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American Literature

American literature owns a short history, which appeared as soon as the free
capitalism showed up. The melting pot with different races and cultures formed
multiple ways of thinking and expressing ideas. Such basic features as diversity,
complexity, and innovativeness cultivate the important image of American literature in
the world literature.

American literature began with the immigrants from different backgrounds and
cultures. Till America’s independence, Americans realized that they need national
literature and American literature began to develop.

After the Civil War, American literature entered a period of full blooming, which
shows a great diversity and variety of different cultures—a mass of numerous and
prismatic content. The diversity features include freedom of personality and self-
restraintce, radical and reaction, puritanism and pragmatism, senior interest and bad
taste, rebel and submission, elegance and vulgarity, deep and shallow, positive and
cynicism, delicacy and fudge, sharp irony and dark humor, the exploration to destiny
of humanity and the morbid pursuit for erotic pathology, and so forth, which exist at
the same period and form sharp contrasts. As a result, American literature style has a
flavor of distinct and various aesthetic feelings. Many authors are from the lower class
in American society, so American literature has the rich flavor of life and local color.

Numerous excellent literary works pushed forward the world literature. Some
master pieces win universal praise. American authors’ sensitivity and curiosity are
always maintained in different generations. Literary trends bring both positive and

negative influence to world literature.
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I Chapter 1

The Literature of the Colonial and Puritan America

|. Historical Background

During the most recent of the Ice Ages, lasting from 30,000 to 10,000 years ago,
an undersea ridge between Siberia and Alaska emerged from the sea, known as the
Bering Land Bridge. When the melting ice submerged the bridge, about 10,000 years
ago, the northeast Asians became isolated as the aboriginal Americans. They spread
gradually eastwards along the edge of the Arctic Circle, eventually reaching Greenland.
These hardiest of all human settlers survive today as the Eskimo.
1. The First American Farmers |

The earliest civilization in America developed in the coastal regions of the Gulf of
Mexico during 5000 — 2500 BC. Archaeology provides evidence of these various
cultures, but the only ones known about in any great detail were those surviving when
the Spaniards arrived—to marvel and destroy. These were the very ancient Maya, and
the relatively upstart dominant cultures of the time, the Aztecs and the Incas.
2. Columbian Discovery

The arrival of Columbus in 1492 was a disaster for the original inhabitants of the
American continent. Historians describe the previous American cultures as
pre-Columbian culture. And the original people of the continent become known as

Indians, simply because Columbus is under the illusion that he has reached the Indies.
3. American Puritanism

In 1620, the famous “May Flower” shipped 102 Puritans to Plymouth to seek
+Fos
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fortune, to seek a paradise of their own.

American Puritans regarded the reformation of the church under Elizabeth as
incomplete, and called for further purification and simplicity to church services and the
authority of the Bible. They regarded themselves as chosen people of God, who
embraced hardships, industry and frugality. American Puritans not only favored a
disciplined, hard, somber, ascetic and harsh life and also opposed arts and pleasure
who suspected joy and laughter as symptoms of sin.

American Puritanism just refers to the spirit and ideal of puritans who settled in the
North American continent in the early part of the 17th century because of religious
persecution. They came to the new continent with the dream that they would build the
new land—an Eden on earth. American Puritans’ lives were extremely disciplined and
hard. They accepted the doctrine of predestination, original sin and total depravity, and
limited atonement through a special infusion of grace from God. With time passing, it
became a dominant factor in American life, shaping influences in American thought and
American literature.

Actually it is a code of values, a philosophy of life and a point of view in American
minds, also a two-faceted tradition of religious idealism and level-headed common
sense. But in the grim struggle for survival after their arrival in America, they became
more and more practical. |

4. War of Indepence

American War of Independence began as a war between the Kingdom of Great
Britain and thirteen British colonies in North America. The war was the culmination of
the political American Revolution, whereby many of the colonists rejected the legitimacy
of the Parliament of Great Britain to govern them without representation, claiming that
this violated the Rights of Englishmen. The Americans responded in 1776 by formally
declaring their independence as one new nation—the United States of America—
claiming their own sovereignty and rejecting any allegiance to the British monarchy. In
1783, the Treaty of Paris ended the war and recogﬁized the sovereignty of the United
States over the territory bounded by what is now Canada to the north, Florida to the

south, and the Mississippi River to the west.

w2 s
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Il. Literary Background

1. The Native Americans and Their Culture

The Indians created their own oral literature in their struggle with the nature,
mainly including folktales, songs, sacred stories, and narrative accounts of gods and
heroes. In Native American cultures, poems, “songs” called by more people, were
significant in transmission of tribal history, standards of ethical conduct, and religious
beliefs. Their literature was collected and published in English and inspired the
imagination of later writers.

The early Native American literary legend linked the native people with plants and
animals, rivers and rocks, and all things believed significant in local life, which
nurtured and explored a spiritual kinship between nature and the native people. Coyote,
raven, fox, hawk, turtle, rabbit and other animal characters in the stories are
considered to be their relatives. In the same way, oak, maple, pine, cedar, fir, corn,
squash, berries and roots were viewed as relatives, too. The Animal People and Plant
People participated in the building of a history before and after the arrival of humans.

Registering historic and geographical features of native societies include informal
accounts of personal events and formally recited epics, which depict the creation of the
world and other living things. Native American Indians’ origin epics are the most
distinctive, including Earth Diver, Father Sky with Mother Earth, Emergence from an
Underworld, Spider Weaving the World, Tricksters, Twins, and Dismembemzém of a
Giant. In addition, repetition added an aesthetic value and a dramatic effect to the tale

for it could help the listener to foretell what could happen to the hero.

Selected Reading

Love song”

I cannot bear it, | cannot bear it at all.

I cannot bear to be where | usually am.

@  Love song: % B JEE7EAL 3% Pl Hu s im i Bl B8 B9 N B 7 K
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She is yonder, she moves near me, she is dancing.
I cannot bear it

If 1 may not smell her breath, the fragrance of her.

Song of War
( Blackfeet)?®
Old man on high[ Sun]
Help me,

That | may be saved from my dream!
Give me a good day!

| prey you, pity me!

Spring Song

As me eyes search the prairie

| feel the summer in the spring

2. The Colonial Period

During its early days, America was British colonies of the present-day United
States. Therefore, its literary tradition begins as linked to the tradition of English
literature. However, a unique American characteristic is considered a separate path and
tradition.

The New England colonies were the center of early American literature. Before the
Revolutionary War, the first American literature was not literature—in the form of
poetry, essay, or fiction—but rather an interesting mixture of travel accounts and
religious writing.

(1) Puritan Literature

By far the most common form is the writing related to Biblical teachings, or

@  Blackfeet: JREHK, [ 52 b AEDEE R IRBIR AT S B 4 0 28 BTG TE AL S RERKEL
EImERPRAEE . SREBROKH A a2, RIS Frilk P47 MR &R
BT XEARBHAA R AREE . FF R 55 - B2 3] BIDRE BUSH A ) i AR, PR TG4 o R A 5 B
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sermons, that the church leaders wrote—the Puritan idealism and the literature served
either God or colonial expansion or both.

Basis of American literature is the dream of building an Eden of Garden on earth.
Early American literature was mainly optimistic because they believed that God sent
them to the new continent to fulfill the sacred task so they would overcome all the
difficulties they met at last. Another important form of writing from this period is the
histories. These books, like Bradford’ s History of Plymouth Plantation, tell about the
Puritan life.

People also wrote many poems, which were hidden and lost because people often
considered poetry to be an inferior form of writing and not totally acceptable to Puritan
thinking. One of the most significant poets from this period was Anne Bradstreet
(1612 —-1672). Her poems in The Tenth Muse Lately Sprung Up in America (1650 )
reflected the concerns of women who came to settle in the colonies, and in all her
poems, however, she shows her strong belief in God.

The influence of Puritanism on American literature roughly are the spirit of
optimism bustles out the pages of many writers, and symbolism as a technique has
become a common practice in the writing of many American writers; simplicity had left
an incredible imprint on American Writing.

(2) Symbolism

Lots of American writers liked to employ symbolism in their works, typical way of
Puritans who thought that all the simple objects existing in the world connoted deep
meaning. Symbolism means using symbols in literary works. The symbol means
something represents or stands for abstract and deep meaning.

Style; simple, fresh and direct, tight and logic structure, precise and compact
expression, avoidance of rhetorical decoration, adoption of homely imagery, simplicity
of diction. The rhetoric is plain and honest.

Purpose ; early American literature tends to be pragmatic and highly theoretical.

Form: diary, autobiography, sermon, letter.

The first notably American literature was written by Captain John Smith. His
reports of exploration were strongly shaped by a New World consciousness. In

Jamestown , the first colony, he emerged as the leader, traded with Indians. His
sl
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description of the new world stimulated colonial investment and lured settlers to the new
world, among them the puritans who used his maps and surveys in seeking a New
Jerusalem in America he had named “ New England.” He was once captured by
Indians. His tale of capture and salvation has become one of the most potent of all
American myths. He is the chief source of what we know about the Virginia Indians
before they were conquered and all but destroyed by the White.

Characteristics of works in colonial period Puritanism is to shape American life and
literature as well as minds of Americans. The works is utilitarian, polemical, or
didactic. In content, the literature of the colonial settlement served either God or

colonial expansion both; their religions subject and imitation of English literature.
3. Revolutionary Period

(1) The Age of Reason (1794 —1796)

In the 18th century, people believed in man’s own nature and the power of human
reason. With Franklin as its spokesman, the 18th century America experienced an age
of reason. During the revolution itself, poems and songs such as “Yankee Doodle” and
“Nathan Hale” were popular. Major satirists included John Trumbull and Francis
Hopkinson. Philip Morin Freneau also wrote poems about the war’ s course. Among the
most renowned was the work Common Sense (1776) of Thomas Paine. It’s the ringing
call for the decoration of liberty. He also wrote Crisis and The Age of Reason. The
pamphlets helped complete the debate that resulted in America’s separation from
England. The most important document from this period was a single sheet of paper
called The Declaration of Independence (1776) , mainly written by Thomas Jefferson and
Benjamin Franklin.

(2) Early National Literature

During the period of American Revolution War, American national literature came
into being. The war helped the first important American prose writers and poets grow up
both culturally and artistically and led to the independence of national literature.
American people began to understand the meaning of being a real “ American”. In the
post-war period, Thomas Jefferson’s United States Declaration of Independence solidified
his status as a key American writer. The Federalist essays by Alexander Hamilton,

James Madison, and John Jay presented a significant historical discussion of American
o s =
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government organization and republican values. Fisher Ames, James Otis, and Patrick
Henry are also valued for their political writings and orations. Much of the early
literature of the new nation struggled to find a uniquely American voice in existing
literary genre, and was also reflected in novels. European forms and styles were often

transferred to new locales and critics often saw them as inferior.

Benjamin Franklin (1706 -1790)

Appreciation

Benjamin Franklin’s 13 Virtues(ZA78¥] - & 27k 13 i)

1. Temperance #5#i: Eat not to dullness and drink not to elevation.

2. Silence 72k : Speak not but what may benefit others or yourself. Avoid trifling
conversation.

3. Order £ : Let all your things have their places. Let each part of your business
have its time.

4. Resolution gti>: Resolve to perform what you ought. Perform without fail what
you resolve.

5. Frugality ¥54& : Make no expense but to do good to others or yourself; i. e. Waste
nothing.

6. Industry #%5: Lose no time. Be always employed in something useful. Cut off
all unnecessary actions.

7. Sincerity 52 : Use no hurtful deceit. Think innocently and justly; and, if you
speak, speak accordingly.

8. Justice iF X : Wrong none, by doing injuries or omitting the benefits that are your
duty.

9. Moderation # j#: Avoid extremes. Forebear resenting injuries so much as you
think they deserve.

10. Cleanliness #7#% . Tolerate no uncleanness in body, clothes or habitation.

11. Chastity vij%: Rarely use venery but for health or offspring; Never to dullness,

.. ; .
weakness, or the injury of your own or another’ s peace or reputation.

.
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12. Tranquility %#:: Be not disturbed at trifles, or at accidents common or unavoidable.

13. Humility #i#h: Imitate Jesus and Socrates.

Benjamin Franklin was one of the founding father of the United States of America
and the most important American thinkers during the revolutionary period, who stood as
the epitome of the Enlightenment and as the versatile embodiment of rational man.

Franklin was a printer, author, diplomat, philosopher, scientist, and a greatest
statesman, who did the moat to make the United States a free and independent country.
He exemplifies the Age of Enlightenment, whose image is an archetypal American
success that has since become part of American popular culture. The Scottish
philosopher David Hume called him America’s “first great man of letiers”. Franklin
was the embodiment of American dream. His major works: The Autobiography, Poor
Richard’ s Almanac: It contains a large number of practical sayings about life. It was a

particularly influential book in the early American literature.

Brief Introduction

Autobiography is a branch of literature which is an account of a person’s life. The
essential difference between a novel and autobiography is this: The novel “uses” real
experience as the raw material for fiction by inventing plots and characters.

The autobiography is the simple yet fascinating record of a man rising to wealth and
fame from a state of poverty and obscurity into which he was born, the faithful account of
the colorful career of American’s first self-made man. The style readily reveals that it is
the pattern of Puritan simplicity, directness and concision. The American dream and
sense of optimism are shown in Franklin’s works. The wilderness filled the Puritans with
the hope of restoring the Garden of Eden, and looked like the “Promised Land” with
which God rewarded His chosen people. Thus for a long time the hope kept floating
before the people, keeping them happy and optimistic about the future.

Part One portrays Franklin as a young man in Boston and Philadelphia. Part Two
the controversial “art of virtue” section. F'rénklin recounts his youthful attempt to
achieve “ moral perfection.” Part Three reveals how the adult Franklin uses his
principles of conduct in order to perform his roles as a scientist, philanthropist and
politician, partially due to his ability to self-promote.

' . 8. e
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The Autobiography simply presents with a more elegant and formally ordered version
of the writer's experiences and memories, which is an embodiment of Puritanism and
Enlightening spirits. It establishes in literary form the first example of the fulfillment of
the American Dream and was one of the premier autobiographies in the English language
and the prominent work that mythologizes a hero of the American Revolution, which tells
us today what life was like in 18th century America and also a reflection of 18th century
idealism.

Franklin’s Autobiography has received widespread praise, both for its historical
value as a record of an important early American and for its literary style, which is often
considered the first American book to be taken seriously by Europeans as literature and

towers over other autobiographies as Franklin towered over other men.

Selected Reading

The Autobiography”

TO HIS SON
Twyford?, at the Bishop of St. Asaph’s, 1771
Dear Son®, | have ever had a pleasure in obtaining any little anecdotes of
my ancestors. You may remember the enquiries | made among the remains of
my relations® when you were with me in England and the journey | undertook for
that purpose. Imagining it may be equally agreeable to you to know the
circumstances of my Life—many of which you are yet unacquainted with—and

@© #EETHCAE) WSS, H—AZBRTSE , MR T = e T R 9 2
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@  Dear Son: 4§ & = AR JL 7B - B Z5mAK (1731 - 1813) , HEEFTET MM,
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