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General and Brief Introduction to American Literature

In the beginning, America was a series of British colonies on the east coast of the present-day
United States. Therefore, its literary tradition begins with the tradition of English literature.
However, very quickly unique American characteristics and the breadth of its production
began to develop an American writing tradition.
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Some consider Captain John Smith to be the first American author, when he wrote The
General Historie of Virginia, New England, and the Summer Isles (1624)

Similar writers of interest include Daniel Cox, John Hammond, Gabriel Thomas, George Percy,
Daniel Denton, Thomas Ash, John Lawson and William Strachey.

Poetry was also written in those early days, Nicholas Noyes wrote Doggerel verse.

Edward Taylor and Anne Bradstreet were popular, and Michael Wiggleworth was known for
his best selling poem The Day of Doom.
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“Doggerel verse”
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“The Day of Doom”.

It is almost impossible for the history of the early American settlers not to be mainly about
religious questions that were rich topics for their early writings. A journal written by John
Winthrop discussed the religious foundations of the Massachusetts Bay Colony.
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Jonathan Edwards and Cotton Mather represented the Great Awakening, a religious revival in
the early 18th century that asserted strict Calvinism (Calvinism is a theological system and an
approach to the Christian life that emphasizes God's sovereignty in all things). Other Puritan
and religious writers include Thomas Hooker and Samuel Willard.
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The Colonial Period of American Literature spans the time between the founding of the first
settlement at Jamestown to the outbreak of the Revolution. The writings of this time centered
on religious, practical, or historical themes. The most influential writers of the Colonial Period
include John Winthrop, Cotton Mather, Benjamin Franklin, and Anne Bradstreet.
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During the Revolutionary Age, 1765-1790, some of the greatest documents of American
history were authored. In 1776, Thomas Paine authored Common Sense and Thomas Jefferson
wrote The Declaration of Independence. In 1781, The Articles of Confederation were ratified.
Between 1787 and 1788, Alexander Hamilton, James Madison, and John Jay wrote The
Federalist Papers. Finally, in 1787, The Constitution of the United States was drafted and in
1789 it was ratified.
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The Early National Period of American Literature saw the beginnings of literature that could be
truly identified as "American". The writers of this new American literature wrote in the English
style, but the settings, themes, and characters were authentically American. In addition, poets
of this time wrote poetry that was relatively independent of English precursors. Three of the
most recognized writers of this time are Washington Irving, James Cooper, and Edgar Allan
Poe.
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http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jonathan_Edwards
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cotton_Mather
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Great_Awakening
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Theology
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Thomas_Hooker
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Samuel_Willard
http://www.bartleby.com/65/wi/WinthrpJ1.html
http://www.bartleby.com/65/ma/Mather-C.html
http://www.bartleby.com/65/fr/FranklinB.html
http://www.bartleby.com/65/br/BradstreA.html
http://www.bartleby.com/65/br/BradstreA.html
http://www.bartleby.com/65/pa/Paine-Th.html
http://www.bartleby.com/133/
http://www.bartleby.com/65/je/JeffersT.html
http://www.bartleby.com/43/14.html
http://www.bartleby.com/43/16.html
http://www.bartleby.com/65/ha/HamiltAlex.html
http://www.bartleby.com/65/ma/MadisonJ.html
http://www.bartleby.com/65/ja/Jay-John.html
http://www.bartleby.com/65/fe/Fedist.html
http://www.bartleby.com/65/fe/Fedist.html
http://www.bartleby.com/65/us/USConstTABLE.html
http://literaryexplorer.blondelibrarian.net/poetry.html
http://www.mostweb.cc/Classics/Irving/
http://www.uwm.edu/Library/special/exhibits/clastext/clspg134.htm
http://literaryexplorer.blondelibrarian.net/authors/eapoe.html
http://literaryexplorer.blondelibrarian.net/authors/eapoe.html
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Following the Civil War, American Literature entered into the Realistic Period. The major form

of literature produced in this era was realistic fiction. Unlike romantic fiction, realistic fiction

aims to represent life as it really is and make the reader believe that the characters actually

might exist and the situations might actually happen. In order to have this effect on the

reader, realistic fiction focuses on the ordinary and commonplace. The major writers of the

Realistic Period include Mark Twain, Henry James, Bret Harte, and Kate Chopin.
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Most critics hold that the history of American literature can be divided into six periods:
orderly, colonial period, romanticism, realism, naturalism, modernism and post-modernism.

Although American literature in its true sense did not begin until the19th century, however,
we always talk about colonial period as a preparatory introduction to American literature.
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American Literature (Periods of American Literature)
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A. 1607-1776 : Colonial period
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A.1765-1790: The Revolutionary Age
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A. 1775-1828 : The Early National Period
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http://etext.lib.virginia.edu/railton/index2.html
http://guweb2.gonzaga.edu/faculty/campbell/enl311/james.htm
http://www.underthesun.cc/Classics/Harte/
http://www.womenwriters.net/domesticgoddess/chopin1.htm

A. 1828-1865 :The Romantic Period ( Also known as : The American Renaissance or
The Age of Transcendentalism)
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A. 1865-1900 : The Realistic Period
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A. 1900-1914 : The Naturalistic Period
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A.1914-1939 :American Modernist Period
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A. 1920s,1930s : Jazz Age , Harlem Renaissance , and the “ Lost Generation “
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A. 1939-present : The Contemporary Period
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A. 1950s : Best Writers
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A. 1960s, 1970s : Counterculcure and Ethnic Literacure

The years 1900 -1914 mark American Literature's Naturalistic Period. Naturalism claims to
give an even more accurate depiction of life than realism. In accordance with a post-Darwinian
thesis, naturalistic writers hold that the characters of their works are merely higher-order
animals whose character and behavior is entirely based upon heredity and environment.
Naturalistic writings try to present subjects with scientific objectivity. These writings are often
frank, crude, and tragic. Stephen Crane, Jack London, and Theodore Dreiser are the most
studied American Naturalists.
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http://www.gonzaga.edu/faculty/campbell/crane/
http://sunsite.berkeley.edu/London/
http://www.library.upenn.edu/collections/rbm/dreiser/

A. Between 1914 and 1939, American Literature entered into a phase which is still referred
to as "The Beginnings of Modern Literature". Like their British counterparts, the
American Modernists experimented with subject matter, form, and style and produced
achievements in all literary genres. Some well-known American Modernist Poets include
Robert Frost, William Carlos Williams, Edna St. Vincent Millay, and E.E. Cummings.
Included among American Modernist Prose Writers are Edith Wharton, Sinclair Lewis,
and Willa Cather.

e mandl ol Gl anly L 4l Sl J) e Y Als e SopeY) a1 J2a AT 514V € ale g
e (&l ad) ) sad g slua¥ g Sl 5 & guim sall Ay ety () 500 se Y (silaadl a8 ¢ty 5l agdl Hhas ) e

L) ¢ el s (sl S g e g )8 gy 1o g _ymall "AS) 5aY) ABlaall o) rd! el (amy ey Ay &‘}5‘2“
Sy el DalSiu o0 i) 5 Eul agie 4K pa¥) Aflaall il GBS iayl ey aiaalS 1)y ¢Dlaa i il
A8

The American Modernist Period also produced many other writers that are considered to be
writers of Modernist Period Subclasses. For example, F. Scott Fitzgerald is considered a writer
of The Jazz Age, Langston Hughes and W.E.B. DuBois writers of The Harlem Renaissance, and
Gertrude Stein, T.S. Eliot, Ezra Pound, and Ernest Hemingway writers of The Lost Generation.
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Notable Years in U.S. History from 1492-2004
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1492 Christopher Columbus: sails across the Atlantic Ocean and reaches
anisland in the Bahamas in the Caribbean sea.

1607 Jamestown,Virginia, the first English settlement in North America,
is founded by Captain John Smith.

1615 | The first African slaves are brought to Jamestown . (Slavery is made
legal in 1650)

1664 The English seize New Amsterdam from the Dutch. The city is

renamed New York.

1764-1766 | England Places taxes on sugar that comes from their North
American colonies, England also requires colonists to buy stamps



http://www.english.uiuc.edu/maps/poets/a_f/frost/frost.htm
http://www.english.uiuc.edu/maps/poets/s_z/williams/williams.htm
http://www.english.uiuc.edu/maps/poets/m_r/millay/millay.htm
http://literaryexplorer.blondelibrarian.net/authors/eecummings.html
http://guweb2.gonzaga.edu/faculty/campbell/wharton/bio.htm
http://www.bartleby.com/65/le/LewisSin.html
http://cather.unl.edu/
http://www.sc.edu/fitzgerald/
http://faculty.pittstate.edu/~knichols/jazzage.html
http://www.redhotjazz.com/hughes.html
http://www.duboislc.org/html/DuBoisBio.html
http://www.csustan.edu/english/reuben/pal/chap9/9intro.html
http://www.bartleby.com/65/st/Stein-Ge.html
http://literaryexplorer.blondelibrarian.net/authors/tseliot.html
http://www.english.uiuc.edu/maps/poets/m_r/pound/pound.htm
http://literaryexplorer.blondelibrarian.net/authors/ehemingway.html
http://literaryexplorer.blondelibrarian.net/lostgen.html

to help pay for royal troops
1770 Boston Massacre : English troops fire on a group of people
protesting English taxes.
1776 The Declaration of Independence is approved.
1787 The Constitutional Convention meets to write a Constitution for the
u.s.
War in 1812 : U.S. declares war on Britain over British interference
18121814 with American maritime shipping and westward expansion British
capture Washington DC, and set fire to White House and Capitol (
Aug.1814)
Mexican War : U.S. declares war on Mexico in effort to gain
1846-1848 | California and other territory in Southwest.
1860 Abraham Lincoln is elected president
1861-1865 | The American Civil war (1861-1865)
National American Woman Suffrage Association (NAWSA) is
1890 founded, with Elizabeth Cady Stanton as president
1939-1945 § World war Il : U.S. declares its neutrality in European conflict .
Korean War : Cold war conflict between Communist and non-
1950-1953 Communist forces on Korean Peninsula. North Korean communists
invade South Korea. President Truman, without the approval of
Congress, commits American troops to battle.
Vietnam War : Prolonged conflict between Communist forces of
1950-1975 North Vietham , backed by China and the USSR, and non-
Communist forces of South Vietnam, backed by the United States.
1930 Iraqgi troops invade Kuwait , leading to the Persian Gulf War (Aug. 2)
1992 Following the breakup of the Soviet Union in Dec. 1991, President
Bush and Russian President Boris Yeltsin meet at Camp David and
formally declare an end to the cold war.(Feb.1)
2001 Two hijacked jetliners ram twin towers of World Trade Center in
worst . More than 3,000 people die in the attacks (Sept.11).
U.S. and Britain launch air attacks against targets in Afghanistan
after Taliban government fails to hand over Saudi terrorist Osama
bin Laden, the suspected mastermind behind the Sept.11 attacks.
2004 IThe U.S. returns sovereignty to an interim government in Iraq. I
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Colonial Literature
(The Puritan Period)
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The immigration of the Pilgrims to New England occurred in stages. But that they had to go
somewhere became apparent soon enough. Theirs was the position of the Separatist: they
believed that the reforms of the Anglican church had not gone far enough, that, although the
break with Catholicism in 1535 had moved some way toward the Puritan belief in and idea of
religious authority grounded solely in Scripture
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But theirs was a religious, not a political agenda; moral and theological principles were involved,
and from their perspective, there could be no compromise.

o establish themselves as rightful interpreters of the Bible independent of an inherited social and
cultural order, they removed from the Anglican Church in order to re-establish it as they
believed it truly should be. This of course meant leaving the country, and they left for
Holland in 1608 and for the New World in 1620.

e Joll S Y aa ki dga s (e s Aaid s AEMIAT (ool Jadi Cua ¢ daulan Y Ak alS agiial oSl

Aeinay sy Al 45 plally Guaall CUSH Qi gl iy s Abai¥) A€l e | sloadil,

Y. ‘;quq.;j\eﬂ_d\}\'h/\‘;j\i\]}aé\\;LJQAQM\?@)JM&\GJ@HQ\&}

American Colonial Literature:
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* American Colonial literature refers to the writings that emerged from the original U.S.
colonies during the period from 1607 to the late 1700s.

* It was largely influenced by British writers and was created to inform people about
Puritans’ life, religious disputes, and settlement issues.




* Many of the characteristics of Colonial American literature can be found in the
poems, journals, letters, narratives, histories and teaching materials written
by settlers, religious figures and historical icons of the period.
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Genres that the Puritans favored:
Sermons
religious poetry
historical narratives

THEY DID NOT FEEL THAT LITERATURE WAS FOR ENTERTAINMENT. Novels and plays were frowned upon, due to
a perceived lack of practical religious value
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How did religion shape the literature of the Puritan period?

We will look into themes, formats, and purposes of the Puritan writers to answer this
qguestion.
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The Puritans wrote about the religious foundations of many of their settlements, especially
the exodus from Britain, and employed the constant theme that God should be worshipped.

They also used texts that prepared them for worship.

This literature helped spread the message of God, suggesting that "life was a test" and the
soul would face damnation if that test was failed. Ambition and hard work were
continuously stressed.




Many of the Puritan works were written in poetry form. Anne Bradstreet's poetry, the "Bay
Psalm Book," and Pastor Edward Taylor's "Preparatory Mediations" are good examples of
religious texts of the era.
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So, when was the Puritan Part of the Colonial Period?

Early 1600’s to about 1750 or so.

The reason we call this part of the Colonial Period (which represents all of the time
that the British ruled the colonies in North America) the PURITAN period is because
of the overarching influence of the Puritans and their specific religious practices.
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In 1620, a hundred or so English men and women settled in Plymouth,
Massachusetts, fleeing from religious persecution.
An example of such persecution:
One Englishman who had written a pamphlet to reform the Church of England was
put in jail, fined, whipped, had the top of his ears cut off, his forehead burned with a
hot iron, and his nose slit.
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Puritan DIVINE MISSION

John Winthrop
“We shall be as a City upon a Hill, the eyes of all people are upon us; so that if we

shall deal falsely with our God in this work we have undertaken and so cause him to
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withdraw his present help from us, we shall be made a story and a by-word through
all the world.”

From his Bay 'Colony Journal

John Winthrop
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Puritan Thought:

Three Puritan Principles:

1- They wished to have their feelings changed through God’s grace. They wanted to be
cleansed of envy, vanity, and lust.

2- They valued plainness—simplicity, especially in church.

3- They saw their bringing Christianity to America as a divine mission,
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Puritan terms and influences:
Predestination: the idea that God knows where each person will end up in eternity.

The Puritans believed that those who were blessed with wealth and prosperous family
lives were a part of those “elected” to go to heaven.

-This concept can be seen in “Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God” by Jonathan _
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Puritan terms and influences:

Protestant work ethic: The Puritans believed that hard work was a way of winning God’s
favor, and wealth accumulated through hard, honest work was seen as a sign of
Godliness and was encouraged of all Puritans.

This “protestant work ethic” is a major foundation of the American way of life.
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Plain style: Believe it or not, William Bradford (Of Plymouth Plantation) is well

known for his plain style.
This simply means that his prose is not ornamental, and is not intended to be

showy.
This falls in line with the Puritan belief that one should not call attention to

oneself.
This is opposite of Shakespeare, whose writing in England was very showy and meant to

showcase his skill as a writer.
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How did religion shape the literature of the Puritan period?
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Religious values were put above all else in every area of these people’s lives.
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This led to a focus on practical literature (sermons, hist. narrative,
poetry with a spiritual message).
This also led to a certain style of writing that mirrored the Puritans
style of living. (plain style)

Themes were religious in nature and reflected Puritan values.
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The Puritan 10 Commandments:

1)Thou shalt not miss church and community meetings.
2) Thou shalt work hard and support my fellow pilgrims.
3) Thou shalt worship a strict and Christian God.
4) Thou shalt put the Lord first in my life and obey his words.
5) Thou shalt live by the 10 Commandments as written in the Holy Bible.
6) Thou shalt not dress in bright colors or dance in a wicked manner.
7) Thou shalt not perform witchery nor conjure the devil.
8) Thou shalt not have any opinions or beliefs not held by the entire community.
9) Thou shalt build my home simply and not clutter it with decorations.
10) Thou whom shalt disobey these commandments will be banished or be hanged.
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Puritan Writers to remember:
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William Bradford Of Plymouth Plantation
(HISTORICAL NARRATIVE )

Anne Bradstreet “Upon the Burning of Our House,” and “To My Dear and
Loving Husband.” (POETRY)

Jonathan Edwards “Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God” (SERMON )

Puritan Writing..

The Purpose of Literature is
To Educate

Examples on Anne Bradstreet’s Poetry:
 Anne Bradstreet =&l e A5

‘Dialogue Between Old England and New” by Anne Bradstreet
New England

Alas, dear Mother, fairest Queen and best,
With honour, wealth, and peace happy and blest,
What ails thee hang thy head, and cross thine arms,
And sit i’ the dust to sigh these sad alarms?
What deluge of new woes thus over-whelm
The glories of thy ever famous Realm?
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What means this wailing tone, this mournful guise?
Ah, tell thy Daughter; she may sympathize.

Dear Mother: England
Thy Daughter: America

“For Deliverance From A Feaver” by Anne Bradstreet

O, heal my Soul, thov know'st | said,
Tho' flesh consume to novght;
What tho' in dust it shall bee lay'd,
To Glory't shall bee brovght.
Thou heardst, thy rod thou didst remove,
And spar'd my Body fralil,
Thou shew'st to me thy tender Love,
My heart no more might quail.
O, Praises to my mighty God,
Praise to my Lord, | say,
Who hath redeem'd my Soul from pitt:
Praises to him for Aye!

Commentary: Bradstreet is relieved that God has delivered her from her fever. Early in the poem,
she clearly expresses her fear of God's displeasure and vows to accept her death as a pathway
to God's glory, she seems extremely relieved to that He allows her to live.
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American Romanticism and Transcendentalism

American Romanticism

Romanticism became popular in American politics, philosophy and art. The movement
appealed to the revolutionary spirit of America as well as to those longing to break free of
the strict religious traditions of early settlement. The Romantics rejected rationalism and
religious intellect. It appealed to those in opposition of Calvinism, which includes the
belief that the destiny of each individual is preordained. The Romantic movement gave
rise to New England Transcendentalism which portrayed a less restrictive relationship
between God and Universe. The new philosophy presented the individual with a more
personal relationship with God. Transcendentalism and Romanticism appealed to
Americans in a similar fashion, for both privileged feeling over reason, individual freedom
of expression over the restraints of tradition and custom. It often involved a rapturous
response to nature. It encouraged the rejection of harsh, rigid Calvinism, and promised a
new blossoming of American culture.
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Transcendentalism

Proposes a belief in a higher reality than that found in sense experience or in a higher
kind of knowledge than that achieved by human reason.

Suggests that every individual is capable of discovering this higher truth on his or her
own, through intuition.

Transcendentalism was strongly influenced by Deism, which although rationalist, was
opposed to Calvinist orthodoxy.
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http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Transcendentalism
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Deists hold that a certain kind of religious knowledge is either inherent in each person or
accessible through the exercise of reason.

Transcendentalism also involved a rejection of strict Puritan religious attitudes

Unlike the Puritans, the Transcendentalists saw humans and nature as possessing an
innate goodness.
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The Influence of Romanticism

The celebration of:

individualism
the beauty of nature
the virtue of humankind

Elevation of the human mind in a way that can reach the sublime—God
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--Nature and the Oversoul:

Transcendentalist writers expressed semi-religious feelings toward nature
They saw a direct connection between the universe & the individual soul
Divinity permeated all objects, animate or inanimate

The purpose of human life was union with the “Oversoul” — a sort of
convergence of the individual, God & Nature
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Transcendentalist Beliefs

Intuition, not reason, is the highest human faculty
A rejection of materialism

Simplicity is the path to spiritual greatness
Nature is a source of truth & inspiration
Non-conformity, individuality & self-reliance
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Major Transcendentalist Works:

Ralph Waldo Emerson

-“Self-Reliance” 1841
Henry David Thoreau

-Walden 1854
-“Civil Disobedience
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More Transcendentalists

Here is a list of the authors below with their major works and importance:

- Edgar Allan Poe- "Narrative of Arthur Gordon Rym", "A Tell Tale Heart", "The Raven",
inventor of the American short short, known for his Gothic writings, and viewed the
countryside as a phantasm or an illusionary mental image.

- Washington Irving-"Rip Van Winkle", "Sleepy Hollow", is the father of American Literature,
saw the country as a escape from city life, and fought for copyright infringement laws for
authors.
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- Walt Whitman- the controversial "Leaves of Grass", "Franklin Evans", one of the bridge
poets between American Romanticism and the 20th century.

- Harriet Beecher Stowe- Uncle Tom's Cabin. the "little lady who started the Civil War"
and kept European nations from aiding the south in the Civil War.

- James Fenimore Cooper- The Last of the Mohicans and was the father of the American
novel.
Emily Dickinson- "is My verse...alive", one of the bridge poets between American
Romanticism and the 20th century.
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-Harriet Beecher Stowe-
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-James Fenimore Cooper-
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Anti-Transcendentalists

Nathanial Hawthorne and Herman Melville
Both explore the darker side of nature and human nature
Both consider life in its tragic dimension, a combination of good and evil.
Transcendentalists believed that humanity was Godlike and saw the world in which only
good existed
They chose to focus on the positive rather than evil & darkness.
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“Self-Reliance” — Emerson

"No law can be sacred to me but that of my own nature. Good and bad are but names very
readily transferable to that or this; the only right is what is after my constitution; the only
wrong what is against it...”
*“There is a time in every man’s education when he arrives at the conviction that envy is
ignorance; that imitation is suicide...”

*“Trust thyself...”
*“Whoso would be a man, must be a nonconformist.”
*“Nothing is at last sacred but the integrity of your own mind.”
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Quotations by Emerson:

“Speak what you think now in hard words and tomorrow speak what tomorrow thinks in hard
words again, though it contradict every thing you said today. — ‘Ah, so you shall be sure to
be misunderstood.” — Is it so bad then to be misunderstood? Pythagoras was
misunderstood, and Socrates, and Jesus, and Luther, and Copernicus, and Galileo, and
Newton, and every pure and wise spirit that ever took flesh. To be great is to be
misunderstood.”
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| hate quotations. Tell me what you know.”
*“All life is an experiment. The more experiments you make the better.”
*“The only way to have a friend is to be one.”
*"To finish the moment, to find the journey's end in every step of the road, to
live the greatest number of good hours, is wisdom."
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-“The reward of a thing well done, is to have done it.”

-“What lies behind us and what lies before us are small matters compared to
what lies within us.”

-“Make yourself necessary to someone.”
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