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PREFACE

This book was, in immediate terms, initiated by a delightful group of
young Chinese men and women with whom 1 re—explored the field of
American literature in 1982-1983. During that school year 1 taught
American and English literature at the Beijing Institute of Foreign Lan-
guages, now the Beijing Foreign Studies University . The advanced students
and instructors there, as well as similar groups in Beijing University and
other institutions of higher education at which 1 lectured that winter, were
all using my critical history, The Great Tradition in English Literature:
From Shakespeare to Shaw. They demanded a companion volume for
American studies.

I had for twenty years been promising American and European
colleagues such a book, and was by then adept at plausible
postponements. But my Chinese friends returned to the attack week after
week with such polite persistence that it finally became easier to surrender
than to resist.

There are already many fine studies of individual authors written
from a similar social—aesthetic viewpoint; for example F.O.Matthiessen’s
Theodore Dreiser and Newton Arvin's  Nathaniel Hawthorne. There are
also a few good books which analyze brief periods or specific movements
with a concern for both historical causation and literary quality. But there
is to my knowledge no other over—all survey which critically considers our
developing literature in relation to the culture out of which it grew and the
political-economic scene it reflected and, often, affected.

In this account of American novels, poetry and drama from the revolu-
tion through the Second World War I have used biograpical as well as
historical material, combined with an intensive consideration of certain
individual works, to present what seems to me the significant content of
the whole. Every important work is, I believe, deeply rooted in the life of
the writer's own time whethgr in affirmative or adversary terms, whether
consciously or unconsciously, whether expressed realistically or
symbolically. The greater and more individual the writer, the



more profoundly that writer speaks for others while speaking for himself
or herself. As Van Wyck Brooks said in his seminal work, America’ s
Coming of Age. “The more deeply and urgently vou feel the pressure of
society, the more deeply and consciously and fruitfully you become your-
self.”

The writers selected for substantial consideration in these pages are,
with very few exceptions, those commonly included in traditional histories
of American literature. However a number who are ordinanly presented at
some length are here treated oniy briefly for reasons indicated in the
specific discussions themselves. Limitations of space have precluded any
extended treatment of some valuable secondary figures, although many of
these are mentioned and even guoted.

The book proceeds chronologically with one important exception.
While black writers are referred to throughout in their own periods there
1s also a special chapter tracing the history of .black literature in the
United States from the oral folk tales and songs of slaveryw to the
mid—twentieth century.

In that chapter, as elsewhere, 1 have included many of the informal
comments made by writers about their contemporaries, I believe that read-
¢rs can relate much more humanly and realistically to the great figures of
the past when they understand how directly these related to each other,
how intimately concerned they were with each other’s ideas, whether in
agreement or disagreement. : ,

'Another unconventional feature here is the frequent indication and
even citation of diametrically opposed judgments by respected critics who
differ substantially with each other or myself about the merit, or even the
meaning, of specific works. It is, I think, important for students to realize
that ‘sometimes' well qualified scholars can arrive at such  different
conclusions. This realization encourages one to think independently and
assess honestly one’s own reaction to a work of art. For the foreign
reader it is also valuable in bringing the American - cultural scene more
vividly into view. '

Finally, I have used an unusual amount of summary and direct quota-
tion' from important works by major writers. It has always seemed to me
absurd to discuss unilaterally, so to speak, material that readers have no
opportunity to sample for themselves. One might as well offer a menu
instead of a meal and expect one’s guests to develop a taste for the dishes
listed there. Limited as the bits and pieces here presented necessarily are,
even a slight acquaintance with an author’'s own work may well create an




appetite for more, | have therefore taken every occasion in these pages
to let my old friends speak for themselves, hoping they will thus make
many new friends in China and elsewhere.




Acknowledgements

Writing is a lonely business and long distance writers are especially
appreciative of the sustained comradely interest which helps to temper
their solitude.l am therefore extremely grateful for such support from my
friend in Beijing, Marcia Marks, as well as my friends in the United States,
Louis Harap, Irving Kaplan and Dorothy Markey, for their careful
reading of chapter after chapter throughout the past three years.

My dearsister and brother, Ruthlean Eisenbud and Irwin Rhodes,
have consistently offered sharp criticism, good advice and warm encourage-
ment.

The intelligent cooperation of two conscientious word Processors,
Mary Adams and Martha Herbert, has been invaluable in expediting the
work and my nephew, Robert Rhodes, has generously spent precious time,
energy and expertise far beyond any call of family duty to bring it to a
happy ending.

I must also thank Malcolm Cowley and his publishers at Viking
. Penguin for their generous permission to use an extravagant number of
quotations from his book, The Literary Situation.

Finally I wish to express my deep gratitude for the unfailing patience
and personal concern of editors of Foreign Language Teaching and
Research Press. Their meticulous, knowledgeable and sensitive copy editing
is truly extraordinary, and a major contribution to whatever merit this
book may claim. '

The author




TABLE OF CONTENTS

Preface ......coooioiiiiiiii s e e (%)
Acknowledgements ... . e (xii)
Chapter 1  American, Not English. Literature . ... ... ... (N
Significant Differences ... ... e, (1
Pragmauc Individualism — Benjamin Franklin ... e (1)
Romantic Individualism - James Fenimore Cooper ............. (17)
Transcendental Individualism (1) Ralph Waldo Emerson .....{22)

{2) Henry David Thoreau ....... (33)

Chapter Il Poetry for a New World .. ... ... ... (43)
Walt Whitman ... ... ... e (43)
Emily Dickinson ... ... e, (56)
Edgar Allen Poe .. ... U RSV URUUU PO (67}
Chapter I  Classic American Novelists ... ... . .. {80)
Nathaniel Hawthorne ... ... . (80)
Herman Melville . ( 106)
Chapter IV Abolitionist Issues and Writers ... . .. (136)
Sectional Conflict ... ... Ce e 0136)
Harriet Beecher Stowe ... (139)

Early Black Pamphleteers and Frederick Douglass ... ..........(145)
The Fireside Poets . ... (150)



Chapter V' The Aftermath of the Civil War ... . _.{16d)
Willium Dean Howells” Reahsm . {164)
Mark Twain and the Gilded Age ... e LTS
Henry James, EXpatriate ..o 1207)
Regional Wrilimg .o e s (209)

Chapter VI The Genteel Tradition and
Social Criticism ... .. ... (213
Industrial Development and Inellectual Retreat ... (213}
Hamlin Garland . (22}
Naturalis .o L (226}
Frank Norrms ... ... ... ... .. {228)
Stephen Crane .............. o £232)
Jack London ... USROS UUPURTRURURI (241

Chapter VII  Prosperity. Relaxation. Reform — and
the Other America ... ... ... (258)
Theodore IDIeISEr ..o e {238)
A New Mid—Western Culture ... ... ... ... (278)
Poetry — the Magazine and the Poetic Renaissance .. ........... (290)
The Revolt of the Villagers: Edgar Lee Masters

and Sherwood Anderson ..o (292)
Bohemia in Chicago and New York ..o, {296)

Chapter VIII  New Paths in Fiction ... .. . .. {299)
0. Henry and Democracy in tlie Short Story .o (299)
Edith Wharton of New York ... oo (309)
Ellen Glasgow of Virginia ................ oo {314)
Wilia Cather of Nebraska ... .oooooiviooeo (325)

Chapter IX  The Birth of an American Drama ... (350)
Eugene O’ Neill and the Provincetown Players ...................... (350)



o

Chapter X  The Pastwar Years . .

Sinclair Lewis — Satire and Reaction ... ... ..

AMERICAN LITERATURE: ROOT AND FLOWER
VOILUME 1§
CHAPTERS X[ — XV

tneludes the index to both volumes

o 38

e (384)



TABLE OF CONTENTS

Chapter X1 Boom Times .. . . . (417
b xtravagance. Violence. Corruption and Art (417}
Ring Lardner o 0 (427
Scott Frzgerald o L 445

Chapter Xl "The Lost Generation .. ... . ... (472
Ernest Hemmgway . L 04T D)
John Dos Passos ... e ST
Williany Faulkner and lhg Soulh ........................................ (528)

Chapter XIII Poetry Between Two World Wars .. ... (563
Poetic Triumph and Division ..o (363}
Moderism o e S6RY
T.SUEROU (o e e (571
“Agrarians” and the - Nc,w Criticism™ ... e, (SN]
Ezra Pound .. e (54
William Carlos Williams ................... . OO U ( Sker
Wallace Stevens ... i U (597
Marianne Moore ..o ST TR { 596
Edwin Arlington Robinson ... ... (€00
Robert Lee Frost ..o i, A 60%)
Edna St. Vincent Millay ... SN ROt N
Elinor Wylie ... RO £ 634!

Chapter X1V Black Folk Literature and the Twentieth
Century Black Writer ... . RN (641)
Historical Nomenclature . ... (641}
Spirituals and Seculars ... RS (644)
CONUBMILY oo et Eeres e e ere e { 650)
Booker T.Washington and W.E.B.Du Bois .......c..coeooneence. {655)

“The Harlem RENAISSANCE™ ... e i verieeciesr e s srenes e K G66)



New Bliuck Prose and Poelry ..o i (676)

Harlem Moves Left . (681)
Paul Robeson and Others .. (684)
Langston Hughes ..o (692)
Richard Wright . e LT01D)
After World War H ... ... SN (707)
James Baldwin o e e { 709)
Ralph EHison i s (712)
Chapter XV Radical Culture -— “The Red Decade™.....(719)
The Great Depression 1929-1939 AT19)
Proletariun Fiction ... wn (0724)
James Farrell o (728)
Other Progressives ... 13D
Josephine Herbst . {736)
A=political Protest Fiction ... ... {739)
John Steinbeck .o {(742)
Thomas Wolfe ... e, (745}
The Theater Guild and Experimental Drama ............. .....(749)
Workers' Theater Organization ... .. (755)
The Group Theater and Clifford Odets ..., (756)
The Theater Union ... (761)
The Federal Theater ..., L (762)
Chapter XVI  World War Il and After . ... ... . (770}
War and Army Novels ... (770)
Norman Mailer ... (774)
The Gold War and the Writer . ... ... . ... (780)
Lithan Heliman, Arthur Miller and Tennessee Williams .. _(784)
Academic " New Fiction™ ... ... .. .. (789)
Southernn NOVEHSS oo (795)
Jewish—American Novelists
POSI=MOdErnists ......ccccveeepereeviiiiiriciiesees e




CHAPTFR 1

AMERICAN,NOT ENGLISH. LITERATURE

SIGNIFICANT DIFFERENCES

Today when American films. thrillers and best seliers are flonding
Asian as well us European markets. and when Mickey Mouse or Donald
Duck s at least as well known in Latin America as the Tres Cochinitos
(the three little pigs}, or Conejo Blas (the white rabbit) . it may seem
superfluous to insist on the literary independence of the United States.
past or present. And truly, the influence of American literature has now
also sped eastward across the Atlantic so that the second half of the twenti-
eth century has seen a growing rapprochement. The ditferences between
literature in Europe and the United States are today little more fundamen-
tal ot consistent than thosc between. for example, Germany and Italy or
France and England.

It is none the less true that the entirz early consideration of our
greatest nineteenth century writers — who were almost invariably appreci-
ated in England long before they were recognized at home — and much of
the non—specialist approach to them in our schools even today ignores
essential differences. This blurs not only their literary significance but also
their relation to, and our understanding of. the peculiar development of
life in the United States.

That has indeed been the theme of a large number of such interesting
critiques, written since the early nineteen—fifties. as Richard Chase’s The
American Novel and Its Tradition and 1bn Hassan's Radical Innocence. But
there has been remarkably little awareness of these discussions by the
general reader or in the teaching of American literature on an undergradu-
ate level, the level where most non—specialists form their basic attitudes.

We must therefore begin this survey of American literature (from the
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revolution through the Second World War) with some wcussion of the
factors which. from the verv ontset. shaped a recognizablc vew literature
in the new nation. For it wos a new literature despite it wiiestoning use
of English. the linguage the earliest settlers brought with them across the
Atlantic.

The first important difference is simple stated. In g sense the
development of North American Imfr;lwrﬁ roversed the history of every
other national itterature. Instead of beginning with folk tajes and songs it
began with ahstractions and procecded from philosophy to fiction .,

The prinung press had been reinvented in Furope by 1437 s
creation i Chine four centuries earlier was then unknows) and the early
colonists were more generally literate than their countrymen at home. The
colonies therefore developed no oral or otk fiterature. such as had charac
terized the first stages of English. Fresch. Crorman, Htalian, Russian.
Spanish and. indeed. all European, if not all world, culture | Furthermore.
the influential Protestant work ethic. reinforced by the practicut necessitivs
of a hard pioneer life, inhibited the development of any ~eading matter
designed simply for leisure~time entertuinment. ( * The I otestant work
ethic” is further discussed below, but may be briefly defined here as the
beliet that work itself is a good in addition to what it achieves; that time
sitved by efficiency or geod forlune should not 1« spent it leisure but in
doing further work; that idleness is always immoral and Jike !) v lead to
cven worse sin since “the devil finds work for iile hands to do” )

The pre-revolutionary writing in the colonies was, theret. e, essentiadly
of two kinds: (1) practical matter -of fact accoupts of farrsing. hunting
travel, ete. designed 1o inform people "at home™ what hfe v as Yike i the
new world, and. often, to induce their immigragon 2 R
generudly polemicat. discussions of relizious GUCSEONY,

These theologival arguments were sonn sapplements! by !
debates about the colomes™ relatinns with e mether :.mu;. Tl
varied [rom ubstract legaliste Jdiscussions
statements
Svnse ad T

I additon 1o i Uhique non wistence of any  popuwlar or folk

ferature. and the existence of a substanrial body of widely read. highly
U cm‘:z:u! writing. the accounts of personal experiences also differed from
simifay Eaglish repests, Foen those colonists simply recounting their person-

4

wosuch ebteos

Fem Puine’ s popnbr oo, RIS ERITIS ‘?w { u';‘,»;,u

s Jefferon s draft o thie ueCigauon of fependence



SIGNIFICANT DIFFERENCES

4l evperiences Wrole in an uhiwstlesly gedf conscious and cxphcit mannur .
Thev knew they were not talking to neighbors but reporting 1o people at a
distance, people altogether ignorant of the circumstances of their lives.
Finally, therc was aiso a vitally importaat philosophy. characteristic of lite
in the United States which differentiated. in degree at icast. its culture and
therefore its literature from that of Hurope

As early as 1831 a French observer, Alex de Tocguevilie, wrote a most
pereeprive hook, Democraey in ihe United States, briliandly summarizing
the results of his vearlong travels there. He begine the third chapter headed
S Individushsme” by saving that “individualism is 2 novel expression 1o
which a novel 1dea has given birth 7 What was (s idea which de
focgueviide found uniguely pervasive m the ife of the youw.g republic, and
where did ot come from?

Pe Ttocqueville goes on to explain ot with. apparently, some
atabivalence. In other passages he stresses the practical advantages of
initiative and independence, both associated with sndividualism, But here
he savs.

Individuaiism is a4 mature and calm feehng which i poses each
retnbe, ot the community to sever  himselt from the nass of
fellow ~oreatnrest - Arstocruey bad made 4 chain of all the members
of @ communny, 'rom the peasant to the king. democracy dieuks that
ciun, and severs every link of it. . . Thus net only does democracy
make every man forget his ancestors. but it hides his descendanis, and
separates his contemporaries from himiit throws fim back forever upon
himsell’ alone. and threatens w the end to contine him entirely within the

salitude of his own heart.

Six years later « young American scholar. Ralph Waido Emerson, used
the term, evidently already familiar enough to need ne explanation. in an
address at Harvard College. He said. with unqualified approbation:

Another stgn of the times. . s the new importance given io the
single person. Everything that tends to insulate the individual — to
surround him with barriers of natural respect, so that each man shall feel
the world i his. and man shall treat with man as a sovereign state with a

sovereign state — tends to true union as well as greatness.



