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_ Prefatory Note

This book is a condensation of the teaching notes for the
course, A Survey of American Literature, which this depart-
ment has compiled and taught as a companion to The Selected
Readings in American Literature ( Tianjin: Nankai Univ.
Press, 1987) . It does not intend to be all-inclusive, being in
fact a mere sketch accommodated in a work taught over a semes-
ter. of some twenty weeks. Although we exercised a measure of
discretion in the choice of the primary and secondary materials
for the course, we claim little or no originality. All we hope to
accomplish is to help Chinese students of English to acquire some
acquaintance with the modern and contemporary critical climate
in which a certain author has been evaluated. The works of major

American literary critics, from which we have gleaned, are in-

troduced as much as space permits and acknowledged in the
endno{es and the “Bibliography” in detail. For those who take a
genuine interest in American literature, this book may serve as a
brief introduction to further study. And for those who are less
literary in temperament and taste, these pages may give them
some background knowledge without which they will find
themselves at a disadvantage in their future work as language
workers. If the book might by any chance render any help to
) I



Chinese teachers of American literature in any way, I would feel
more than gratified.

In writing the book I have benefited from the presence of our
foreign faculty, especially Dr. R. C. Cosbey and Dr. Carl
Englehart, who taught English and American literature in this
department. I should like to thank them for the loan of materials
and help of other kinds, without which the book would not have
been what it is. Naturally, I have converted the substance of
other scholars, Chinese as well as foreign, to my own use;
some of the debts are obvious and specified, but many may not
have been duly discharged. My gratitude is genuine, however,
and nothing like a neglect is intentional. Also among my creditors
are the students who have taken this course and whose responses
have helped, in no small way, to revise my method and priority
of presentation.

I am deeply indebted to Dr. Qian Qing, professor of Eng-
lish of Beijing Foreign Languages Institute, who read the whole
manuscript on behalf of the Textbook Evaluation Committee of
the State Commission for Education, and offered painstaking
and invaluable criticism. Her standards of academic excellence
have made my revision an exciting and gratifying experience. I
wish to thank Professor Rong Yi-lun of the Northeast Normatl
University, who read the manuscript also on behalf of the Text-
book Evaluation Committee and whose perceptive observations
have proved immensely valuable.

I want to thank Professor Wu Fu—heng, President of the
Chinese Association for the Study of American Literature and

ex—President of Shandong University, for the gracious” Fore-
5 .



word” which he kindly found time, out of his tight schedule, to
write for this book.

Chang Yao—xin, Ph.D.

Foreign Languages Department
Nankai University

Tianjin

July, 1987
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Introduction

\

This course of twenty lectures is an outline of American lit-
erature. It intends to cover the whole range of the literary history
of the United States of America from the early Colonial Period
through the 1970s, and offer a brief account of the major authors
and ‘their masterworks and of the major literary trends and cur-
rents of thought which dominated the American literary scene at
one time or another and became the thematic or formal concern .
of some major authors in their literary endeavors.

Before we begin our series of discussions on American litera-
ture, a simple statement about the plan of the course is in order.
It is now a critical commonplace that American literature per se
did not begin until the nineteenth century. Therefore we shall be
brief about the Colonial Period, the period stretching roughly
from the settlement of America in the early seventeenth 'centu'ry
through the end of the eighteenth. The major topic here will be
about American Puritanism, the one enduring influence in
American literature, and the major figures to mention will be
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Jonathan Edwards and Benjamin Franklin w'n.o, between them,
represent the heritage of American Puritanism.

The Romantic Period that follows covers the first half of the
nineteenth century. A rising America with its ideals of democracy
and equality, its industrialization, its westward expansion, and a
variety of foreign influences such as Sir Walter Scott were among
the important factors which made literary expansion and expres-
sion not only possible but also inevitable in the period immediate-
ly following the nation’s political independence. Washington Irv-
ing(1783—-1859) and James Fenimore Cooper (1789—1851) will be
our first concern. The first important writer in American litera-
ture, Irving deserves credit for the part he played in inspiring the
American romantic imagination. His fascinating The Sketch Book
with two of his most famous stories, “Rip Van Winkle"and “The
Legend of Sleepy Hollow, " will be placed at the top of any read-
ing list for'a course on American literature. We will be also read-
ing James Fenimore Cooper and his Leatherstocking Tales which
offers some fictional version of the American national experience
of adventure into the wilderness of the American West. The im- .
portance of the frontier and the wilderness in American literature
is for the first time weli—illustrated in Coopgr’sii];giﬂzgf[j,é}letocking
Tules and was to remain a major concern for many later authors.
Quite a few eminent literary critics like Hénry Nash Smith and
Edwin S. Fussell have written on the subject for the simple reason
that the history of the tormation of the United States of America
1s, in a sense, a proéess in which the settlers moved continuously
westward, pushing the frontier with them. ' l

American Romanticism culminated around the 1840s in
2



what has come to be known as “ New England Transcen-
dentalism” or * American Renaissance” (1836—1855). One of the
major literary figures in this period is Ralph Waldo Emerson
(1803—1882), the leading New England Transcendentalist,
whose Nature (1836) has been called “the Manifesto of American
Transcendentalism, ”and whose ““The American Scholar” (1837)
has been rightly regarded as America’s*Declaration of Intellectu-
al Independence. " We are now entering the formative period of
indigenous American literature. Calling for the creation of a na-
tive literature rather than always learning from other cultures,
Emerson exercised a most seminal influence on the development
of an independent American culture. Many of his contemporaries
either drew from or reacted égainst his doctrine, thus either way
benefiting from it. Henry David Thoreau (1817-1862)-was at first
a faithful follower of Emerson, but alienated himself somewhat
‘from the master later on. Thoreau buiit and went to live in a
small cottage on Walden Pond for a little over two vears and then
came back to write about his experience there in his famous book,
Walden.

Another of Emerson’s contemporaries, Walt Whitman
(1819-1896), tried to write poetry describing the native American
ekperience. Emerson read with such delight the first edition of his
Leaves of Grass (1855) that he wroie to Whitman, calling his
work “ the most extraordinary piece of wit and wisdom that
America has yet contributed. " No less indebted to Emerson was
Emily Dickinson (1830—1886), another American poet, who
wrote about the life of her time in her completely original way.
Shaping an American poetry -out of the native elements of the
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New World, Whitman and Dickinson were the two major
American poets of the nineteenth century.

‘Nathaniel Hawthorne (1804—1864) did not feel comfortable
with Emerson’s buoyant sense of optimism about man and his
nature, and Kept a respectable distance from Emerson and his
ideas. His The Scarlet Letter and other works reveal a blackness
of vision of which Emerson was not capable. Herman Melville
(1819-1891) was critical of Emerson’s optimistic view of life, as
is, for instance, clearly shown in some portions of his famous
iwork, Moby— Dick. He was against the optimistic trend of his
“times: his life did not corroborate that hopeful view. As he was,
apparently, ahead of his time, Moby—Dick and his other works all
fell into obscurity and oblivion from which they were resurrected
only in the present century.

Also contributing to this New England Renaissance was a
group of poets, now generally known in Americdn literary history
~as the “New England poets” or “schoolroom poets. ” These in-
clude William Cullen Bryant (1794-1878), Henry Wadsworth
Longfellow (1807-1882), James Russell Lowell (1819—-1891), Ol-
iver Wendell Holmes (1809—1894), and John Greenleaf Whittier
(1807—1892). All of them wrote with extraordinary facility; but
they were conservative and imitative, all spokesmen for the cul-
ture of Europe transplanted to America. They formed a different
school from the group of liberal and nationalistic writers such as
Emerson, Thoredu, Whitman, Dickinson and Edgar Allan Poe
~ (1809-1849). Idols of their countrymen in their own day, they fell
in the present century from the height which their reputation had
reached. However, their contribution to the development of
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American poetry deserves appreciative recognition.

Standing apart from his contemporaries but no less impor-
tant in the history of American literature is Edgar Allan Poe, who
was for a long time perhaps the most controversial and the most
misunderstood of American writers, From the very outset he was
not appreciated in his own country, but he was well received in
Europe—in England, in Spain, and éspecially in France where he
first acquired greatness. Eventually, he won recognition in
America.

The Civil War (1861-65) brought the Romantic Period to an
end. The Age of Realism came into existence. It came as a reac-
tion against “the lie of romanticism and sentimentalism, ” as
Everett Carter put it. It expresses the concern for the common- .
place and the low, and offers an objective rather than an idealistic
view of human nature and human experience. A fearless and en-
thusiastic champion of the new school was William Dean Howells
(1837-1920) who, by virtue of his powerful critical writings and
of his generous patronage as senior editor of the influential jour-
nal Adantic Monthly, made for the triumph of realism over
romanticism and thus remained for over three decades the de
Jacto dean of American literature, as his name inadvertently sug-
gested. His reputation fell in the first years of this century, but
has, in recent years, begun to rise.

Two other staunch fighters for realism were Mark Twain
(1835—-1910) and Henry James (1843—1916) with both of whom
William Dean Howells sustained,a personal friendship. Beginning
as a local colorist, Mark Twain wrote works which have become
part of the American cultural tradition. The Adventures of
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Huckleberry Finn, his masterwork, has, in the opinion of Ernest
Hemingway, fathered modern American literature. Henry James,
with his “international theme, " and his psychologfcal realism, is
now considered as one of the most—if not the most—important
literary figures coming out of the nineteenth century. For the
moment, suffice it to say that his critical theory on the art of fic-
tioh, contributing as it does so much to the literary critical idiom ,
has made him exceptionally popular in the world of literary criti-
cism. '

In the last decade of the nineteenth century, with the devel-
opment of industry and modern science, intelligent minds began
to see that man was no longer a free ethical being in a cold, indif-
ferent and essentially Godless universe. In this chance world he
was both helpless and hopeless. European writers like Emile Zola
had th‘eady develbpéd this acute social consciousness. They saw
man s life as governed by the two forces of heredity and environ-
ment, forces absolutely beyond man’s control. Literary
naturalism came into being. Three American writers who wrote in
this tradition deserve special treatment: Stephen Crane
(1871-1900), Frank Norris (1870-1902), and Theodore Dreiser
(1871-1945). Crane’s Maggie: A Girl of the Streets is the first
American naturalistic work, Norris" McTeague the manifesto of
American naturalism, and Dreiser’s Sister Carrie the work in
which  naturalism attained maturity., Hamlin  Garland
. {1860—-1940) and Sherwood Anderson (1876—1941) are also
names meriting notice in this connection. Of this period or a little
later are O. Henry’s short stories which brought him over-
whelming success and made him a central figure in the peak peri-
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