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BLACK BEST-SELLING BOOKS AND
BIBLIOGRAPHICAL CONCERNS: THE
ESSENCE BOOK PROJECT

Jacinta R. Saffold and Kinohi Nishikawa

On October 27,2021, the Bibliographical Society of America (BSA) spon-
sored the first in a series of virtual interviews about the Essence Book
Project.! Founded by Jacinta R. Saffold, the BSA’s inaugural Dorothy
Porter Wesley Fellow, the Essence Book Project is a database of the books
that appeared on Essence magazine’s bestsellers’ list from 1994 to 2010.
In talking about the project with Kinohi Nishikawa, Saffold highlights
how Black best-selling books contribute new paths of inquiry to biblio-
graphical scholarship and explains why it is important to archive contem-
porary Black print culture. Presented here is a modified version of the

conversation.’

Kinohi Nishikawa (KN): I'm honored to be part of

Jacinta R. Saffold (JS):

this public launch of the
Essence Book Project. Based
on what I've seen, the proj-
ect has tremendous implica-
tions for a number of scholarly
fields, including bibliography,
book history, and textual stud-
ies. Describe the Essence Book
Project in your own words.
What was your inspiration for
creating it? And what insights
do you think are afforded by
studying Black best-selling
books?

The Essence Book Project grew
out of a need to understand
the literary landscape at the
turn of the twenty-first century
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from an archival perspec-
tive. When I started research-
ing contemporary  African
American literature, I had
more questions than answers.
One of the biggest ques-
tions I had—that felt monu-
mental to me—was based on
book covers.

One of the books [ engage in
my forthcoming manuscript,
Books & Beats: The Cultural
Kinship of Street Lit and Hip
Hop, is The Coldest Winter Ever
(1999) by Sister Souljah. Several
editions of the book have ban-
ners on the front cover that say,
“Over a million copies sold” or
“Author of the New York Times
bestseller.” I wanted to know
how to verify this information.
How do we know that a novel
has really sold as much as it is
purported to have sold? Where
do we find this information?

For answers, I started with
more obvious quantitative
sources, like Nielsen BookScan
and online data from major
retailers like Barnes & Noble
and Amazon. ButI did not find
pertinent information there,
certainly not the statistical and
financial information [ was
hoping to find. After hitting
this wall, I started asking my
questions to people who could
explain what I was missing.
In a conversation with author
Omar Tyree, I explained the
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trouble I was having. He
laughed and said, “You won’t
find that information.”

And I said, “Oh, why not?”

He replied, “Most of us
authors have had to work
in nontraditional ways to
be heard, to have our books
published. We had to use
the networks available to us,
and those often looked dif-
ferent than traditional meth-
ods. What you are trying to
do here are very traditional
things. So, if you are look-
ing to see where these books
were sold, how many cop-
ies, and those sorts of things,
you are not going to find that
information. But you can find
other things.”

Around the same time, I was
sneaking off to the Library of
Congress every chance I could
get while working in the
Admissions Office at Howard
University. After a year of fre-
quent visits trying to access hip
hop magazines printed in the
1990s and early 2000s, I finally
got frustrated enough to
broaden my search to African
American magazines generally.
This led me to Essence maga-
zine. The first issue I happened
to pick up had The Coldest
Winter Ever by Sister Souljah
topping the bestsellers’ list for
paperback fiction. My heart
skipped a beat. I was so excited.
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But after seeing the fifteenth
issue of the magazine that had
The Coldest Winter Ever as the
number one bestseller, I said
to myself, “I need a system to
keep track of this data.”

Just to give you a reminder
of what the bestsellers’ list was
or a first look if you have not
subscribed to Essence in the last
thirty years: the list was usu-
ally published in the back of
the magazine alongside other
advertisements and housekeep-
ing notes from the magazine. It
was a monthly staple from 1994
to 2010 and was split into four
sections: hardcover fiction,
hardcover nonfiction, paper-
back fiction, and paperback
nonfiction. It included a sur-
prising array of works writ-
ten by, about, and for Black
people.' I'm intentionally using
the word “Black” rather than
“African American” because
what I’'ve come to find is that
this list is quite expansive in
situating Blackness within the
African Diaspora.

That’s a great overview of the
database and what inspired it.
It strikes me that the Essence
Book Project is not only a cul-
tural and historical recovery of
these lists but also a systemati-
zation of the book titles that it
contains. I wonder if you can
run down the numbers to give
us a sense of the scope of the
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collection. How many titles are
represented in the collection
and how many authors do we
find?

For the list for fiction there
are nearly 500 titles. I believe
the number is 498, to be
exact. | can’t give you specific
information about the non-
fiction list because that is still
being compiled. I believe the
fiction list contains between
250 and 300 authors.

The list was created
through a data schema of col-
lecting sales information from
Black independently owned
bookstores across the United
States. Not only is this a com-
prehensive list of titles pub-
lished  within the Black
experience from the 1990s and
early 2000s, but it is also a snap-
shot of what Black-owned
bookstores existed at the turn
of the millennium.

It seems the way Essence com-
piled these lists drew on a net-
work of retailers that situated
these works in a Black read-
ing public, even when those
works were brought out by
mainstream publishers. This
is a history that the FEssence
Book Project helps illuminate.
The lists entailed a wealth
of data gathering that would
have covered a range of social,
cultural, and entrepreneurial
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practices that shaped Black lit-
erary engagement.

Exactly: the list not only cap-
tured the literary landscape
at the time, but it also made
sure that these authors were
not being left out. This list
was a way to put books on the
radars of various mainstream
presses.

Omar Tyree’s follow-up to
his debut novel Flyy Girl (1993)
is an example. While Flyy Girl
was a successful, indepen-
dently published title in the
Washington, DC, Maryland,
and Virginia (DMV) region,
its sequel For the Love of
Money (2000) was an instant
nationwide bestseller pub-
lished with Simon & Schuster.
Tyree didn’t just benefit from
Simon & Schuster’s increased
scale  of production. He
adopted a similar marketing
approach to hip hop music for
his mainstream sequel. Omar
told me about how he called
his publisher asking for a drop
date. After picking their jaws
up off the floor and finding
the courage to ask what a drop
date was, they told him that
drop dates don’t exist in the
book industry.

He replied, “Well, if you
can’tgivemeanexactdate when
my book will be on shelves, can
you give me a range?”

To  which they said,
“Absolutely. It will be on the
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shelf between this time and
that time of month.”

He said, “Okay, great. I pick
Tuesday,” which referred to
August 15, 2000.

He picked Tuesday because
Tuesdays are when major hip
hop albums were released
because the record labels
wanted to take advantage
of the Nielsen SoundScan
week, which directly informs
the Billboard music charts.
Tuesdays became a culture
deluge, almost every week at
the turn of the twenty-first
century. Tyree realized this
was an opportunity to capi-
talize on a culture that was
already in existence. He cor-
rectly assumed that fans would
go from Sam Goody, or FYE,
or Circuit City, or wherever
they were buying their com-
pact discs (CDs), to the nearest
Borders or Barnes & Noble to
buy his book.

He was absolutely right.
The sequel to Flyy Girl was
one of the Black best-selling
novels of 2001. It netted him
an NAACP Image Award
among other book awards that
he may not have won, but I'm
convinced that he absolutely
deserved. This list gave cre-
dence to books that would have
been overlooked otherwise.
That's an impressive capsule
history of Tyree’s place on this
list. But it also shows how your
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project ramifies across bibliog-
raphy and the book-historical
fields. To understand Tyree’s
literary production, we need
to situate him not only in con-
versation with printers and
booksellers but also with adja-
cent culture industries that had
long appealed to existing Black
interests and tastes. You men-
tioned drop dates. We could
also think about the process
of hyping and self-promotion,
all the things that make lit-
erary and musical cultures
intertwined in  the Black
community.

As we have explored in
our respective writings on
Black popular fiction of the
1990s and 2000s, do-it-yourself
(DIY) authors were thinking
carefully about other media
because they saw how literary
culture and commercial culture
were interwoven in the Black
reading public. Far from being
confined to Black literary pro-
duction, these cross-media tac-
tics and strategies have become
widespread in literary culture
as a whole today.” Jacinta, this
is where DIY authors of the
1990s and 2000s might be said
to have paved the way for what
everyone does now. Do you
have an example of that grass-
roots savvy percolating into the
literary mainstream?

I do! Within a few months of
Tyreebeginning to promote For
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the Love of Money, Scholastic
Books began promoting the
tirst Harry Potter midnight
book release party. Of course,
this was akin to Tyree’s drop
date. Tyree remains steadfast
in his belief that Scholastic
Books saw what he was doing
and gave it a try as well.

What we see over time is
that a lot of the authors on this
list grew to be quite resentful
of the American mainstream
publishing industry because
mainstream  popularity was
most often the marker of death
in creativity and innovation.

Once The Coldest Winter
Ever was ranked on the Essence
bestsellers’ list for nearly four
years consecutively, all the
publishers expected  African
American writers who wanted
to be bestsellers to write in the
styles of Zane, Terry McMillan,
or Sister Souljah. Those were
the options: hypersexualized
erotic stories, novels about Black
women’s relationships  with
friends and romantic partners,
or gritty coming-of-age narra-
tives for young adults. With
such expectations, there was
little room for authors to write
what they wanted to write.

In my last conversation with
Eric  Jerome Dickey—who
passed away recently, so rest in
peace to him—he talked about
his frustrations with wanting
to write mystery and thriller
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stories but not being able to
get buy-in from publishers to
do so. Thankfully, after much
persuading, he did manage to
publish a mystery and thriller
series that complemented his
romance writing. But that was
in 2017. It took more than ten
years as a successful author for
Dickey to convince his pub-
lisher to take a chance on books
like this.

And what was interest-
ing, I think, about this pre-
carious situation Black authors
found themselves in were
the similarities to the situa-
tion of hip hop musicians who
signed exploitative contracts
with major music labels. Like
musicians, some Black authors
were able to get six-figure
advances and multibook con-
tracts, but when it came time
to write the books, they were
severely restricted by what
the publishers would agree to
print. It became a precarious
situation where these authors
were publishing a minimum
of a book a year to meet
their  publishers” demands.
But a lot of them were contrac-
tually obligated books rather
than the ones that they truly
wanted to write.

I think this is where bibliogra-
phy, understood as the detailed
study of texts across their phys-
ical embodiments, can help us
see the possibilities, but also the
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problems, of the mainstream
uptake of Black books. The
relentless promotion of The
Coldest Winter Ever as a kind of
story that is supposed to stand
in for a whole population is
something that, if I'm correct,
Pocket Books exploited and
capitalized on.

Yes, I wanttoexpand a bitabout
Pocket Books, The Coldest
Winter Ever, and the novel’s
impact on the literary market-
place. One thing I found inter-
esting is that the edition most
prevalent on the list retailed at
$6.99. This is 35 percent lower
than the average paperback for
fiction published on the fiction
list. The book was more closely
aligned to how much an album
or even a single song cassette
or CD would cost. The idea
of a hip hop listener spend-
ing $7 on a book seemed far
more reasonable than spending
$17-$18, especially given how
young the demographic of hip
hop was at that time.’

What I also found fasci-
nating was that it was much
smaller in page size than most
books published at the time,
which was convenient and
appropriate for its target audi-
ence. A lot of hip hop listeners
would consume their media
on the go, when they were on
the train headed to school, or
work, or wherever they were
going. Then they would pass
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it along to the next reader.
Pass-along culture was how
hip hop spread at that time. It
was very reasonable to spend $7
on a novel and, once you were
done with it, pass it onto one of
your friends with no expecta-
tion that it would be returned.
The conversations that would
come from having read the text
in community was really at the
heart of this story and hip hop
more generally.

The cultural reverberations
of texts like this, and the ways
they have been able to remain
relevant in Black communities,
speak to the ways Black people
have created communication
networks that look different
from our assumptions.

And one of the things
that I find frustrating is that
after these books were accepted
into  American mainstream
publishing, the new techniques
used to make them popular
were not properly attributed
to their inventors. I believe
publishers would benefit from
revisiting some of these tech-
niques and recognize that these
books should not be stripped
from the promotion and dis-
tribution networks that made
them successful. Books on the
Essence list were in community
with annual Black book expos,
local and digital book clubs, and
even Oprah Winfrey’s Book

Club television show segment.®
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Unfortunately, we don’t see the
same kind of support for such
spaces today. But social media
is a wonderful opportunity for
us to creatively reconstitute
these communities online.

How does the history of read-
ing that the Essence list points
us to complicate the way aca-
demics and scholars value
Black writing, which tends
to be based not on what read-
ers want but on encrusted
notions of aesthetic sophistica-
tion or literary prestige? What
do you see in this project that
challenges our conventional
notions of Black writing?

I think the list points to how
Black authors have been
engaging a lot of difficult sub-
jects before it was popular to
do so. For example, E. Lynn
Harris was one of the first
African American authors to
really push the boundaries of
Black same-sex romance nov-
els. 'm also thinking about
Zane, who was writing urban
erotica well before E. L. James
and 50 Shades of Grey.

Another author I want to
call our attention to is Carl
Weber. Contributing to his
relative obscurity is that his
name is quite popular, yet not
because of anything he did.’
The Carl Weber ranked on
the Essence list is a success-
ful book entrepreneur. Vibe
magazine ran a profile of him
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in the early 2000s, hailing him
as the Puff Daddy of Black
books, which is a deserving
title. Not only did he own
Black bookstores and write
best-selling novels—he also
became a publisher in his own
right. Today, he has shows and
tilms airing on cable television
networks like BET.

Indeed, many of these books
have taken on a second life with
television and film adaptations.
Devil in a Blue Dress, for exam-
ple, was a popular 1995 movie
based on Walter Mosley’s 1990
hard-boiled detective novel. It
featured Denzel Washington
as Easy Rawlins in one of his
breakout roles.

I can’t help but get excited
at the possibilities of see-
ing streaming platforms like
Netflix investing in more film
adaptations of novels. I'm
hoping that texts from the list
will be considered when they
are doing deep dives into the
archives to figure out which
books would be great candi-
dates for those adaptations.

It strikes me that Black bestsell-
ersattracta wide, class-spanning
readership during the very
years that elite institutions facil-
itated the steady canonization
of African American literature.
In this sense, the Essence list is
tracking a shadow canon that
has just as much of an inter-
est in representing collective
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experience, telling stories about
marginalized populations, and
so on, as the Norton Anthology
of African American Literature.
Except this shadow canon is
doing so in the key of Black life
as lived outside of elite institu-
tions. Your database allows us to
revalue the very idea of the liter-
ary by putting readers who have
historically been disadvantaged
at the center of analysis. [t opens
up our sense of what a diverse
literary culture can look like.
To tease out the implications
of this inquiry, I want to return
to the point that you raised
through Carl Weber about pub-
lishing and self-publishing. The
list certainly includes major
publishers  like  Doubleday
and Dutton. It also includes
Black-oriented imprints = like
Dafina and Atria. But the list
is most exciting, at least for me,
where it includes independent,
DIY publishers like Triple
Crown and Express Yourself.
Can you tell us what this mix-
ture might reveal about Black
writing during this period? It is
an incredible range.
We are looking at the benefits
from the rise of micropublish-
ing, as Kinko’s and mom-and-
pop copy shops allowed Black
authors to circumvent a lot of
the publishing industry gate-
keeping mechanisms to reach
Black  audiences  directly.
Several of the books on the
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list were originally circulated
as independently published
manuscripts. Flyy Girl was
rereleased by Simon & Schuster
because one of its representa-
tives called Karibu Books in
Maryland and asked, “What
are some of the indie books
that we should be paying atten-
tion to?”

The owner said, “This
kid, Omar, he is at Howard
University, and he has this
book that he printed off him-
self. He is selling them like
hotcakes. You really need to
pay attention to him.”

Authors like Omar Tyree

and Carl Weber felt that once
they got a sense of the publish-
ing industry landscape, it was
their duty to help to broaden
access for other Black authors
by creating their own publish-
ing companies.
The list shows how the priori-
ties of Black readers have little
to do with name recognition of
publishers and more to do with
whether the stories resonated
with their interests and tastes.

We can expand on this
point further. Many of the
independent, DIY publishers
that appear on the list made
sure to include incarcerated
people in their understand-
ing of the market for Black
books. Incarcerated readers
had long been overlooked by

publishers, not least because
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of the challenges of distribut-
ing books through the prison
bureaucracy. However, smaller
imprints like Weber’s and Terri
Woods’s not only appealed to
incarcerated readers but also
started working with some of
them who wanted to tell their
own stories. These imprints
gave their readers a chance to
publish with them."

And a lot of the smaller pub-
lishers were willing to work
with system-involved authors.
Similar to drop dates, some
of the mainstream publishers
saw what the little guys were
doing and realized that they
were overlooking a vibrant
book-buying audience. In
response, they created outfits
like Striver’s Row, which was
an imprint of Penguin Books.
Again, it’s this grassroots effort
that alerts the old guard to
where the energy is at. These
are people who have long been
reading and buying books
but who have escaped the
attention of not only main-
stream publishers but also the
institutions—the  New  York
Times bestsellers list, Publishers
Weekly, and so on—that define
the industry’s market horizon."
Absolutely.

Let me ask, Jacinta, in closing:
what is the future of the Essence
Book Project?

That is a great question. There
are so many things I want to
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do with this project. But the
motivation for me has been to
celebrate the authors on the
list. So I am taking my lead
from them. I have been told by
nearly every best-selling author
I've spoken with that they are
facing extreme difficulty find-
ing a home. Meaning archival
space for their papers, manu-
scripts, and ephemera related
to their books. Therefore, I'm
pushing to find an archive that
is willing to partner with the
Essence Book Project to cre-
ate a physical repository and
host the digital project.
Second, my pie-in-the-sky
dream would be to curate some
celebratory activities during the
next Essence Festival. I would
love to have a stage, a platform,
an opportunity to be able to
bring some of these authors
and editors and publishers and
all of those involved in creat-
ing this list to have conversa-
tions about their experiences,
the importance of this list, the
future of Black books, and how
culture spaces like Essence can
be supported.
This is an inspiring call to
action. Your point that archives
are integral to this project, and
that linking data and compil-
ing lists ought to have a physi-
cal, infrastructural component
to their practice, means that we
need to reckon with the kinds
of material we seek to house
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in Black archives. Are special
collections ready to acquire
not just canonical or celebrated
figures but genre writers and
book entrepreneurs? What
different kinds of materials
would we collect in archives if
we approached literary culture
from the perspective of a popu-
lar Black readership? I, for one,
will be taking these questions
to heart, and I hope that all of
you will join me in thinking
about what Jacinta has asked
of the field, of the profession,
and of us. I also hear an invita-
tion, which is to book our tick-
ets to the next Essence Festival.
Thank you, Jacinta, for having
me be part of this launch of the
Essence Book Project.

Jacinta R. Saffold is the endowed chair in Africana Studies at the University of New Orleans
and a digital archivist. She researches twentieth- and twenty-first-century African American
literature, hip hop studies, and the digital humanities.

Kinohi Nishikawa is an associate professor of English and African American Studies at
Princeton University. He is the author of Street Players: Black Pulp Fiction and the
Making of a Literary Underground (2018) and other studies of Black print and popular

culture.
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