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Introduction

I . American Vietnam War Literature
in the 20" Century

i . Descriptions of the Vietnam War in Different Genres

Wars are the combination of destruction and creation. Wars
can destroy everything, but can also create great literature in that
writers can with their pens write their reflections upon and gain
new insights into the wars themselves and human nature. The Tro-
jan War gave birth to Homer's The Iliad and The Odyssey, Napo-
leonic Wars fostered Lev Tolstoy’s War and Peace, and the First
World War elicited Erich M. Remarque’s All Quiet on the Western
Front, just to name a few. These classical works were, are and
will be adored by generation after generation. So it is with Ameri-
can war literature.

Wars have made great contributions to American literature.
The American Civil War and two World Wars have made a large
number of men of letters great novelists. So it is safe to say that
literary works with war as their subject matter can be classified and
approached as an independent genre. Similarly, the American Viet-
nam War® has greatly helped the prosperity of American literature
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because it has produced many famous writers, some of whom are
even among the greatest in contemporary American literature,

Vietnam War literature, as the famous American critic Philip
Beidler defines it in his Re-Writing America, refers to a body of
literature re-writing Americans and American life, history and cul-
ture mainly through dealing with the experiences, the memories
and the aftermath of the Vietnam War. ? It chiefly comprises no-
vels, poems, plays, memoirs and (auto) biographies, documenta-
ries, journalistic reports, films adopted from novels, books with
pictures and other genres such as letters and diaries. They are, one
way or other, “our most important chroniclers of American life in
the last quarter of the twentieth century—at the end of empire and
at the beginning of postmodern America. ”® Among these genres
the literary achievements in fictional writing stand the highest and
have been studied most so far.

Novelists in this genre are many. Tim O'Brien, Robert Stone,
Larry Heinemann, Michael Herr, Philip Caputo, James Webb,
John Del Vecchio, Stephen Wright, Ward Just, David Halbers-
tam, Robert Butler, Winston Groom, Gloria Emerson, Frances
Fitzgerald and William Broyles are more famous than others; the
first three are National Book Award winners for their profound the-
matic representation and highly artistic techniques.

Poets such as John Balaban, W. D. Ehrhart, David Huddle,
Yusef Komunyakaa, Walker McDonald, and Bruce Weigl as well as
Allen Ginsberg have also made great achievements in American po-
etry. Some of them have become major voices in fiction, autobiog-
raphy and criticism as well. The playwrights David Rabe, Sam
Shepard and David Mamet stand among the dominant figures of
their generation of dramatists.

In addition to Ron Kovic, Tim OBrien and Philip Caputo also
wrote memoirs. Some works written by Gloria Emerson, Frances
Fitzgerald, C. D. B. Bryan and Michael Herr are called social docu-



