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Foreword
(For the 3rd Edition)

A frequently asked question has been how to use the book well. The printing
of its 3rd edition offers a good opportunity for us to discuss this in some detail.
The book targets divers groups of readers. For general readers, scholars, and
researchers, this could be a reference book. For students and budding scholars who
are reading for self-improvement, this could be a gateway to knowledge and a
means to achieve better English proficiency. Instructors in an actual classroom
setting and students who are taking examinations would find value in the book in
their own way.

Let’s focus our discussion here on classroom teaching and reading for exams.
As a survey of literature generally records its highlights, these should be the focus
of our teaching and reading efforts. It is then imperative that we prioritize our
work accordingly.

For class room instruction, we suggest that we cut the whole survey into five
blocks and assign a number of credit-hours for each of these: 1. the period prior to
the 19th century; 2. the Romantic period; 3. the period of Realism and Naturalism;
4. the 1920s, the 1930s, and the 1940s; 5. the post-war period.

For those who intend to spend one semester (about 40 hours) on the Survey, it
might be a good idea to spread the 40 hours this way:

1. the period prior to the 19th century: 4 hours,

2. the Romantic period: 8 hours,

3. the period of Realism and Naturalism: 4 hours,

4. the 1920s, the 1930s, and the 1940s: 12 hours, and

5. the post-war period: 12 hours.

Those who intend to devote one academic year to the book, or if the weekly
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class meetings are more frequent than one, just make a necessary adjustment to the
schedule.

As to actual classroom teaching, we suggest that we use the Survey along
with The Selected Readings in American Literature (Tianjin: Nankai UP,
1987-1991). The two books were first designed to be companion volumes, and
have proved to be most helpful when used as such. The Survey offers a systematic,
consistent, panoramic view of American literature so as to help people achieve a
totality of impression of this body of information. The Selected Readings includes
the major authors and at least one of their major works (generally a writing that
has been read as the author’s signature work), and a lot of annotations.

The teaching of one major author can be a two-sectional performance: begin
first with a brief introduction, and then follow it up with a brief discussion of one
major work at least and the reading of a portion of the work. This way, the
students would come away with some specific impressions of the author rather
than a set of abstractions. For a list of the major authors, the table of contents of
The Selected Readings offers one. It is meant to be a reference only; it is by no
means anything like a guide.

The students, busy getting ready for an MA or Ph.D. admission examination
or any other exams, could follow the suggestions above.

Let’s take T. S. Eliot for an example. We might start off with a discussion of
the temper of the 1920s (roughly 15 minutes), move on with a sketchy
introduction of the poet’s life and major works (15 minutes), follow it up with a
brief introduction of The Waste Land (15 minutes), and wrap up with a reading of
the first section of the epochal poem (1 hour). That would be one day’s work. If
we have time, we might touch upon his The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock. That
would be good enough for another day. For the reading and comprehension of the
two poems, The Selected Readings provides ample annotations. Please always
remember that the schedule here is highly tentative and definitely nothing hard and
fast.

Teaching is a dynamic and creative job. It is highly personalized as well. The
instructor’s creative imagination is most crucial to the success of classroom
instruction. When teachers are “out in the field,” they become their own

“monarch.” Nothing rigid and binding would work except when the instructors
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decide and say that it does. By the same token, the suggestion we have made here
would not be of any value unless the teachers decide and say that it is. The

discretion of the users of the book is always advised.

Chang, Yaoxin, Ph.D.

Moy

Department of English
University of Guam
8/27/2008



Foreword
(For the 2nd Edition)

The focus of the revision is on the postwar period (1945 through the present).
The new edition has incorporated the latest developments and research findings of
the last ten years as much as possible. Adding information on about fifty
contemporary poets and novelists, the 2nd edition introduces, in detail, the basic
features of Postmodernism in all the major departments of postwar American
writing—poetry, the novel, and drama. In addition, the new edition has taken
notice of the redefining of American literature that has been going on in the last
few decades and has included a number of writers of different ethnic groups—the.
African American, Native American, Asian American, Hispanic American
(Chicano), etc. The emergence of these writers has added the value of diversity
and artistic authenticity to American literature. It is a pity that space constraint
allows room only for a short list of contemporary authors and works for inclusion
in the revised book.

The guideline for inclusion is to choose the well-established authors. The
best we can do, as always, would be to catch the few best known and leave the rest
to .the discretion of the readers. The inclusion of some younger writers, who have
received good critical attention, while it is desirable and necessary, may entail a
danger here. As time has its own way of making or beheading reputations, some
writers who promise well may fall into obscurity, and the ones now in neglect may
have history on their side. That makes it all the more imperative to review and
revise our survey once in a while.

Although this survey tries to glean from a variety of critical opinions, the
interpretations of the works offered here are by no means the interpretations and

are never meant to be such. I understand the magnitude and subtlety of critical
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evaluations, and try to be balanced and just in my introductions of the writers and
their works and avoid any misrepresentation or bias. Any possible offense in any
form, which may stem from my inadequate preparation, is unintentional and my
apologies, if called for, will be genuine and forthcoming.

Since the second edition is a few chapters longer than the first, and some
chapters may contain more than one lecture can handle, instructors are advised to
prioritize their list of authors and works in their teaching plans. It may be a good
idea to spread the survey over two semesters.

My debt is to the University of Guam for its generous help in making
available the time and its bountiful resources for me, without which the revision
project would have been inconceivable. 1 express my gratitude to all the
generations of my students for their responses and views that have helped me
immensely in the revision. My wife deserves recognition for her significant part in

bringing the undertaking to fruition.

Y. Chang, Ph. D.

g

Department of English
The University of Guam
July, 2003



Prefatory Note
(For the 1st Edition)

This book is a condensation of the teaching notes for the course, A Survey of
American Literature, which this department has compiled and taught as a
companion to The Selected Readings in American Literature (Tianjin: Nankai Univ.
Press, 1987[-1991]). It does not intend to be all-inclusive, being in fact a mere
sketch accommodated in a work taught over a semester of some twenty weeks.
Although we exerted 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 lielp 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 literary critics, from which we have gleaned,
are introduced as much as space permits and acknowledged in the endnotes 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 Chinese teachers of American literature in any way, 1
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. 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
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nothing like 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.

1 am deeply indebted to Dr. Qian Qing, professor of English 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 Normal University, who read the
manuscript also on behalf of the Textbook Evaluation Committee and whose
perceptive observations have proved immensely valuable.

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

Chang Yao-xin, Ph. D.

Foreign Languages Department
Narnkai University

Tianjin

July, 1987
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Introduction

This course of twenty-six lectures is an outline of American literature, which
intends to cover the whole range of the literary history of the United States of
America from the early Colonial Period through the present. It offers a brief
account of the major authors and their masterworks and of the major literary
trends and currents of thought that have dominated the American literary scene at
one time or another and become the thematic or formal concern of some major
authors in their literary endeavors.

Before we begin our series .of discussions on American literature, a simple
statement about the plan of the course is in order. We begin with the Colonial
Period, the period stretching roughly from the settlement of North America in the
early seventeenth century 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 discuss will be Jonathan Edwards (1703-1758)
and Benjamin Franklin (1706-1790) who, 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 that made literary expansion
and expression not only possible but also inevitable in the period immediately
following the nation’s political independence. Washington Irving (1783-1859) and
James Fenimore Cooper (1789-1851) will be our first concern. The first important
writer in American literature, 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 reading list on American
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literature. We will be also reading 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
importance of the frontier and the wilderness in American literature was for the
first time well illustrated in Cooper’s Leatherstocking Tales and was to remain a
major concern for many later authors. Quite a few eminent literary critics like
Henry Nash Smith and Edwin S. Fussell have written on the subject for the simple
reason that the history of the formation of the United States of America is, in a
sense, a process in which the settlers moved continuously westward, pushing the
frontier with them.’

American Romanticism culminated around the 1840s in what has come to be
known as “New England Transcendentalism” 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
Intellectual Independence.” We are now entering the formative period of
indigenous American literature. Calling for the creation of a native 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 against 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 built and went to live in a small cottage on Walden Pond for a little over
two years and then came back to write about his experience there in his famous
book, Walden.

Another of Emerson’s contemporaries, Walt Whitman (1819-1892), tried to
write poetry describing the native American experience. Emerson read with such
delight the first edition of his Leaves of Grass (1855) that he wrote 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 American poetry out of the native elements of the New



