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Publisher’s Foreword

LIKE ITS DISTINGUISHED PREDECESSORS, this fifth edition of American Poetry
and Prose is designed to serve both the historical and the critical approaches
to our literature. And since the years have narrowed the gap between these
two, this edition has been able to incorporate important elements of a third
approach, which may be called comparative and developmental, focusing
attention on certain recurring themes that have grown out of the unique Amer-
ican experience, and on the various ways American writers of different periods
have dealt with them. Within the cultural framework provided by this ap-
proach, the student is encouraged to look simultaneously in two directions,
from the past to the adumbrated future, and from the present to the seminal
past, and thereby to gain a deeper insight into the vitality and continuity of
American literature. At the same time, the consistent focus on literary con-
cerns, in the structure of the book, the nature of the selections, and the edi-
torial commentary, has made it possible to avoid the pitfall of the purely
documentary or sociological;, while the ample treatment of major writers
within a setting of lesser but significant figures averts the temptation to in-
clude obscure writers out of the main stream, or to introduce the merely novel
or the fashionable and evanescent.

This edition differs from even its immediate predecessor in other significant
ways. The mere passage of time has shifted the center of gravity toward the
contemporary, and has thereby altered the book’s proportions. Relatively less
space is devoted to colonial and early federal writing, though a few new fig-
ures are introduced into the earlier periods, such as Thomas Hooker, exponent
of the “plain style” that was to become so important a strain in American
writing. The great figures of the nineteenth century receive much the same
emphasis as before, though Whitman concludes the section on the romantics
in Part One instead of beginning Part Two in the two-volume set. The fifth
and contemporary division now begins not at 1900 but at 1914, a genuine
break point which gives deeper unity to the sections both before and after,
and allows increased space to the ever-growing contemporary. It is interesting
to recall that the first edition concluded with Carl Sandburg whereas the fifth
ends with John Barth.

In subtler ways also this edition has taken the measure of the day and re-
flects the many and profound changes of the last decade. The editorial mate-
rials—the five period introductions, the author introductions, and the selection
headnotes—have been revised or rewritten to sharpen the focus on literary
trends and developments. This has been done partly by the omission of matter
mainly social and historical, and by increased emphasis on interrelations and
influences, intellectual and literary. Throughout, every effort has been made
to avoid spoonfeeding, on the one hand, and factual cramming on the other,
and instead to present background and explanatory material calculated to help
the student grasp, interpret, and interrelate for himself the literary works he
reads. To this end, also, the texts are footnoted more extensively than before,
but not to the point where information assumes a gratuitous and distracting
importance for its own sake.

vii



viii 1 Foreword

The problem of representing important writers who are primarily novelists
is a perennial one in a survey anthology of American literature. Some of them,
such as Hawthorne and Melville, James and Faulkner and Bellow, can be
satisfactorily presented through their shorter fiction. Others, such as Cooper
and Howells, are less well served through their short or nonficticnal pieces,
yet are too significant in the literary mainstream to be omitted. In such in-
stances, the editors have chosen in this fifth edition to reach boldly into the
novels for thematic chapters that will adequately represent the author’s best
and most characteristic achievement.

The texts of the selections have been carefully chosen for both their au-
thority and their readability, and are identified throughout. Priority has been
given to first editions or first appearance in book form, to standard editions,
and to modern critical editions. In the colonial materials, when the verbal
sequence of first or early editions is followed, the texts have been generally
modernized with respect to italics, abbreviations, capitalization, and spelling.
To maintain the rhythms of early American writing, however, the punctuation
of the source texts has been generally retained; unusual spellings have been
kept when they may be presumed to distinguish colonial pronunciation from
modern American English, and special care has been taken not to impair the
pronunciation of the poetry. Textual omissions for which the editors of this
anthology are responsible are shown by asterisks; titles supplied by the edi-
tors are bracketed. The selections from each author are, with few exceptions,
in chronological order; dates are given in the headnotes or at the end of a
selection (date of publication at the right margin; of composition, if equally
or more significant, at the left margin).

Active in the planning and policy-making stages, Professor Foerster was
instrumental in soliciting the collaboration of the four distinguished scholars
who carried out the actual work of the revision: Norman S. Grabo for the
colonial period; Russel B. Nye for the neoclassic and early romantic; E. Fred
Carlisle for the romantic; and Robert Falk for the realistic, the recent, and the
contemporary. Editors and publisher alike are indebted to the following board
of consultants for their advice on the table of contents and the nature of the
revision of the editorial materials: Louis J. Budd, Duke University; Hennig
Cohen, University of Pennsylvania; Neal F. Doubleday, Millikin University;
Richard H. Fogle, University of North Carolina; Ernest E. Sandeen, Univer-
sity of Notre Dame; James Woodress, University of California (Davis);
Hyatt H. Waggoner, Brown University. These gentlemen contributed sub-
stantially to the final shape of the revision. Others whose contributions to the
fifth edition are gratefully acknowledged are Frank Lentricchia, of the
University of California (Irvine), for his work on the contemporary poets;
Margaret Linville, of Santa Monica City College, for assistance with the con-
temporary novelists; and Frank Shuffelton, of the University of Rochester,
for assistance with the selection and checking of texts.

American Poetry and Prose has helped to shape and inform the changing
canon of our literature since publication of the first edition in 1925. It is our
belief that it will continue to do so for the critical generation of students com-

ing of age in the 1970’s.
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