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INTRODUCTION
Kate Chopin spent the decade before she published The Awakening writing some ninety short stories, many of which she published in national and regional magazines. In 1894 she gathered together twenty-three of those stories in a collection she called Bayou Folk, and in 1897 she chose twenty-one others for a collection titled A Night in Acadie. The books were well received by reviewers, who lauded them as charming, delicate portraits of Creole and Acadian life, and often compared them to works of the French realist Guy de Maupassant.
Chopin’s Bayou Folk publisher had encouraged her to write a novel, arguing it might be more popular than another collection of stories. Yet when The Awakening appeared in 1899, most reviewers found it disturbing and flawed—disagreeable, unhealthy, vulgar, morbid. Although they praised the artistry of the novel, they condemned the choice of subject matter, especially Edna Pontellier’s adultery and suicide. Chopin’s reputation was tarnished. Her third collection of stories, to be called A Vocation and a Voice, was not published in her lifetime.
Chopin wrote a few more short stories before she died in 1904, but people became excited about her work again only in the 1970s when they rediscovered The Awakening and made it among the most often read and best loved of classic American books. Today there is renewed interest in the stories Chopin wrote before her great novel. Bayou Folk and A Night in Acadie are the two books Kate Chopin’s contemporaries most likely knew her by.
The books are celebrations of people in their communities, whether they are inhabitants of New Orleans or of the rural areas of Louisiana, mostly in the 1870s and 1880s. Chopin’s characters are Creoles, Acadians, and “Americans,” people of color and of mixed blood, Native Americans and immigrants, adults and children, the educated and the illiterate, the rich and the poor. The stories are strikingly varied from one another and from Chopin’s famous novel. Some (like “Madame Célestin’s Divorce” or “A Respectable Woman”) focus on women’s issues—on the restrictions women face in seeking self-fulfillment—but many do not. Some (like “Athénaïse” or “Regret”) deal with an awakening by someone—often a woman—to something, but many do not. Chopin centers stories on men (“Mamouche,” “Ozème’s Holiday”) and children (“A Turkey Hunt,” “Boulôt and Boulotte”) as well as on women. She writes about ethnic distinctions, class, race, money, divorce, religion, sex, and, more than anything else, social possibilities.
Most of the strongest stories depict people striving to establish better lives in their communities at a time of traumatic social change. The Civil War is over but its devastation is evident everywhere. Poverty is the norm, illiteracy is common, and the potential for violence is often palpable. Slavery has been abolished but most African Americans struggle to survive. The once-dominant Creoles have lost their economic—if not their social—power and sometimes work the fields alongside lower-class Acadians and blacks. Many young people are dissatisfied, attracted to newly arrived outsiders who by their very presence suggest fresh options. The ruined economy and social order are embodied in decaying plantation mansions with crumbling porticos.
Yet the stories are mostly bright, animated, full of hope because Chopin’s energetic, resilient characters sense possibility in the midst of hardship. They manage to cope, using whatever strategies or tactics they have available. Many of them function as both insiders and outsiders in their communities, intuitively grasping (though rarely intellectually comprehending) the changes going on around them. They recognize opportunities and reach for them. They pass quietly back and forth across the social boundaries that define appropriate behavior by race, class, gender, or generation. It is not coincidental that the child in “Mamouche” tears down fences, that La Folle in “Beyond the Bayou” crosses a terrifying border to save the life of a child, or that the woman in “Madame Célestin’s Divorce” hides behind her picket fence while negotiating with a man of a higher social class. It is not surprising that so many children in the stories have learned from adults to be resourceful, to fend for themselves. Characters in the stories appropriate values from others, gaining for themselves and their families experience that helps them build more fulfilling lives.
Chopin brings to the stories a complex perspective that reflects her background. She grew up bilingual and bicultural in St. Louis. Her mother had come from French stock, and French was spoken in her extended family in the 1850s, though her father was Irish (her maiden name was O’Flaherty). As she visited friends and relatives, she learned that there were deep differences between the two communities in folkways and values. Her ability to function in both groups served her well when she married Oscar Chopin in 1870 and lived with him in French- and English-speaking communities in New Orleans and Natchitoches Parish in northwestern Louisiana. After Oscar’s death, she moved with her children back to St. Louis, where she wrote all her fiction and where she died at the age of fifty-four. In both St. Louis and Louisiana, she lived among comparatively prosperous, sophisticated, and well-read people.
 
Chopin composed the stories in Bayou Folk and A Night in Acadie between 1891 and 1896. It was an ideal time to write short stories. By that time three thousand or four thousand magazines and Sunday newspaper supplements were being published in the United States, and many of them included fiction. Earlier in the century, all magazines and newspapers had been regional, but by 1890 some were national, and at least twenty had circulations of more than a hundred thousand copies. Technological changes in printing and photoengraving had lowered the cost of publication for both popular and high-quality magazines, and an international copyright agreement in 1891 forced magazines to seek American writers because they could no longer so easily pirate British ones. Competition among magazines was fierce. Kate Chopin never earned her keep through her writing—she lived primarily from her real estate holdings—but she was a successful professional writer who made money with her work.
Writing short stories in the 1890s brought prestige as well as money. The short story genre had been established in the United States by Edgar Allan Poe and others earlier in the nineteenth century, and in the 1880s literary critic Brander Matthews had persuaded influential readers that the genre deserved the same respect and attention accorded to the novel. The short story became immensely popular. Readers especially liked realistic fiction and local color fiction. Kate Chopin had firsthand knowledge of a group of people in Louisiana whom American readers found interesting to read about, so her stories were well received.
Realists and local color writers pictured ordinary people living ordinary lives. The larger-than-life characters of earlier romantic writers, the Natty Bumppos and Captain Ahabs and Hester Prynnes, had demanded novels, often long novels, to hold them, but by the 1890s such characters were less in vogue, despite an occasional Isabel Archer. Realistic writers here and abroad were influenced by the work of Sigmund Freud, Charles Darwin, and Karl Marx. They understood people as molded by psychological, biological, economic, and other forces, as striving in the unremarkable events of their everyday lives to fashion decent possibilities for themselves. Short stories, Chopin learned, were perfect for capturing moments in the lives of such people, people like those her readers would meet if they went to Louisiana.
The Bayou Folk and A Night in Acadie stories show the influence of the realists—and of other writers. Kate Chopin had read widely, from Aeschylus and Shakespeare to Ralph Waldo Emerson, Henrik Ibsen, Algernon Swinburne, and Walt Whitman. She knew the sentimental fiction that prospered in America throughout the nineteenth century. She studied the work of American realistic writers Sarah Orne Jewett, Mary Wilkins Freeman, Ruth McEnery Stuart, Hamlin Garland, and others. But she was most deeply affected by French realists—especially Guy de Maupassant and Émile Zola.
Chopin read Maupassant in his original French and loved his unadorned phrasing, his frugal use of detail, his irony, and his determination to tell the truth as he saw it. “Here was a man,” she writes, “who had escaped from tradition and authority, who had entered into himself and looked out upon life through his own being and with his own eyes; and who, in a direct and simple way, told us what he saw. When a man does this, he gives us the best that he can.” She adds, “I read his stories and marvelled at them. Here was life, not fiction.”
Zola too she read in French. Although a review she wrote in 1894 is critical of one of his novels, she speaks well of his work in general and admires what he had accomplished throughout his career.
I once heard a devotee of impressionism admit, in looking at a picture by Monet, that, while he himself had never seen in nature the peculiar yellows and reds therein depicted, he was convinced that Monet had painted them because he saw them and because they were true. With something of a kindred faith in the sincerity of Mons. Zola’s work, I am yet not at all times ready to admit its truth, which is only equivalent to saying that our points of view differ, that truth rests upon a shifting basis and is apt to be kaleidoscopic.


Chopin stressed the importance of a writer reaching for the truth. She sought in her stories to depict the “shifting basis” of the truth of life in Louisiana as she knew it during the fourteen years she lived there. And when she assembled her stories into collections she worked to capture in each book the feel of a kaleidoscope, the sense that each story was distinct in itself but composed of the same little pieces of life that made up all the other stories.
 
As they are arranged in the two books, the stories in Bayou Folk or A Night in Acadie almost seem to comprise a novel. They share a geographic space, with most set in New Orleans or in Natchitoches Parish, although characters have ties to many parishes (counties, as they would be called in other states): Caddo, Sabine, Avoyelles, Assumption, Lafourche, and others. Moreover, the characters who live in this imaginative world know one another, marry one another, are related to one another, or work together. The Duplan family, mentioned in the first story in Bayou Folk, reappears in a later story and then again in A Night in Acadie. Members of the Santien family—Placide, Hector, and Grégoire—and the Laballière family—Alphonse, Alcée, Didier, and their mother—figure in several Bayou Folk stories. A journalist named Gouvernail plays a major part in two Night in Acadie stories (and later appears in The Awakening). Many other characters are common to both books.
Motifs and images also recur: houses and outsiders and boundaries are present in both collections, as are poverty, violence, race, and sex. A ’Cadian ball is a field for choosing marriage partners in both books. The cross-referencing, the links in content and form, unify the stories in Bayou Folk and the ones in A Night in Acadie, and they unify the two books as well. The stories that open each collection are especially integrated, full of interconnections—with other stories in the same book and stories in the other book.
Chopin’s planned third book of stories, A Vocation and a Voice, was not published until 1991. With only two or three stories set in Louisiana, it is not a continuation of the earlier collections. Those Bayou Folk and A Night in Acadie themes and motifs that appear are distorted and darker, and the sense of balance found in A Night in Acadie is missing. A Vocation and a Voice is a fascinating book, but the stories Chopin planned for it are of a different order from those of her earlier two collections.
 
Many of the best stories in Bayou Folk are about young people seeking good marriage partners and better lives for themselves. The opening story stresses a young couple’s determination to balance a culturally rich life with a personally rewarding one. The woman, eighteen-year-old Euphrasie Manton, cannot tell what, exactly, it is she yearns for, any more than The Awakening’s Edna Pontellier can—most of Chopin’s characters act more from their instincts, their cultural dispositions, than from conscious thought—but Wallace Offdean, the businessman Euphrasie will marry, certainly can: “What he wanted . . . was to get his feet well planted on solid ground, and to keep his head cool and clear. . . . Above all, he would keep clear of the maelstroms of sordid work and senseless pleasure in which the average American business man may be said alternately to exist, and which reduce him, naturally, to a rather ragged condition of soul.”
Offdean wants balance—between work and pleasure, the intellectual and the physical, the body and the spirit. He wants “a life that, imposing bodily activity, admits the intellectual repose in which thought unfolds.” Chopin writes of such a yearning for balance again and again in Bayou Folk and A Night in Acadie.
The first three stories in Bayou Folk explore marriage possibilities, and all revolve around the Santien brothers—Placide Santien, Euphrasie’s rejected fiancé in the first story; Hector Santien, a New Orleans gambler, in the second; and Grégoire Santien, also rejected by a woman, in the third. Each of the Santiens is involved with a woman seeking a better life for herself, and the women are all successful. Euphrasie of “A No-Account Creole” will marry her New Orleans businessman, purchase the old Santien plantation, and reach for the quality of life she knew as she grew up with the wealthy Duplans. Suzanne St. Denys Godolph of “In and Out of Old Natchitoches” will agree to be courted by the planter Alphonse Laballière. And ’Tite Reine, the once imperious “little queen” of “In Sabine,” will escape from her drunken, abusive husband to seek the comfort of her family, if nothing else.
But marriage in Bayou Folk may lead to a loss of balance and a diminished social life. The Acadian Doudouce in “A Visit to Avoyelles,” like Grégoire Santien, encounters a woman whose difficult life affects him deeply. Doudouce’s journey to another parish—Chopin is fond of the journey motif—has brought him to a woman who has married an attractive outsider and is now living in poverty. But Mentine has no interest in being rescued. She adores her husband, poor as her life is, and Doudouce, who loved her before she left her community, loves her still.
Among the strongest stories in the collection is “At the ’Cadian Ball,” for which Chopin would write a magnificent sequel called “The Storm,” not published in her lifetime. The Bayou Folk story does not match the sweeping power, the intensity of focus, or the stunning language of “The Storm,” one of America’s great short stories, but it succeeds as a penetrating look at how two marriages came into being. Marriage is a social as well as an individual matter in the story. The ’Cadians hold all-night balls so young people can test possible marriage alliances. Old people attend the balls, as do married couples and children, but the evening belongs to the young ’Cadian women and the ’Cadian—and sometimes Creole—men who drift out onto the galleries between dances and whisper in the shadows.
The two couples in the story come from different social groups. Alcée Laballière (brother of Alphonse Laballière of “In and Out of Old Natchitoches”) and his beautiful but cool kinswoman Clarisse are Creoles—the elite of the region, comparatively wealthy, sophisticated descendants of settlers from France or Spain. Bobinôt and the seductive Calixta, with her Cuban blood, are part of the Acadian community—poorer, less well-educated descendants of the two thousand or three thousand Catholics who found their way to the bayous of Louisiana after the British drove them out of Acadia, Nova Scotia, in 1755. The possibility that Alcée might persuade Calixta to agree to a rendezvous in another parish is a dangerous threat to both couples—and the stability of both social groups. The intervention by Clarisse restores equilibrium. Balance once again prevails.
The charming, witty “Madame Célestin’s Divorce,” focused on a marriage’s end, might seem the antithesis of “At the ’Cadian Ball,” but Chopin builds the story around a picket fence, suggesting a boundary that separates the hopeful lawyer from Madame Célestin and keeps the woman inside her marriage and her community. The story, like the interaction between the lawyer and the woman he would like to make his own, is flirtatious, and Chopin masterfully uses a broom to suggest the power of sex in preserving this marriage.
Yet marriage is not the only subject emphasized in Bayou Folk, and at times balance—with the chance for stability and fulfillment that it brings—cannot be grasped by the characters in the collection. In “Ma’ame Pélagie” an obsession with the past interferes. In this story near the end of the book, Chopin develops the house-reconstruction motif she uses in the first story, and brings in an outsider as she does there and in other works.
The outsider Wallace Offdean in “A No-Account Creole” will help Euphrasie restore the old Santien house. But the new person in “Ma’ame Pélagie”—La Petite, a niece of Pélagie—blocks a restoration effort. Like Offdean, La Petite articulates what she wants, and her sense of rich social possibilities resembles his: “I must live another life,” she says, “the life I lived before. I want to know things that are happening from day to day over the world, and hear them talked about. I want my music, my books, my companions.” But La Petite’s needs and Pélagie’s vision for the restored house are incompatible. The young girl will have what she wants, as will Pélagie’s sister. But Ma’ame Pélagie herself has lost her dream, her fantasy, and lost something tangible as well—her chance to regain for herself and her sister the prewar social position upon which her sense of fulfillment depends.
The darkest moments in Bayou Folk are in “Désirée’s Baby,” Chopin’s most popular story throughout most of the twentieth century—and one of her few stories set before or during the Civil War. Again a fantasy, one of racial superiority, drives the narrative. But it leads not—as in “Ma’ame Pélagie”—to one person’s acceptance of a diminished social position in return for the happiness and fulfillment of a beloved sister, but to a woman’s shame, humiliation, and, presumably, death. Nowhere in Chopin’s fiction does an inability to balance social and individual fulfillment result in more disastrous consequences.
The story’s famous ironic ending hinges on differences between cultures. Armand Aubigny’s white father and black mother apparently lived together happily in Paris, so Armand’s rejection of his wife and child because the child carries black blood—part, if not all, his own—is a rejection of his parents as well, and perhaps even of himself. It is not clear if Armand knows that he is of mixed race or if he has had a child with La Blanche, his slave, nor is it clear just what Désirée understands about her husband. The story leaves much unexplained, but its stinging condemnation of racism has burned itself into the memory of readers for generations.
The depressing tone of “Désirée’s Baby” is echoed at the end of Bayou Folk. The youthful optimism of the early stories is gone. “La Belle Zoraïde” and “A Lady of Bayou St. John” are linked stories centered on whites’ attitudes toward race and on people’s obsessions with fantasies. Both stories—separated by the lighter “A Gentleman of Bayou Têche”—close the collection with a focus not on the possibilities of the future but on the destructive pull of the past.
 
The principal theme in A Night in Acadie, as in Bayou Folk, is a search for personal fulfillment and cultural richness. But A Night in Acadie is a better balanced book, and its stories are stronger. Kate Chopin wrote other fine stories in the mid-1890s before she started on The Awakening, ones she did not include in this second collection—“The Story of an Hour,” “Lilacs,” “A Vocation and a Voice,” “The Falling in Love of Fedora,” “A Pair of Silk Stockings,” and one or two others—and she wrote some powerful short fiction later in her career, notably “The Storm” and “Charlie.” But she would produce little to surpass the works she published in A Night in Acadie—“Athénaïse,” “A Matter of Prejudice,” “Nég Créol,” “Tante Cat’rinette,” “A Respectable Woman,” “Ripe Figs,” and a few more. The Night in Acadie stories show us a world where life remains as difficult as it was in Bayou Folk yet is bursting with possibilities. A Night in Acadie is one of America’s best nineteenth-century collections of short stories—and one of the most compassionate views of life in American realistic fiction.
The stories in the collection are framed by beginning and ending narratives about a man setting out on a short trip that leads to unexpected results—a probable marriage in the first, an act of kindness in the last. Within that frame is another, comprising two of Chopin’s strongest stories—the lovely, haunting “Athénaïse,” placed second in the collection, and “A Respectable Woman,” positioned just before the little sketch “Ripe Figs” near the end.
The opening title story is a bridge from Bayou Folk. The setting is a ’Cadian ball held in a disintegrating plantation mansion, a perfect place for a narrative about young people—their options hemmed in by an oppressive poverty—seeking marriage partners and better lives. Zaïda Trodon, to be rescued by Telèsphore Baquette, himself escaping, at least for the day, from what he sees as the limited possibilities of his own region, is a cousin of the emaciated Mentine Trodon, whom Doudouce loves so desperately in the Bayou Folk story “A Visit to Avoyelles.” Chopin describes Zaïda arriving at the ball all in white (the young woman plans to elope later in the evening) and, in a skillful touch, notes that even her slippers are white, though “no one would have believed let alone suspected that they were a pair of old black ones which she had covered with pieces of her first communion sash.”
Like ’Tite Reine of “In Sabine,” Zaïda is spared life with an arrogant man who drinks too much. She has the possibility now for a better match with the prudent, methodical Telèsphore, who adores her. But Zaïda is saved by chance. Without the fortunate appearance of an outsider, she might be in a difficult position the night of the ’Cadian ball, forced into a marriage she realizes would be a mistake.
The story Kate Chopin tells in “Athénaïse”—the longest, and, perhaps, the best story in the two collections—at first resembles Edna Pontellier’s story in The Awakening. The title character is a young woman recognizing a new life within her. Athénaïse Miché is miserable in her marriage, despite comfortable surroundings, and unsure about what she wants in place of it. Her Creole husband is polite and attentive enough about some things but insistent and arrogant about others. She herself is moody, impulsive, and headstrong—determined to do things her own way no matter what the cost. She leaves her husband’s house, meets an attractive man, and finds her body and spirit suddenly alive, vibrant—full of new possibilities.
“Athénaïse,” however, develops in a way that could hardly be more different from The Awakening. The man Athénaïse meets on leaving her husband, a journalist named Gouvernail, is drawn to her and would not hesitate to take her as his lover—but he understands better than Athénaïse herself does that what she needs at the moment is a confidant, a brother, so he holds her gently in his arms and tries to be that for her. Her husband, Cazeau, brought her home once before, after she left him, but he is so horrified by the thought of treating his wife as his father treated a runaway slave that he cannot seek her out again. He writes to her saying he will always love her but will no longer force himself on her. Although he believes that he has lost his last chance for happiness, that Athénaïse will never care for him, he writes that he will wait for her to return. The story ends not in separation and suicide, but in pregnancy, reconciliation, and hope.
There is no winner or loser in the narrative. Athénaïse changes, but so does her husband. To be sure, her brother is disappointed that she is behaving in such an “ordinary,” “commonplace” fashion by returning to her husband when she learns she is pregnant, and certainly Athénaïse is transformed by the discovery that she is carrying a child. But she comes back to Cazeau not because she is trapped but because she is happy, because she is “steeped in a wave of ecstasy,” because the “first purely sensuous tremor of her life” is washing over her as she speaks her husband’s name, because she now understands herself as a partner of Cazeau, a coproprietor of their estate, because she has chosen the best opportunity open to her, because she has reached for the best possible life.
Other characters in A Night in Acadie are also changed by a child or children. “Polydore,” “Regret,” and “A Matter of Prejudice” are touching little narratives about the effect of a child on an older woman (and in “Mamouche,” later in the collection, the older person is a man). In “Polydore,” Mamzelle Adélaïde discovers a “bond of love” connecting her with a motherless boy she has raised as her own. In “Regret,” Mamzelle Aurélie learns she has blundered in refusing marriage and the possibility of children. And in “A Matter of Prejudice,” old Madame Carambeau—one of Chopin’s more memorable characters—forgives her son for marrying an American woman and reaches out to her daughter-in-law and her grandchild.
Old Madame Carambeau’s prejudices are part of a motif running through many Chopin stories—the way Creole culture influences people’s sense of what is natural. Madame Carambeau “was a woman of many prejudices—so many, in fact, that it would be difficult to name them all. She detested dogs, cats, organ-grinders, white servants and children’s noises. She despised Americans, Germans and all people of a different faith from her own. Anything not French had, in her opinion, little right to existence.” Yet almost everyone around her yields to her dispositions. When she decides after ten years to reconcile with her son, she insists that Providence had arranged the details and “no one contradicted her.” Like Maman Nainaine in the delicate sketch “Ripe Figs,” near the end of A Night in Acadie, Madame Carambeau speaks with such authority that others accept her view as natural. Creoles—Madame Carambeau, Maman Nainaine, and others—maintain their dominant position in Chopin’s Louisiana by virtue of their cultural, if not their economic, power and influence.
Yet Chopin makes clear here and throughout her fiction that such dominance is waning, that among young people French, like other languages immigrants have brought to America, is being displaced by English, and that most mainstream American values will eventually prevail. Madame Carambeau in “A Matter of Prejudice” will teach her granddaughter French, but the little girl will teach her English, and the old woman—having never before ventured into the American quarter of New Orleans—has now passed across the boundary separating it from the French quarter and will surely make the trip again.
Some Night in Acadie stories, like some in Bayou Folk, focus on people of color. “Nég Créol” and “Tante Cat’rinette” depict the loyalty of former slaves to the families that once owned them. The stories are among Chopin’s strongest works in part because of the sensitive, loving portraits of two African Americans of great courage and dignity. Loyalty is a highly prized value in Chopin’s stories. In “Ozème’s Holiday,” the closing work in A Night in Acadie, a ’Cadian man gives up his annual week’s vacation to help a former slave pick her cotton and nurse her son back to health, and in “Odalie Misses Mass” a young girl stays with an old black woman left alone on a feast day. But in “Nég Créol” and “Tante Cat’rinette” a loyal commitment to others is measured not in hours or weeks, but in years, a lifetime.
Old Chicot, the nég créol, earns his keep in the teeming multi-cultural French Market of New Orleans among Sicilians and Gascon butchers, among Irish, Jews, Choctaws, mulattoes, blacks, and others. Because he is “so black, lean, lame, and shriveled,” the merchants call him “Chicot” (stump), “Maringouin” (insect, mosquito), or simply “Nég.” Powerless and dominated, he nevertheless builds an identity for himself by proclaiming his association with what he insists is an elite white family and by secretly caring for the diseased, poverty-stricken, seventy-five-year-old daughter of that family.
Tante Cat’rinette’s devotion to her former owners is the same. Because she had saved the life of his daughter before the Civil War, a rich planter whom she calls Vieumaite (old master) had given Tante Cat’rinette her freedom and a house in Natchitoches. But a generation later, hard times and sickness have fallen upon Vieumaite’s child, so Tante Cat’rinette once again saves her—with her nursing and with a loan of a thousand dollars she earns by selling her house. But the former slave rescues herself as well by avoiding the humiliating loss of her house (it is in poor repair and has become a danger to the community) and by integrating herself again into the lives of people whom she loves and who love her.
Chopin’s attitude toward race in these works is complex. Her characters’ language reflects the speech of the people in the regions she describes: “Negro,” usually offensive to our ears, appears frequently in the stories and “darkey” comes up a few times, as does the hateful “nigger” or “nigga.” Her characters’ assumptions about the social position of African Americans also mirror those of their communities. Almost everyone in “In and Out of Old Natchitoches,” the second story in Bayou Folk, accepts the social boundaries that separate whites from mulattoes, and African Americans throughout the stories insist on “maintaining the color line.” Marriages between whites and blacks are impossible, as are relationships built on social equality.
Yet Chopin is not blind to racial injustice, any more than she is blind to patriarchal oppression or self-serving assumptions about gender, class, or ethnicity. She describes the racial situation as she has found it. In many stories friendship and trust are common among people of different races, and affection flows back and forth between blacks and whites, especially between black women and white children. “La Belle Zoraïde,” “Nég Créol,” “Tante Cat’rinette,” “In Sabine,” and other stories depict individual people of color as loving, sensitive, and strong. The stories capture both the suffering and the triumphs of these black people’s lives. Chopin does not apologize for the racial situation in late-nineteenth-century Louisiana, nor does she idealize it. Her family had owned slaves when she was a child in St. Louis. During the Civil War, her half-brother fought on the side of the Confederacy and died of typhoid fever. Her husband joined the notorious White League in New Orleans. The culture of the Louisiana she knew inherited some ugly racial attitudes.
But Kate Chopin functioned in more than one culture and more than one language—and attitudes toward race were not the same from one group to another, so she always sees more than her characters see. She is not a revolutionary; she does not seek to overthrow the social order. She lived her entire life among people suffering the consequences of a violent destruction of their social and economic system. She values her communities, such as they are, because she values the individuals in them. She draws her characters—white people, black people, Native Americans, and people of mixed blood—with respect and dignity. She seeks the truth about the life she portrays. Within such a context—within an imaginative world where compassion and acceptance can be taken on trust, where the goal is to capture what is (though not always what ought to be) the truth—Chopin’s limitations of vision as a white, middle-class, nineteenth-century Southern American woman loom not so large.
The depressing nature of race relations does not dominate the ending of A Night in Acadie as it does some late stories in Bayou Folk. “A Respectable Woman” occupies roughly the same position near the close of A Night in Acadie that “Athénaïse” has near the start. Sophisticated as well as respectable, Mrs. Baroda becomes fully aware of how powerful an influence her husband’s friend—the journalist Gouvernail, who took such good care of Athénaïse Miché—is having upon her. Sitting alone with him one night, she is deeply disturbed: “She wanted to reach out her hand in the darkness and touch him with the sensitive tips of her fingers upon the face or the lips. She wanted to draw close to him and whisper against his cheek—she did not care what—as she might have done if she had not been a respectable woman.”
Gouvernail murmurs, “half to himself,” lines from Walt Whitman’s “Song of Myself”: “Night of south winds—night of the large few stars!/Still nodding night—.” Only after Mrs. Baroda returns to the house does he complete Whitman’s “apostrophe to the night.” Chopin does not quote the remainder, but readers may be familiar with it: “Press close bare-bosomed night—press close magnetic nourishing night!/Night of south winds—night of the large few stars!/Still nodding night—mad naked summer night.”
In “A Respectable Woman” Gouvernail approaches the intimate circle of a married woman, as he had done in “Athénaïse,” and again understands the woman in some ways better than she does herself. Kate Chopin does not often assign such understanding to a man. In her stories women are generally not only more attractive, graceful, and energetic than the men around them, but more insightful as well. Chopin likes Gouvernail, however, and gives him a small role in her novel The Awakening. He attends the party Edna Pontellier throws to celebrate her independence, and he observes carefully the events of the evening. Again he quotes a fragment of poetry—this time a sonnet by Algernon Swinburne—and again Chopin withholds the rest of the passage. But readers who recognize the Swinburne sonnet will see what the sensitive Gouvernail sees: that watching over the wild scene near the close of Edna’s party is the brooding figure of death.
Near the close of A Night in Acadie, Gouvernail perceives the longing of his friend’s wife as they sit together in the darkness. Chopin’s wonderful last sentences of “A Respectable Woman” do not specify just what Mrs. Baroda has in mind to do now, but Gouvernail has opened for her possibilities she had not been aware of before.
 
Chopin is always aware of the importance of children in her communities. About half the stories in Bayou Folk were first published in or submitted to children’s magazines or have subject matter and themes similar to those that were. “A Very Fine Fiddle” is a children’s story, as are “Beyond the Bayou,” “Old Aunt Peggy,” “A Rude Awakening,” “The Bênitous’ Slave,” “A Turkey Hunt,” “Love on the Bon-Dieu,” “Loka,” “Boulôt and Boulotte,” “For Marse Chouchoute,” and “A Wizard from Gettysburg.” Almost a third of the stories in A Night in Acadie are children’s stories: “After the Winter,” “Polydore,” “A Matter of Prejudice,” “The Lilies,” “Mamouche,” and “Ripe Figs.” Other stories in the collections might be suitable for young readers. And some of those first published in children’s magazines—“Beyond the Bayou,” “A Matter of Prejudice,” or “Ripe Figs,” for example—might be thought of as stories for adults.
It was common in the nineteenth century for authors to write for both children and adults. Mark Twain did, as did Louisa May Alcott, Nathaniel Hawthorne, and Sarah Orne Jewett. And it was common for magazines like Youth’s Companion or Harper’s Young People—both of which published Chopin’s work—to attract high-quality fiction and for editors of adult magazines to monitor the children’s magazines for talent. Some beginning authors wrote children’s stories to polish their craft and to impress such editors, then turned away from the genre when they had established themselves. But Kate Chopin continued to write for children throughout her career.
Mindful of her readership, she thought carefully about what to include in her works. “The question of how much or how little knowledge of life should be withheld from the youthful mind,” she writes,
is a subject about which there exists a diversity of opinion with the conservative element no doubt, greatly in preponderance. As a rule the youthful, untrained nature is left to gather wisdom as it comes along in a thousand-and-one ways and in whatever form it may present itself to the intelligent, the susceptible, the observant. In this respect experience is perhaps an abler instructor than direct enlightenment from man or woman; for it works by suggestion. There are many phases and features of life which cannot, or rather should not be expounded, demonstrated, presented to the youthful imagination as cold facts, for it is safe to assert they are not going to be accepted as such. It is moreover robbing youth of its privilege to gather wisdom as the bee gathers honey.


Chopin writes to inform, to entertain her children’s audience, not to offer moral guidance, but, like others writing for children at the time, she chooses her subjects with care. She likes stories about girls becoming adults (“Loka,” “A Rude Awakening”) and about adults seeking companionship (“After the Winter,” “Polydore,” “A Matter of Prejudice,” “The Lilies,” “Mamouche”), and she often dwells on the way children cope with the harsh economic conditions so common in her world (“For Marse Chouchoute,” “A Very Fine Fiddle,” “Boulôt and Boulotte,” “A Wizard from Gettysburg”).
Her concern over balance in her adult stories spills naturally into her works for children. A search for balance has been a fundamental element in many classic British and American children’s stories—balance between what children are free to do and what they are not, what they wish for and what they can have, their wanting to be home and wanting to run away, their feeling alienated or feeling wanted. All those motifs are present in Chopin’s children’s stories.
 
From the time of her childhood in St. Louis, Kate Chopin had the ability to see beyond what those in her immediate community were seeing, to see with detachment and irony, with an understanding that truth looks different from within different cultures, that it shapes and reshapes itself and is not subject to easy generalization. In Bayou Folk and A Night in Acadie she writes both as a member of the communities she depicts and as an observer. Although she generally accepts the values of her communities, she positions herself so that she can comment on those values. She is anything but dogmatic. She seeks to show “true life and true art,” as she calls it, “human existence in its subtle, complex, true meaning, stripped of the veil with which ethical and conventional standards have draped it.” She has a gentle, knowing gaze—insightful, compassionate, and accepting.
Many stories in Bayou Folk and A Night in Acadie place people of one culture alongside those of another (The Awakening too has an intercultural emphasis; Edna Pontellier is a Kentucky Presbyterian married to a New Orleans Creole). They illuminate the cultural contexts of human yearnings. They explore how people are shaped by life in a heterogeneous, complex, often unjust society.
Chopin understands, as her contemporary Henry James understands, that a person lives in a community, but the community also lives in the person. Like James and other realists, she is aware of the giant biological, psychological, and economic forces shaping people’s lives, but her characters are usually free to seek the better existence they yearn for, although what they want is deeply influenced by those with whom they live. Her communities have troubling problems, but individuals—women, men, and children, white people and people of color—cross social boundaries, appropriate others’ values, reach with intelligence and confidence for richer, more fulfilling, better balanced lives.
Kate Chopin integrates culture, regional character, race, the power of sex, and the concerns of women into her collections of stories, sensing what Walt Whitman had felt forty years earlier—that cultural differences and racial differences nourish a community, that women as well as men nourish it, that sex nourishes it. She weaves together sex, race, culture, and gender in her stories, celebrating them all, making Bayou Folk and A Night in Acadie feel at times exotic, like Louisiana plantations and ’Cadian balls, and at times familiar, like the multiethnic, multiracial, multilingual, gender-sensitive, and sexually charged America we know today.
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BAYOU FOLK
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A No-Account Creole
I
ONE agreeable afternoon in late autumn two young men stood together on Canal Street, closing a conversation that had evidently begun within the club-house which they had just quitted.
“There’s big money in it, Offdean,” said the elder of the two. “I would n’t have you touch it if there was n’t. Why, they tell me Patchly’s pulled a hundred thousand out of the concern a’ready.”
“That may be,” replied Offdean, who had been politely attentive to the words addressed to him, but whose face bore a look indicating that he was closed to conviction. He leaned back upon the clumsy stick which he carried, and continued: “It’s all true, I dare say, Fitch; but a decision of that sort would mean more to me than you’d believe if I were to tell you. The beggarly twenty-five thousand’s all I have, and I want to sleep with it under my pillow a couple of months at least before I drop it into a slot.”
“You’ll drop it into Harding & Offdean’s mill to grind out the pitiful two and a half per cent commission racket; that’s what you ’ll do in the end, old fellow—see if you don’t.”
“Perhaps I shall; but it’s more than likely I shan’t. We’ll talk about it when I get back. You know I’m off to north Louisiana in the morning”—
“No! What the deuce”—
“Oh, business of the firm.”
“Write me from Shreveport, then; or wherever it is.”
“Not so far as that. But don’t expect to hear from me till you see me. I can’t say when that will be.”
Then they shook hands and parted. The rather portly Fitch boarded a Prytania Street car, and Mr. Wallace Offdean hurried to the bank in order to replenish his portemonnaie, which had been materially lightened at the club through the medium of unpropitious jack-pots and bobtail flushes.
He was a sure-footed fellow, this young Offdean, despite an occasional fall in slippery places. What he wanted, now that he had reached his twenty-sixth year and his inheritance, was to get his feet well planted on solid ground, and to keep his head cool and clear.
With his early youth he had had certain shadowy intentions of shaping his life on intellectual lines. That is, he wanted to; and he meant to use his faculties intelligently, which means more than is at once apparent. Above all, he would keep clear of the maelstroms of sordid work and senseless pleasure in which the average American business man may be said alternately to exist, and which reduce him, naturally, to a rather ragged condition of soul.
Offdean had done, in a temperate way, the usual things which young men do who happen to belong to good society, and are possessed of moderate means and healthy instincts. He had gone to college, had traveled a little at home and abroad, had frequented society and the clubs, and had worked in his uncle’s commission-house; in all of which employments he had expended much time and a modicum of energy.
But he felt all through that he was simply in a preliminary stage of being, one that would develop later into something tangible and intelligent, as he liked to tell himself. With his patrimony of twenty-five thousand dollars came what he felt to be the turning-point in his life,—the time when it behooved him to choose a course, and to get himself into proper trim to follow it manfully and consistently.
When Messrs. Harding & Offdean determined to have some one look after what they called “a troublesome piece of land on Red River,” Wallace Offdean requested to be intrusted with that special commission of land-inspector.
A shadowy, ill-defined piece of land in an unfamiliar part of his native State, might, he hoped, prove a sort of closet into which he could retire and take counsel with his inner and better self.
II
What Harding & Offdean had called a piece of land on Red River was better known to the people of Natchitoches1 parish as “the old Santien place.”
In the days of Lucien Santien and his hundred slaves, it had been very splendid in the wealth of its thousand acres. But the war did its work, of course. Then Jules Santien was not the man to mend such damage as the war had left. His three sons were even less able than he had been to bear the weighty inheritance of debt that came to them with the dismantled plantation; so it was a deliverance to all when Harding & Offdean, the New Orleans creditors, relieved them of the place with the responsibility and indebtedness which its ownership had entailed.
Hector, the eldest, and Grégoire, the youngest of these Santien boys, had gone each his way. Placide alone tried to keep a desultory foothold upon the land which had been his and his forefathers’. But he too was given to wandering—within a radius, however, which rarely took him so far that he could not reach the old place in an afternoon of travel, when he felt so inclined.
There were acres of open land cultivated in a slovenly fashion, but so rich that cotton and corn and weed and “cocoa-grass” grew rampant if they had only the semblance of a chance. The negro quarters were at the far end of this open stretch, and consisted of a long row of old and very crippled cabins. Directly back of these a dense wood grew, and held much mystery, and witchery of sound and shadow, and strange lights when the sun shone. Of a gin-house there was left scarcely a trace; only so much as could serve as inadequate shelter to the miserable dozen cattle that huddled within it in winter-time.
A dozen rods or more from the Red River bank stood the dwelling-house, and nowhere upon the plantation had time touched so sadly as here. The steep, black, moss-covered roof sat like an extinguisher2 above the eight large rooms that it covered, and had come to do its office so poorly that not more than half of these were habitable when the rain fell. Perhaps the live-oaks made too thick and close a shelter about it. The verandas were long and broad and inviting; but it was well to know that the brick pillar was crumbling away under one corner, that the railing was insecure at another, and that still another had long ago been condemned as unsafe. But that, of course, was not the corner in which Wallace Offdean sat the day following his arrival at the Santien place. This one was comparatively secure. A gloire-de-Dijon, thick-leaved and charged with huge creamy blossoms, grew and spread here like a hardy vine upon the wires that stretched from post to post. The scent of the blossoms was delicious; and the stillness that surrounded Offdean agreeably fitted his humor that asked for rest. His old host, Pierre Manton, the manager of the place, sat talking to him in a soft, rhythmic monotone; but his speech was hardly more of an interruption than the hum of the bees among the roses. He was saying:—
“If it would been me myse’f, I would nevair grumb’. W’en a chimbly breck, I take one, two de boys; we patch ’im up bes’ we know how. We keep on men’ de fence’, firs’ one place, anudder; an’ if it would n’ be fer dem mule’ of Lacroix—tonnerre!3 I don’ wan’ to talk ’bout dem mule’. But me, I would n’ grumb’. It’s Euphrasie, hair. She say dat’s all fool nonsense fer rich man lack Hardin’-Offde’n to let a piece o’ lan’ goin’ lack dat.”
“Euphrasie?” questioned Offdean, in some surpise; for he had not yet heard of any such person.
“Euphrasie, my li’le chile. Escuse me one minute,” Pierre added, remembering that he was in his shirt-sleeves, and rising to reach for his coat, which hung upon a peg near by. He was a small, square man, with mild, kindly face, brown and roughened from healthy exposure. His hair hung gray and long beneath the soft felt hat that he wore. When he had seated himself, Offdean asked:—
“Where is your little child? I have n’t seen her,” inwardly marveling that a little child should have uttered such words of wisdom as those recorded of her.
“She yonder to Mme. Duplan on Cane River. I been kine es-pectin’ hair sence yistiday—hair an’ Placide,” casting an unconscious glance down the long plantation road. “But Mme. Duplan she nevair want to let Euphrasie go. You know it’s hair raise’ Euphraise sence hair po’ ma die’, Mr. Offde’n. She teck dat li’le chile, an’ raise it, sem lack she raisin’ Ninette. But it’s mo’ ’an a year now Euphrasie say dat ’s all fool nonsense to leave me livin’ ’lone lack dat, wid nuttin’ ’cep’ dem nigger’—an’ Placide once a w’ile. An’ she came yair bossin’! My goodness!” The old man chuckled, “Dat ’s hair been writin’ all dem letter’ to Hardin’-Offde’n. If it would been me myse’f”—
III
Placide seemed to have had a foreboding of ill from the start when he found that Euphrasie began to interest herself in the condition of the plantation. This ill feeling voiced itself partly when he told her it was none of her lookout if the place went to the dogs. “It ’s good enough for Joe Duplan to run things en grand seigneur,4 Euphraise; that ’s w’at ’s spoiled you.”
Placide might have done much single-handed to keep the old place in better trim, if he had wished. For there was no one more clever than he to do a hand’s turn at any and every thing. He could mend a saddle or bridle while he stood whistling a tune. If a wagon required a brace or a bolt, it was nothing for him to step into a shop and turn out one as deftly as the most skilled blacksmith. Any one seeing him at work with plane and rule and chisel would have declared him a born carpenter. And as for mixing paints, and giving a fine and lasting coat to the side of a house or barn, he had not his equal in the country.
This last talent he exercised little in his native parish. It was in a neighboring one, where he spent the greater part of his time, that his fame as a painter was established. There, in the village of Orville, he owned a little shell of a house, and during odd times it was Placide’s great delight to tinker at this small home, inventing daily new beauties and conveniences to add to it. Lately it had become a precious possession to him, for in the spring he was to bring Euphrasie there as his wife.
Maybe it was because of his talent, and his indifference in turning it to good, that he was often called “a no-account creole” by thriftier souls than himself. But no-account creole or not, painter, carpenter, blacksmith, and whatever else he might be at times, he was a Santien always, with the best blood in the country running in his veins. And many thought his choice had fallen in very low places when he engaged himself to marry little Euphrasie, the daughter of old Pierre Manton and a problematic mother a good deal less than nobody.
Placide might have married almost any one, too; for it was the easiest thing in the world for a girl to fall in love with him,—sometimes the hardest thing in the world not to, he was such a splendid fellow, such a careless, happy, handsome fellow. And he did not seem to mind in the least that young men who had grown up with him were lawyers now, and planters, and members of Shakespeare clubs in town. No one ever expected anything quite so humdrum as that of the Santien boys. As youngsters, all three had been the despair of the country schoolmaster; then of the private tutor who had come to shackle them, and had failed in his design. And the state of mutiny and revolt that they had brought about at the college of Grand Coteau when their father, in a moment of weak concession to prejudice, had sent them there, is a thing yet remembered in Natchitoches.
And now Placide was going to marry Euphrasie. He could not recall the time when he had not loved her. Somehow he felt that it began the day when he was six years old, and Pierre, his father’s overseer, had called him from play to come and make her acquaintance. He was permitted to hold her in his arms a moment, and it was with silent awe that he did so. She was the first whitefaced baby he remembered having seen, and he straightway believed she had been sent to him as a birthday gift to be his little playmate and friend. If he loved her, there was no great wonder; every one did, from the time she took her first dainty step, which was a brave one, too.
She was the gentlest little lady ever born in old Natchitoches parish, and the happiest and merriest. She never cried or whimpered for a hurt. Placide never did, why should she? When she wept, it was when she did what was wrong, or when he did; for that was to be a coward, she felt. When she was ten, and her mother was dead, Mme. Duplan, the Lady Bountiful of the parish, had driven across from her plantation, Les Chêniers,5 to old Pierre’s very door, and there had gathered up this precious little maid, and carried her away, to do with as she would.
And she did with the child much as she herself had been done by. Euphrasie went to the convent soon, and was taught all gentle things, the pretty arts of manner and speech that the ladies of the “Sacred Heart” can teach so well. When she quitted them, she left a trail of love behind her; she always did.
Placide continued to see her at intervals, and to love her always. One day he told her so; he could not help it. She stood under one of the big oaks at Les Chêniers. It was midsummer time, and the tangled sunbeams had enmeshed her in a golden fretwork. When he saw her standing there in the sun’s glamour, which was like a glory upon her, he trembled. He seemed to see her for the first time. He could only look at her, and wonder why her hair gleamed so, as it fell in those thick chestnut waves about her ears and neck. He had looked a thousand times into her eyes before; was it only to-day they held that sleepy, wistful light in them that invites love? How had he not seen it before? Why had he not known before that her lips were red, and cut in fine, strong curves? that her flesh was like cream? How had he not seen that she was beautiful? “Euphrasie,” he said, taking her hands,—“Euphrasie, I love you!”
She looked at him with a little astonishment. “Yes; I know, Placide.” She spoke with the soft intonation of the creole.
“No, you don’t, Euphrasie. I did n’ know myse’f how much tell jus’ now.”
Perhaps he did only what was natural when he asked her next if she loved him. He still held her hands. She looked thoughtfully away, unready to answer.
“Do you love anybody better?” he asked jealously. “Any one jus’ as well as me?”
“You know I love papa better, Placide, an’ Maman Duplan jus’ as well.”
Yet she saw no reason why she should not be his wife when he asked her to.
Only a few months before this, Euphrasie had returned to live with her father. The step had cut her off from everything that girls of eighteen call pleasure. If it cost her one regret, no one could have guessed it. She went often to visit the Duplans, however; and Placide had gone to bring her home from Les Chêniers the very day of Offdean’s arrival at the plantation.
They had traveled by rail to Natchitoches, where they found Pierre’s no-top buggy awaiting them, for there was a drive of five miles to be made through the pine woods before the plantation was reached. When they were at their journey’s end, and had driven some distance up the long plantation road that led to the house in the rear, Euphrasie exclaimed:—
“W’y, there’s some one on the gall’ry with papa, Placide!”
“Yes; I see.”
“It looks like some one f’om town. It mus’ be Mr. Gus Adams; but I don’ see his horse.”
“ ’T ain’t no one f’om town that I know. It ’s boun’ to be some one f’om the city.”
“Oh, Placide, I should n’wonder if Harding & Offdean have sent some one to look after the place at las’,” she exclaimed a little excitedly.
They were near enough to see that the stranger was a young man of very pleasing appearance. Without apparent reason, a chilly depression took hold of Placide.
“I tole you it was n’ yo’ lookout f’om the firs’, Euphrasie,” he said to her.
IV
Wallace Offdean remembered Euphrasie at once as a young person whom he had assisted to a very high perch on his clubhouse balcony the previous Mardi Gras night. He had thought her pretty and attractive then, and for the space of a day or two wondered who she might be. But he had not made even so fleeting an
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