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Introduction

A friend who’s a historian once told me, “Literary scholars argue so viciously because nothing is at stake.” What a statement! (I can hear an army of proverbial swords being drawn in the distance.) So what did he mean?

It may seem that literature has no bearing on our day-to-day lives, but it certainly does. Writers and literature express a shared understanding of a time and place in history—it is through their voices that we have an opportunity to gain a greater understanding of ourselves and our world.

Nineteenth-century readers of Mark Twain’s Adventures of Huckleberry Finn, for instance, might recognize Huckleberry’s dialect in their own neighborhood boys shouting in the streets, just as we hear our own voices in television shows and movies now. Aristotle said that art can purge us of our emotions as they are mirrored back to us. The same is true of literature. We understand the beliefs and values of our age as they are reflected back to us by the words and actions of the characters we read in a book, or the pitch and tone of a voice in a poem. Through this understanding we can find solidarity with each other, and also find the words to define the differences among us—all composing the fabric of our lives.

What is American literature and how does it differ from any other literature? American literature is, simply, literature written by Americans! It is the literature that tells the stories, attitudes, and beliefs of Americans from their beginnings as the first colonists to the writers of today.

In many ways American literature is a coming-of-age story (or the beginning of one—we’re still young!). Writers of the colonial age documented their early experiences of survival in diaries, poems, and captivity narratives; writers of the revolutionary era documented the birth pangs that come with the founding of a country in pamphlets, letters, and political texts; early literary writers strove to create an uniquely American literature as it sought to establish its literary independence from Britain.

Writers of the nineteenth century documented the push and pull of a country coming together under a national culture of optimism and hope, then tearing itself apart during the Civil War. The late nineteenth and twentieth centuries saw writers trying to find humor in the forces of an expanding country devastated by war with the battle scars to prove it.

In the “waste land” that followed, American writers showed their resilience—writers endured but also flourished! Some of the most innovative work was produced in the twentieth centuries. Writers responded to the call to “make it new” in a surge of creativity that put into motion new forms, new tones, and new themes that defined and pushed American literature forward. Writers once again found the creative optimism, present since the founding of the country, through defiance and nonconformity (the bread and butter of the American culture!). That optimism still survives in the writers capturing their difficult journeys toward identity in assimilation in American literature.

American literature reflects the endurance of the American spirit and surge of creative forces at play in American culture. In this book you’ll learn about the various authors, works, and literary movements that make up American literature. Sit back and get ready for a wild ride!



Chapter 1

Literature of the New World

Early American literature has a lot to teach about the lives, hopes, wishes, and values of the early colonists who settled America. The intensity of their religious devotion was reflected in their poetry, their extreme suffering in the New World ran deep throughout their personal diaries and captivity narratives, and their belief in their religious experiment blazed through their sermons. The sermons and poems produced during this era were united by an attempt to keep faith strong and remind colonists of their purpose in the face of a harsh and harrowing new experience trying to survive in the New World.

Alongside these early Puritan settlers were other groups of people, too—people who came for entirely different reasons than religious refuge. Some came to seek adventure, some came to better their economic status, some came to escape imprisonment at home. And of course, there were the people already living here—the Native Americans. All of their lives, stories, and voices are part of the fabric of early American literature. In this chapter, you will read selections that reflect their stories and voices and the changing modes of understanding the world that were developing almost as soon as the first English settlers established their colonies on the Eastern Seaboard in the early seventeenth century.



Exploring America

Explorers’ Accounts and the “Contact Zone”

When two people meet for the first time, they exchange a lot of information. Think about when you first meet someone, especially someone from a different culture. Quite naturally, your eyes automatically scan the person’s appearance, dress, and gestures. The larger the differences between your cultures, the more information you will need to process.

So imagine when the natives of South and North America spotted the early European explorers sailing toward their shores in huge, multisail ships that were so different from their own. Talk about information overload!

First Impressions

When European explorers met with the natives of these new continents, there was much more at stake than a simple exchange of information—for all parties. The Europeans arrived with an agenda: to conquer new territory to call their own. This was a clash of epic proportions, and no one would be left unchanged. The natives’ agenda? To survive.

(Mis)Interpretations

One literary scholar, Mary Louise Pratt, has a term for these types of interactions where cultures meet and a power struggle ensues. She calls this the “contact zone.” When two cultures meet, the records of their exchanges are fraught with the attitudes, beliefs, and agenda of each culture. In these contact zones, Pratt claims, there is much at stake, and the texts must be read carefully for clues of dominance and submission, power and oppression. For a complete history, the voices from both sides are needed.

When Bernal Díaz del Castillo (1492–1584) wrote his The True History of the Conquest of New Spain, he certainly was staking his claim in the history of Spanish conquest of Mexico. Diaz, who spent most of his life in the West Indies, accompanied both Hernando de Soto and Hernán Cortés on expeditions to lay claim to new land. These bloody missions left an indelible mark on Díaz, who later said he could not sleep through the night. At the age of eighty-four, blind and deaf, Díaz sat down to write his story. In the True History, he tells of how the Aztecs presented the Spaniards with gifts:

The [Aztec] prince Quintalbor . . . bore . . . presents . . . The first was a disk in the shape of a sun, as big as a cartwheel and made of a very fine gold . . . There was another larger disk of brightly shining silver in the shape of a moon, with other figures on it, and this was worth a great deal for it was very heavy. . . Quintalbor also brought back [a] helmet full of small grains of gold, just as they come from the mines and worth three thousand pesos. The gold in the helmet was worth more than twenty thousand pesos to us, because it proved to us that there were good mines in the country.

In this passage we can see that Díaz, as with many other Spanish soldiers of the conquest, had one interest in mind: what he stood to gain after the Aztecs were conquered. In this simple exchange of gifts, Díaz was less interested in what the Aztecs meant by presenting these gifts and more interested in what the gifts suggested about the presence of gold in the country, and subsequently, the riches they could keep for themselves and send back home to Spain.

Interpreting Literature

What does it mean to “interpret” literature? When you interpret literature, you analyze the author’s purpose, viewpoint, main idea, and details to create an interpretation of the piece. 

How would Quintalbor’s account of this exchange read? Much differently one could suppose! What did Quintalbor mean by presenting the gifts? What did the gifts mean to the Aztec culture? What message did the gifts send?

If Quintalbor had written an account of the dominance, destruction, and enslavement of his people by Díaz and his fellow conquistadores, his text would be an example of autoethnography (don’t get too distracted by the term). In an autoethnographic text, an author tells and connects his or her own story to the wider historical context of which it is a part. Quintalbor would in a sense “recapture” his story and the story of the Aztecs from Díaz’s account, which has made its way down in history as the story of the “winner.”

What Does It Mean?

Autoethnography is made up of the prefix auto, meaning “self,” and the word ethnography, which refers to the scientific description of the customs of individuals and cultures. 

In fact, natives of the New World did eventually create their own accounts of their first encounters with European conquerors. Within a few dozen years of the arrival of the Spanish, Aztecs began to learn the Spanish language and Roman alphabet, and in their own literature they documented the horrors of their captivity and destruction. Perhaps the earliest account is this Nahuatl (Aztec) poem from 1528:

Broken spears lie in the roads;

we have torn our hair in grief.

The houses are roofless now, and their walls

are red with blood.

Accounts of the New World

Díaz’s account was just one of many explorers’ accounts of the New World. Of course, we all know of Columbus, who “in 1492 sailed the ocean blue” and his texts. And thanks to the invention of the printing press in the mid-1400s, we have a number of other texts, including formal statements to the kings and queens financing the expeditions back in Europe, letters, diary entries, and narratives that survive from this age telling the stories of these “voyages of discovery.” It’s important to remember that these texts all had a purpose: They were written to influence policymakers back home, to convince financiers that their investments in these voyages were successful and bearing fruit, and some were more personal, to provide firsthand testimony of the destruction and horror explorers’ bore witness to.

Bartolomé de Las Casas (1474–1566)

De Las Casas is an example of an explorer who came to regret his actions in the New World. He came to the New World from Spain in 1502 on a mission to Hispaniola and later wrote about his exploitations in an effort to reform brutal Spanish policy overseas. He wrote in his The Very Brief Relation of the Devastation of the Indies how “Christians, with their horses and swords and pikes began to carry out massacres and strange cruelties” against natives, and described in detail practices that would horrify readers today. De Las Casas wrote that natives’ weapons were “weak” and “because of this, the wars of Indians against each other were little more than games played by children,” giving a glimpse into the world that the Spanish destroyed. 




Native American Literature

Oral Traditions

Using the term “Native American literature” to describe the stories of natives of the New World is kind of a misnomer since natives of the New World didn’t have written traditions. There was no established alphabet by which native tribes across the continents wrote down their stories.

Native cultures had oral traditions. A story would be passed down from generation to generation, spoken by a storyteller, usually around a fire at night. Stories would change as each storyteller put his or her own spin on the stories with gestures, tone, and other alterations to minor story details. The main part of the story would remain intact, though, but would be given new life and meaning with each generation’s storytellers.

Some Written Traditions

Some cultures did have forms of written traditions—Aztecs used intricate arrangements of shells to make records, and other cultures used hieroglyphics and other pictographic drawings to record important stories and messages. 

Moreover, there was no common language shared by native nations across the Americas at the time of the Europeans arrival. In fact, no unified Native American culture existed at that time or at any other. Hundreds of tribes and nations ranged across the continents and organized their societies in different ways. They had different economic and political systems, different linguistic structures, and different customs. More organized tribal societies coexisted beside hunter-gatherer societies. It was a genuine mix of cultures.

Where Europeans had comedies, tragedies, sonnets, and lyrics, native cultures developed their own storytelling forms. Here are few representative types.

Trickster Tales

Trickster tales were common across Native American cultures. The “trickster” is usually a rowdy, childlike prankster who causes trouble wherever he goes. He doesn’t care to play by the rules and doesn’t have much respect for authority. He has magical abilities and can change gender on a whim—usually to avoid getting caught or to cause mischief. The trickster was commonly associated with an animal. In the West he was a coyote, in the Southeast he was a rabbit, and in the northern Great Plains he was a spider. The trickster is a troublemaker, but he also carries a powerful message: Through the disorder he causes, he pushes people to think about what they value and know. Tales about a familiar trickster character were usually strung together into “cycles” of different episodes.

Coyote and the Fish

In a Clatsop Chinook trickster tale, the trickster figure Coyote learns certain fishing taboos to follow in order to catch and keep fish in the rivers. After each failure, he consults his excrement, which reveals another secret about how to properly catch, cut, and cook fish. 

Creation Stories

Like Europeans, Native American cultures had their own stories about how they came to be. Native American creation stories helped cultures understand their role on Earth. The stories were usually set in nature and had anthropomorphic characters, supernatural events, and complicated storylines. Many native cultures also had stories of a “great flood,” just like the Judeo-Christian traditions (as well as other religious traditions around the world).

The Two Worlds

In one Iroquois creation story, the world began as two worlds, one lower and one upper, and changed once a woman from the upper world, heavy with twins, sunk into the lower world after lying on a mattress. 

Stories of Rituals

Like any culture, Native American cultures each had specific rituals to welcome new life, celebrate rites of passage, and bury the dead. Information about conducting important rituals was shared through song, dance, and music. Stories about how the rituals came to be were often woven into long song cycles.

Mojave Song Cycles

One Mojave Song Cycle, composed of 525 songs, tells a creation story. The song cycle is sung over several days after someone dies. The cycle helps the deceased on his or her journey in the afterlife. 




Captivity Narratives

Early Literature in the New World

One of the earliest genres to emerge in American literature is the captivity narrative. Captivity narratives tell the experiences of a person being held captive by an enemy, and are usually distinguished by the author’s disapproval of the captor’s beliefs or customs. These narratives tell of gruesome events and the strength and courage taken to overcome them. Some of the earliest examples of captivity narratives in American literature were written by women. For this reason, these narratives often give us fascinating glimpses into women’s experiences during the early days of the colonists.

Native American Involvement

It didn’t take long for things to deteriorate between Native Americans and the first English colonists. Within sixty years, the friendly contract that the Mayflower pilgrims established with surrounding Native American tribes was broken, and war broke out. When colonists executed three of Metacomet’s Wampanoag tribesmen in Plymouth, Massachusetts, Metacomet, or King Philip (his adopted English name), waged a war against the colonists. He and his tribesmen tore through settlements burning houses and killing men, women, and children, and took dozens of colonists hostage. These attacks became known as the First Indian War, or King Philip’s War.

Mary Rowlandson, the wife of a Puritan minister, was one of the many hostages taken during these attacks. She wrote about her captivity in A Narrative of the Captivity and Restoration of Mrs. Mary Rowlandson. In her narrative she describes in rich detail the events of the attack and her three-month captivity. She tells how her attackers tore through her village with bullets that “seemed to fly like hail,” slashing and disemboweling men before her eyes. One bullet caught her and her child:

One [bullet] went through my side, and the same (as would seem) through the bowels and hand of my dear child in my arms.

With her child in her arms, she was forced away from the scene, to walk 150 miles with her captors through the thick forests of North America, away from life as she knew it. Nine days into the trek her child died; two other children were later sold to different tribes.

The interesting thing about these captivity narratives is that they often show the complicated relationships between captor and captive. While Rowlandson watched the merciless slaughter of her brother-in-law:

No sooner were we out of the house, but my brother-in-law (being wounded, in defending the house, in or near the throat) fell down dead, whereat the Indians scornfully shouted, and hallowed, and were presently upon him, stripping off his clothes.

She would later find sympathy and grace with the people who so brutally killed her relatives. She describes how, when she was wild with hunger, a Native American woman offered her some food:

But I was fain to go and look after something to satisfy my hunger, and going among the wigwams, I went into one and there found a squaw who showed herself very kind to me, and gave me a piece of bear . . . I have sometime seen bear baked very handsomely among the English, and some like it, but the thought that it was bear made me tremble. But now that was savory to me that one would think was enough to turn the stomach of a brute creature.

While the thought of eating bear once made Rowlandson “tremble,” she now found it “savory” in the face of real hunger. Rowlandson was eventually ransomed by her husband and set free three months after her capture, but clearly she was a new person. Her narrative documents a woman whose ordeal continually tested and restored her faith in God, and expanded her courage, even down to the food she was willing to eat.

The Last of the Mohicans

The theme of captivity shows up later in American fiction, as seen with James Fenimore Cooper’s The Last of the Mohicans (1826). 

Captivity narratives like Rowlandson’s give us a firsthand account of the serious troubles settlers experienced in the seventeenth century. They reveal much about how Native Americans and English settlers were forever and irrevocably changed by their contact with each other, each driving to maintain a claim on the precious lands they each called home.



The Puritans

Godly Literature

What comes to mind when you think of the beginning of America? Probably the Pilgrims, right? (Or the Puritans . . . wait, what’s the difference?) The search for religious freedom? Or maybe that familiar glossy image of Native Americans and Pilgrims shaking hands over the first Thanksgiving table. All of these things are “true,” but in what sense?

One Is Not Like the Other

The beginning of America is commonly associated with the English colonization of the North American continent, and an important element of that colonization was the Pilgrims and their search for freedom from religious persecution. It also begins with the venerable Pilgrim William Bradford’s peaceful contract with the Native Americans. And it also begins with people who had other goals in mind—goals that had nothing to do with religion. Indeed, not all of the passengers on the Mayflower were Puritans; some were out for more . . . worldly interests. Some were out for greater economic and social mobility; some were out for a sense of exploration or for just plain fun, a rabble-rousing adventure.

[image: Discussion of the history of American literature]

A replica of the Mayflower docked in Plymouth Harbor reminds visitors of the Plymouth Colony, one of the early settlements of Europeans in America, which began the creation of an American literature.
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The English colonization of America began with the establishment of three main colonies: that of Jamestown in 1607 led by Captain John Smith; that of Plymouth Colony in 1620 led by William Bradford; and that of the Massachusetts Bay Colony in 1630 led by John Winthrop. There are likely many reasons why Bradford’s Plymouth Colony stands out most in the American imagination, not least of which is the main ideal on which it was founded: live and let live alone. This is one of the cornerstones, the bread and butter, shall we say, of the American ideal.

John Smith’s Jamestown

But let’s start with the first to be established: the Jamestown settlement. In May 1607 a group of English people began the first permanent English settlement on the mainland of North America in what is now called Virginia. These colonists were looking for freedom—freedom to practice their religion but mostly economic freedom. They felt stifled by the economic and social systems back home and wanted to break free of them.

The Jamestown settlement had a rough start. Famine, disease, and hostile relations with neighboring tribes constantly threatened the colony’s survival. When a swashbuckling captain named John Smith gained control of the colony as governor, he helped to stabilize the colony by establishing friendly trade relations with the Powhatan tribes. This trade agreement helped the colonists survive its early years and serves as another symbol of one of the cornerstones of the American ideal: the freedom to pursue economic freedom.

You’ve heard of Pocahontas, right? Well, it was Captain John Smith’s life that Pocahontas supposedly saved by throwing her body over his when her father, Chief Powhatan, was about to have him killed, according to John Smith himself, that is. (Smith was known to embellish stories, and no one knows the exact truth of the story.) Indeed, John Smith’s A Description of New England, with its descriptions of the natural world and chronicles of the relationships between the Powhatan tribe and colonists, gives a lively, imaginative, first-person explorer’s account of this early founding of America.

Now for the other two colonies: Massachusetts Bay Colony and Plymouth Colony. These two colonies were both founded on Puritan ideals, but there are key differences between their stories.

John Winthrop’s (Regal) Massachusetts Bay Colony

The Massachusetts Bay Colony was established in 1630 by John Winthrop in what is now called Massachusetts. Like the Jamestown colonists, Winthrop was driven to the New World by economic dissatisfaction in England, but he was mostly compelled by anti-Puritan policies. Winthrop was on a quest to find both economic and religious freedom.

Winthrop’s brand of Puritanism emphasized the “elective” quality of Puritanism, according to which Puritans were an elect few chosen by God to lead by example. Winthrop and his group were dissenters but not separatists—that is, they did not want to separate from the Church of England. They wanted to “purify” the church back home by their shining example. In his famous sermon, “A Modell of Christian Charity” Winthrop wrote that their colony was ordained by God to become a “city upon a hill” upon which the eyes of others would gaze and be inspired. It was very important to Winthrop that the eyes of the world were watching:

If we shall deal falsely with our God in this work we have undertaken and so cause Him to withdraw His present help from us, we shall be made a story and a byword throughout the world. We shall open the mouths of enemies to speak evil of the ways of God and all professors for God’s sake; we shall shame the faces of many of God’s worthy servants and cause their prayers to be turned into curses upon us, till we be consumed out of the good land whither we are going.

Indeed, Winthrop carefully wove an orderly and tightly knit system by which his colony would live, and it worked: He was elected governor twelve times!

William Bradford’s Pilgrim Colony

Some fifty miles south, William Bradford had his own Puritan colony at New Plymouth. Bradford established his colony in 1620 after the ship he and his fellow Puritans were traveling on (bet you can name the ship!) blew off course and landed at Plymouth Rock. His colony was made up of what we commonly know as the Pilgrims (you know, with the tall black hats and buckled shoes). Unlike Winthrop’s colony, Bradford and his fellow Puritans wanted complete religious freedom for themselves. They did not see any use in reforming the Church of England, and simply wanted to be free of it: They were dissenters and separatists.

Bradford wrote histories of his colony, and in one we see how Bradford read into everyday actions signs of God’s “election.” When one person was behaving uncharitably and died suddenly, Bradford read his death as a sign from God that such behavior is not rewarded.

Two Leaders, Two Styles

Notably, Winthrop’s colony suffered more internal squabbles than Bradford’s. The more Winthrop tried to enforce different rules, the more fractured the colony became. Bradford’s colony was more stable and established one of the first peace contracts with the Native Americans, one that lasted more than fifty years.

So there you have it: No two leadership styles were the same under the Puritan umbrella, and no two Puritan groups were exactly the same. Leadership styles, goals, and ways of structuring governments were different. This can be seen reflected even in the forms of literature each leader is remembered for: John Smith’s The Generall Historie of Virginia reads like an explorer’s account; William Bradford’s Of Plymouth Plantation reads from the vantage point of a calm, collected history of his Plymouth colony; and John Winthrop’s sermon “A Modell of Christian Charity” is a sterling rhetorical example meant to persuade readers of the merits of Puritan principles and his colony’s efforts.

The Low-Down on Puritanism

Puritans held these core beliefs:

	The Church of England should be “purified” of Roman Catholic influence; no pope or bishop should interfere with a Christian soul’s relationship to God;

	God has already chosen those he would save and those he would damn (doctrine of election); most of us are already depraved when born;

	Christ made an agreement with God to save all those who believed in him with his crucifixion (covenant of grace).
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