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Preface

This course book of American literature has been written to meet the needs of English
majors at the outset of their literary courses, primarily in the Mid-West of China. I hope,
though, that it will also prove of interest to the general reader who feels that his reading
would be enriched by a course book that puts the main outlines of American literature clear-
ly before him and help him with the appreciation of American literature as well.

The very term American literature presupposes that there exists a work of literature that
belongs to “America” , many students thus, as I frequently meet in my classrooms, assume
that a simple definition of literature and American literature would be given at the very be-
ginning of the course. This is, of course, quite natural and necessary, but extremely diffi-
cult. For the term American literature, this course book will devote itself entirely to formu-
lating its definition, and the concrete effort will begin with its very first chapter. As for the
other term, though seemingly easier to be defined, it has been debated by writers, literary
historians, and others for centuries without arriving at an uncontroversial definition. Some
assume that literature is simply anything that is written, thereby declaring the pictographs
like the Walum Olum ( “Painted Record” ) by the Delaware (an Indian tribe) to be literary
works along with The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn and The Waste Land. Derived from the
Latin liftera, meaning “letter,” the root meaning of the word literature refers primarily to
the written word and seems to support this broad definition. Yet such a definition eliminates
the important oral traditions upon which much of pre-colonial American literature is based.
As we know, the traditional Indian mythologies, songs, and ritual chants were rarely written
down. Most of these works of literature survived through oral tradition, each generation
transmitting its literature to its youhg people by word of mouth.

To solve this problem, others choose to define literature as an art, thereby leaving open
the question of its being written or oral. This definition further narrows its meaning, equa-
ting literature to works of the imagination or creative writing, that is, poetry, drama, fic-
tion, and other imaginative writing. Although this narrowing of the definition seemingly sim-
plifies what can and cannot be considered a literary work, the problem remains. This defini-

tion can be employed to explain why a textbook of American literature would include “Lis-
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ten! Rain Approaches!”, a ritual song of the Navaho (an Indian tribe) and “ Calling
One’s Own,” a song of the Ojibwa ( another Indian tribe) as literary pieces. Yet people
may still feel confused why the compilers of the same book would not take in any of today’s
pop songs, say, “My Heart will Go On” (the theme song of the spectacular movie Titanic)
though the song is as imaginative and creative a work as the Indian folklore. Specifying and
narrowing the definition of literature to a “work of art” does not, then, immediately provide
consistent rule about how to declare a text a “work of literature. ”

Whether one accepts the broad or narrow definition, he more than often agrees that a
text must have certain peculiar qualities before it can be dubbed “literature. ” Those who
hold this view believe that an artist’s creation or secondary world often mirrors the author’s
primary world, the world in which the writer lives and moves and breathes. Because the pri-
mary world is highly structured, so must be the secondary world. To achieve this structure,
the artist must create plot, character, setting, point of view, theme, symbols, and a host of
other elements that work in a dynamic relationship to produce a literary work. Some would
argue that it is the creation of these elements—how they are used and in what context—that
determines whether a piece of writing is literature. It is in the hope of finding out the “liter-
ary” way of arranging these elements that this course book introduces and analyzes these el-
ements in all its chapters and sections. The effort seems fruitless except that it becomes ob-
vious that these elements are essential to a literary work: it seems that these elements can
be used in any circumstance and in constantly changing ways.

Through this effort, however, we can see that it is generally accepted that American
literature in the early period referred to the whole body of valued writing in society, whether
factual or fictional: sermons, philosophy, history, speeches, essays and letters as well as
poems and tales. But since 19th century, literature has meant the high skills of writing in
the special context of high imagination. To give a shorter version, literature is an artistic
form that is achieved through the use of language (The artistic use of other materials like
pictures and musical components may work out other forms of art). In other words, litera-
ture can be defined as language artistically used to achieve identifiable literary qualities and
to express significant messages. And literature is characterized with beauty of expression and
form and with universality of intellectual and emotional appeal.

This definition of literature is still incomplete and debatable as what kind of language
can be rendered as “artistically used” and who should make this judgment remain unsolved.
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Most critics, then, suggest that an examination of a text’s total artistic situation would help
us decide what constitutes literature. This total picture of the work involves such elements
as the work itself { an examination of the secondary world created within the story) , the art-
ist, the primary world the work supposedly represents, and the audience or readers. Al-
though readers and critics will emphasize one, two, or even three of these elements while
de-emphasizing the others, such a consideration of a text’s artistic situation immediately
broadens the definition of literature from the concept that it is simply a written work that
contains certain qualities to a definition that must include the dynamic interrelationship of
the actual text and the readers. Perhaps, then, the literary competence of the readers them-
selves helps determine whether a work should be considered literature. If this is so, then a
literary work may be more functional than ontological, its existence and therefore its value
being determined by its readers and not by the work itself.

As the compiler of this course book, I am fully aware that the available space of this
book does not allow me to take in all valued writings of American literature. Therefore, 1
have to select from a sea of American literary writings what I believe to be “great”, “valua-
ble”, “timeless” , and “universal”— what I think to have high artistic and literary values
and therefore worthy of continued academic study. In other words, I am following the tradi-
tional practice of demonstrating the canon, or the core of American literature through my
own choice. The canon has never been completely formalized, with particular writers being
always either in or out (even Twain, Hemingway, and Eliot are not always “in” on Ameri-
can Literature courses). Of course, the range of what is counted as great remains restricted,
and reliably reproduced, if only because teachers tend to teach what they are familiar with
and publishers tend to publish what they know will sell. However, fashions always change,
and the judgment of how a text might qualify for greatness, universality and value also chan-
ges with the age. In this case, I am fully confident that my choice will set up a canon that
fits for today’s English majors in China. I am a reader before I am a compiler. 1 share with
the reader of this course book the right to determine the value of the work of American liter-
ature. For nearly twenty years, I have been studying and teaching English language and lit-
erature ( American literature in particular) , and [ am now quite clear about the interest and
preference of the teachers, publishers, and other professionals, abroad and at home. I trust
myself in that I am among those who know both the distinguished scholar’s requirements and

the common reader’s needs.
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In writing a course book of this kind, with intention of an access to American literature
as a whole, my main aim has been to acquaint the reader with the generally accepted view
of the authors and periods under discussion as well as the history and the major works of
American literature. Firstly, I have divided the history into nine periods to bring about a
relatively clear outline of American literature. By far the greatest weight will fall on the 19th
and the 20th century, where most of the reading of the beginning student and the general
reader is likely to be. Secondly, many minor figures that would normally be expected to put
in an appearance in a literary history are quietly forgotten, so that attention can be focused
on the major figures. Thirdly, in treating these major writers, I have tried to concentrate on
a few works, the ones that are most likely to be read, I hope, in this way, to increase the
usefulness of the work to the student, but I hope, too, that this plan may give to the general
reader a better grasp of the major writers through their most important works.

of course; even teachers who choose to use this course book may occasionally hold dif-
ferent views. They may disagree on who are the major writers and what are the most impor-
tant works. More than often they may interpret the selected texts differently. In this case, 1
suggest that the student should neither casually deny the insights of the teacher’s views nor
hastily doubt the value of the book. As has been mentioned, such thing as a formalized can-
on does not exist. Besides, the vitality of a literary work is attested to by the fact that it
continues to provoke new explorations and new assessments, to provide new perspectives of
meaning and invite new insights. While driving as hard as possible to make definitions, per-
form analyses, and sketch outlines, one should realize that absolute and total “truth” is
certainly not possible in such matters and, if it were, perhaps not wholly desirable. I will
never delude myself that this book is in any sense “definitive”. Nor will I offer any precise
prescription for its use. There are many ways to cut the cake. 1 have baked it; the teacher
must cut it to suit himself. What I hope for is that what we have written will be regarded as
a serious, thoughtful, and reasonably well-informed effort to make sense of a rich and vari-

ous body of literature.

Zhang Qiang
Brighton & Hove, England
Autumn, 2007



How to Use This Course Book

Object and Objective

Selected Readings of American Literature is compiled primarily for the third and fourth-
year Chinese college students majoring in English language and literature, with the aim to
give them a brief survey of American Literature from the colonial time to the late 20th centu-
ry. This is primarily an attempt to introduce the history and the classical works of American
Literature, which mainly consists of two parts, namely, 1) introduction to the historical and
cultural background, and 2) selected classical works. The compiler of this book hopes that
the user will acquire the fundamental knowledge of literary criticism through the apprecia-
tion of the selected readings and suggests that the user might further read the supplementary
electronic book accompanied with this one to find out more basic concepts and methods of

literary criticism.

Academic Tasks and Hours

Selected Readings of American Literature involves American writers, selection of their
masterpieces , the historical and cultural background of the age, and a few relevant concepts
and methods of literary criticism. The teaching of this course book generally demands 36 ~
40 academic hours. It is to be accomplished in one semester with 2 academic hours every
week. To facilitate the further study and resecarch of the English majors, the teaching of this
course book should be carried out during the third academic year and the first semester of
the fourth academic year. Providing the teacher maintains the clue of the development of
American Literature, he may leave out some of the writers and their works in his teaching

and ask the students to study the omitted parts after class.

Design

Selected Readings of American Literature consists of 9 chapters, thus dividing the histo-
ry of American Literature into 9 periods. The chapters are all cut into the same basic pat-
tern, which is made up of five sections;

1) Introduction: This is a summary overview of the historical and cultural background

i
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of the age. It focuses on the major literary thoughts and movements and compares the ideas
and crafts of the major writers of the period. This section will also mention the name of or
even briefly introduce the life and career of some important or unique writers of the age
concerned who will not be analyzed in the section of “Major Writers and Selected
Readings”.

2)Major Writers and Selected Readings: This section introduces the life and career
of the major writers that belonged to the literary period and chooses excellent pieces from
their writings for the students to read. Notes are provided to facilitate the understanding and
questions are given for further discussion and thinking. The usual parts of this section are as
follows.

Life and Career: consisting of the profile, the major works, and the artistic features

of the writer.

Selected Readings: involving various literary styles such as poetry, essay, fiction,
and drama, presenting the full text of relatively short works and
excerptions of relatively long ones.

Annotation : providing background knowledge of the selected readings, explanation of
the key and difficult expressions, and definition and brief analysis of the
relevant rhetorical devices.

Questions: including questions for recalling, interpretation, comparison, and
discussion.

3) Literary Focus

This section aims at helping the reader to deepen his understanding and expand his

horizons by introducing and exploring the relevant artistic thoughts and movements as well
as a few popular literary theories.

4)Reading for Appreciation

This section is based on the assumption that “reading literature offers us an

experience” and thus makes an attempt to offer a few methods of reading literature actively
to make the words come alive and further the appreciation of the text.

5) Voice of the Age

This is a summary overview of the spirit of the age, supported by quotations from the

selected readings.
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Chapter 1 EARLY AMERICA TO 1750

INTRODUCTION
<> William Bradford ( 1590-1657)
from Of Plymouth Plantation
<> Anne Bradstreet{ 1612-1672)
To My Dear and Loving Husband
LITERARY FOCUS
READING FOR APPRECIATION
VOICE OF THE AGE

Chapter 2 REASON AND REVOLUTION 1750-1800

INTRODUCTION
<> Benjamin Franklin (1706-1790)
from Poor Richard’s Almanac
<> Thomas Paine (1737-1809)
from The American Crisis
<> Thomas Jefferson (1743-1826)
The Declaration of Independence
LITERARY FOCUS
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Chapter 3 NATIVE GROUNDS 1800-1840

INTRODUCTION
<> Washington Irving(1783-1859)
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Rip Van Winkle
<> James Fenimore Cooper (1789-1851)
from The Last of the Mohicans
<> William Cullen Bryant(1794-1878)
Thanatopsis
<> Edgar Allan Poe(1809-1849)
To Helen
The Raven
LITERARY FOCUS
READING FOR APPRECIATION
VOICE OF THE AGE

Chapter 4 NEW ENGLAND RENAISSANCE 1840-1855

INTRODUCTION

<> Ralph Waldo Emerson (1803-1882)
from Nature
from Self Reliance
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from The Scarlet Letter

<> Henry Wadsworth Longfellow (1807-1882)
A Psalm of Life
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Chapter 5 CONFLICT AND CELEBRATION 1855-1880
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<> Walt Whitman(1819-1892)
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O Captain! My Captain!
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Success is counted sweetest
Because I could not stop for Death
I heard a fly buzz—when I died—
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The Gettysburg Address
LITERARY FOCUS
READING FOR APPRECIATION
VOICE OF THE AGE

Chapter 6 REGIONALISM AND REALISM 1880-1910

INTRODUCTION
<> Bret Harte (1836-1902)
The Outcasts of Poker Flat
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<> Jack London (1876-1916)
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<> Edwin Arlington Robinson (1869-1935)
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