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About the book

"Uncle Remus" is a poignant collection of African American folktales

narrated by the titular character, Uncle Remus, a wise and genial elder

figure. Created by journalist Joel Chandler Harris and published in 1881,

these stories are steeped in the traditions and cultural expressions of the

post-Reconstruction South, illustrating the harsh realities and resilience of

plantation life. 

The narrative unfolds in a rural Southern setting where Uncle Remus shares

tales with a curious young boy, often referred to as "the Little Boy," who

visits him for stories steeped in folklore. The tales predominantly feature

clever animals like Br’er Rabbit, a trickster who outwits his foes, and other

characters like Br’er Fox and Br’er Bear, who embody various human traits

and moral lessons.

Each story conveys not only the joys and struggles of the characters but also

reflects broader themes of survival, cunning, and community in the face of

adversity. For instance, Br’er Rabbit's escapades illustrate the cleverness

required to navigate a world filled with danger and oppression, making the

tales both entertaining and educational.

However, the framing of these narratives under the lens of Uncle Remus—a

character that embodies both wisdom and a complex historical legacy—has
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sparked significant discussions about representation and the authenticity of

African American voices in storytelling. Critics have pointed out that while

the tales are rich in cultural significance, the way they are presented may

perpetuate stereotypes and overshadow the true depth of African American

experiences. 

Overall, "Uncle Remus" serves as a crucial cultural artifact, blending humor

and moral lessons while prompting important dialogues about race, identity,

and the complexities of American folklore. The collection invites readers to

appreciate the artistry of storytelling while also reflecting on the historical

contexts that shape these narratives.
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About the author

Joel Chandler Harris, born in Eatonton, Georgia, was a prominent American

journalist and author celebrated for his enchanting Uncle Remus stories.

These narratives, initially published in the Atlanta Constitution beginning in

1879, draw deeply from the rich tradition of African-American oral

storytelling. They feature the endearing trickster hero, Br'er Rabbit, who

embodies wit and cleverness, often outsmarting more powerful foes. 

Harris's tales, including seminal works like *Uncle Remus: His Songs and

His Sayings* and *Nights with Uncle Remus*, engage readers through a

distinctive dialect that successfully resonates with both Black and White

audiences of the post-Civil War era. Although these stories present an

idealized view of race relations, they also highlight the complexities and the

rich cultural tapestry of a society grappling with its tumultuous history. The

influence of the Uncle Remus stories has been significant, leaving an

indelible mark on American literature and culture, encapsulating a moment

in history where storytelling served as both entertainment and a means of

cultural preservation. 

The chapters of these works revolve around various tales of Br'er Rabbit and

his adventures, which serve to illustrate morals and the resilience of the

human spirit, emphasizing themes of ingenuity in overcoming adversity.

Through the lens of Harris’s storytelling, readers are invited into a world that
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celebrates the nuances of African-American folklore while also offering a

critical perspective on social dynamics during this transformative period in

American history.
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Chapter 1 Summary: Introduction: Author Teller, and
Hero by Robert Hemenway

Introduction: Author, Teller, and Hero

In the opening chapter of "Uncle Remus," we are introduced to Joel

Chandler Harris, the author who brought to life the enduring character of

Uncle Remus, a former slave who captivates through his storytelling.

Harris’s narratives resonate with a wide audience, including prominent

figures like Edith Roosevelt, who admired his ability to engage children, and

Teddy Roosevelt, who regarded Uncle Remus as a key figure in American

folklore. 

Uncle Remus’s stories, primarily focusing on the clever antics of Brer

Rabbit and other characters, celebrate the resilience and resourcefulness of

marginalized individuals, providing a timeless commentary that transcends

cultural and historical boundaries. The collection, published in November

1880, was a major success, selling 7,500 copies in its first month and

becoming a fixture in American literature. Its legacy continues through

numerous reprints and adaptations, including the well-known Disney film.

Character Development and Historical Context
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Harris crafts Uncle Remus as a wise and paternal figure who shares his rich

plantation narratives with a little white boy. This character embodies a

complex blend of nostalgia for the antebellum South, despite glossing over

the grim realities of slavery. Uncle Remus is depicted as a benign reflection

of a past that many romantically recall, which can detract from the serious

historical implications of slavery.

In contrast, Brer Rabbit emerges as a central trickster figure rooted in

African folklore. He symbolizes resistance and cleverness, continually

outsmarting those in power. For Black audiences, Brer Rabbit’s cunning

strategies against oppressive foes resonate deeply, transforming the character

into a symbol of hope and resilience against adversity.

Themes and Cultural Significance

This chapter explores important themes of cultural identity, race relations,

and the significance of storytelling. Harris skillfully navigates the

challenging landscape of portraying an era rife with racial tensions and a

complicated legacy that involves both affection and paternalism toward

African Americans. Through his nuanced lens as a Southern white man

fascinated by Black folklore, Harris brings forth a variety of dual identities

in his work.
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The stories of Uncle Remus and Brer Rabbit weave together a rich tapestry

filled with nostalgia and an exploration of racial dynamics, showcasing

folklore as a vital cultural expression. While Uncle Remus holds a mythic

quality that caters to a desire for a harmonious recollection of past racial

interactions, Brer Rabbit embodies the strength of those who have endured

oppression.

Through Harris’s storytelling, we gain valuable insights into the intersection

of literature and American history, prompting essential reflections on both

the charm and complexities of these narratives. The tales not only entertain

but also invite readers to confront the historical legacies embedded within

them, fostering a deeper understanding of the cultural and racial landscapes

they inhabit.
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Chapter 2 Summary: UNCLE REMUS: HIS SONGS
AND HIS SAYINGS

In Chapter 2 of "Uncle Remus" by Joel Chandler Harris, the author delves

 into the cultural significance and historical roots of the tales recounted by

Uncle Remus, a character who embodies the oral storytelling tradition of

African-American folklore. Harris emphasizes that these narratives, although

often humorous and whimsical, are steeped in deeper meanings and societal

reflections that resonate with the African-American experience, especially in

the context of Southern history.

At the heart of the stories are anthropomorphic animal characters like Brer

Rabbit and Brer Tarrypin, who navigate a world where wit and cunning

triumph over brute strength. These characters symbolize resilience and

cleverness, characteristics that reflect the struggles faced by many in a

society marked by inequality and oppression. Their adventures often reveal

moral lessons, showcasing the value of intelligence and resourcefulness in

achieving one's goals.

Harris also draws parallels between the tales of Uncle Remus and similar

folklore traditions from various cultures, including African, Native

American, and South American narratives. This comparison suggests a

shared heritage and universal themes that underscore the human experience

across different communities.
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The use of the Southern dialect in Harris's writing is not merely a stylistic

choice; it serves as a vital medium to express the humor, nuances, and lived

experiences of the Southern black community. Anecdotes and brief vignettes

pepper the chapter, exemplifying the charm and wit inherent in these

folktales while preserving their authenticity.

Through this exploration, Harris aims to honor and preserve these rich

stories, highlighting their cultural relevance and the wisdom they impart. He

invites readers to engage with this vibrant tapestry of folklore, appreciating

its continued resonance and the insights it offers into the life and culture of

Southern plantations.
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Chapter 3 Summary: LEGENDS OF THE OLD
PLANTATION.

In Chapter 3 of "The Adventures of Brer Rabbit," Uncle Remus delights

 listeners with engaging tales that showcase the cunning escapades of Brer

Rabbit, a clever trickster who often finds himself at odds with larger foes

like Brer Fox and Brer Wolf.

The chapter opens with Brer Rabbit once again outsmarting Brer Fox.

Anticipating a dinner invitation to Brer Fox’s home, Brer Rabbit cleverly

bides his time by hiding and singing a playful tune, signaling his awareness

of Brer Fox's predatory nature. In a classic game of wits, Brer Rabbit tricks

Brer Fox into chasing him, underscoring the playful tension between the two

characters that defines their interactions.

Next, Uncle Remus recounts the infamous Tar-Baby incident. Here, Brer

Fox crafts a lifelike doll made of tar to ensnare Brer Rabbit. Initially

oblivious, Brer Rabbit engages with the Tar-Baby, only to find himself in a

sticky situation. However, his quick thinking turns the tables, allowing him

to escape yet again, much to the amusement of other animals witnessing the

farce.

The chapter continues with more humorous escapades, including Brer

Rabbit's interaction with Miss Cow and his antics that outwit Brer Wolf.
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Each of these encounters illustrates Brer Rabbit's strategy of using

intelligence and guile to navigate danger, much to the astonishment of his

peers.

Central to these narratives is the theme of deceit as a survival tactic,

revealing the importance of wits and cleverness over brute strength. Brer

Rabbit embodies the archetype of the clever underdog, using his mental

acuity to triumph over more formidable opponents. 

Uncle Remus's storytelling not only entertains but also imparts important

lessons on resilience and adaptability in the face of adversity. Through

humor and mischief, the tales of Brer Rabbit celebrate the ability to outsmart

challenges, reinforcing that laughter and ingenuity can overcome malice and

might.
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Chapter 4: PLANTATION PROVERBS

Chapter 4 Summary: Plantation Proverbs

In this vibrant chapter of "Uncle Remus," we explore a treasure trove of

proverbs that capture the humor and wisdom inherent in rural Southern life.

These sayings serve as both guidance and observations, often infused with a

playful skepticism towards appearances and a deep-rooted sense of

communal knowledge.

The proverbs focus on practical themes, emphasizing the need for hard work

and awareness of one's environment. They convey that mere laziness fosters

no rewards, and true worth is measured by one's actions rather than outward

appearances—highlighted by the analogy of a lazy person's unchallenged

stomach, which thrives despite a lack of effort.

Central to this chapter is the character of the ole man Know-All, a figure

symbolizing the accumulated wisdom of the elder generation. Although he

has passed on, his insights continue to resonate through these proverbs. The

connection between humanity and nature is palpable, as many sayings draw

from everyday agricultural experiences and animal behaviors—such as the

familiar crow and corn dynamic or the sluggish habits of hogs. This blend of

folklore with practical life lessons paints a vivid picture of plantation life,
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rich in tradition and reverence for ancestral wisdom.

Ultimately, this chapter weaves a delightful narrative steeped in humor and

life lessons, inviting readers to engage with the world around them through

the lens of Southern folklore, thus reinforcing the enduring relevance of

these proverbs in both past and contemporary contexts.
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Chapter 5 Summary: HIS SONGS.

Chapter 5 Summary: Songs and Themes

In this compelling chapter of "Uncle Remus," we explore the vibrant songs

that encapsulate the lived experiences of African Americans during the era

of slavery. These melodies serve as powerful expressions of faith, resilience,

and community spirit, often sung during religious gatherings, work, and

festive occasions. The following songs illustrate the multifaceted nature of

this cultural heritage.

The chapter begins with the Revival Hymn, a stirring anthem that

 embodies the hope of salvation. Its poignant lyrics question life beyond

death and compel sinners to seek redemption, underscoring the urgency of

making moral choices. This hymn captures the emotional duality of joy and

sorrow, highlighting the struggle against sin while promising a refuge in the

afterlife.

Transitioning to a more hopeful tone, the Camp-Meeting Song resonates

 with a collective aspiration for brighter days ahead. It invites listeners to

cast aside burdens and come together in faith, celebrating the transformative

power of spiritual awakening. This song reinforces the bonds of community

through shared worship, evoking a sense of optimism among the
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participants.

Next, the Corn-Shucking Song introduces a lively and celebratory

 atmosphere, where laughter and camaraderie thrive amid the labor of

harvesting. The playful lyrics emphasize community spirit and the

enjoyment found in hard work. This song highlights significant cultural

practices that create rhythm amid daily tasks, underscoring the importance of

social connections.

Following this, the Plough-Hands' Song reflects on the life of laborers

 with a focus on contentment amid toil. It portrays the daily realities of

plantation life, revealing a deep-seated happiness that persists despite

hardships. This song echoes a universal longing for freedom and joy against

a backdrop of relentless labor.

The festive Christmas Play-Song brings humor and romance to the

 forefront, encapsulating the joyous spirit of the holiday season. With lively

verses, it depicts characters engaging in lighthearted interactions, reinforcing

the themes of community bonding and celebration during this special time.

Returning to the spiritual core, the Big Bethel Church hymn emphasizes

 the strength and solace found within faith and community. It showcases the

church as a vital support system that fosters joy amid life’s struggles, uniting

individuals in their shared experiences.
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Finally, Time Goes By Turns serves as a reflective meditation on the

 inevitability of life’s changes. It acknowledges both the challenges and joys

that accompany existence, urging listeners to persevere through adversity.

This poignant song illustrates that the most profound moments often arise

alongside hardship, encapsulating the resilience of the human spirit.

Overall, Chapter 5 immerses readers in the rich cultural and spiritual

landscape of African American life. These songs serve not merely as forms

of entertainment but as essential expressions of community, resilience, and

faith amid adversity. Through their vivid imagery and soulful lyrics, they

resonate with overarching themes of hope, unity, and the enduring quest for

a better life.
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Chapter 6 Summary: A STORY OF THE WAR.

In Chapter 6 of "Uncle Remus," we are introduced to Miss Theodosia

 Huntingdon, a young woman from Vermont who embarks on a journey to

Georgia in 1870. Motivated by a desire to visit her brother John, explore the

Southern lifestyle, and improve her health, she arrives in Atlanta, where she

is immediately taken aback by the bustling train station. There, she

encounters Uncle Remus, a tall, gray-haired man who has played a

significant role in her brother's life.

Uncle Remus greets her with warmth and humor, quickly establishing a

sense of familiarity by noting her strong resemblance to her brother. The two

share a delightful carriage ride, during which Theodosia learns more about

Uncle Remus and his experiences.

As a few weeks pass, one sunny afternoon, Theodosia and Mr. Huntingdon

encourage Uncle Remus to recount his war stories. Although initially

hesitant, he finally settles down to narrate an engaging tale from his time

during the Civil War. His perspective as a Southern slave adds a unique

dimension to the narrative, as he describes his brief period of volunteering

for service. Through his anecdotes, Uncle Remus illustrates the

unpredictability of war and shares his personal experiences managing the

plantation while his master was away.
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His storytelling captures the tumult and uncertainty of the time, revealing his

deep loyalty to his master's family. Some of the stories reflect moments of

bravery, such as when he defended them. However, the narrative takes a

more complex turn when Theodosia learns that Uncle Remus shot a Union

soldier, stirring her conflicting emotions about loyalty, freedom, and the

harsh realities of warfare.

With a blend of humor and reflection, Uncle Remus’s storytelling richly

portrays life during the Civil War. The chapter delves into themes of loyalty,

the complexities of human relationships during conflict, and the intricate

tapestry of emotions that bind people together, regardless of their

backgrounds. The interaction between characters, alongside the deeper

implications of Remus's stories, makes this chapter both entertaining and

intellectually resonant.
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Chapter 7 Summary: HIS SAYINGS.

In Chapter 7 of "Uncle Remus," the lively storyteller Uncle Remus

 captivates his audience with a series of humorous and reflective anecdotes

that delve into the unpredictable nature of life and the complexities of

community dynamics. 

The chapter opens with a tale about Jeems Rober'son, whose ill-fated

attempt to ride a notoriously difficult mule ends tragically. This story not

only sets a whimsical tone but also initiates a broader discussion on the

themes of luck, risk, and the capriciousness of fate—a common thread in

human experiences. Uncle Remus’s narrative invites readers to reflect on

how life’s uncertainties impact individuals in both comical and serious

ways.

Transitioning from misadventures to community dynamics, Uncle Remus

recalls his experiences in church. He vividly describes a chaotic church

service marked by a humorous altercation between two members arguing

over the church's financial woes. This anecdote underscores the tumultuous

yet comical nature of communal gatherings, illustrating how

conflicts—often rooted in economic strains—can unfold in surprising and

entertaining ways.

As the chapter unfolds, Uncle Remus meets a traveler from Savannah,
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whose haughty attitude leads him to dismiss the local culture. In a charming

display of wit, Uncle Remus counters this pretentiousness, highlighting

regional differences and showcasing his own wisdom. Through their

interaction, he emphasizes the importance of humility and the value of

genuine connections, revealing the warm-hearted nature of people from his

own community.

A recurring theme in this chapter is the exploration of social dynamics and

interpersonal conflicts within the black community. Uncle Remus's stories

not only entertain but also reflect his deep understanding of human nature,

portraying both the struggles and resilience of individuals faced with life's

challenges.

Finally, the chapter concludes with Uncle Remus engaging in playful banter,

allowing his wit and charm to shine through. His storytelling captures the

absurdities of life while simultaneously offering valuable insights into the

human condition. Through his engaging narratives, he ensures that readers

walk away both entertained and enlightened, celebrating the richness of

community life and the shared experiences that connect us all.
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