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CPreface and ﬂcﬁnow[éc{gments

In this history of American literature, I have tried to be responsive to the immense changes
that have occurred over the past thirty years in the study of American literature. In particular,
I have tried to register the plurality of American culture and American writing: the continued
inventing of communities, and the sustained imagining of nations, that constitute the literary
history of the United States. My aim here has been to provide the reader with a reasonably
concise but also coherent narrative that concentrates on significant and symptomatic writers
while also registering the range and variety of American writing. My focus has necessarily been
on major authors and the particular texts that are generally considered to be their most important
or representative work. I have also, however, looked at less central or canonical writers whose
work demands the attention of anyone wanting to understand the full scope of American litera-
ture: work that illustrates important literary or cultural trends or helps to measure the multicul-
tural character of American writing. In sum, my aim has been to offer as succinct an account as
possible of the major achievements in American literature and of American difference: what it is
that distinguishes the American literary tradition and also what it is that makes it extraordinarily,
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1 The First Americans

American Literature During the Colonial and Revo[utionary Periods

Imagining Eden

“America is a poem in our eyes: its ample geography dazzles the imagination, and it will
not wait long for metres.” The words are those of Ralph Waldo Emerson, and they sum up
that desire to turn the New World into words which has seized the imagination of so many
Americans. But “America” was only one of the several names for a dream dreamed in the first
instance by Europeans. “He invented America: a very great man,” one character observes of
Christopher Columbus in a Henry James novel; and so, in a sense, he did. Columbus, however,
was following a prototype devised long before him and surviving long after him, the idea of a
new land outside and beyond history: “a Virgin Countrey,” to quote one early, English settler, “so
preserved by Nature out of a desire to show mankinde fallen into the Old Age of Creation, what
a brow of fertility and beauty she was adorned with when the world was vigorous and youthfull.”
For a while, this imaginary America obliterated the history of those who had lived American lives
long before the Europeans came. And, as Emerson’s invocation of “America ... a poem” discloses,

it also erased much sense of American literature as anything other than the writing into existence
of a New Eden.

Writing of the Colonial and Revolutionary Periods

Puritan narratives

There were, of course, those who dissented from this vision of a providential plan, stretching
back to Eden and forward to its recovery in America. They included those Native Americans
for whom the arrival of the white man was an announcement of the apocalypse. As one of them,
an Iriquois chief called Handsome Lake, put it at the end of the eighteenth century, “white
men came swarming into the country bringing with them cards, money, fiddles, whiskey, and
blood corruption.” They included those countless, uncounted African Americans brought over
to America against their will, starting with the importation aboard a Dutch vessel of “Twenty
Negars” into Jamestown, Virginia in 1619. They even included some European settlers, those for
whom life in America was not the tale of useful toil rewarded that John Smith so enthusiastically

A Brief History of American Literature. By Richard Gray
© 2011 Richard Gray



