cial curtailment of Chesnutt's subversive meaningsY This is a 
very suggestive reading, and interpretation will always have to 
contend with it, but it is by no means dear that it is right. A 
striking passage in "The Dumb Witness" strongly supports the 
theory of a John grown more liberal and self-critical (he has 
not, of course, entirely escaped from assumptions of Anglo­
Saxon superiority): "We like to speak of Negro cunning, of 
Indian revengefulness, of the low morality of the inferior races, 
when, alas! our own race excels them all, when it wishes, be­
cause it lends to evil purpose a higher intelligence and a wider 
experience than inferior races can command." But how are we 
to explain the fact that in a revision of the story Chesnutt cut 
this passage? Is this an act of self-censorship, a concession in 
advance to expected editorial disfavor, or did Chesnutt himself 
come to regard it as a mistake for John to seem so enlightened? 
After all, if there is profundity in the imagining of John's pos­
sible education, there is a different profundity in the notion that 
others' points of view are not so easily entered into by outsiders, 
and that those who "appreciate" others do not cease to occupy 
their own different social positions. This is a logic that an edi­
torially assisted selection process helped build into Chesnutt's 
conjure volume, so that outside forces either strengthened or 
weakened the work, depending on what we want it to mean. 

This new edition will make it possible for Chesnutt's readers 
to take the place of his original editor and choose their own 
preferred version of his work. More interestingly, rather than 

9. Robert B. Stepto, "Charles W. Chesnutt: The Uncle Julius Stories" (type­
script). A shorter version of this argument is published in Stepto's" 'The Simple 
but Intensely Human Inner Life of Slavery': Storytelling and the Revision of 
History in Charles W. Chesnutt's 'Uncle Julius Stories;" in History and Tradition 

in Afro-American Culture, ed. Gunter H. Lenz (Frankfurt: Campus, 1984), pp. 

29-55· 
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just enabling us to enforce a new 'Judicious selection" upon his 
writing, it allows us to enter into the whole field of possibilities 
that that writing once unfolded, to see the many different inten­
tions Chesnutt brought to the conjure formula and the different 
significations he pushed that form toward. Whatever version of 
these stories we end lip preferring, there will be no escaping 
the fact that it is a collaborative product-the result of cooper­
ating and competing pressures brought to bear by the author, 
his first publisher, and his later readers, ourselves included. 
But this outcome is in the spirit of The Conjure Woman, a work 
that suggests that cultural events always have more than one 
party to them and unfold through the interactions of competing 
interests. 

RICHARD H. BRODHEAD 
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