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TO THE STUDENT

AMERICAN LITERATURE presents the storytelling and
writing of America from its beginnings to the pres-
ent. It covers the historical context, literary move-
ments, and principal players of a dynamic heritage
that remains a vital expression of the heart and soul
of the American people. It also tells the story of a
culture steadily shifting from essential agreement
with God’s Word to a rejection of Truth.

Cultural Literacy

An important goal for any American literature text-
book is to expose students to authors and works that
have exerted influence on American culture and so-
ciety—to develop, in other words, cultural literacy.
We want you to understand where ideas come from,
especially ideas that shape how Americans think.
This text will help you to understand America by
understanding its literature. One way the book ac-
complishes this goal is by tracing core American
values—freedom, growth, equality, and individual-
ism—through the literature.

This account of American literature is a chrono-
logical study. You will study authors and their works
roughly in the order they appeared in history, This
approach helps you to track historical trends and in-
fluences and see how one stage of American litera-
ture led to the next. What writers say (their themes)
and how they express themselves (their styles) are
powerfully dependent upon their times. Most writ-
ers, in fact, are affected by their times more than
they realize. The unit and chapter essays in this text
will provide you with a historical framework before
you examine the works themselves, Similarly, back-
ground/biography sections provide helpful context
for individual pieces and authors,

Reading Process

Each lesson is broken down into three stages: Before,
During, and After Reading,

The Before Reading section highlights some
key aspects of the literature selection for you. It
identifies and explains important literary concepts,
defines some of the challenging vocabulary you will
encounter, and helps orient you to the work and how
it will be discussed.

The During Reading section presents the liter-
ature and uses margin questions to draw your atten-
tion to the emphases outlined in the Before Reading
instruction and encourage you to think about these
aspects as you read the work,

The After Reading section includes Think
and Discuss questions that review and assess your
comprehension of the Before and During Reading
emphases as well as other prominent features and
fdeas connected to the literary work, At the end of
cach chapter, a chapter review outlines important
concepts to help you prepare for testing.

Biblical Worldview

American poet Emily Dickinson famously said, "I
see New Englandly” meaning that how she saw the
world was fundamentally shaped by her identity as
a New Englander, One purposc of this text is to help
you see “Christianly” Like other literature courses,
this study focuses on interpretation (what does the
work mean?) and technical analysis (how does it say
what it means?), but it also presents a third focus—
biblical evaluation. We desire to teach you to use
your Christian worldview to determine how bibli-
cally sound a work is—that is, how does its message
conform to or diverge from biblical truth? Thus,
you will be challenged to evaluate literature in the
light of Scripture—especially when authors” philoso-
phies contradict the Word of God. The practice of
applying a Christian worldview should help you to
become discerning and Christlike in your approach
not only to American literature but to life itself,

A Christian Motivation

All that a Christian does should be motivated by a
desire to serve others through good works (Matt.
5:14-16; Mark 12:31), This includes the work of de-
veloping knowledge and skill in the study of Ameri-
can literature. As you learn to analyze and evaluate
works of literature, you will become more skilled at
helping others interpret novels, films, and cultural
movements. For this reason, as you evaluate works
of literature from a Christian worldview, you should
be trying to help your brothers and sisters in Christ
“be no more children, tossed to and fro, and carried
about with every wind of doctrine” (Eph. 4:14). We
also serve others through the creativity we develop
in the study of literature. You may never write novels
(or you may!), but you will likely have the chance to
tell stories to your children or at your church’s VBS
or write poetry to a loved one. These are important
human experiences that can be enriched by gaining
knowledge and <kill in the study of literature,

All that a Christian does should also be moti-
vated by a desire to declare the glory of God (Rom,
11:36)—e¢ven learning about American literature.
How does such learning help declare Gods glory?
By learning about literary expression, the Christian
develops greater ability to worship God through lit-
erature. The Psalter is a book of prayers, but it is also
a book of poetry, Within American literature (espe-
cially among the Puritans), we find examples of this
application of literary knowledge and skill. When
Christians engage in the creative act, they mirror the
Creator. The creativity and skills fostered by your
study of literature may lead you to more effectively
declare Gods glory through your own writing, pri-
vate or public. What you learn in this class should
lead you to worship God in a richer way.
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KNICKERBOCKERS

Aided by the country’s urban growth, groups of writers gathered in the literary capitals
of the East. The writers centered in New York City formed a literary circle called the
Knickerbockers, named after Diedrich Knickerbocker, the fictional historian of Wash.
ington Irving's comic History of New York and the storyteller of “Rip Van Winkle” and
“The Legend of Sleepy Hollow.” There were numerous members and contributors in the
Knickerbockers, but included among them were two other figures besides Irving who
have remained prominent in literary history: the novelist James Fenimore Cooper and
the poet-critic-journalist William Cullen Bryant. The Knickerbocker School centered
more on a geographic location (New York City) than it did on a particular stylistic or
philosophic vein, Its members, however, did strive to create and promote a truly Ameri-
can literature, They also worked to turn New York into America’s literary capital. The
Knickerbocker Magazine was named in tribute to Irving, one of its chief contributors.
Though not of the highest merit in its era, it was the first literary magazine in America
to achieve permanence, running from 1833 to 1865,

itis the divine attribute of the imagination, that it is irrepressible,
unconfinable—that when the real world Is shut out, it can create a world
foritself, and. .. can conjure up glorious shapes and forms and brilliant vi-
sions, to make solitude populous, and irradiate the gloom of the dungeon.

—Washington Irving, "A Royal Poet,” The Sketch Book (1820)

NEW ENGLAND SCHOOL

Another cluster of writers, the Boston-centered New England School, included Henry
Wadsworth Longfellow, Oliver Wendell Holmes, John Greenleaf Whittier, and James
Russell Lowell. This group is often called the Houschold Pocts, a name that reflects their
immense popularity during the nineteenth century. They were the first group of poets
to rival their English counterparts in notoriety—on ¢ither side of the Atlantic. They are
also called the Schoolroom Poets because their works were extensively taught in schools
well into the twentieth century. Their many poems featuring scenes from American do-
mestic life inspired yet another name—the Fireside Poets, When called by these descrip-
tive names, this group also includes the Knickerbocker poet William Cullen Bryant. Like
the Knickerbockers, these writers drew on life in America for much of their material.
They composed poems on American political issues, such as slavery, and long narrative
works set in America’s legends or history. Though they favored traditional forms over
experimentation, these poets popularized for the American public many of the common
romantic attitudes and themes.

Artis the child of Nature; yes,
Her darling child, in whom we trace
The features of the mother’s face.

He is the greatest artist, then,
Whether of pencil or of pen,
Who follows Nature.
—Henry Wadsworth Longfellow, “Kéramos® (1878)
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Washington Irving

1783-1859

The collection of essays and tales called The Sketch Book
made Washington lrving the first American writer to
achieve international fame. A deliberate literary crafts-
man who sought to entertain his readers, he was also
America’s first professional man of letters.

The Satiric Knickerbocker

Although trained as a lawyer and destined to work,
though reluctantly, in his family’s mercantile firm, Irving
early revealed literary promise. While cultivating the
appearance of a fashionable young man about town,
he wrote a series of satiric newspaper essays (1802-3)
and published the Salmagundi papers (1807-8). In
1809 he published his first major work, A History of New
York, supposedly written by an old, eccentric historian
named Diedrich Knickerbocker, one of Irving’s fictional
identities. Comically treating the New York Dutch and
their tradition, this mock history pleased many but
vexed the stately Dutch families, lrving’s satire under-
cut the pretensions of these families in particular and
of historians in general. It marked out Irving’s future
course as well, for the work, written solely for enter-
tainment, taught no serious moral lessons. Also in 1809
came the death of his fiancée, Matilda Hoffman, Her
death probably accounted for the melancholy cast over
much of the rest of his life and work.

»iou 4, 2
Q\ % Inving gave New York City its nickname,
£ Gotham, which means “goat town.”

Sketchbook Artist Abroad

In 1815 Irving’s career shifted to Europe. He sailed for
England to take charge of the Liverpool branch of the
family business. When the firm went bankruptin 1818,
he threw himself totally into a literary career, His trav-
els throughout Europe stimulated his imagination.
He wrote sketchbooks, collections of short pieces, on
various countries as well as a study of Columbus that
remained the standard biography for a hundred years.
He also wrote two popular American short stories: “Rip
Van Winkle"and “The Legend of Sleepy Hollow.”

The Sketch Book, which includes both of his fa-
mous stories, was the pivotal work in his career, Irving
reveals in its preface that Europe’s storied past and
its foreign and exotic settings strongly attracted him.
In fact, only four selections in The Sketch Book are on
genuinely American topics: two essays on Native Amer-
icans and his two memorable short stories.

v O
55’ - ‘('% The Sketch Book was published In England
2 and America at the same time to prevent
9 copyright piracy.
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Dean of American Letters
In 1832 Irving returned to the United States, bringing
with him a medal from the English Royal Society of Lit-
erature, an honorary degree from Oxford, and an estab-
lished reputation both in America and abroad. As dean
of American letters, he encouraged other writers and
devoted himself to history and biography. He published
biographies of Oliver Goldsmith and George Washing-
ton, for whom he had been named. He traveled west,
writing of the picturesque prairie and of Astoria, the fur
empire founded by John Jacob Astor. His fellow New
Yorkers attempted to nominate him for mayor of New
York City, but Irving declined. After serving in Spain as
diplomatic attaché (1842-46), he moved to Sunnyside,
his home near Tarrytown, New York. Here he continued
to write until his death on November 28, 1859.
Possibly no writer’s reputation has hung on so
slender a thread as lrving's. His two most famous
stories—“Rip Van Winkle® and “The Legend of Sleepy
Hollow"—have both established and maintained that
reputation. Often viewed as transitional, Irving’s work
marked a clear break in American literature. Its goal was
no longer moral or religious instruction but entertain-
ment. His style was smooth and urbane, his material
pleasurable and innocent. As humorist and folklorist,
Irving brought new materials and directions to Ameri-
can literature,

AT A GLANCE

1809 Published A History of New York
1815-32 Lived in Europe

1819-20 Published The Sketch Book, first serlally,
then as a book

1826~32 Served in the American legation in Spain
and England

1828 Published a blography of Columbus
1842-46 Returned to diplomatic service in Spain

1848 Arranged for a revised edition of his
works

1855-59 Published a five-volume blography of
George Washington




