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Foreword 

The study of literature provides a window into the culture, values, and history of a 

nation, revealing not only its artistic achievements but also the ideas and experiences that have 

shaped its identity. This collection of handouts, designed for B2+ level English as a Foreign 

Language (EFL) students, offers a structured and accessible introduction to the rich tradition of 

American literature, from its earliest colonial roots to the flowering of Romanticism in the 

nineteenth century. 

The handouts are organized thematically and chronologically, enabling students to 

trace the development of American thought, culture, and literary expression. Theme 1, The 

Beginnings of American Literature: The Colonial Period (beginnings to 1790), introduces 

learners to the religious, social, and political contexts that shaped the first American writers, 

including Puritan authors such as John Smith, William Bradford, and Anne Bradstreet, as well 

as early voices of social commentary like Benjamin Franklin and Phillis Wheatley. Comparative 

analyses highlight the diverse perspectives and contributions within this formative period. 

Theme 2, The New Republic (1790–1820), focuses on the emergence of a distinctly 

American political and intellectual identity. Students will explore foundational texts and authors 

such as Thomas Paine, Thomas Jefferson, and the Federalist Papers, gaining insight into the 

ideals of democracy, liberty, and national consciousness that informed early American writing. 

Theme 3, The Flowering of American Romanticism (1820–1865), presents the creative 

and philosophical flowering of American literature. Through the works of Washington Irving, 

James Fenimore Cooper, William Cullen Bryant, the Transcendentalists, and later poets and 

novelists such as Edgar Allan Poe, Herman Melville, Walt Whitman, and others, students are 

invited to examine the interplay of imagination, nature, individuality, and social reflection in 

shaping the literary identity of the United States. 

Each handout combines biographical information, thematic exploration, and textual 

analysis, providing learners with a comprehensive yet accessible guide to understanding the 

context, methods, and enduring significance of American literary works. By engaging with 

these materials, students not only develop their language skills but also cultivate critical 

thinking, interpretive ability, and cultural literacy. 

It is my hope that this collection will serve as both a practical teaching resource and a 

source of inspiration for students to appreciate the depth, diversity, and creativity of American 
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literature. By exploring these texts, learners gain insight into the historical and cultural forces 

that continue to influence American identity and the broader literary world. 
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Theme 1: The Beginnings of American Literature: The Colonial Period, 

beginnings to 1790 

 

Introduction 

 

The earliest phase of American literature reflects the experiences of European settlers, their 

encounters with the New World, and the cultural and religious ideals that guided them. This 

period extends roughly from the first English settlements in the early 1600s until the end of the 

18th century, when the United States became an independent nation. 

 

Colonial Writings (1600s) 

• Exploration and Settlement Accounts: 

The earliest texts were travel narratives, journals, and reports written by explorers and 

settlers. They often described the land, natural resources, and the challenges of colonization. 

o Example: A True Relation of Virginia (1608) by John Smith, which described 

the Jamestown colony. 

• Religious Writings of the Puritans: 

In New England, the Puritans produced sermons, religious tracts, and diaries that expressed 

their spiritual concerns. These writings often emphasized sin, salvation, and divine 

providence. 

o Example: John Winthrop’s sermon A Model of Christian Charity (1630). 

o Anne Bradstreet, the first published poet in America, combined personal 

emotion with Puritan spirituality. 

• Historical and Theological Works 

Writers such as Cotton Mather recorded the history of New England and defended 

Puritan theology, including accounts of the Salem witch trials. 

 

The Rise of Secular Writing (1700s) 

• By the 18th century, America was becoming more diverse in culture and religion, and 

writing began to move beyond strictly religious themes. 

• Benjamin Franklin stands out as a representative figure of the Enlightenment in 

America. His Autobiography shows the ideals of self-improvement, reason, and 

practical wisdom. 
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• Essays, pamphlets, and newspapers became important means of communication, 

reflecting the growth of literacy and public debate. 

 

Revolutionary and Political Writings (1760s–1790) 

• The period leading up to and following the American Revolution (1775–1783) produced 

some of the most influential early American texts. 

• Political Pamphlets and Speeches: 

o Thomas Paine’s Common Sense (1776) argued passionately for independence 

from Britain. 

o Patrick Henry’s speeches (e.g., “Give me liberty, or give me death!”) stirred 

revolutionary sentiment. 

• Foundational Documents: 

o The Declaration of Independence (1776), primarily written by Thomas 

Jefferson, expressed Enlightenment ideals of liberty, equality, and natural 

rights. 

o The Constitution (1787) and the Federalist Papers (1787–88) by Alexander 

Hamilton, James Madison, and John Jay reflected debates about government 

and democracy. 

 

Literary Characteristics of the Period 

• Practical and Functional: Early American writing often had immediate purposes—

religious instruction, persuasion, or political debate. 

• Plain Style: Many writers used direct and clear language, avoiding unnecessary 

ornament. 

• Themes: Faith, morality, human responsibility, freedom, and the building of a new 

society. 
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Timeline of Early American Literature (1600–1790) 

 

1608 – A True Relation of Virginia by John Smith – an account of the Jamestown colony. 

1630 – A Model of Christian Charity (sermon) by John Winthrop – outlines the Puritan 

vision of a “city upon a hill.” 

1650 – The Tenth Muse Lately Sprung Up in America by Anne Bradstreet – first published 

collection of poetry by an American. 

1702 – Magnalia Christi Americana by Cotton Mather – a monumental history of New 

England and its religious life. 

1720s–1750s – Jonathan Edwards, leading figure of the Great Awakening, famous for 

sermons such as Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God (1741). 

1751–1772 – Poor Richard’s Almanack by Benjamin Franklin – filled with practical 

wisdom, proverbs, and humor. 

1771–1790 – The Autobiography of Benjamin Franklin – a classic example of Enlightenment 

thought and self-made success. 

1776 – Common Sense by Thomas Paine – influential pamphlet urging American 

independence. 

1776 – Declaration of Independence drafted by Thomas Jefferson – foundational document 

of American democracy. 

1787–1788 – The Federalist Papers by Alexander Hamilton, James Madison, and John 

Jay – essays promoting the ratification of the U.S. Constitution. 
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Handout 1: American Puritanism 

 

Puritanism was a religious and cultural movement that profoundly shaped early American 

society and literature. Originating in England in the late 16th and early 17th centuries, the 

Puritans were Protestant reformers who sought to “purify” the Church of England from what 

they saw as remaining Catholic practices. Facing persecution in England, many Puritans 

emigrated to the New World, especially to New England, where they aimed to build a “city 

upon a hill”— a model Christian community guided by strict religious principles. 

 

Key Characteristics of Puritanism 

1. Religious Beliefs: 

o The Puritans followed Calvinist theology, emphasizing predestination (the belief 

that God has already chosen who will be saved). 

o They believed in the absolute authority of the Bible as the central guide for life 

and morality. 

o Human beings were seen as inherently sinful, and salvation was possible only 

through God’s grace. 

2. Moral and Social Life: 

o Puritans promoted discipline, hard work, sobriety, and simplicity, values which 

later became associated with the so-called “Protestant work ethic.” 

o They rejected luxury and worldly pleasures, considering them distractions from 

spiritual life. 

o Communities were governed by strict moral codes, and religious conformity was 

expected. 

3. Impact on American Culture: 

o Puritan ideals influenced American notions of individual responsibility, 

education, and civic duty. They founded schools and Harvard College (1636) to 

ensure proper training of ministers. 

o Their emphasis on moral seriousness and community shaped early colonial laws 

and institutions. 

4. Puritan Literature: 

o Puritan writings were primarily religious and didactic, intended to instruct and 

inspire believers. 

o Common genres included sermons, diaries, histories, and poetry. 
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o Notable figures include John Winthrop (sermon A Model of Christian Charity), 

Anne Bradstreet (the first published American poet), and Cotton Mather 

(chronicler of Puritan society and the Salem witch trials). 

o The literature reflected their concerns with sin, redemption, divine providence, 

and the struggle to live a godly life in the New World. 

 

American Puritanism left a lasting legacy on U.S. culture and literature. While the strictness of 

Puritan society eventually declined, its emphasis on moral responsibility, community values, 

and the importance of education and written expression strongly influenced later American 

thought and writing. 

 

Puritanism, Charles I, and the Emigration to America 

 

In the early 17th century, Puritanism emerged as a significant religious and social force in 

England. Puritans were Protestants who believed that the Church of England had not fully 

broken away from Roman Catholic practices after the Reformation. They sought to "purify" the 

church, emphasizing strict moral discipline, the authority of the Bible, and a simple style of 

worship without elaborate rituals. 

 

Puritans and the English Crown 

Conflict soon arose between the Puritans and the English monarchy. King James I (1603–1625) 

tolerated little religious dissent, and his son Charles I (1625–1649) was even more hostile to 

Puritan demands. Charles I strongly supported the authority of bishops and the ceremonial 

practices of the Anglican Church, which Puritans regarded as dangerously close to Catholicism. 

He also tried to enforce religious conformity throughout the kingdom. 

The situation worsened because Charles I ruled without Parliament from 1629 to 1640 (a period 

known as the Personal Rule). Many Puritans, who were represented in Parliament and valued 

its role, viewed this as a threat to both political and religious freedoms. Religious persecution 

increased under Archbishop William Laud, a close ally of the king, who punished 

nonconformity and enforced Anglican orthodoxy. 

 

The Great Migration to America 

As a result of this persecution and the lack of religious tolerance in England, many Puritans 

chose to emigrate to the New World. Between 1629 and 1640, approximately 20,000 English 
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Puritans migrated to New England in what is often called the Great Migration. They sought 

not only freedom from persecution but also the opportunity to build a society based on their 

religious ideals. 

The most prominent example was the Massachusetts Bay Colony, established in 1630 under 

the leadership of John Winthrop. Winthrop envisioned the colony as a “city upon a hill,” a 

model Christian community that would serve as an example to the world. Puritan colonies 

emphasized religious conformity, moral discipline, community responsibility, and education 

(so that everyone could read the Bible). 

 

Long-Term Impact 

The emigration of the Puritans to America laid the foundation for many aspects of early 

American culture. Their ideals of hard work, moral responsibility, and the central role of 

religion influenced American thought for centuries. At the same time, their insistence on 

conformity within their colonies created tensions and conflicts with dissenters, such as Roger 

Williams and Anne Hutchinson, who later established more religiously tolerant communities. 

 

Calvinism and Puritanism 

 

John Calvin and Calvinism 

John Calvin (1509–1564) was a French theologian and reformer whose ideas became one of 

the central branches of Protestantism. Living and working primarily in Geneva, he developed a 

systematic theology that emphasized the absolute sovereignty of God, the authority of Scripture, 

and the necessity of personal piety. His most influential work, The Institutes of the Christian 

Religion (first published in 1536, expanded in later editions, including 1560), presented a 

comprehensive outline of Protestant beliefs and shaped the development of Reformed churches 

across Europe. 

Key principles of Calvinist theology included: 

1. Predestination – the belief that God has already chosen who will be saved (the “elect”) 

and who will be damned. Salvation is entirely dependent on God’s grace, not on human 

actions. 

2. Total Depravity of Man – human beings are inherently sinful and cannot achieve 

salvation through their own efforts. 
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3. Centrality of Scripture – the Bible is the sole authority for faith and life, superior to 

church tradition or clerical hierarchy. 

4. A Simple, Disciplined Life – worship and daily conduct should be modest, disciplined, 

and free of unnecessary rituals. 

Calvin’s teachings spread widely in Switzerland, France, the Netherlands, Scotland (through 

John Knox), and England. 

 

Puritanism as a Calvinist Movement 

Puritanism developed in late 16th- and early 17th-century England as a movement within the 

Church of England that was deeply influenced by Calvinist theology. Puritans admired Calvin’s 

emphasis on simplicity, discipline, and godliness. They believed that the English Reformation 

had not gone far enough in removing Catholic elements from worship and church governance. 

Puritanism adopted several key Calvinist doctrines: 

• Predestination and the Elect: Puritans believed, like Calvin, that only a chosen few 

would be saved, but they also searched for “signs” of election in their daily lives, such 

as piety, diligence, and moral conduct. 

• The Covenant: They emphasized the idea of a covenant between God and believers, 

extending also to a covenant within society. This concept influenced both their church 

organization and their political thinking. 

• Moral and Social Discipline: Following Calvin’s stress on strict moral life, Puritans 

enforced codes of conduct that regulated both public and private behavior. 

 

Calvinism, Puritanism, and America 

When facing persecution in England, Puritans carried Calvinist ideals with them to the New 

World. The Massachusetts Bay Colony (founded in 1630) was organized around a Calvinist 

vision of a godly community. Preaching, Bible reading, and education were central, reflecting 

Calvin’s belief in the necessity of knowing and applying Scripture. 

While Calvinism was originally a European theological system, Puritanism gave it a distinct 

cultural and social expression in early America. This heritage shaped colonial society, 

education, and literature, leaving a lasting imprint on American religious and cultural identity. 
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Handout 2: John Smith (1580-1631) 

 

John Smith’s The General Historie of Virginia, New England, and the Summer Isles, 

published in 1624, is one of the most important works of early American colonial literature. 

Written after Smith had returned to England, it presents a wide-ranging account of the English 

colonies in North America and Bermuda. The text combines history, personal memoir, and 

promotional writing, intended both to record events and to encourage further settlement. 

 

Content and Structure 

The book covers: 

• The Virginia Colony (Jamestown): Smith recounts his role in the founding and 

survival of Jamestown, describing the struggles with famine, disease, and conflicts with 

Indigenous peoples. 

• Encounters with Native Americans: He includes detailed—though sometimes 

dramatized—accounts of his interactions with the Powhatan Confederacy, including the 

famous story of his rescue by Pocahontas. 

• Exploration of New England: Smith also describes his voyages along the northern 

Atlantic coast (which he named “New England”), emphasizing the region’s natural 

resources and potential for colonization. 

• The Summer Isles (Bermuda): The book provides accounts of English settlement in 

Bermuda, which were based on other sources rather than his own experiences. 

 

Style and Purpose 

• Smith’s writing blends factual reporting with self-promotion and adventure 

narrative. He often portrays himself as a heroic leader and indispensable figure in the 

colonies’ survival. 

• The work serves as propaganda for colonization, aiming to persuade English readers 

of the opportunities in the New World. 

• His vivid descriptions of landscapes, resources, and peoples made the text both 

informative and entertaining to contemporary audiences. 

 

Significance 

• The General Historie is a foundational text of American literature and one of the earliest 

histories of English colonization. 
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• It shaped the way later generations imagined the early years of Virginia and New 

England. 

• While historians debate the accuracy of many episodes (especially the Pocahontas 

story), the work remains an invaluable record of early colonial perspectives. 

 

  



17 
 

Handout 3: William Bradford (1590–1657) and John Winthrop (1588–1649), the 

Founding of Massachusetts 
 

William Bradford and the Plymouth Colony 

• William Bradford was a leader of the Pilgrims, a group of Separatists who sought 

complete independence from the Church of England. 

• In 1620, they sailed on the Mayflower and founded the Plymouth Colony in present-

day Massachusetts. 

• Bradford served as governor for many years and guided the colony through hardships 

such as famine, disease, and difficult relations with Native Americans. 

• His most famous work, Of Plymouth Plantation, is a detailed history of the colony from 

1620 to 1647. It records the Pilgrims’ struggles, their covenant with God, and their sense 

of mission in the New World. 

 

John Winthrop and the Massachusetts Bay Colony 

• John Winthrop was a Puritan lawyer and leader of the Massachusetts Bay Colony, 

founded in 1630. 

• Unlike the Separatist Pilgrims, Puritans sought to reform the Church of England rather 

than separate from it, but persecution under Charles I led them to emigrate. 

• Winthrop’s famous sermon, A Model of Christian Charity, delivered aboard the 

Arbella, described the colony as a “city upon a hill,” a model of godly community that 

would inspire the world. 

• As governor, Winthrop emphasized unity, discipline, and strict adherence to religious 

and moral principles. 

 

The Founding of Massachusetts 

• The founding of Plymouth (1620) and Massachusetts Bay (1630) laid the foundations 

for Puritan New England. 

• Both colonies reflected a strong sense of religious mission, covenant theology, and 

community responsibility. 

• While Plymouth remained small and eventually merged with Massachusetts Bay in 

1691, together they represented the beginnings of organized, English-speaking society 

in New England. 
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William Bradford’s Writings 

Bradford’s most significant work is Of Plymouth Plantation, written between 1630 and 1651. 

It provides a firsthand chronicle of the Pilgrims’ journey on the Mayflower, the founding of the 

Plymouth Colony, and the colony’s early struggles and achievements. The style is plain and 

unadorned, reflecting Puritan ideals of simplicity and sincerity. 

The text combines historical narrative with religious interpretation. Bradford portrays the 

Pilgrims’ experiences as part of God’s providential plan, presenting their survival as evidence 

of divine favor. His writing is deeply moral and didactic, intended to instruct future generations 

about the Pilgrims’ covenant with God and their perseverance in faith. Today, it is valued both 

as a historical source and as an early classic of American prose. 

 

John Winthrop’s Writings 

Winthrop’s most famous piece is his sermon A Model of Christian Charity (1630), delivered 

aboard the Arbella before the Puritans landed in Massachusetts. In it, he describes the colony 

as a “city upon a hill,” a moral example for the world, emphasizing unity, mutual responsibility, 

and obedience to God. 

Winthrop also left behind extensive journals and letters, which document the daily life, 

challenges, and governance of the Massachusetts Bay Colony. His writings blend practical 

leadership concerns with religious interpretation, showing how deeply intertwined civil and 

spiritual life were in Puritan New England. 

Winthrop’s style is more rhetorical than Bradford’s, designed to inspire and instruct his 

community. His works are central to understanding Puritan political thought and the vision of 

New England as a model Christian society. 
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Handout 4: Thomas Morton (1579–1647) 

 

Thomas Morton was an English lawyer, adventurer, and writer who became a controversial 

figure in early New England. Unlike the strict, religiously disciplined Puritans, Morton 

embraced a more liberal, festive, and tolerant approach to life in the colonies. His outlook and 

actions brought him into direct conflict with Puritan leaders such as William Bradford. 

 

• Bradford vs. Morton: 

o William Bradford represented the Puritan vision of a disciplined, godly society 

in Plymouth, governed by religious conformity and moral restraint. 

o Thomas Morton, by contrast, rejected Puritan severity. He encouraged more 

tolerant relations with Native Americans, welcomed diversity, and promoted 

enjoyment of life, including music, dancing, and festivity. 

This fundamental difference—discipline and piety vs. freedom and merriment—symbolizes the 

cultural and ideological clash at the heart of early colonial New England. 

 

Merry Mount 

Morton is best remembered for the events at Merrymount (originally called Mount Wollaston, 

in present-day Quincy, Massachusetts). After taking control of the settlement in the late 1620s, 

Morton transformed it into a community that contrasted sharply with Puritan colonies. 

At Merrymount: 

• He encouraged friendly trade and social relations with Native Americans. 

• He promoted celebrations, including the erection of a Maypole around which colonists 

and Native Americans danced, drank, and feasted. 

• He rejected the strict Puritan codes of behavior, fostering a spirit of festivity, cultural 

exchange, and relative tolerance. 

Puritan leaders viewed Merrymount as immoral and dangerous. In 1628, under Bradford’s 

direction, they arrested Morton, cut down the Maypole, and eventually exiled him. Merrymount 

became a lasting symbol of the tension between Puritan austerity and alternative, more 

permissive visions of community in New England. 

 

Morton’s Writings: The New English Canaan (1637) 
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Morton’s major literary contribution is The New English Canaan, published in Amsterdam in 

1637 after his expulsion from New England. The work is part natural history, part social 

critique, and part satire. 

• Content: 

o Descriptions of New England’s geography, wildlife, and natural resources. 

o Accounts of Native American life, often sympathetic, highlighting their customs 

and relationships with settlers. 

o Satirical criticism of the Puritans, whom Morton portrayed as hypocritical, 

intolerant, and joyless. 

• Style and Purpose: 

o Blends factual description with humor, irony, and sharp social commentary. 

o Contrasts the abundance and beauty of the New World with the rigid Puritan 

attempt to control it. 

o Aims to present New England not as a place of religious strictness, but as a land 

of possibility, freedom, and enjoyment. 
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Handout 5: Cotton Mather (1663–1728) 

 

Cotton Mather was one of the most prominent Puritan ministers, theologians, and writers of 

colonial New England. Born in Boston, he was the son of Increase Mather and the grandson of 

Richard Mather, both influential ministers. Educated at Harvard, Cotton Mather became a 

prolific author, producing more than 400 works on theology, history, science, and moral 

guidance. He is best remembered for his strong role in shaping the Puritan mindset and for his 

controversial involvement in the Salem witch trials of 1692. 

 

Achievements 

• Religious Leadership: Served as a minister in the Second Church of Boston, where he 

influenced both religious and civic life. 

• Salem Witch Trials: Though he did not serve as a judge, his writings and sermons 

contributed to the belief in witchcraft, which played a role in the trials. Later, he 

expressed regret about the excesses of the trials. 

• Scientific Interest: Advocated for smallpox inoculation in Boston (1721), combining 

his Puritan worldview with openness to scientific advancement. This shows his complex 

character: both conservative and innovative. 

• Literary Contribution: Mather was one of the most prolific colonial writers and shaped 

early American literature with his mix of religious, historical, and moral works. 

 

Writings 

• Magnalia Christi Americana (1702) 

o Considered his most important historical work. 

o Provides a comprehensive history of New England’s religious development, 

biographies of key ministers, and the story of the Puritan settlement. 

o Shows Mather’s vision of New England as a divine project. 

• Wonders of the Invisible World (1693) 

o A defense of the Salem witch trials. 

o Describes cases of witchcraft and argues that the trials were necessary to 

preserve the Puritan community from evil. 

• Bonifacius, or Essays to Do Good (1710) 

o A moral and practical guide encouraging people to live piously and to contribute 

actively to society. 



22 
 

o This work had a strong influence on Benjamin Franklin, who read it as a boy. 

• Monoductio ad Ministerium (1726) 

o A manual for young ministers, giving advice on how to live and preach as 

faithful servants of God. 

• Diary of Cotton Mather 

o A personal record of his spiritual struggles, daily life, and religious experiences. 

o Offers insight into Puritan piety, self-examination, and the inner life of one of 

New England’s leading figures. 
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Handout 6: Samuel Sewall (1652–1730) 

 

Samuel Sewall was a prominent judge, businessman, and writer in colonial Massachusetts. Born 

in England, he immigrated to New England as a child and graduated from Harvard. He is best 

remembered for two things: his role as one of the judges during the Salem witch trials of 1692, 

and his later public apology for his involvement. This act of repentance distinguished him from 

other judges of the time and revealed his deep moral and religious conscience. 

 

Writings 

• The Diary (1674–1729) 

o Sewall kept a detailed diary for more than fifty years, covering daily events, 

family life, politics, religion, and reflections on society. 

o It is one of the most valuable historical sources for understanding Puritan New 

England, providing insight into both public affairs and private struggles. 

o Through his diary, we see his religious devotion, social concerns, and personal 

humility. 

• The Selling of Joseph (1700) 

o The first anti-slavery tract published in New England. 

o In this pamphlet, Sewall argued that slavery was unjust and incompatible with 

Christian values. 

o He used biblical references and moral reasoning to defend the freedom and 

equality of all people. 

o This work was groundbreaking at the time, as slavery was widely practiced in 

the colonies, and Sewall’s views were not popular among his contemporaries. 
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Handout 7: William Byrd (1674–1744) 

 

William Byrd II was a wealthy Virginia planter, colonial official, and author. He is considered 

one of the most important representatives of the Southern colonial elite and of early American 

literature outside New England. Byrd’s writings, though not published during his lifetime, 

reveal both the refinement of a man educated in Europe and the practical concerns of a Virginia 

gentleman managing vast estates. His works combine history, observation, and personal 

reflection, offering insight into colonial life. 

 

Life 

• Born in Virginia into a prominent family, Byrd inherited large plantations and became 

one of the wealthiest landowners in the colony. 

• Educated in England, he studied law at the Middle Temple in London and spent many 

years in Europe, which gave him a cosmopolitan outlook. 

• Returned to Virginia to manage his estates, serve in the House of Burgesses, and act as 

a member of the Governor’s Council. 

• Founded the city of Richmond, Virginia. 

• Known for his wit, learning, and social charm, but also for the harshness with which he 

sometimes treated enslaved people and servants, as revealed in his diaries. 

 

Writings 

• The History of the Dividing Line (written 1728–29, published posthumously in 

1841) 

o Describes the surveying expedition that Byrd led to mark the boundary between 

Virginia and North Carolina. 

o Combines history, natural description, satire, and character sketches of both 

settlers and Native Americans. 

o Written in an elegant and humorous style, showing Byrd’s literary talent and his 

European-influenced education. 

o Provides valuable historical and cultural insight into life in the southern 

colonies. 

• The Secret Diary of William Byrd of Westover, 1709–1712 (published 

posthumously in 1941) 
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o A personal record of his daily life, business dealings, reading, religious 

practices, and private habits. 

o Written partly in a coded shorthand, the diary reveals both his discipline 

(reading, writing, prayers) and his moral contradictions (gambling, strict 

treatment of enslaved workers, and personal indulgences). 

o Offers a rare glimpse into the private world of a Virginia planter and reflects the 

complexities of colonial elite society. 
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Handout 8: Jonathan Edwards (1703–1758) 

 

Jonathan Edwards was a leading Puritan theologian, philosopher, and preacher of colonial 

America. He played a central role in the First Great Awakening, a religious revival movement 

of the 1730s and 1740s. Edwards combined strict Calvinist theology with a deep sense of 

spiritual experience, making him one of the most influential figures in American religious and 

intellectual history. 

 

Influence 

• Considered the most important American theologian of the 18th century. 

• His sermons and writings inspired widespread religious revival during the First Great 

Awakening. 

• His combination of intellectual rigor and emotional appeal influenced both American 

Protestantism and later philosophical theology. 

• His famous sermon Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God (1741) became a classic 

example of persuasive religious oratory. 

 

Method 

• Edwards used vivid imagery and emotional language to awaken his listeners to the 

reality of sin and the need for conversion. 

• He drew heavily on Calvinist theology, emphasizing predestination, divine 

sovereignty, and human dependence on God’s grace. 

• At the same time, he employed logical arguments and careful reasoning, showing the 

influence of Enlightenment thought on his style. 

• His preaching combined rational argument with emotional intensity, aiming both at 

the mind and the heart. 

 

Ideas 

• Humanity is inherently sinful and entirely dependent on God’s grace for salvation. 

• Salvation comes only through a profound personal conversion experience, not through 

outward religious observance alone. 

• God is both majestic and wrathful, but also loving, offering mercy to the truly 

converted. 
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• Religious feelings and spiritual experience are valid evidence of faith, provided they are 

grounded in true piety and moral transformation. 

• Edwards sought to reconcile traditional Calvinism with the new spirit of revivalism, 

shaping the course of American Protestant theology. 
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Handout 9: Puritan Poetry (1640–1700) 

 

Puritan poetry in colonial New England was deeply shaped by religious faith, moral purpose, 

and the Puritan worldview. Unlike the more secular or artistic traditions in Europe, Puritan 

poets wrote primarily to glorify God, to express personal devotion, and to offer moral 

instruction. Their verse reflected the values of simplicity, humility, and piety, avoiding 

elaborate ornamentation or playful themes that were seen as distractions from spiritual truth. 

 

Characteristics 

• Didactic purpose: Poetry was seen as a tool for teaching religious and moral lessons 

rather than for entertainment. 

• Plain style: Simple vocabulary and straightforward expression, modeled on biblical 

language. 

• Religious themes: Focused on salvation, sin, divine providence, daily struggles of faith, 

and the relationship between humans and God. 

• Personal reflection: Many poems explore inner spiritual struggles and the experience 

of conversion or grace. 

 

Key Figures and Works 

• Anne Bradstreet (1612–1672) 

o The first published poet of the American colonies (The Tenth Muse Lately 

Sprung Up in America, 1650). 

o Wrote about personal and domestic life (marriage, motherhood, loss), blending 

Puritan faith with human emotion. 

o Important poems: To My Dear and Loving Husband, Upon the Burning of Our 

House. 

• Edward Taylor (1642–1729) 

o Minister and physician in Massachusetts. 

o Known for his Preparatory Meditations (private devotional poems not published 

during his lifetime). 

o His poetry combines intricate metaphors (conceits, similar to John Donne) with 

Puritan theology, showing a richer, more imaginative style than most Puritan 

writers. 

• Michael Wigglesworth (1631–1705) 
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o Author of The Day of Doom (1662), a long religious poem describing the Last 

Judgment. 

o Hugely popular in New England; used as both devotional reading and religious 

instruction. 

o Simple rhymes and direct language made it accessible to ordinary readers. 

 

Legacy 

Puritan poetry (1640–1700) laid the foundation for American verse by establishing the themes 

of religious devotion, moral reflection, and the use of literature as a means of instruction. While 

limited in artistic diversity, it reflects the spiritual intensity of early colonial life and offers 

insight into how the Puritans understood their relationship to God and the New World. 
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Handout 10: Anne Bradstreet (1612–1672) 

 

Anne Bradstreet is recognized as the first published poet of the American colonies and one 

of the most important voices of early American literature. Born in England and educated in a 

cultured household, she emigrated to Massachusetts Bay Colony with her family in 1630. 

Living as a Puritan wife and mother of eight, she faced the hardships of colonial life but 

managed to produce a body of poetry that combined deep faith with personal experience. 

 

Life 

• Born in Northampton, England, into a well-educated Puritan family. 

• Married Simon Bradstreet, a colonial administrator, and moved with him to New 

England. 

• Despite frail health and heavy domestic responsibilities, she wrote poetry privately, 

often for family and personal reflection. 

• In 1650, her brother-in-law published her work in London under the title The Tenth 

Muse Lately Sprung Up in America, making her the first colonial poet to reach a 

transatlantic audience. 

 

Themes and Style 

• Religious faith: Her poetry reflects Puritan beliefs, including the importance of God’s 

providence and the transience of earthly life. 

• Domestic and personal life: She wrote about love for her husband, the joys and sorrows 

of motherhood, and the pain of loss (e.g., the burning of her home). 

• Female voice in a male world: Her work reveals both her humility as a Puritan woman 

and her quiet assertion of intellectual and emotional strength. 

• Style: She employed a plain but elegant style, using biblical references, personal 

imagery, and emotional sincerity. 

 

Major Works 

• The Tenth Muse Lately Sprung Up in America (1650): her first published collection, 

containing poems on history, religion, and personal themes. 

• To My Dear and Loving Husband: a famous love poem, expressing deep affection 

within the framework of Puritan marriage. 
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• Upon the Burning of Our House (1666): reflects both the pain of loss and the Puritan 

view of detachment from earthly possessions. 

 

Legacy 

Anne Bradstreet occupies a unique place in early American literature as a woman poet whose 

work bridges private devotion and public recognition. She demonstrated that poetry could 

express both Puritan piety and deeply human emotions, making her one of the most enduring 

literary voices of the colonial period. 
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Handout 11: J. Hector St. John de Crèvecœur (1735–1813) 

 

J. Hector St. John de Crèvecœur was a French-born writer, farmer, and diplomat whose work 

offered one of the earliest and most influential descriptions of life in the American colonies. 

Best known for his book Letters from an American Farmer (1782), he provided Europeans with 

a vivid image of America as a land of opportunity, diversity, and freedom. His writings helped 

to shape the European idea of the “American Dream.” 

 

Life 

• Born in Normandy, France, in 1735. 

• Emigrated to North America in the 1750s, initially serving in the French army. 

• Later settled as a farmer in New York, adopting the name “St. John.” 

• During the American Revolution, he faced difficulties as a landowner caught between 

Loyalists and revolutionaries. 

• Returned to Europe, where he published his famous work, but later came back to 

America and served as a French consul. 

 

Letters from an American Farmer (1782) 

• A collection of twelve essays written in the form of letters, addressed to a fictional 

English correspondent. 

• Describes American landscapes, farming practices, social life, and the mixture of 

cultures in the colonies. 

• The most famous letter, “What is an American?” presents the colonist as a new kind of 

human being, free from old European divisions of class and privilege. 

• At the same time, Crèvecœur did not ignore darker realities, such as the existence of 

slavery and the violence of frontier conflicts. 

 

Ideas and Influence 

• Introduced the idea of America as a “melting pot” of different nationalities blending 

into a new people. 

• Celebrated the values of hard work, independence, and equality. 

• His writings gave Europe one of its first coherent and optimistic visions of the New 

World. 
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• At the same time, his acknowledgment of slavery and social problems shows his 

awareness of contradictions in the American experiment. 

 

Legacy 

Crèvecœur stands out as one of the first interpreters of the American identity. Through Letters 

from an American Farmer, he shaped how both Americans and Europeans imagined the new 

nation, making him a key figure in the cultural history of early America. 

 

“What is an American?” – Summary 

In his third letter from Letters from an American Farmer (1782), J. Hector St. John de 

Crèvecœur tries to answer the question: What makes Americans different from Europeans? 

• He argues that in America, people from many nations (English, Scots, Irish, Germans, 

French, etc.) come together and form a new race of men. 

• Unlike Europe, where society is divided into rich and poor, nobles and peasants, in 

America ordinary people can own land, work hard, and improve their lives. 

• He emphasizes that Americans are independent farmers, not dependent on lords or 

kings. 

• He describes America as a land of opportunity, where industry, freedom, and self-

reliance create prosperity. 

• He celebrates the American spirit of equality, hard work, and religious tolerance. 

• At the same time, he acknowledges the contradiction of slavery, which does not fit his 

ideal vision of liberty and justice. 

 

Key Idea 

An American, according to Crèvecœur, is a new kind of person—a free, hardworking 

individual who leaves behind old European divisions and creates a new society based on 

equality, opportunity, and self-determination. 
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Handout 12: Benjamin Franklin (1706–1790) 

 

Benjamin Franklin was one of the most versatile and influential figures of colonial America. 

Known as a writer, printer, scientist, inventor, statesman, and diplomat, he embodied the spirit 

of the Enlightenment in the New World. His writings reflect reason, practicality, and a belief in 

human progress. He helped shape the emerging American identity through both his public 

service and his literary works. 

 

Life 

• Born in Boston into a modest family; apprenticed as a printer. 

• Moved to Philadelphia, where he became a successful printer, publisher, and writer. 

• Founded the Pennsylvania Gazette and wrote Poor Richard’s Almanack (1732–1757), 

filled with proverbs and practical wisdom. 

• Conducted scientific experiments, especially on electricity, becoming famous 

worldwide. 

• Played a central role in American politics: helped draft the Declaration of Independence, 

negotiated the alliance with France, and contributed to the U.S. Constitution. 

• Remembered as a statesman, philosopher, and a “self-made man.” 

 

Themes 

• Practical wisdom: Franklin emphasized thrift, hard work, and self-discipline. 

• Moral improvement: He believed individuals could better themselves through 

education and virtue. 

• Enlightenment values: Promoted reason, science, and progress. 

• Public service: Stressed the importance of contributing to the community and the 

common good. 

• Self-making: His own life illustrated the ideal of the self-made American, rising from 

humble origins to success. 

 

Method of Writing 

• Plain, clear style: Avoided ornamentation; wrote in a straightforward, persuasive 

manner. 



35 
 

• Didactic tone: Aimed to instruct and improve his readers’ lives, often through wit and 

humor. 

• Use of aphorisms: Short, memorable sayings (e.g., “Early to bed, early to rise, makes 

a man healthy, wealthy, and wise”). 

• Autobiographical approach: In his Autobiography, Franklin combined personal 

narrative with moral lessons, presenting his life as a model of self-improvement. 

 

Benjamin Franklin’s Autobiography 

 

Background 

• Written in four parts between 1771 and 1790, though not published in complete form 

until 1818. 

• Addressed partly to his son William, it was intended as both a personal memoir and a 

moral guide. 

• It is considered one of the most important works of early American literature and a 

classic of the “self-made man” narrative. 

 

Structure and Content 

1. Part I (1771) – Franklin’s early life in Boston and apprenticeship in printing. 

o Describes his modest beginnings, his move to Philadelphia, and his growing 

independence. 

o Shows how he relied on hard work, industry, and frugality to succeed. 

2. Part II (1784) – Focus on moral and personal improvement. 

o Explains his project of achieving “moral perfection” through the practice of 13 

virtues (e.g., temperance, frugality, humility). 

o Reveals Enlightenment ideals of reason, order, and self-discipline. 

3. Part III (1788) – His professional success and civic contributions. 

o Tells how he founded the Pennsylvania Gazette, Poor Richard’s Almanack, the 

first subscription library, and the American Philosophical Society. 

o Stresses his belief in education, science, and public service. 

4. Part IV (unfinished, 1789–90) – His public career and political achievements. 

o Covers his diplomatic service in England and the beginnings of the American 

Revolution. 
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o Ends abruptly, leaving the story incomplete. 

 

Themes 

• The Self-Made Man: Franklin presents himself as an example of how anyone, through 

diligence and discipline, can rise from humble beginnings to success. 

• Moral Improvement: His 13 virtues illustrate the Enlightenment belief that human 

character can be perfected through reason and effort. 

• Practical Wisdom: Franklin emphasizes usefulness, moderation, and practicality rather 

than abstract philosophy. 

• Public Service and Community: His civic projects reflect the idea that personal 

success should contribute to the common good. 

• Religious Tolerance: Though not strictly orthodox, Franklin respected religion as a 

support for morality and social order. 

 

Style and Method 

• Plain and direct prose: Accessible, conversational, and clear. 

• Didactic tone: Written not just to tell a life story, but to offer instruction and a model 

to imitate. 

• Blending of personal narrative and moral philosophy: Franklin’s life is presented as 

a lesson book. 

• Optimistic outlook: Embodies Enlightenment confidence in human progress and 

reason. 

 

Legacy 

• The Autobiography became a foundational text of American literature and identity. 

• It influenced the image of America as a land of opportunity, where hard work and virtue 

lead to success. 

• Its themes—self-improvement, industriousness, and public service—remain central to 

the idea of the “American Dream.” 
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Handout 13: Phillis Wheatley (c. 1753–1784) 

 

Phillis Wheatley was the first African American poet to be published and the first to gain 

international recognition. Enslaved as a child and brought to Boston, she became a symbol of 

both artistic genius and the contradictions of colonial America, where slavery coexisted with 

Enlightenment ideals of liberty. Her poetry reflects classical influences, Christian faith, and 

Enlightenment thought, while also offering subtle critiques of slavery. 

 

Life 

• Born in West Africa (probably Senegal or Gambia) around 1753. 

• Enslaved at age 7 or 8 and brought to Boston, where she was purchased by the Wheatley 

family. 

• The Wheatleys educated her in English, Latin, the Bible, and classical literature, 

recognizing her intellectual gifts. 

• Published Poems on Various Subjects, Religious and Moral (1773) in London—the first 

book of poetry by an African American woman. 

• Gained fame in both America and Europe, meeting figures such as George Washington 

and Voltaire admired her talent. 

• Freed from slavery after the publication of her book, but struggled with poverty and ill 

health until her death in 1784. 

 

Poetic Method 

• Classical influences: Used neoclassical forms such as heroic couplets and drew on 

classical mythology. 

• Religious tone: Biblical allusions and Christian imagery run throughout her work. 

• Elegiac tradition: Many poems are written in honor of important figures who had died. 

• Rhetorical skill: Combined polished style with persuasive arguments, often subtly 

challenging prejudices about race and slavery. 

 

Themes 

• Faith and Providence: Strong emphasis on Christianity, salvation, and divine justice. 

• Freedom and Slavery: Poems often hinted at the contradiction between slavery and the 

ideals of liberty, though expressed within acceptable religious and classical frameworks. 
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• Race and Identity: She presented herself as both African and Christian, showing the 

possibility of intellectual and spiritual equality. 

• Patriotism: Some poems celebrated the American cause for independence, highlighting 

the irony of enslaved people longing for freedom. 

 

Selected Poems 

• “On Being Brought from Africa to America” 

o A short, powerful poem reflecting on her journey from slavery to Christianity. 

o Ends with the striking reminder that “Negros, black as Cain, may be refin’d, and 

join th’ angelic train,” challenging racial prejudice. 

• “To His Excellency, General Washington” (1775) 

o A poem addressed to George Washington, praising him as a leader and symbol 

of liberty. 

o Washington admired the poem and invited Wheatley to visit him. 

• “On the Death of the Rev. Mr. George Whitefield” (1770) 

o An elegy for the famous preacher, showing her use of religious themes and 

neoclassical style. 

• Poems on Various Subjects, Religious and Moral (1773) 

o The first published book by an African American woman; includes religious 

verse, elegies, and occasional poems. 

 

Legacy 

Phillis Wheatley stands as a pioneering figure in American literature. Her life and work 

illustrate both the achievements of African American culture in the colonial period and the deep 

contradictions of a society that celebrated freedom while practicing slavery. 
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Handout 14: A Comparative Note on Phillis Wheatley, Anne Bradstreet, and 

Benjamin Franklin 

 

Phillis Wheatley occupies a unique position in early American literature as the first African 

American woman to publish a book of poetry. Her life and works can be fruitfully compared to 

those of her contemporaries, both Puritan and Enlightenment writers. 

 

Wheatley and Puritan Writers 

Wheatley’s poetry reflects a spiritual intensity and biblical foundation reminiscent of earlier 

Puritan poets, such as Anne Bradstreet. Like Bradstreet, she combined personal reflection with 

religious devotion, often interpreting personal experiences through a theological lens. However, 

while Bradstreet focused on family, mortality, and spiritual struggles within a colonial Puritan 

framework, Wheatley’s writing incorporated classical allusions and Enlightenment ideals, 

blending them with Christian doctrine. Her use of religion was also a tool to critique slavery, 

highlighting the contradiction between Christian faith and racial bondage. 

 

Wheatley and Enlightenment Thinkers 

Living in the age of Benjamin Franklin and Thomas Jefferson, Wheatley was influenced by 

Enlightenment ideals of reason, liberty, and human dignity. Yet, unlike Franklin, who 

emphasized self-reliance and civic virtue, Wheatley used her intellectual voice to advocate for 

the recognition of African Americans as rational and moral beings. Her poetry demonstrated 

mastery of neoclassical form—odes, elegies, and heroic couplets—showing that enslaved 

Africans could engage with the highest traditions of European literature. 

 

Wheatley and the American Identity 

In comparison to J. Hector St. John de Crèvecœur’s idea of the “new American” as an 

independent farmer, Wheatley presented a strikingly different perspective. As an enslaved 

African woman, her identity was doubly marginalized. Nevertheless, she contributed to the 

evolving sense of American identity by insisting that freedom and equality should extend to all 

people, not merely to European settlers. 

 

Contribution and Legacy 

Wheatley’s works bridge the worlds of Puritan spirituality, Enlightenment reason, and African 

American cultural beginnings. Her poetry was both a personal assertion of dignity and a 
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political statement against slavery. In this sense, she stood apart from most of her 

contemporaries: while they articulated the ideals of liberty, she embodied the struggle for liberty 

itself. 

 

Aspect Phillis Wheatley (1753–1784) 
Anne Bradstreet (1612–

1672) 

Benjamin Franklin (1706–

1790) 

Background 

First African American woman 

poet, enslaved in Boston, later 

freed. 

First published poet of the 

American colonies, Puritan 

woman in Massachusetts. 

Statesman, printer, scientist, 

Enlightenment thinker, central 

figure of the American 

Revolution. 

Genre / 

Writing Form 

Poetry (elegies, odes, religious 

and political poems). 

Poetry (domestic, religious, 

meditative verse). 

Autobiography, essays, 

almanacs, satire, scientific and 

political writings. 

Literary Style / 

Method 

Neoclassical style; biblical 

references combined with 

classical allusions; formal 

diction. 

Plain style infused with 

Puritan religious themes; 

personal and reflective tone. 

Clear, pragmatic, witty prose; 

focused on reason, practicality, 

and moral instruction. 

Themes 

Religion, slavery, racial 

equality, liberty, mortality, 

classical ideals. 

Faith, family, motherhood, 

spiritual struggle, human 

frailty. 

Self-improvement, reason, civic 

duty, science, Enlightenment 

values, liberty. 

Relation to 

Religion 

Deeply Christian; used religion 

to argue for equality of 

Africans. 

Puritan devotion central; 

poetry reflects spiritual 

struggles and God’s 

providence. 

Respectful but rationalist; 

viewed religion as moral guide 

rather than doctrine. 

View of 

Freedom / 

Identity 

Advocated liberty and dignity 

for enslaved Africans; 

questioned contradictions in 

American ideals. 

Saw freedom as spiritual 

salvation; limited role for 

women in public life. 

Promoted political 

independence, self-reliance, and 

civic responsibility. 

Legacy 

Pioneer of African American 

literature; symbol of resilience 

and intellect. 

First female poet of 

America; voice of Puritan 

domestic life. 

Founding Father; embodiment 

of Enlightenment and American 

self-made identity. 
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Theme 2: The New Republic (1790–1820) 

 

The period between 1790 and 1820 marks the early decades of the United States as an 

independent nation, often referred to as the era of the New Republic. Following the 

Revolutionary War (1775–1783) and the ratification of the Constitution in 1789, Americans 

faced the challenge of defining their political, cultural, and literary identity. This was a 

formative moment when ideas of democracy, liberty, and federalism were debated and shaped 

into institutions. 

Literature of this era often had a political and philosophical function. Writers sought not only 

to inspire patriotism but also to explain and defend the principles of the new government. 

Essays, pamphlets, and speeches became powerful tools for shaping public opinion and guiding 

the nation’s future. 

Three important literary and political voices dominate this period: 

• Thomas Paine, whose radical pamphlets encouraged revolution and democratic ideals. 

• Thomas Jefferson, author of the Declaration of Independence and advocate of agrarian 

republicanism. 

• The authors of The Federalist Papers (Alexander Hamilton, James Madison, John Jay), 

who argued for the ratification of the Constitution and explained the principles of federal 

government. 

This era represents the fusion of politics and literature, where writing became a means of 

defining what it meant to be American in the early republic. 
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Handout 15: Thomas Paine (1737-1809) 

 

Thomas Paine was one of the most influential political writers of the American Revolutionary 

period. Born in England, he emigrated to America in 1774, just as tensions between the colonies 

and Britain were intensifying. His plain, forceful prose helped spread revolutionary ideas to a 

broad audience. Paine’s writings made complex political philosophy accessible to ordinary 

readers, which earned him the title of a “pamphleteer of democracy.” 

 

Paine and America 

• In 1776, Paine published Common Sense, a pamphlet that argued passionately for 

American independence from Britain. Written in direct and persuasive language, it 

criticized monarchy and hereditary rule, while defending the principles of liberty and 

self-government. The pamphlet sold widely and was instrumental in convincing many 

colonists to support the Revolution. 

• During the war, he also wrote The American Crisis papers (1776–1783), a series of 

essays intended to inspire the Continental Army and keep morale high. The famous 

opening line—“These are the times that try men’s souls”—captured the difficulties and 

determination of the Revolutionary cause. 

 

Later Works 

• After the Revolution, Paine returned to Europe and became involved in the French 

Revolution. In The Rights of Man (1791–1792), he defended the French Revolution 

and promoted democratic ideals, attacking monarchy and aristocracy. 

• In The Age of Reason (1794–1795), Paine turned to religion, criticizing organized 

churches and promoting Deism—the belief in a rational God but rejection of revelation 

and church dogma. This work, though influential, also caused him to lose popularity, 

especially in America, where many saw it as an attack on Christianity. 

• His final years were marked by controversy, poverty, and declining influence, yet his 

writings continued to shape democratic thought and inspire movements for freedom. 

 

Key Idea 

Paine’s works represent the radical voice of democracy and revolution, blending clarity, 

passion, and reason. He gave ordinary people the language to understand and embrace political 

change, and his legacy remains that of a champion of liberty on both sides of the Atlantic. 
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Handout 16: Thomas Jefferson 1743-1826 

 

Thomas Jefferson was one of the Founding Fathers of the United States, principal author of 

the Declaration of Independence (1776), and later the third President of the United States 

(1801–1809). A statesman, philosopher, and writer, Jefferson embodied Enlightenment ideals 

of liberty, equality, and reason. At the same time, his life reflected contradictions, most notably 

his advocacy of freedom while being a slaveholder. 

 

Life and Career 

• Born in Virginia into a prominent planter family, Jefferson was educated in law and 

influenced by Enlightenment thinkers such as John Locke. 

• In 1776, he drafted the Declaration of Independence, which declared the colonies free 

from British rule and set forth universal ideals of liberty and natural rights. 

• He served as Governor of Virginia, Minister to France, Secretary of State under George 

Washington, and Vice President under John Adams before becoming President (1801–

1809). 

• As President, he is best known for the Louisiana Purchase (1803), which doubled the 

size of the nation, and for supporting westward expansion. 

 

Themes in His Thought and Writings 

• Natural Rights and Liberty: Jefferson believed in the equality of men and the right to 

“life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness.” 

• Republicanism and Agrarianism: He envisioned the United States as a nation of 

independent farmers, valuing simplicity and virtue over commerce and urbanization. 

• Religious Freedom: Advocated the separation of church and state, drafting the Virginia 

Statute for Religious Freedom (1786). 

• Contradictions: While he championed freedom and democracy, he remained a slave 

owner throughout his life, which casts a shadow over his legacy. 

 

Method of Writing 

Jefferson’s writing style was clear, concise, and rational, drawing on Enlightenment 

principles. He used elevated but accessible language, aiming to inspire agreement around 
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universal ideals. His political writings combined philosophical argument with practical 

vision, designed to unify and guide a new nation. 

 

Key Works 

• Declaration of Independence (1776) – his most enduring achievement, articulating 

universal principles of liberty and government by consent. 

• Notes on the State of Virginia (1785) – a wide-ranging study on Virginia’s society, 

economy, natural resources, and politics, reflecting both Enlightenment curiosity and 

Jefferson’s ambivalent views on slavery and race. 

• Virginia Statute for Religious Freedom (1786) – an early and influential defense of 

religious liberty. 

 

Key Idea 

Jefferson’s writings and leadership reflect the tension between Enlightenment ideals and 

American realities. He is remembered as a visionary of liberty and democracy, yet also as a 

man whose personal life did not fully embody the principles he so eloquently expressed. 

 

The Declaration of Independence (1776) 

 

Historical Context 

• By 1776, relations between the American colonies and Britain had reached a breaking 

point. Heavy taxation without representation (e.g., the Stamp Act, Tea Act) and British 

military presence in the colonies created widespread resentment. 

• The Second Continental Congress, meeting in Philadelphia, appointed a committee 

(Jefferson, Adams, Franklin, Sherman, and Livingston) to draft a declaration formally 

breaking ties with Britain. 

• Thomas Jefferson became the principal author, with revisions suggested by John 

Adams and Benjamin Franklin. 

 

Structure of the Document 

The Declaration is carefully organized into four main parts: 

1. Introduction (Preamble) 

o States the necessity for colonies to “dissolve the political bands” with Britain. 
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o Declares that when a people are oppressed, they have the right to establish a new 

government. 

2. Philosophical Foundation 

o Draws heavily on Enlightenment ideas, especially John Locke’s theory of 

natural rights. 

o Asserts that “all men are created equal” and are endowed with “unalienable 

Rights” such as life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness. 

o Government is based on the consent of the governed; if it becomes destructive, 

people have the right to alter or abolish it. 

3. List of Grievances 

o Enumerates specific complaints against King George III, portraying him as a 

tyrant. 

o Complaints include taxation without representation, dissolving colonial 

legislatures, maintaining standing armies in peacetime, and restricting trade. 

o This section transforms abstract principles into concrete justifications for 

independence. 

4. Conclusion 

o Declares the colonies to be “free and independent states.” 

o Affirms their right to wage war, make peace, form alliances, and trade freely. 

 

Themes and Key Ideas 

• Natural Rights and Equality: The idea that rights are universal and inherent, not 

granted by rulers. 

• Social Contract: Governments exist to protect rights, and legitimacy comes only from 

the consent of the governed. 

• Revolution as Justified Action: Rebellion is not only a right but a duty when 

governments become destructive. 

• National Identity: The document marks the symbolic birth of the United States as an 

independent nation. 

 

Style and Method of Writing 

• Jefferson used clear, logical, and elevated language to make the case both to 

Americans and to the wider world. 



46 
 

• The tone is rational but passionate, appealing to reason, justice, and universal 

principles rather than narrow self-interest. 

• The grievances are written in a repetitive structure beginning with “He has…” to 

emphasize the king’s abuses and create a rhythm of accusation. 

 

Influence and Legacy 

• Immediately served as a political manifesto, rallying support at home and abroad 

(particularly in France). 

• Inspired later democratic movements, including the French Revolution and the struggles 

for independence in Latin America. 

• Remains a foundational American text, embodying the nation’s ideals of freedom and 

equality, though its claim that “all men are created equal” has been criticized for 

excluding women, Indigenous peoples, and enslaved Africans. 

 

Key Idea 

The Declaration of Independence is both a practical political document and a timeless 

statement of human rights. It gave voice to Enlightenment ideals in an American context and 

established the philosophical foundation of the United States. 

 

Notes on the State of Virginia (1784–1785) 

 

Notes on the State of Virginia is Jefferson’s only full-length book and a seminal work of early 

American political and cultural thought. Written as a response to questions from the French 

diplomat François Barbé-Marbois, it combines political, social, economic, scientific, and 

natural observations about Virginia. The work reflects Jefferson’s Enlightenment education, 

his vision of America, and the contradictions inherent in his thinking, especially regarding 

slavery and race. 

 

Purpose and Method 

• Written in response to a set of queries about Virginia posed by a French correspondent. 

• Methodologically, Jefferson combines empirical observation with philosophical 

reflection. 
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• The text is organized into 23 sections, covering topics from natural history to laws, 

government, education, economy, and society. 

• Style: clear, measured prose with a rational and descriptive tone, characteristic of 

Enlightenment writing. 

 

Key Themes 

1. Natural Resources and Geography 

o Detailed description of Virginia’s rivers, mountains, climate, flora, and fauna. 

o Highlights the potential of America as a land of opportunity and abundance. 

2. Government and Society 

o Advocates republican government based on the consent of the governed. 

o Emphasizes the importance of education and civic virtue in sustaining 

democracy. 

o Argues for local self-government and the protection of individual liberties. 

3. Economy and Agriculture 

o Promotes agriculture as the backbone of republican society, reflecting 

Jefferson’s agrarian vision. 

o Discusses trade, manufacturing, and the role of land ownership in promoting 

independence. 

4. Slavery and Race 

o Jefferson addresses slavery cautiously, criticizing the institution while 

simultaneously expressing racial prejudices. 

o Suggests the eventual colonization of free African Americans outside the United 

States, reflecting the contradictions between his Enlightenment ideals and social 

practices. 

5. Religion and Morality 

o Advocates religious freedom and tolerance, continuing his Enlightenment 

emphasis on reason. 

o Views morality as essential for civic life and social cohesion. 

 

Selected Contributions 

• Combines natural history, sociology, and political theory in a single work. 
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• Illustrates Jefferson’s belief in rational governance, education, and the virtue of the 

citizen-farmer. 

• Provides insights into 18th-century colonial American life, thought, and values. 

 

Legacy 

Notes on the State of Virginia remains a foundational text in early American literature and 

political philosophy. It offers a window into Jefferson’s vision of the United States as a self-

governing, agrarian, and enlightened society, while also revealing the tensions and 

contradictions of the new republic, especially regarding slavery and race. 

 

Thomas Jefferson’s Letters 

 

Thomas Jefferson was an extraordinarily prolific letter writer. His correspondence provides 

valuable insights into his political philosophy, personal life, and vision for the United 

States. Jefferson wrote thousands of letters to friends, colleagues, and foreign leaders, covering 

topics from government and education to agriculture, religion, and international relations. 

 

Purpose and Method 

• Letters were a primary means for Jefferson to communicate ideas, debate policy, and 

influence public opinion in an era before mass media. 

• His style is clear, rational, and persuasive, often blending personal reflection with 

political argument. 

• He adapted his tone to the audience: formal for statesmen, more intimate and 

conversational for friends and family. 

 

Key Themes 

1. Politics and Governance 

o Discussed the principles of republicanism, democracy, and the separation of 

powers. 

o Provided guidance on policy matters and defended states’ rights and agrarian 

ideals. 

o Advocated for strict interpretation of the Constitution, especially in his 

presidency and writings to political allies. 
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2. Religion and Philosophy 

o Expressed his Deist beliefs and argued for religious freedom. 

o In letters such as those to the Danbury Baptists (1802), he elaborated the idea 

of a “wall of separation between church and state.” 

3. Education and Knowledge 

o Advocated universal education and the diffusion of knowledge to ensure a 

responsible citizenry. 

o Encouraged scientific inquiry, innovation, and intellectual development. 

4. Slavery and Race 

o Jefferson occasionally addressed slavery, expressing moral opposition in private 

letters. 

o Often struggled to reconcile his ideals of liberty with his own status as a 

slaveholder. 

5. Foreign Relations 

o Corresponded with European leaders, American diplomats, and scientists to 

promote commerce, peace, and diplomacy. 

o Letters reveal his engagement with Enlightenment ideas and international 

affairs. 

 

Selected Letters 

• Letter to James Madison (1787) – Discusses constitutional principles and governance. 

• Letter to the Danbury Baptists (1802) – Explains religious freedom and the separation 

of church and state. 

• Letters to John Adams, Thomas Paine, and European intellectuals – Debate 

revolutionary ideals, republican government, and Enlightenment philosophy. 

• Personal Letters – Provide insight into his private thoughts, family life, and moral 

reflections. 

 

Legacy 

Jefferson’s letters are essential primary sources for understanding early American political 

thought, the formation of the United States, and Jefferson’s own complex character. They 

complement his formal writings, such as the Declaration of Independence and Notes on the 
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State of Virginia, offering a more personal and nuanced view of his philosophy and vision for 

the nation. 

 

Work Date Type / Form Main Themes Key Contributions / Notes 

Declaration of 

Independence 
1776 Political document 

Natural rights, liberty, 

equality, social 

contract, revolution 

Principal author; asserts colonies’ 

independence; foundational text of 

American democracy 

Notes on the State of 

Virginia 

1784–

1785 

Book / response to 

questionnaire 

Geography, economy, 

agriculture, 

government, slavery, 

religion, society 

Only full-length book; combines 

empirical observation with 

Enlightenment philosophy; 

agrarian vision; reflects 

contradictions on slavery 

Virginia Statute for 

Religious Freedom 
1786 

Legal / political 

document 

Religious liberty, 

separation of church 

and state 

Advocates freedom of conscience; 

influences First Amendment 

Letters 
1760s–

1820s 
Correspondence 

Politics, governance, 

religion, education, 

slavery, foreign 

affairs 

Thousands of letters provide 

insight into Jefferson’s 

philosophy, policy ideas, personal 

views, and diplomacy 

Autobiographical 

and Reflective 

Letters 

Late 

1780s–

1820s 

Personal letters / 

reflections 

Political philosophy, 

liberty, education, 

personal life 

Reveal Jefferson’s private 

opinions, moral reasoning, and 

complex personality; complement 

formal works 
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Handout 17: The Federalist Papers (1787–1788) 

 

The Federalist Papers is a collection of 85 essays written to promote the ratification of the 

United States Constitution. Published under the pseudonym “Publius”, these essays 

explained and defended the proposed system of government, addressing concerns about the 

balance of power, federalism, and individual liberties. They are regarded as foundational texts 

in American political thought and remain a primary source for understanding the Constitution. 

 

Alexander Hamilton (1755–1804) 

• One of the principal authors of The Federalist Papers, writing 51 of the 85 essays. 

• A strong advocate for a powerful central government to maintain order, ensure 

economic stability, and prevent factionalism. 

• Argued that a strong executive branch was essential for effective governance. 

• Focused on topics such as national defense, fiscal policy, and the dangers of excessive 

democracy. 

• Later became the first Secretary of the Treasury under George Washington and a leading 

figure in establishing the U.S. financial system. 

 

James Madison (1751–1836) 

• Wrote 29 of the Federalist essays, including the landmark Federalist No. 10 and 

Federalist No. 51. 

• Advocated a republican form of government with checks and balances to prevent the 

rise of factions and the tyranny of the majority. 

• Emphasized the importance of a large, diverse republic in protecting liberty. 

• Later known as the “Father of the Constitution” and became the fourth President of 

the United States (1809–1817). 

 

Key Themes of The Federalist Papers 

1. Federalism – The division of powers between the national and state governments to 

prevent tyranny. 

2. Checks and Balances – A system to ensure no branch of government becomes too 

powerful. 

3. Separation of Powers – Clear division of legislative, executive, and judicial authority. 
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4. Protection of Liberty – Advocated a strong but limited government that safeguards 

individual rights. 

5. Faction and Governance – Madison’s essays focus on managing factions through 

representative democracy and pluralism. 

 

Influence and Legacy 

• Influenced the ratification of the Constitution in New York and beyond. 

• Served as a guide for interpreting the Constitution, cited by courts and scholars. 

• Demonstrates the practical application of Enlightenment political philosophy in the 

formation of a new nation. 

 

Key Idea 

The Federalist Papers illustrate how reasoned argument and persuasive writing shaped the 

political foundations of the United States. Hamilton and Madison combined theory and 

practicality, showing that literature and political philosophy could guide the creation of a 

functioning republic. 

 

Author / Work Date Type / Form Main Themes Purpose / Contribution 

Thomas Paine – 

Common Sense, The 

American Crisis 

1776–

1783 

Pamphlets / 

essays 

Liberty, independence, 

democracy, resistance to 

tyranny 

Advocated American 

independence; made political 

philosophy accessible; inspired 

revolutionary action 

Thomas Jefferson – 

Declaration of 

Independence 

1776 
Political 

document 

Natural rights, equality, 

consent of the governed, 

revolution 

Formally declared colonies’ 

independence; outlined principles 

of liberty; foundational text of 

American democracy 

Thomas Jefferson – 

Notes on the State of 

Virginia 

1784–

1785 

Book / reflective 

essay 

Geography, society, 

government, slavery, 

religion, economy 

Combined empirical observation 

with Enlightenment philosophy; 

articulated vision of agrarian, 

virtuous republic 

Thomas Jefferson – 

Letters 

1760s–

1820s 
Correspondence 

Politics, governance, 

religion, education, 

slavery, foreign affairs 

Provided insight into Jefferson’s 

philosophy and policy ideas; 

influenced public opinion and 

diplomacy 
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Author / Work Date Type / Form Main Themes Purpose / Contribution 

The Federalist 

Papers – Hamilton, 

Madison, Jay 

1787–

1788 

Essays / political 

argument 

Federalism, separation of 

powers, checks and 

balances, liberty, faction 

control 

Promoted ratification of the 

Constitution; explained principles 

of republican government; 

foundational American political 

theory 

 

• Paine: Revolutionary agitator, spoke to the common people, inspired action. 

• Jefferson: Philosopher and statesman, combined principle with practical governance, 

articulated American ideals. 

• The Federalist Papers: Analytical, reasoned defense of the Constitution, designed for 

informed debate and long-term governance. 
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Theme 3: The Flowering of American Romanticism (1820–1865) 

 

The period between 1820 and 1865 marks a vibrant flowering of American Romanticism, a 

literary movement that emphasized imagination, emotion, individualism, and the 

exploration of nature and the human spirit. This era coincided with the young nation’s rapid 

growth, territorial expansion, and social change, and writers sought to define a distinctively 

American identity through literature. 

American Romanticism drew inspiration from European Romanticism, but it adapted these 

ideas to the unique experiences of life in the United States. Themes included the beauty and 

power of nature, the importance of intuition over reason, the value of personal freedom, 

and the exploration of moral and spiritual questions. At the same time, the literature of this 

period often engaged with social issues such as slavery, gender roles, and the tension between 

civilization and the frontier. 

This period also witnessed the emergence of Transcendentalism, a philosophical and literary 

movement centered in New England, which emphasized self-reliance, the inherent goodness 

of humans, and the spiritual significance of nature. 

Key writers of this era include: 

• Washington Irving and James Fenimore Cooper, who created some of the earliest 

popular American fiction, often exploring historical and frontier themes. 

• William Cullen Bryant, a poet and journalist whose work bridged neoclassicism and 

Romanticism. 

• Ralph Waldo Emerson and Margaret Fuller, central figures of Transcendentalism, 

promoting individualism and social reform. 

• Nathaniel Hawthorne and Herman Melville, who explored moral complexity, sin, and 

human psychology. 

• Henry Wadsworth Longfellow, John Greenleaf Whittier, James Russell Lowell, 

and Oliver Wendell Holmes, prominent poets shaping American cultural identity. 

• Edgar Allan Poe, master of the Gothic, horror, and psychological depth. 

• Henry David Thoreau, whose writings on nature and civil disobedience reflect the 

ideals of individual conscience. 

• Walt Whitman, whose revolutionary poetry celebrated democracy, the body, and the 

common man. 

• Harriet Beecher Stowe and Frederick Douglass, whose works addressed slavery and 

social justice. 
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• The humor of the frontier, reflecting the rough-and-ready, satirical spirit of early 

American life. 

Together, these writers established an American literary voice distinct from European 

traditions, exploring the moral, spiritual, and imaginative possibilities of a new nation. 
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Handout 18: Washington Irving (1783-1859) 

 

Washington Irving is often considered the first internationally recognized American man of 

letters. He played a crucial role in establishing a distinctly American literary voice in the early 

19th century. Best known for his short stories, historical sketches, and satire, Irving 

combined European literary forms with American themes, particularly the history, landscapes, 

and folklore of the United States. 

 

Life 

• Born in New York City in 1783, Irving came from a prominent merchant family. 

• He traveled extensively in Europe, especially Spain, which influenced works such as A 

History of the Life and Voyages of Christopher Columbus. 

• Irving held diplomatic positions, including U.S. consul in Spain, which gave him 

firsthand experience with European culture and politics. 

• He became a literary celebrity in both America and Europe, bridging Old World literary 

traditions with New World content. 

 

Major Works 

1. Rip Van Winkle (1819) 

o A short story set in the Catskill Mountains; explores themes of change, nostalgia, 

and American identity. 

o Blends folklore, humor, and social commentary. 

2. The Legend of Sleepy Hollow (1820) 

o Gothic short story featuring Ichabod Crane and the Headless Horseman. 

o Explores superstition, human fear, and the interplay between the rural past and 

modernity. 

3. A History of New York (1809) 

o Satirical chronicle of New York’s Dutch colonial past. 

o Uses humor and exaggeration to comment on politics and society. 

4. Biography and Historical Works 

o The Life and Voyages of Christopher Columbus (1828) and other histories of 

Spanish exploration and settlement in the Americas. 

o Helped popularize historical writing for a general audience. 
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Themes and Style 

• American identity and history: Irving often focused on American landscapes, 

folklore, and colonial history. 

• Humor and satire: Used playful exaggeration and irony to entertain while conveying 

moral or social commentary. 

• Blend of Romantic and Gothic elements: Stories combine imagination, the 

supernatural, and reflection on human nature. 

• Accessible prose: Clear and elegant style, appealing to both American and European 

readers. 

 

Key Idea 

Irving helped define an American literary tradition by blending humor, history, and folklore 

with Romantic literary techniques. His works preserved American cultural memory while 

demonstrating that American writers could achieve international recognition. 

 

Washington Irving – Tales 

 

Washington Irving is best remembered for his short stories and collections that combine 

folklore, history, humor, and Romantic elements. Many of his tales were set in early America 

and Europe, and they reflect the imagination and moral sensibilities of the Romantic period. 

 

Major Tales 

1. Rip Van Winkle (1819) 

o Published in The Sketch Book of Geoffrey Crayon, Gent. 

o Story of a man who falls asleep in the Catskill Mountains for twenty years. 

o Themes: change, the passage of time, nostalgia, and adaptation to societal 

transformation. 

o Significance: Illustrates the tension between the colonial past and the post-

Revolutionary present; blends folklore with historical consciousness. 

2. The Legend of Sleepy Hollow (1820) 

o Also published in The Sketch Book. 

o Gothic tale featuring Ichabod Crane and the Headless Horseman in a small 

Dutch settlement in New York. 
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o Themes: superstition, fear, rural life versus modernity, and human psychology. 

o Style: Gothic and humorous, combining suspense with satirical observation of 

social manners. 

3. The Spectre Bridegroom 

o A lesser-known Gothic story involving ghosts, romance, and mystery. 

o Demonstrates Irving’s interest in European Gothic traditions adapted to 

American or transplanted settings. 

4. The Devil and Tom Walker (1824) 

o Moralistic tale published in Tales of a Traveller. 

o Story of a miserly man who makes a Faustian bargain with the Devil. 

o Themes: greed, moral corruption, and divine justice; critique of materialism in 

society. 

o Style: Combines Gothic and satirical elements. 

5. Other Tales in The Sketch Book 

o Includes sketches such as The Author’s Account of Himself, The Broken Heart, 

and English Writers on America. 

o Mix literary essay, travelogue, folklore, and imaginative storytelling. 

 

Themes in Irving’s Tales 

• Folklore and Legend: Preservation and adaptation of American and European myths. 

• Change and Memory: Stories often explore historical consciousness, nostalgia, and 

the effects of social transformation. 

• Humor and Satire: Wit is used to critique social norms and human folly. 

• Gothic and Romantic Elements: Supernatural events, psychological tension, and 

imaginative scenarios. 

 

Significance 

• Irving’s tales popularized short fiction in America, making literature entertaining and 

accessible. 

• They established distinctive American settings and characters, blending European 

literary traditions with local color. 

• His works influenced later writers such as James Fenimore Cooper and Nathaniel 

Hawthorne in developing American Romantic fiction.  
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Rip Van Winkle (1819) 

 

Rip Van Winkle is a short story set in the Catskill Mountains of New York before and after 

the American Revolution. Rip Van Winkle is a kind-hearted but lazy man who loves the 

outdoors and avoids his nagging wife. One day, he wanders into the mountains, meets a group 

of mysterious, silent men playing ninepins, and drinks their liquor. 

Rip falls into a deep sleep for twenty years. When he awakens, he discovers that the world 

has changed: his wife has died, his children have grown, and the village reflects a new, post-

Revolutionary America. He struggles to understand the transformations, but eventually resumes 

a quiet life in his familiar village. 

Themes: 

• Change and the passage of time 

• Nostalgia and memory 

• The contrast between pre- and post-Revolutionary society 

• The tension between personal freedom and social expectation 

Significance: 

The story blends folklore, humor, and historical reflection, highlighting Irving’s interest in 

American identity, the effects of social and political change, and the power of legend to shape 

cultural memory. 

 

The Legend of Sleepy Hollow (1820) 

 

The Legend of Sleepy Hollow is set in a small Dutch settlement in the Hudson Valley of New 

York. The story follows Ichabod Crane, a lanky, superstitious schoolteacher, who competes 

for the affection of Katrina Van Tassel, a wealthy farmer’s daughter. 

Ichabod encounters the legendary Headless Horseman, a ghost said to haunt the area. One 

night, while riding home through the woods, he has a terrifying encounter with the Horseman, 

and he mysteriously disappears. The story leaves it ambiguous whether the Horseman was real 

or a prank by local villagers, particularly Ichabod’s rival, Brom Bones. 

Themes: 

• Superstition versus reason 

• Folklore and local legend 

• Human fear and imagination 
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• Social rivalry and romantic pursuit 

 

Significance: 

The story blends Gothic suspense, humor, and satire, reflecting Irving’s skill in combining 

American local color with European literary traditions. It remains a classic example of early 

American Romantic fiction, exploring psychology, society, and the supernatural. 
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Handout 19: James Fenimore Cooper (1789-1851) 

 

James Fenimore Cooper is often regarded as the first major American novelist. He is best 

known for his historical and adventure novels that explore the American frontier, Native 

American life, and the challenges of early American society. Cooper helped shape a distinctly 

American literature of landscape, adventure, and national identity. 

 

Life 

• Born in Burlington, New Jersey, in 1789, and raised in Cooperstown, New York. 

• Attended the U.S. Naval Academy, which inspired his later sea novels. 

• Traveled extensively in Europe and the Americas, enriching his understanding of 

politics, history, and culture. 

• Married Susan DeLancey, who influenced his social and literary connections. 

• Became a celebrated international author, known for both popular adventure novels 

and essays on social and political issues. 

 

Major Works 

1. The Leatherstocking Tales (1823–1841) 

o A series of five novels featuring Natty Bumppo (Hawkeye), a frontiersman 

navigating the wilderness and interactions with Native Americans. 

o Novels include The Pioneers (1823), The Last of the Mohicans (1826), The 

Prairie (1827), The Pathfinder (1840), and The Deerslayer (1841). 

o Themes: nature versus civilization, individual morality, cultural encounter, and 

the transformation of the American frontier. 

2. The Spy (1821) 

o Revolutionary War historical novel. 

o One of the earliest American historical novels, emphasizing patriotism and 

national identity. 

3. Sea Novels 

o Works like The Pilot (1824) and The Red Rover (1827) reflect his naval 

experience. 

o Themes: adventure, honor, courage, and maritime life. 
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Themes and Style 

• Frontier and Wilderness: Exploration of the American landscape as both beautiful and 

morally testing. 

• Individual vs. Society: Heroic figures often navigate law, morality, and cultural 

conflict. 

• Historical Reflection: Novels frequently depict early American history and national 

identity. 

• Moral and Social Commentary: Explores justice, leadership, and ethical conduct. 

• Style: descriptive, vivid, and accessible, blending adventure with philosophical 

reflection. 

 

Significance 

• Cooper pioneered the American historical and adventure novel, providing a literary 

model for portraying the frontier and shaping national consciousness. 

• His Leatherstocking Tales remain iconic for their portrayal of the American 

wilderness and its moral and social dilemmas. 

• Influenced later American writers such as Nathaniel Hawthorne, Mark Twain, and 

Herman Melville. 

 

The Last of the Mohicans (1826) 

 

The Last of the Mohicans is set during the French and Indian War (1754–1763), part of the 

larger conflict between Britain and France in North America. The story follows the journey of 

Major Duncan Heyward, Cora and Alice Munro, and their guides, Hawkeye (Natty 

Bumppo), and the Mohican brothers Chingachgook and Uncas, as they navigate a wilderness 

filled with danger. 

The protagonists face attacks by hostile Native American groups allied with the French, most 

notably Magua, a Huron seeking revenge. The narrative combines adventure, romance, and 

historical events, highlighting the cultural conflicts and alliances between Native Americans 

and European settlers. 

 

Themes 



63 
 

• Nature and the Frontier: The American wilderness as both perilous and morally 

testing. 

• Cultural Encounter: Interaction between Native Americans and European settlers, 

emphasizing both conflict and cooperation. 

• Heroism and Honor: Natty Bumppo embodies courage, morality, and loyalty. 

• Love and Sacrifice: Romantic and familial bonds tested by war and survival. 

• End of an Era: Symbolized by the “last” Mohican, representing the decline of Native 

American tribes amid colonial expansion. 

 

Significance 

• The novel popularized the American historical adventure genre. 

• Emphasizes national identity and the American landscape as central to storytelling. 

• Cooper’s portrayal of Native Americans influenced both literature and popular 

perceptions, though modern readers critique its historical accuracy and stereotypes. 

• The Last of the Mohicans remains Cooper’s most famous and enduring work, widely 

adapted in film, theater, and other media. 
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Handout 20: William Cullen Bryant (1798-1878) 

 

William Cullen Bryant was a pioneering American poet, journalist, and editor, often 

considered one of the first significant American Romantic poets. He bridged the gap between 

European neoclassical tradition and American Romanticism, emphasizing nature, 

morality, and social reform. 

 

Life 

• Born in Cummington, Massachusetts, in 1794. 

• Studied law and briefly practiced before committing fully to literature and journalism. 

• Edited the New York Evening Post for decades, shaping public opinion and engaging 

in political and social issues. 

• Traveled extensively in Europe, which influenced his literary taste and refinement. 

• Advocated for abolition, freedom of the press, and civil liberties, reflecting his 

engagement with social reform. 

 

Major Works 

1. Poetry 

o Thanatopsis (1817, published 1817–1821): Reflection on death and immortality 

in nature. 

o To a Waterfowl (1818): Meditative poem on guidance, destiny, and divine 

providence. 

o Other works: The Prairies (1832), A Forest Hymn (1825), reflecting American 

landscapes and spiritual reflection. 

2. Prose and Journalism 

o Edited The New York Evening Post, advocating social and political reform. 

o Writings addressed issues such as abolition, labor rights, and freedom of the 

press. 

 

Themes and Style 

• Nature and the Sublime: Nature is a source of moral and spiritual reflection. 

• Death and Immortality: Explored human mortality with philosophical and comforting 

tones. 
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• Patriotism and American Identity: Celebrated the American landscape and 

democratic values. 

• Social Reform: Advocated justice, equality, and moral responsibility through prose and 

journalism. 

• Style: Clear, elegant, and meditative, blending Romantic sensibilities with moral and 

intellectual reflection. 

 

Significance 

• Bryant helped establish American poetry as a serious literary form, demonstrating 

that American landscapes and themes could rival European literature. 

• His influence shaped later American poets such as Longfellow, Whittier, Lowell, and 

Holmes. 

• Bridged literature and journalism, showing how writers could influence both cultural 

and civic life. 

 

William Cullen Bryant – Poetry and Themes 

 

William Cullen Bryant (1794–1878) is a central figure in early American Romantic poetry, 

blending European literary influences with a distinctly American sensibility. His poetry 

combines meditative reflection, moral philosophy, and vivid depictions of nature, making 

him one of the first American poets to gain international recognition. 

 

Major Poems 

1. Thanatopsis (1817) 

o Bryant’s most famous poem, reflecting on death and human mortality. 

o Written in blank verse, it encourages readers to accept death as a natural part of 

life. 

o Presents nature as a teacher and comforter, showing the continuity of life. 

o Famous lines emphasize that humans will join the “ranks of the silent dead”, 

yet life is enriched by contemplation of the natural world. 

o Themes: mortality, immortality, the sublime in nature, and philosophical 

reflection on life and death. 

2. To a Waterfowl (1818) 
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o Observes a solitary bird in flight, using it as a symbol of divine guidance and 

individual purpose. 

o Emphasizes faith, destiny, and trust in a higher power, linking nature to 

spiritual reflection. 

o The poem highlights the harmony between human life and the natural world. 

o Themes: providence, perseverance, guidance, solitude, and spiritual insight. 

3. A Forest Hymn (1825) 

o A meditation on the spiritual presence in nature. 

o Expresses reverence for forests and the cycles of life, emphasizing harmony 

and tranquility. 

o Reflects Bryant’s belief in nature as a moral and spiritual teacher. 

o Themes: sanctity of nature, divine presence, harmony, and contemplation. 

4. The Prairies (1832) 

o Describes the American western frontier, focusing on the vast landscapes of 

the Midwest. 

o Reflects both admiration for the beauty of the American landscape and concern 

for the impact of human settlement. 

o Combines Romantic imagery with American identity and national pride. 

o Themes: the sublime in nature, exploration, nationalism, and environmental 

reflection. 

5. Other Poems 

o Bryant also wrote The Yellow Violet, The Ages, and The Planting of the Apple-

Tree, which combine lyrical reflection with social, moral, or historical 

themes. 

o These poems often explore nature, passage of time, and human 

responsibility. 

 

Central Themes in Bryant’s Poetry 

1. Nature and the Sublime 

o Nature is a source of spiritual insight, moral guidance, and aesthetic 

pleasure. 

o Landscapes are depicted with careful observation and Romantic idealization. 

2. Death and Immortality 
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o Life is transient, yet death is natural and dignified. 

o Human beings are part of a larger, enduring order. 

3. Moral and Philosophical Reflection 

o Poetry serves as a medium for meditation on life, virtue, and human destiny. 

4. American Identity and Landscape 

o Celebrates the beauty of American nature, particularly forests, rivers, and 

prairies. 

o Establishes a sense of national pride and cultural identity. 

5. Social and Spiritual Values 

o Advocates justice, responsibility, and harmony through his depictions of both 

human and natural worlds. 

 

Significance 

• Bryant bridged neoclassicism and Romanticism in early American poetry. 

• His works influenced later 19th-century poets such as Longfellow, Whittier, Lowell, 

and Holmes. 

• By combining moral reflection, American landscapes, and Romantic ideals, Bryant 

helped define a distinctively American poetic voice. 
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Handout 21: Transcendentalism (1820s–1850s) 

 

Transcendentalism 

Transcendentalism was a philosophical, literary, and cultural movement that emerged in the 

United States in the 1830s and 1840s, primarily in New England. It grew as a reaction against 

both the rigid Puritan traditions and the prevailing rationalism of the Enlightenment. 

Transcendentalists emphasized individual intuition, spiritual experience, and the inherent 

goodness of people and nature. They believed that human beings are naturally capable of 

understanding truth and morality through their own inner insight rather than relying solely on 

organized religion or external authority. 

The movement was deeply influenced by European Romanticism, especially German 

idealism, as well as Eastern philosophies, such as Hinduism and Buddhism, which stressed 

the unity of the soul and the cosmos. Transcendentalists sought a direct connection with 

nature as a way to discover spiritual truths and moral guidance. Nature, in their view, was a 

mirror of the divine and a source of inspiration and renewal. 

Prominent figures of Transcendentalism include Ralph Waldo Emerson, who articulated the 

movement’s principles in essays such as Nature (1836) and Self-Reliance (1841), and Henry 

David Thoreau, who applied these principles to everyday life in works like Walden (1854) and 

his essay Civil Disobedience (1849). Margaret Fuller, another leading Transcendentalist, 

focused on issues of women’s education and equality, linking social reform to spiritual and 

intellectual development. 

Key ideas of Transcendentalism include: 

• The primacy of the individual: People should trust their intuition and conscience 

rather than conforming blindly to social norms or institutions. 

• Inherent goodness of humans and nature: Evil is seen as a corruption of the natural 

and spiritual order. 

• Spiritual self-reliance: True knowledge and moral guidance come from within, 

through self-reflection and communion with nature. 

• Interconnectedness: Humans, nature, and the universe are part of a unified whole. 
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Transcendentalism had a lasting influence on American literature, philosophy, and social 

reform, encouraging a spirit of independence, experimentation, and moral responsibility. Its 

ideas shaped not only poetry and essays but also movements advocating abolition, women’s 

rights, and environmental awareness. 
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Handout 22: Ralph Waldo Emerson (1803–1882) 

 

Ralph Waldo Emerson was the central figure of Transcendentalism. As a philosopher, 

essayist, and poet, he advocated individualism, self-reliance, and the spiritual significance 

of nature. Emerson’s writings became foundational texts for American Romanticism and the 

broader intellectual culture. 

 

Life 

• Born in Boston in 1803. 

• Trained as a Unitarian minister but left the ministry to pursue writing and public 

speaking. 

• Traveled to Europe, meeting thinkers such as Wordsworth, Coleridge, and Carlyle. 

• Lectured widely in the U.S., influencing generations of writers, reformers, and thinkers. 

 

Major Works 

1. Nature (1836) – Essay emphasizing the spiritual and moral lessons found in the natural 

world; foundational text of Transcendentalism. 

2. Self-Reliance (1841) – Essay advocating independence of thought, personal 

responsibility, and resistance to conformity. 

3. The American Scholar (1837) – Address calling for the development of a distinctly 

American intellectual and literary culture. 

4. Essays: First Series (1841) & Second Series (1844) – Collections exploring 

philosophy, ethics, and aesthetics. 

 

Themes and Methods 

• Individualism and Self-Reliance – Trusting personal intuition over societal norms. 

• Nature as Spiritual Teacher – Observing nature provides insight into universal truths. 

• Optimism about Human Potential – Emphasis on moral and spiritual growth. 

• Poetic and Persuasive Style – Combines lyrical prose with philosophical 

argumentation. 
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Ralph Waldo Emerson (1803–1882) – Major Works and Themes 

 

Major Works 

1. Nature (1836) 

• Type: Essay 

• Significance: Foundational text of Transcendentalism; presents nature as a 

manifestation of the divine. 

• Themes: 

o Nature as a spiritual teacher, providing insight into universal truths. 

o Interconnectedness of humanity and the natural world. 

o The value of intuition over empirical observation. 

• Method: Meditative, lyrical prose blending observation, philosophical reflection, and 

moral insight. 

2. Self-Reliance (1841) 

• Type: Essay (published in Essays: First Series) 

• Significance: Advocates independence of thought and action, rejecting conformity 

and societal pressure. 

• Themes: 

o Trust in one’s inner voice and intuition. 

o The moral and spiritual necessity of individualism. 

o Critique of social and institutional authority that suppresses human potential. 

• Method: Persuasive and aphoristic style; combines reasoning with moral exhortation. 

3. The American Scholar (1837) 

• Type: Lecture (later published as an essay) 

• Significance: Calls for the development of a distinct American intellectual identity. 

• Themes: 

o Importance of self-education and critical thinking. 

o Integration of nature, action, and reflection in intellectual life. 

o Independence from European literary and philosophical models. 

• Method: Oratorical style, combining rhetorical flourish with philosophical 

argumentation. 

4. Essays: First Series (1841) & Second Series (1844) 

• Type: Collections of essays 
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• Notable Essays: Compensation, The Over-Soul, Circles, Experience 

• Significance: Explores morality, spirituality, human potential, and metaphysical ideas. 

• Themes: 

o Compensation: Moral balance in life; every loss or suffering has a 

corresponding gain. 

o The Over-Soul: Universal spirit connecting all beings; emphasizes unity of 

human experience. 

o Circles: Constant expansion of knowledge and experience; growth is infinite. 

o Experience: Reflection on human limitation, learning, and maturity. 

• Method: Philosophical and reflective prose, blending moral argument, personal 

observation, and poetic imagery. 

5. Other Works 

• Society and Solitude (1870) – Explores the balance between engagement with society 

and personal introspection. 

• Representative Men (1850) – Biographical essays analyzing the lives of historical 

figures to illuminate moral and intellectual ideals. 

• English Traits (1856) – Observations of English society, combining cultural critique 

and travel writing. 

 

Central Themes in Emerson’s Writings 

1. Individualism and Self-Reliance 

o Emphasis on trusting one’s intuition and inner moral compass. 

o Critique of conformity and blind adherence to social norms. 

2. Nature and Spiritual Insight 

o Nature as a teacher, revealing the divine order and universal truths. 

o Promotes reflection and meditation as paths to moral and spiritual growth. 

3. Human Potential and Optimism 

o Humans are inherently good and capable of moral, intellectual, and spiritual 

development. 

o Life is an opportunity for personal and societal improvement. 

4. Unity and the Over-Soul 

o Belief in a universal spirit connecting all people and nature. 

o Individual experience is part of a larger, interconnected cosmic order. 



73 
 

5. American Intellectual Identity 

o Advocacy for a distinctly American literature and philosophy, independent 

from European traditions. 

o Encourages self-education, critical thought, and public engagement. 

 

Significance 

• Emerson defined the philosophical and literary framework of American 

Transcendentalism. 

• His essays and lectures shaped 19th-century American literature, philosophy, and 

reform movements. 

• Influenced writers and thinkers such as Henry David Thoreau, Walt Whitman, 

Margaret Fuller, and Nathaniel Hawthorne. 

• Blended lyrical prose, moral philosophy, and social critique, creating a distinctively 

American literary voice. 
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Ralph Waldo Emerson – Nature (1836) 

 

Nature is Ralph Waldo Emerson’s foundational essay of Transcendentalism, published in 

1836. It presents a vision of the natural world as a source of spiritual insight and moral 

guidance. The work emphasizes the unity of humanity, nature, and the divine, arguing that 

personal intuition and direct experience of nature reveal universal truths beyond the reach of 

organized religion or formal education. 

 

Structure and Content 

The essay is composed of several key sections, each addressing aspects of human perception, 

spirituality, and the moral significance of nature: 

1. Nature as a Source of Joy and Inspiration 

o Emerson begins by describing the beauty and serenity of the natural world. 

o Nature inspires awe, peace, and a sense of belonging, elevating the human spirit 

above the constraints of society. 

o Direct observation of nature allows individuals to connect with the sublime and 

experience emotional and spiritual renewal. 

2. The Role of the Individual and Intuition 

o Human beings must trust their inner instincts and perceptions rather than 

relying solely on tradition or authority. 

o Emerson emphasizes self-reliance in understanding both nature and life’s moral 

and spiritual dimensions. 

3. Nature and the Divine 

o Nature is portrayed as a visible manifestation of the divine, revealing universal 

truths. 

o Every natural phenomenon, from a tree to a river, carries spiritual significance. 

o The essay proposes the idea of the Over-Soul, the unifying spirit connecting 

humanity, nature, and God. 

4. Intellectual and Moral Development 

o Observation of nature encourages philosophical reflection, ethical insight, and 

personal growth. 

o Emerson links contemplation of the natural world with moral clarity and 

creative imagination. 
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5. Society versus Solitude 

o While society imposes rules and expectations, solitude in nature fosters 

authentic self-discovery. 

o Retreating into the natural world allows individuals to reconnect with their 

essential humanity. 

 

Themes 

• Spirituality in Nature: Nature is a medium through which humans can perceive the 

divine. 

• Individualism and Intuition: Personal insight is more reliable than institutional 

authority. 

• Unity and the Over-Soul: All elements of existence—human, natural, and divine—are 

interconnected. 

• Moral and Intellectual Growth: Nature cultivates wisdom, ethical understanding, and 

creative thought. 

• Sublime and Beauty: The aesthetic experience of nature inspires emotional elevation 

and contemplation. 

 

Significance 

• Nature established the philosophical foundation for Transcendentalism, influencing 

writers, thinkers, and social reformers. 

• The essay helped define a distinctly American literary and philosophical identity, 

emphasizing self-reliance, moral vision, and spiritual connection to the natural 

world. 

• Its influence extends to later Transcendentalists, including Henry David Thoreau and 

Margaret Fuller, shaping American literature, philosophy, and environmental thought. 

 

Ralph Waldo Emerson – Self-Reliance (1841) 

 

Self-Reliance is one of Ralph Waldo Emerson’s most influential essays, included in his Essays: 

First Series (1841). It articulates the philosophy of individualism, urging readers to trust their 

inner voice and intuition rather than conform to societal norms or external authority. The essay 

is both philosophical and practical, offering guidance on personal integrity, moral 

independence, and intellectual freedom. 
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Structure and Content 

1. Trusting the Individual Self 

o Emerson emphasizes that each person possesses a unique insight and moral 

compass. 

o Reliance on personal judgment is superior to imitation or conformity to social 

expectations. 

o True self-reliance involves confidence in one’s thoughts, decisions, and creative 

capacities. 

2. Critique of Society and Conformity 

o Society often discourages originality and pressures individuals to adhere to 

conventional norms. 

o Conformity stifles moral and spiritual growth; independence is essential for 

authentic living. 

3. The Role of Nonconformity 

o Emerson celebrates the nonconformist, who acts according to inner convictions 

rather than popular opinion. 

o He argues that genius, creativity, and moral insight emerge from 

independence and self-trust. 

4. Consistency versus Growth 

o Emerson challenges blind consistency, stating that personal evolution and 

adaptation are natural and necessary. 

o True wisdom comes from flexibility, reflection, and responsiveness to one’s 

own principles. 

5. Spiritual and Moral Dimensions 

o Self-reliance is ethical as well as intellectual; trusting oneself aligns with 

universal truth. 

o Emerson connects self-trust with the Over-Soul, suggesting that individual 

intuition resonates with a higher spiritual order. 

 

Themes 

• Individualism and Personal Integrity: Confidence in one’s thoughts and moral 

judgment. 
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• Nonconformity: Resistance to societal pressure and conventional expectations. 

• Intuition over Reason: Inner guidance surpasses external authority. 

• Moral and Spiritual Development: Self-trust is essential for ethical and spiritual 

growth. 

• Dynamic Selfhood: Embracing change and evolution in thought and character. 

 

Style and Method 

• Persuasive and Aphoristic: Emerson uses memorable maxims and rhetorical 

repetition. 

• Reflective and Philosophical: Combines philosophical reasoning with practical 

guidance. 

• Lyrical Prose: Blends poetic imagery with moral argumentation, enhancing readability 

and emotional impact. 

 

Significance 

• Self-Reliance is a central text of American Transcendentalism, articulating its core 

values of individualism and moral independence. 

• Influenced literature, philosophy, and social reform, encouraging generations to trust 

personal intuition and creativity. 

• Its principles inspired writers and thinkers such as Henry David Thoreau, Walt 

Whitman, and Margaret Fuller. 

• Remains a timeless guide to personal growth, autonomy, and ethical living. 

 

Ralph Waldo Emerson – The American Scholar (1837) 

 

The American Scholar is a lecture delivered at Harvard College in 1837 and later published 

as an essay. It is considered one of Emerson’s most influential works, often called the 

“Intellectual Declaration of Independence” for the United States. The essay calls for the 

cultivation of a distinctly American intellectual and cultural identity, urging scholars and 

citizens to rely on self-reliance, observation, and creative thought rather than imitating 

European models. 

 

Structure and Content 



78 
 

1. The Duties of the Scholar 

o Emerson defines the scholar as a thinker, observer, and moral guide. 

o A scholar must engage actively with nature, society, and history, drawing 

wisdom from personal experience. 

o Intellectual independence is emphasized: the scholar should trust their own 

understanding rather than copying others. 

2. Sources of Knowledge 

o Emerson identifies three primary influences: 

1. Nature: The external world provides insight and inspiration. 

2. The Past (Books and Tradition): Knowledge of history and literature 

informs understanding. 

3. Action (Experience): Active engagement with life and society 

cultivates practical wisdom. 

3. Critique of Imitation 

o Emerson argues that blindly imitating European thinkers undermines 

American originality. 

o Scholars must create their own ideas, drawing from their unique environment 

and experiences. 

4. The Scholar and Society 

o The scholar has a responsibility to society: to think independently, 

communicate ideas, and guide moral and intellectual progress. 

o Education should inspire self-reliance, critical thought, and civic 

engagement. 

5. Vision of an American Intellectual Identity 

o Emerson advocates for a literature, philosophy, and scholarship rooted in 

American experience. 

o He emphasizes the beauty of the American landscape, the spirit of democracy, 

and the potential of individual insight to shape culture. 

 

Themes 

• Intellectual Independence: Trusting personal judgment and creative thought over 

imitation. 

• Self-Reliance in Scholarship: Scholars should develop ideas from direct experience 

and observation. 
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• Nature as Teacher: The natural world provides insight into moral, spiritual, and 

intellectual truths. 

• American Identity: Encourages a distinctively American literature, philosophy, and 

culture. 

• Moral Responsibility: Scholars have a duty to guide and improve society through their 

knowledge and insight. 

 

Style and Method 

• Oratorical and Persuasive: Written as a speech, using rhetorical flourishes to engage 

the audience. 

• Philosophical and Reflective: Combines moral and intellectual guidance with 

observations on society and nature. 

• Inspirational Tone: Urges Americans to develop originality, self-confidence, and 

civic-mindedness. 

 

Significance 

• The American Scholar became a milestone in American intellectual history, 

encouraging the cultivation of original thought and national identity. 

• It influenced generations of writers, educators, and reformers, including Henry David 

Thoreau, Walt Whitman, and the Transcendentalists. 

• The essay helped establish a uniquely American vision of literature, scholarship, 

and philosophy, emphasizing creativity, independence, and moral responsibility. 

 

Ralph Waldo Emerson – Essays: First Series (1841) 

 

Emerson’s Essays: First Series is a collection of philosophical and reflective essays that 

articulate the principles of Transcendentalism. The essays explore themes of individualism, 

morality, spirituality, and the human connection to nature. They are written in a lyrical, 

meditative style, combining ethical reflection with philosophical argumentation. 

 

Selected Essays and Themes 

1. Compensation 



80 
 

• Overview: Explores the principle that every action and event has a balancing 

consequence; life maintains moral equilibrium. 

• Key Ideas: 

o Good and evil, loss and gain, joy and suffering are interconnected. 

o Nature and the universe enforce moral and spiritual balance. 

o Individuals should understand this principle to live wisely and harmoniously. 

• Themes: morality, balance in life, universal justice, and ethical reflection. 

 

2. The Over-Soul 

• Overview: Discusses the existence of a universal spirit connecting all beings, 

transcending individual differences. 

• Key Ideas: 

o All human beings share a spiritual unity with each other and with nature. 

o Individual intuition allows access to universal truths. 

o Emphasizes the transcendence of the material world and the importance of 

spiritual insight. 

• Themes: spirituality, unity of existence, intuition, and the connection between the 

individual and the divine. 

 

3. Circles 

• Overview: Examines the infinite nature of growth and expansion in knowledge, 

experience, and moral development. 

• Key Ideas: 

o Life and understanding progress in expanding circles; each stage of growth 

leads to further discovery. 

o Individuals should embrace change and seek continual improvement. 

o Growth is unending; no absolute limits exist for learning and personal 

development. 

• Themes: growth, progress, intellectual and spiritual development, infinite potential. 

 

4. Experience 

• Overview: Reflects on human limitations, disappointment, and the pursuit of 

wisdom through personal and collective experience. 
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• Key Ideas: 

o Life includes suffering, misjudgement, and unfulfilled expectations. 

o Personal insight emerges from reflection on successes and failures. 

o True understanding requires acceptance of human limitation and continuous 

moral and intellectual effort. 

• Themes: maturity, human limitation, wisdom through reflection, and self-awareness. 

 

Central Themes Across the Essays 

1. Individualism and Self-Reliance: Trusting personal intuition and moral judgment. 

2. Spirituality and the Over-Soul: The universe is interconnected; spiritual insight 

transcends material experience. 

3. Moral Reflection and Ethics: Life operates under universal moral principles. 

4. Growth and Progress: Human development—intellectual, moral, and spiritual—is 

continuous. 

5. Nature and the Sublime: Nature provides insight, inspiration, and guidance for human 

life. 

 

Style and Method 

• Lyrical and Philosophical: Combines poetic language with logical argumentation. 

• Meditative and Reflective: Encourages readers to contemplate moral, spiritual, and 

intellectual truths. 

• Aphoristic: Uses memorable maxims to communicate complex ideas succinctly. 

• Persuasive: Seeks to inspire moral, spiritual, and intellectual self-improvement. 

 

Significance 

• These essays established Emerson as the intellectual leader of Transcendentalism. 

• Influenced writers, thinkers, and reformers such as Henry David Thoreau, Margaret 

Fuller, Walt Whitman, and Emily Dickinson. 

• Demonstrated how literature can integrate philosophy, ethics, and spirituality, 

defining a uniquely American intellectual tradition. 

• Helped shape the 19th-century American discourse on individualism, moral 

responsibility, and spiritual insight. 
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Handout 23 Margaret Fuller (1810-1850) 

 

Margaret Fuller was a writer, critic, and early feminist thinker closely associated with the 

Transcendentalist movement. She advocated women’s education, intellectual freedom, and 

social reform, combining literary criticism, philosophical insight, and activism. Fuller’s work 

extended Transcendentalist principles to questions of gender equality and human potential, 

making her a pioneering figure in both American literature and feminist thought. 

 

Life 

• Born in Cambridgeport, Massachusetts, in 1810. 

• Highly educated, fluent in multiple languages, and well-versed in literature, philosophy, 

and history. 

• Studied European intellectual thought, traveling to England, France, and Italy. 

• Edited The Dial, the principal Transcendentalist journal, from 1840 to 1842. 

• Advocated for women’s rights and social reform until her death in a shipwreck in 1850. 

• Fuller combined literary work, social activism, and philosophical reflection, 

embodying the Transcendentalist ideal of intellectual engagement. 

 

Major Works 

1. Woman in the Nineteenth Century (1845) 

• Type: Book / Treatise 

• Significance: Fuller’s most influential work, considered a foundational feminist text 

in the United States. 

• Content: 

o Argues for women’s education, intellectual independence, and social 

equality. 

o Critiques traditional gender roles and limitations imposed by society. 

o Encourages women to develop moral, intellectual, and spiritual potential. 

• Themes: gender equality, education, self-realization, individualism, and social reform. 

2. Contributions to The Dial 

• Type: Essays and reviews 

• Significance: Fuller used her platform to advance literary criticism, philosophical 

discourse, and social ideas. 
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• Themes: literature as moral instruction, intellectual development, and human potential. 

3. European Travel Writings 

• Content: Observations on European politics, society, and culture. 

• Significance: Combines personal narrative with sociopolitical commentary, reflecting 

her engagement with transnational intellectual currents. 

 

Themes and Methods 

1. Feminism and Gender Equality 

o Advocates the full development of women’s intellectual and moral 

capacities. 

o Critiques restrictive social and cultural norms. 

2. Transcendental Philosophy 

o Applies Emersonian ideas of individual intuition and self-reliance to social 

and gender issues. 

o Belief in the divine potential of every individual, regardless of gender. 

3. Education and Intellectual Growth 

o Emphasizes the transformative power of education and self-cultivation. 

o Encourages critical thinking, creativity, and moral responsibility. 

4. Social Reform and Human Potential 

o Advocates abolition, women’s rights, and broader social justice. 

o Combines literary insight with practical activism. 

5. Literary and Philosophical Style 

o Persuasive, reflective, and analytical prose. 

o Combines personal observation with philosophical argumentation and moral 

exhortation. 

 

Significance 

• Fuller expanded the scope of Transcendentalism to include social reform, particularly 

in women’s rights and education. 

• Influenced later American feminists, including Elizabeth Cady Stanton and Susan B. 

Anthony. 

• Helped define American intellectual culture by combining literature, philosophy, and 

activism. 
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• Her work demonstrated the compatibility of literary achievement with social 

engagement, bridging theory and practice in American thought. 
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Handout 24: Nathaniel Hawthorne (1804-1864) 

 

Nathaniel Hawthorne was a central figure in American Romanticism, renowned for his 

exploration of morality, sin, and human psychology. His fiction often delves into the moral 

complexities of Puritan New England, combining allegory, symbolism, and dark Romantic 

elements. Hawthorne’s works reflect on the tension between individual desires and societal 

expectations, emphasizing guilt, conscience, and moral ambiguity. 

 

Life 

• Born in Salem, Massachusetts, in 1804, a descendant of Puritan settlers. 

• Studied at Bowdoin College, where he formed friendships with Henry Wadsworth 

Longfellow and Franklin Pierce. 

• Early career included writing short stories and working at the Salem Custom House, 

experiences which influenced his literary themes. 

• Hawthorne’s travels in Europe and residence in Concord exposed him to 

Transcendentalist ideas, although he often critically examined their optimism. 

• Published novels and short stories exploring historical, moral, and psychological themes 

until his death in 1864. 

 

Major Works 

1. Novels 

• The Scarlet Letter (1850) 

o Set in Puritan New England; explores sin, guilt, and societal judgment. 

o Central symbols: the scarlet letter “A,” the forest, and light and darkness. 

o Themes: morality, redemption, individual versus society, psychological depth. 

• The House of the Seven Gables (1851) 

o Focuses on ancestral guilt and its effects on descendants. 

o Themes: inherited sin, decay, atonement, family legacy. 

• The Blithedale Romance (1852) 

o Inspired by Hawthorne’s experience at the utopian Brook Farm community. 

o Themes: idealism versus reality, human imperfection, social experimentation. 

• The Marble Faun (1860) 

o Set in Italy; explores art, sin, and moral ambiguity. 
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o Themes: innocence versus experience, guilt, artistic and spiritual perception. 

 

2. Short Stories and Collections 

• Twice-Told Tales (1837, 1842) 

o Early collection of allegorical and Gothic stories. 

o Themes: Puritan heritage, morality, psychological insight, the supernatural. 

• Mosses from an Old Manse (1846) 

o Stories with historical and psychological depth, emphasizing moral 

complexity. 

 

Key Themes in Hawthorne’s Works 

1. Sin, Guilt, and Moral Ambiguity 

o Central concern: how individuals confront personal and inherited sin. 

o Explores psychological consequences of moral transgression. 

2. Puritanism and Historical Legacy 

o Critiques the rigidity and moral absolutism of Puritan society. 

o Examines historical guilt and collective conscience. 

3. Individual versus Society 

o Characters often face tension between personal desires and societal norms or 

expectations. 

o Explores consequences of rebellion, secrecy, and moral choice. 

4. Allegory and Symbolism 

o Uses symbolic settings, objects, and characters to convey moral and 

psychological truths. 

o Examples: the scarlet letter “A,” the forest, ancestral houses, and shadows. 

5. Psychological and Gothic Elements 

o Explores inner conflict, fear, and the darker side of human nature. 

o Blends Romantic idealism with realism and Gothic motifs. 

 

Style and Method 

• Lyrical, reflective, and allegorical prose. 

• Symbolism as a central technique to convey moral and psychological depth. 

• Gothic and historical elements used to explore human nature and moral questions. 
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• Narrative focus on inner lives rather than external action alone. 

Significance 

• Hawthorne’s works defined the moral and psychological dimensions of American 

Romanticism. 

• He influenced later writers including Henry James, Edith Wharton, and modern 

American literature exploring conscience and morality. 

• His exploration of sin, guilt, and historical legacy provided a framework for 

understanding the complexities of the human experience in American cultural and 

literary history. 

 

Nathaniel Hawthorne – The Scarlet Letter (1850) 

The Scarlet Letter is Nathaniel Hawthorne’s most famous novel and a classic of American 

Romanticism. Set in 17th-century Puritan Massachusetts, it explores themes of sin, guilt, 

punishment, and redemption through the story of Hester Prynne, a woman condemned for 

adultery. The novel combines historical realism, psychological depth, and allegorical 

symbolism, making it a cornerstone of American literature. 

 

Plot Summary 

• Hester Prynne, a young woman, is publicly shamed and forced to wear the scarlet 

letter “A” on her chest as punishment for adultery. 

• She lives on the outskirts of society, raising her daughter, Pearl, while enduring 

isolation and judgment. 

• The father of Pearl, Arthur Dimmesdale, is a respected minister who hides his guilt. 

• Roger Chillingworth, Hester’s estranged husband, seeks revenge on Dimmesdale. 

• The novel follows the intertwined fates of Hester, Dimmesdale, Chillingworth, and 

Pearl, exploring moral dilemmas and societal constraints. 

 

Major Themes 

1. Sin and Guilt 

o The novel examines private versus public sin. 

o Hester bears public shame, while Dimmesdale suffers internal torment. 

o Explores the psychological consequences of wrongdoing and concealment. 

2. Punishment and Redemption 
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o Hester’s punishment is both social and symbolic. 

o Redemption is portrayed as self-awareness, moral growth, and acts of 

compassion. 

3. Individual versus Society 

o Hester’s defiance highlights the tension between personal conscience and rigid 

societal norms. 

o Society’s judgment is contrasted with individual morality and integrity. 

4. Symbolism 

o The Scarlet Letter “A”: Sin, shame, and ultimately strength and resilience. 

o Pearl: Living embodiment of Hester’s sin, also a symbol of vitality and insight. 

o The Forest: Freedom, natural law, and moral complexity outside Puritan 

rigidity. 

o Light and Darkness: Represents knowledge, guilt, and moral truth. 

5. Hypocrisy and Hidden Sin 

o Dimmesdale’s hidden guilt critiques moral hypocrisy in Puritan society. 

o Chillingworth’s obsession with revenge contrasts with Hester’s resilience and 

moral growth. 

 

Style and Method 

• Lyrical and descriptive prose, rich in imagery and allegory. 

• Symbolic and psychological depth, exploring internal states of characters. 

• Historical realism: Detailed depiction of Puritan New England and its social norms. 

• Narrative structure: Combines third-person omniscience with reflective commentary 

on morality and human nature. 

 

Significance 

• Considered a masterpiece of American Romanticism, blending Gothic elements, 

historical context, and moral exploration. 

• Influenced the development of psychological and symbolic fiction in America. 

• Explores timeless human concerns: conscience, societal pressure, redemption, and the 

struggle between individual and collective morality. 

• Establishes Hawthorne as a key figure in examining Puritan legacy and moral 

complexity in American literature. 
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Nathaniel Hawthorne – Short Story Collections 

Nathaniel Hawthorne’s early short story collections establish his reputation as a key figure in 

American Romanticism and Gothic literature. These works explore moral complexity, 

Puritan history, human psychology, and the supernatural. Hawthorne combines allegory, 

symbolism, and historical detail to examine sin, guilt, and ethical dilemmas, providing a 

foundation for his later novels. 

 

Twice-Told Tales (1837, 1842) 

• Content: A collection of short stories originally published in magazines. 

• Themes: 

1. Puritanism and Morality: Stories like “The Minister’s Black Veil” explore 

guilt, hidden sin, and social judgment. 

2. Psychological Insight: Emphasis on inner conflict and conscience, such as in 

“Dr. Heidegger’s Experiment.” 

3. Historical Reflection: Tales set in colonial New England reveal the moral and 

social norms of the period. 

4. Supernatural and Gothic Elements: Stories use ghosts, mysterious events, 

and allegory to probe ethical questions. 

• Significant Stories: 

o “The Minister’s Black Veil”: A clergyman wears a veil to symbolize hidden sin. 

o “Young Goodman Brown”: Examines human susceptibility to evil and moral 

ambiguity. 

o “Dr. Heidegger’s Experiment”: A tale of human folly, vanity, and the illusion 

of youth. 

 

Mosses from an Old Manse (1846) 

• Content: Collected during Hawthorne’s residence at the Old Manse in Concord, 

Massachusetts. 

• Themes: 

1. Moral Complexity: Explores ethical dilemmas, human imperfection, and 

conscience. 

2. Historical Allegory: Reflects on colonial history and Puritan legacy. 

3. Psychological Depth: Emphasizes inner life, guilt, and hidden motives. 
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4. Symbolism and Gothic Atmosphere: Employs mysterious settings and 

symbolic objects to enhance moral and philosophical themes. 

• Significant Stories: 

o “The Birth-Mark”: Examines obsession with perfection and human limitation. 

o “Rappaccini’s Daughter”: Explores the danger of knowledge and unnatural 

interference with nature. 

o “The Artist of the Beautiful”: Contrasts artistic vision with practical society. 

 

Style and Method 

• Allegorical and Symbolic: Objects, characters, and events carry moral and 

philosophical significance. 

• Psychological Focus: Deep exploration of human motives, fears, and ethical 

dilemmas. 

• Gothic Elements: Use of mystery, dark atmospheres, and supernatural motifs. 

• Historical Realism: Rich depiction of Puritan New England, blending fact and 

imagination. 

 

Significance 

• These collections established Hawthorne’s literary identity and thematic concerns. 

• Helped define American Gothic fiction, blending psychological insight with moral 

allegory. 

• Influenced later American Romantic and psychological fiction, including his own 

novels. 

• Solidified Hawthorne’s reputation as a critical observer of Puritan morality and 

human nature. 

 

Nathaniel Hawthorne – Dr. Heidegger’s Experiment (1837) 

Dr. Heidegger’s Experiment is a short story included in Twice-Told Tales that explores 

human folly, vanity, and the obsession with youth and perfection. It combines Gothic 

elements, allegory, and moral reflection to examine the consequences of human desire and 

moral weakness. 

 

Plot Summary 
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• Dr. Heidegger, an elderly scholar, invites four friends—all advanced in age and 

flawed in character—to his study. 

• He presents them with water from the Fountain of Youth, which temporarily restores 

their youth and vitality. 

• While young again, the friends revert to their former vanities, follies, and rivalries, 

demonstrating the persistence of human weakness. 

• The experiment ends with the water’s effect fading, leaving the participants older and 

unchanged in character. 

• Dr. Heidegger himself chooses not to drink the water, observing human folly with 

sober wisdom. 

 

Major Themes 

1. Human Folly and Moral Weakness 

o The story demonstrates that external restoration of youth does not change 

character. 

o Vanity, greed, and imprudence dominate despite temporary physical 

rejuvenation. 

2. The Limits of Science and Knowledge 

o Dr. Heidegger’s experiment illustrates the limitations of scientific 

experimentation in improving human morality or wisdom. 

3. Wisdom versus Folly 

o Dr. Heidegger represents experience, reflection, and moral insight, 

contrasting with his friends’ impulsive behavior. 

4. The Transience of Youth and Beauty 

o Youth and physical beauty are fleeting and cannot correct deeper moral flaws. 

5. Allegory of Human Nature 

o The story serves as a cautionary tale about the human tendency to repeat 

mistakes. 

o Emphasizes the importance of self-knowledge and ethical development over 

superficial desires. 

 

Style and Method 
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• Allegorical and Gothic: Uses symbolism (Fountain of Youth, experiment) to convey 

moral lessons. 

• Psychological Insight: Examines motives, desires, and moral weaknesses of 

characters. 

• Irony: Highlights the contrast between human aspiration and actual behavior. 

• Reflective Narrative: The story blends narrative description with philosophical and 

ethical commentary. 

 

Significance 

• Exemplifies Hawthorne’s moral allegorical style and interest in human psychology 

and ethical dilemmas. 

• Demonstrates the limitations of superficial remedies for deeper character flaws. 

• Highlights central concerns of American Romanticism: individual character, moral 

reflection, and human imperfection. 

• Serves as a timeless critique of vanity, greed, and the failure to learn from 

experience. 

  



93 
 

Handout 25: Henry Wadsworth Longfellow (1807-1882) 

 

Henry Wadsworth Longfellow was one of the most prominent American poets of the 19th 

century, known for his lyrical style, accessibility, and use of American history and legend. 

He played a key role in shaping American Romantic poetry, combining European literary 

influences with distinctly American themes. 

 

Life 

• Born in Portland, Maine, in 1807. 

• Educated at Bowdoin College; later studied in Europe, particularly Germany, where he 

was influenced by Romantic poets and folklore. 

• Served as a professor of modern languages at Bowdoin and Harvard. 

• Widely admired for poetry that appealed to both popular and literary audiences. 

• Experienced personal tragedy, including the death of his first wife, which influenced his 

reflective and often elegiac poetry. 

 

Major Works 

1. Poetry Collections 

• Voices of the Night (1839) 

o Early collection; reflective and lyrical, exploring nature, human emotion, and 

moral themes. 

• Ballads and Other Poems (1841) 

o Includes famous narrative poems such as “The Wreck of the Hesperus”. 

• Evangeline (1847) 

o Narrative poem about the Acadian expulsion, emphasizing faithfulness, 

endurance, and historical memory. 

o Combines American historical subject matter with Romantic sensibility. 

• The Song of Hiawatha (1855) 

o Epic poem based on Native American legends, particularly Ojibwe traditions. 

o Explores heroism, nature, and cultural identity. 

• The Courtship of Miles Standish (1858) 

o Historical narrative poem set in Puritan New England, blending romance and 

legend. 
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2. Themes in Longfellow’s Poetry 

• American History and Legend: Celebrates national identity, colonial history, and 

folklore. 

• Nature: Frequent use of landscape as reflection of human emotion. 

• Moral Reflection: Poems often convey ethical lessons, faith, and virtue. 

• Romantic Heroism and Idealism: Explores noble deeds, personal courage, and 

enduring love. 

• Accessibility: Uses clear, melodic language appealing to a broad audience. 

 

Style and Method 

• Lyric and Narrative: Combines song-like rhythms with storytelling. 

• Use of Symbolism and Imagery: Nature and historical settings as symbols of moral 

and emotional states. 

• Influence of European Romanticism: Especially German and British Romantic poets. 

• Metrical Precision: Mastery of meter and rhyme, making poetry musical and 

memorable. 

 

Significance 

• Longfellow was the first American poet widely celebrated in Europe, helping to 

legitimize American literature internationally. 

• Influenced later poets such as James Russell Lowell, John Greenleaf Whittier, and 

Walt Whitman. 

• His poetry blended Romantic ideals with American history, making literature a 

medium for national identity and moral reflection. 

• Known for balancing popular appeal with literary artistry, making him a cornerstone 

of American Romantic literature. 

 

Henry Wadsworth Longfellow – The Song of Hiawatha (1855) 

The Song of Hiawatha is an epic poem that draws on Native American legends, particularly 

from the Ojibwe and other Algonquian-speaking peoples. Longfellow wrote it in trochaic 

tetrameter, inspired by Finnish epic poetry, especially the Kalevala, to create a rhythm 

resembling traditional oral storytelling. The poem is considered a landmark in American 
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Romantic literature, blending folklore, nature, and moral reflection to explore heroism, 

human experience, and cultural identity. 

 

Structure and Content 

• The poem is divided into 22 cantos, each narrating different episodes from the life of 

Hiawatha, a Native American hero. 

• Key Episodes: 

1. Birth and Early Life: Hiawatha is prophesied to be a great leader, learning 

wisdom and skill from elders. 

2. Love and Marriage: Hiawatha falls in love with Minnehaha, emphasizing 

human emotion and personal devotion. 

3. Heroic Deeds: Hiawatha demonstrates courage, intelligence, and moral 

leadership, solving problems and defending his people. 

4. Interaction with Nature: The poem depicts the natural world as integral to 

life, wisdom, and morality. 

5. Spiritual and Ethical Lessons: Hiawatha teaches values of community, 

harmony, and respect for nature. 

 

Major Themes 

1. Heroism and Leadership 

o Hiawatha embodies strength, wisdom, and moral integrity. 

o Heroism is defined not only by physical prowess but by ethical behavior and 

guidance of the community. 

2. Nature and the Human Connection 

o Nature is portrayed as sacred and instructive, providing lessons and shaping 

human character. 

o Longfellow emphasizes harmony between humans and the natural world. 

3. Folklore and Cultural Identity 

o Draws from Native American oral traditions, preserving and popularizing 

indigenous stories for a wider audience. 

o Highlights cultural values, legends, and spiritual beliefs. 

4. Love and Family 
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o Personal relationships, especially Hiawatha’s love for Minnehaha, are central to 

human experience. 

o Emphasizes commitment, loyalty, and the moral significance of human 

bonds. 

5. Moral and Ethical Instruction 

o Explores justice, wisdom, courage, and community responsibility. 

o The epic provides lessons on ethical living and civic duty. 

 

Style and Method 

• Trochaic Tetrameter: Gives the poem a song-like, rhythmic quality, echoing oral 

storytelling traditions. 

• Epic and Narrative Form: Combines heroic narrative with episodic storytelling. 

• Use of Repetition and Parallelism: Enhances memorability and musicality. 

• Descriptive Imagery: Rich portrayals of landscape, animals, and human action. 

• Allegorical and Didactic: Episodes often convey moral and ethical lessons. 

 

Significance 

• The Song of Hiawatha is a major achievement in American Romantic literature, 

blending folk tradition, national identity, and moral reflection. 

• It helped popularize Native American legends while emphasizing the American 

landscape and cultural heritage. 

• Influenced later poets, storytellers, and writers in both the United States and Europe. 

• The poem reflects Longfellow’s goal of creating a distinctly American epic, merging 

historical and cultural narratives with Romantic ideals. 
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Handout 26: John Greenleaf Whittier (1807-1892) 

 

John Greenleaf Whittier was a Quaker poet, social reformer, and advocate for abolitionism, 

whose poetry combines Romantic sensibility with moral and social purpose. He is known 

for addressing social issues through lyrical and narrative verse, particularly focusing on 

slavery, justice, and humanitarian ideals. Whittier’s work exemplifies the intersection of 

Romantic literary style and social activism in 19th-century America. 

 

Life 

• Born in Haverhill, Massachusetts, in 1807 to a Quaker farming family. 

• Largely self-educated, with a strong grounding in religion, moral philosophy, and 

literature. 

• Became active in abolitionist movements, collaborating with leaders like William 

Lloyd Garrison. 

• Served as editor of The National Anti-Slavery Standard, combining journalism with 

activism. 

• Poetry reflects Quaker values, social conscience, and ethical reflection. 

 

Major Works 

1. Poetry Collections 

• Legends of New England (1831–1834) 

o Early narrative poems based on New England history and folklore. 

o Themes: Puritan heritage, morality, and local legends. 

• Voices of Freedom (1835–1850) 

o Anti-slavery poems expressing moral outrage and calls for social justice. 

o Prominent works: “The Hunters of Men”, “The Song of the Vermonters”. 

• Snow-Bound (1866) 

o Celebrates rural New England life, family, and memory. 

o Themes: nature, domestic life, and nostalgia. 

 

2. Themes in Whittier’s Poetry 

• Abolitionism and Social Reform: Poems denounce slavery, advocate justice, and 

promote humanitarian ideals. 
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• Religion and Morality: Quaker faith informs his ethical vision and poetic diction. 

• Nature and Rural Life: Often idealizes New England landscapes and pastoral life. 

• History and Legend: Draws on local history and folk traditions, linking the past to 

moral lessons. 

• Patriotism and Civic Duty: Emphasizes responsibility, community, and moral 

courage. 

 

Style and Method 

• Lyrical and Narrative: Combines storytelling with lyrical expression, often with 

emotional and moral emphasis. 

• Plain and Accessible Language: Reflecting Quaker ideals of simplicity and clarity. 

• Symbolism and Allegory: Uses natural imagery and historical figures to convey 

ethical and social messages. 

• Didactic Purpose: Poetry often aims to educate, persuade, and inspire moral 

reflection. 

 

Significance 

• Whittier’s work bridged Romantic literary style with social conscience, making him 

a key figure in American literary history and reform movements. 

• His anti-slavery poetry contributed to public discourse and activism during a critical 

period in American history. 

• Celebrated for preserving New England history, folk traditions, and moral 

philosophy in poetic form. 

• Alongside Longfellow, Lowell, and Holmes, he helped define the lyrical and socially 

conscious dimensions of American Romanticism. 
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Handout 27: James Russell Lowell (1819-1891) 

 

James Russell Lowell was a poet, critic, editor, and diplomat, recognized as one of the leading 

American Romantic writers. His work combines lyrical and satirical poetry, literary 

criticism, and social engagement, reflecting both artistic skill and moral consciousness. 

Lowell’s writing addresses social reform, national identity, and human experience, placing 

him at the intersection of literature and public life. 

 

Life 

• Born in Cambridge, Massachusetts, in 1819. 

• Educated at Harvard College, developing a strong foundation in classics and 

literature. 

• Editor of several important journals, including The Atlantic Monthly, influencing 

American literary taste and discourse. 

• Active in abolitionist and reform movements, often blending literary work with social 

activism. 

• Served as U.S. ambassador to Spain and the United Kingdom, reflecting his 

engagement with international culture and politics. 

 

Major Works 

1. Poetry Collections 

• A Fable for Critics (1848) 

o Satirical poems evaluating contemporary writers and literary trends. 

o Combines humor, critique, and literary insight. 

• The Biglow Papers (1848, 1867) 

o Satirical narrative poems in vernacular Yankee dialect, addressing slavery, 

politics, and the Mexican-American War. 

o Combines folk humor, moral critique, and social commentary. 

• Poems (1849, 1857, 1865) 

o Lyrical poetry reflecting love, nature, and moral reflection. 

o Often imbued with patriotic and ethical themes. 

 

Themes in Lowell’s Works 



100 
 

1. Social and Political Reform 

o Strongly anti-slavery; critiques injustice and oppression. 

o Advocates ethical responsibility, civic engagement, and moral courage. 

2. National Identity and Patriotism 

o Explores American values, history, and character. 

o Uses humor, satire, and narrative poetry to engage readers. 

3. Nature and Romantic Idealism 

o Nature serves as a symbol of moral reflection and emotional experience. 

4. Literary Criticism and Satire 

o Combines humor and insight in critiquing literary culture and human foibles. 

o Engages with both American and European literary traditions. 

 

Style and Method 

• Satirical and Lyrical: Employs humor, dialect, and narrative forms to convey 

ethical and social messages. 

• Accessible and Engaging: Uses plain language and relatable imagery to reach a 

broad audience. 

• Integration of Moral and Literary Critique: Combines aesthetic appreciation with 

social conscience. 

• Vernacular and Folk Elements: In works like The Biglow Papers, he uses regional 

dialects to enhance authenticity and humor. 

 

Significance 

• Lowell was a major figure in American Romanticism, blending lyrical beauty with 

social conscience and literary criticism. 

• Influenced both poetry and prose criticism, helping to shape American literary 

standards. 

• His work demonstrates the power of literature as a tool for social awareness and 

reform, particularly on issues of slavery and national identity. 

• Alongside Longfellow, Whittier, and Holmes, he contributed to defining the moral, 

patriotic, and socially engaged dimensions of American Romantic poetry. 
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Handout 28: Oliver Wendell Holmes (1809-1894) 

 

Oliver Wendell Holmes was a physician, poet, essayist, and humorist, renowned for 

combining literary skill with scientific insight and social commentary. His writing reflects 

the American Romantic interest in nature, individuality, and moral reflection, often 

infused with wit, humor, and intellectual sophistication. Holmes contributed to both literary 

culture and public discourse, bridging poetry, prose, and professional expertise. 

 

Life 

• Born in Cambridge, Massachusetts, in 1809. 

• Studied at Harvard College and Harvard Medical School, later practicing medicine 

while continuing literary work. 

• A member of the “Fireside Poets”, alongside Longfellow, Whittier, and Lowell, known 

for accessible, lyrical, and morally instructive poetry. 

• Prominent in Boston’s intellectual and cultural life, contributing essays, lectures, and 

literary criticism. 

 

Major Works 

1. Poetry 

• The Autocrat of the Breakfast-Table (1858) 

o A series of essays in verse and prose, blending wit, philosophy, and social 

observation. 

• Old Ironsides (1830) 

o Patriotic poem celebrating the USS Constitution; reflects national pride and 

historical memory. 

• The Chambered Nautilus (1858) 

o Metaphorical poem exploring spiritual growth, aspiration, and human 

progress. 

2. Essays and Prose 

• The Autocrat of the Breakfast-Table (1858) and sequels 

o Essays on human nature, society, philosophy, and humor, written in an 

accessible, conversational style. 

• Medical and Scientific Writings 
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o Combined scientific observation with literary expression, influencing both 

medical and literary communities. 

o  

Themes in Holmes’s Works 

1. Patriotism and National Identity 

o Celebrates American history, achievements, and moral values, as in Old 

Ironsides. 

2. Human Nature and Social Observation 

o Essays and poetry reflect on daily life, morality, and human character, often 

with humor. 

3. Moral and Spiritual Growth 

o Poems like The Chambered Nautilus emphasize personal and spiritual 

development, connecting human life with natural metaphors. 

4. Humor and Satire 

o Uses wit and irony to critique society, human folly, and intellectual pretension. 

5. Science and Literature Integration 

o Balances scientific knowledge with literary artistry, highlighting rationality 

alongside imagination. 

 

Style and Method 

• Lyrical and Accessible: Clear, musical language, often with folk elements or 

conversational tone. 

• Allegorical and Metaphorical: Uses nature and objects as symbols for spiritual and 

moral lessons. 

• Humorous and Reflective: Combines wit, social commentary, and philosophical 

insight. 

• Narrative and Dialogic Prose: Essays often structured as dialogues or reflections, 

making ideas engaging and relatable. 

 

Significance 

• Holmes was a central figure among the Fireside Poets, helping to establish American 

literary tradition and public taste. 
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• His combination of poetic skill, moral reflection, humor, and scientific insight 

distinguished him from contemporaries. 

• His poetry and essays influenced later writers and intellectual discourse, emphasizing 

morality, social awareness, and human growth. 

• Holmes exemplifies how American Romanticism blended literature, culture, and 

civic engagement in the 19th century. 
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Handout 29: Edgar Allan Poe (1809-1849) 

 

Edgar Allan Poe was a pioneering American writer, poet, editor, and critic, best known for 

Gothic fiction, detective stories, and lyrical poetry. He is regarded as a central figure in 

American Romanticism, particularly for his exploration of dark human psychology, 

mystery, and the macabre. Poe’s works combine lyrical beauty, narrative suspense, and 

philosophical depth, influencing both American and European literature. 

 

Life 

• Born in Boston, Massachusetts, in 1809. 

• Orphaned at an early age; raised by John Allan in Richmond, Virginia. 

• Attended University of Virginia, briefly West Point; struggled with financial 

instability and personal tragedies. 

• Worked as a literary critic and editor, promoting high literary standards. 

• Married his cousin Virginia Clemm, whose early death deeply affected him. 

• Died in 1849 under mysterious circumstances in Baltimore. 

 

Major Works 

1. Poetry 

• “The Raven” (1845): Narrative poem exploring grief, loss, and obsession, marked by 

musicality, rhythm, and symbolism. 

• “Annabel Lee” (1849): Romantic yet melancholic poem about eternal love and 

premature death. 

• “The City in the Sea” (1831) and “To Helen” (1831): Evoke mystery, beauty, and 

Gothic imagery. 

2. Short Stories 

• Gothic Tales: 

o “The Fall of the House of Usher” (1839): Explores madness, decay, and family 

curse. 

o “Ligeia” (1838): Examines love, death, and the supernatural. 

• Detective Stories: 

o “The Murders in the Rue Morgue” (1841): Introduced the modern detective 

fiction genre. 
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o “The Purloined Letter” (1844): Further develops analytical reasoning in 

detective fiction. 

• Psychological and Philosophical Tales: 

o “The Tell-Tale Heart” (1843): Focuses on guilt and paranoia. 

o “The Black Cat” (1843): Explores human cruelty and moral decay. 

 

Major Themes 

1. Death and Mortality 

o Poe frequently examines loss, grief, and the inevitability of death, creating a 

melancholic and haunting tone. 

2. Madness and Psychological Conflict 

o Characters often struggle with insanity, obsession, and guilt, emphasizing the 

dark side of human nature. 

3. The Supernatural and Gothic Elements 

o Uses ghostly settings, decaying mansions, and mysterious phenomena to 

evoke fear and suspense. 

4. Beauty and Aesthetic Experience 

o Emphasizes art, music, and poetic form as essential to human experience, 

blending beauty with terror. 

5. Logic and Rationality 

o In detective fiction, Poe explores analytical reasoning, observation, and 

deduction, contrasting with his Gothic and supernatural works. 

 

Style and Method 

• Gothic and Dark Romanticism: Focus on emotion, mystery, and the supernatural. 

• Psychological Realism: Detailed portrayal of inner states, obsession, and moral 

conflict. 

• Lyrical and Musical Language: Uses meter, rhyme, and alliteration to create 

rhythm and atmosphere. 

• Symbolism and Allegory: Objects, settings, and events often carry moral, 

philosophical, or psychological significance. 

• Innovative Narrative Techniques: Employs first-person unreliable narrators, 

framing devices, and analytical reasoning. 
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Significance 

• Poe is considered the master of Gothic fiction, the father of detective fiction, and a 

major American Romantic poet. 

• Influenced European Symbolists and French Decadents, as well as later American 

writers such as H.P. Lovecraft. 

• Blended literary artistry with psychological insight, establishing new genres and 

forms. 

• Explored human consciousness, mortality, and aesthetic experience, leaving a 

lasting impact on literature and literary criticism. 

 

The Raven (1845) – Overview and Analysis 

 

The Raven is Edgar Allan Poe’s most famous poem, published in 1845. It is considered a 

masterpiece of American Romanticism and Gothic poetry, admired for its musicality, 

symbolism, and psychological depth. The poem explores themes of grief, memory, and the 

search for meaning in loss, establishing Poe’s reputation as a leading poet of the macabre. 

 

Summary of the Poem 

The poem presents a first-person narrator who is mourning the death of his beloved, Lenore. 

Late at night, while reading in his study, he hears a knocking at his chamber door. At first, he 

imagines it to be a visitor, but it turns out to be a raven, a dark and mysterious bird. 

The raven enters the room and perches on a bust of Pallas Athena, symbolizing wisdom and 

knowledge. The narrator begins to question the bird about his sorrow and whether he will be 

reunited with Lenore in the afterlife. The raven responds only with the word “Nevermore.” 

As the dialogue continues, the narrator’s grief turns into obsession and despair. The bird’s 

repeated answer becomes a symbol of the finality of death, leaving the narrator in a state of 

madness, trapped between memory and hopelessness. 

 

Themes 

1. Grief and Loss 

o Central to the poem is the narrator’s overwhelming grief over Lenore’s death. 

The raven becomes a symbol of the permanence of that loss. 

2. The Supernatural and the Gothic 
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o The mysterious arrival of the raven evokes Gothic elements: the atmosphere of 

night, the eerie knocking, and the suggestion of the supernatural. 

3. Madness and Obsession 

o The narrator’s mental state deteriorates as he projects meaning onto the raven’s 

repeated word, revealing his descent into madness. 

4. Memory and the Past 

o The constant mention of Lenore reflects the power of memory and the 

impossibility of escaping the past. 

5. Knowledge and the Limits of Reason 

o The raven’s perch on the bust of Pallas Athena suggests rationality, but its cryptic 

repetition emphasizes that some truths—especially about death—remain beyond 

human understanding. 

 

Style and Structure 

• Form: Narrative poem of 18 stanzas, each six lines long. 

• Meter: Trochaic octameter (unusual and musical rhythm). 

• Rhyme scheme: ABCBBB, with heavy use of internal rhyme, alliteration, and 

repetition, creating a hypnotic, chant-like quality. 

• Refrain: The word “Nevermore” acts as a refrain, shaping both structure and meaning. 

• Imagery: Dark, symbolic, and highly visual, blending natural and supernatural 

elements. 

 

Symbolism 

• The Raven: Represents death, grief, and the impossibility of escaping sorrow. 

• Lenore: Embodies lost love, purity, and unattainable beauty. 

• The Bust of Pallas: Symbol of wisdom, against which the irrational despair of the 

narrator stands in contrast. 

• The Word “Nevermore”: Functions as both prophecy and curse, symbolizing finality 

and hopelessness. 

 

Significance 

• Poe called The Raven a poem written with a “mathematical” approach, balancing 

sound, rhythm, and meaning to produce a single effect: melancholy. 
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• It is a central work in American Romanticism, combining Gothic themes with lyrical 

artistry. 

• Its popularity made Poe famous during his lifetime and secured his place in the Western 

literary canon. 

• The poem influenced later writers and poets in both America and Europe, especially the 

French Symbolists. 

 

The Tell-Tale Heart (1843) – Overview and Analysis 

 

The Tell-Tale Heart is one of Edgar Allan Poe’s most famous short stories, first published in 

1843. It is a classic example of American Gothic fiction, combining psychological realism 

with horror. The story explores themes of madness, guilt, and the dark side of human 

nature, offering an intimate look into the workings of a disturbed mind. 

 

Summary of the Story 

The story is told by an unreliable first-person narrator who insists on his sanity while 

describing how he murdered an old man. The narrator claims to love the old man but is driven 

to madness by his “vulture eye”, a pale blue eye that fills him with unbearable dread. 

Obsessed with eliminating this eye, the narrator plans the murder carefully. He sneaks into the 

old man’s room at night and eventually suffocates him. He hides the body by dismembering it 

and placing the pieces under the floorboards. 

When the police arrive to investigate, the narrator appears calm at first. However, he soon 

begins to hear the sound of a heartbeat growing louder and louder. Convinced that it is the old 

man’s heart still beating beneath the floor, he breaks down in terror and confesses his crime. 

 

Themes 

1. Madness vs. Sanity 

o The narrator repeatedly insists that he is sane, yet his irrational obsession and 

violent act reveal complete psychological instability. 

2. Guilt and Conscience 

o The imagined sound of the heartbeat symbolizes the narrator’s guilty 

conscience, which becomes unbearable. 

3. Obsession and Irrational Fear 
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o The fixation on the old man’s eye illustrates how irrational obsessions can drive 

a person to commit violent acts. 

4. The Unreliable Narrator 

o Poe uses a narrator whose perspective is distorted, forcing the reader to question 

what is real and what is imagined. 

5. Time, Sound, and Anxiety 

o The story builds suspense through descriptions of sound and silence, reflecting 

the narrator’s mounting paranoia and nervous tension. 

 

Style and Structure 

• Narrative voice: First-person, confessional, unreliable. 

• Tone: Nervous, defensive, and increasingly hysterical. 

• Structure: Short, fast-paced, with frequent repetition to reflect the narrator’s obsession. 

• Language: Use of exclamations, fragmented sentences, and rhetorical questions 

conveys a sense of madness. 

• Suspense and timing: Poe carefully controls rhythm and pacing, mimicking the 

narrator’s heartbeat and nervous energy. 

 

Symbolism 

• The Eye: Represents perception, judgment, or the narrator’s inner fears projected 

outward. It is less about the old man than the narrator’s paranoid imagination. 

• The Heartbeat: Symbolizes guilt and the inescapable power of conscience, echoing 

the narrator’s internal torment. 

• Darkness and Nighttime: Reflect secrecy, fear, and the subconscious. 

 

Significance 

• The Tell-Tale Heart is a foundational text in psychological horror, moving beyond 

external Gothic elements to explore the inner world of the mind. 

• It demonstrates Poe’s mastery of the “single effect”: creating intense unity of 

atmosphere, theme, and emotion. 

• The story influenced the development of psychological realism, crime fiction, and 

later existential explorations of guilt. 

• It remains one of the most anthologized and studied short stories in American literature. 
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Handout 30: Henry David Thoreau (1817–1862) 

 

Henry David Thoreau was an American essayist, naturalist, philosopher, and central figure 

in Transcendentalism. Closely associated with Ralph Waldo Emerson, he is best remembered 

for his book Walden (1854), a reflection on simple living in nature, and his essay Civil 

Disobedience (1849), which influenced political thinkers worldwide. Thoreau’s writings 

combine philosophy, natural observation, and social critique, making him one of the most 

significant figures in 19th-century American literature and thought. 

 

Life 

• Born in Concord, Massachusetts, in 1817. 

• Educated at Harvard College (1833–1837). 

• Influenced by Emerson, he became involved with the Transcendentalist movement. 

• From 1845 to 1847, he lived at Walden Pond, conducting his experiment in simple 

living close to nature. 

• Worked as a lecturer, surveyor, and writer, but remained largely outside mainstream 

society. 

• Died in 1862 of tuberculosis. 

 

Major Works 

1. Walden; or, Life in the Woods (1854) 

o A philosophical memoir describing Thoreau’s two-year experiment at Walden 

Pond. 

o Themes: simplicity, self-reliance, harmony with nature, spiritual awakening. 

o Blends natural description with moral and social reflection. 

2. Civil Disobedience (1849) 

o An essay written after Thoreau spent a night in jail for refusing to pay a poll tax 

supporting slavery and the Mexican-American War. 

o Advocates for nonviolent resistance against unjust laws. 

o Influenced Mahatma Gandhi, Martin Luther King Jr., and other leaders of 

civil rights and independence movements. 

3. Other Writings 

o A Week on the Concord and Merrimack Rivers (1849): Travel narrative 

mixed with philosophy and reflections on history and nature. 
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o The Maine Woods (posthumously, 1864): Observations on wilderness and 

Native American culture. 

o Cape Cod (posthumously, 1865): Reflections on the sea, humanity, and nature. 

o Extensive journals and natural history writings, blending empirical 

observation with transcendental philosophy. 

 

Method and Philosophy 

• Transcendentalist Influence: Believed in the presence of the divine in nature and the 

importance of individual intuition over tradition. 

• Experiment in Living: Practiced what he preached—simplicity, self-reliance, 

closeness to nature. 

• Natural Observation: Combined scientific precision with spiritual interpretation of the 

natural world. 

• Moral Independence: Advocated for conscience above government, stressing the duty 

to resist injustice. 

• Literary Style: Blend of lyrical prose, metaphor, aphorism, and sharp social critique. 

 

Themes in Thoreau’s Writings 

1. Nature as Teacher 

o Nature is not only a physical reality but also a spiritual guide. 

o Walden embodies the idea that humans can find truth in nature. 

2. Simplicity and Self-Reliance 

o Advocates living with fewer material possessions. 

o Emphasizes individual independence, both material and intellectual. 

3. Social Critique 

o Criticized industrialization, materialism, and blind conformity. 

o Civil Disobedience underscores the responsibility to challenge unjust authority. 

4. Spiritual Renewal 

o Living in nature allows individuals to rediscover the divine within themselves. 

 

Significance 

• Thoreau became a symbol of the American intellectual and moral conscience. 

• His Walden is considered a foundational text of American environmentalism and 

ecological thought. 
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• His Civil Disobedience remains a seminal text in political philosophy, inspiring 

leaders worldwide. 

• Thoreau represents the intersection of literature, philosophy, politics, and ecology in 

American Romanticism. 
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Handout 31: Herman Melville (1819–1891) 

 

Herman Melville was one of the most important figures of American Romanticism, known 

especially for his sea narratives and philosophical fiction. His masterpiece, Moby-Dick (1851), 

is today considered one of the greatest novels in world literature, though it was not widely 

appreciated during his lifetime. Melville’s works explore themes of good and evil, fate, 

individuality, and the struggle for meaning in a vast and often indifferent universe. 

 

Life 

• Born in New York City in 1819 into a merchant family. 

• After financial difficulties, he left school and worked at sea, serving on whaling ships 

and in the U.S. Navy. 

• His firsthand maritime experiences provided the basis for many of his novels. 

• Early novels like Typee (1846) and Omoo (1847), based on his travels in the South 

Seas, were commercially successful. 

• Later works, such as Moby-Dick and Pierre (1852), were initially poorly received, 

leading to obscurity during his later life. 

• Worked as a customs inspector in New York while continuing to write poetry and prose. 

• Died in 1891; his reputation was revived in the early 20th century, during the so-called 

“Melville Revival.” 

 

Major Works 

1. Typee (1846) & Omoo (1847) 

o Adventure tales based on Melville’s time in Polynesia. 

o Popular during his lifetime; they blend travel narrative, ethnography, and fiction. 

2. Moby-Dick; or, The Whale (1851) 

o Melville’s magnum opus. 

o Explores Captain Ahab’s obsessive pursuit of the white whale, blending 

adventure, philosophy, and allegory. 

o Themes: obsession, fate, nature’s power, the limits of knowledge, and 

humanity’s place in the universe. 

3. Pierre; or, The Ambiguities (1852) 

o A dark psychological novel exploring family secrets, morality, and the 

burdens of truth. 
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4. Short Fiction 

o “Bartleby, the Scrivener” (1853): A profound story about alienation, passive 

resistance, and the dehumanizing effects of modern work. 

o “Benito Cereno” (1855): Examines slavery, power, and perception through the 

story of a slave revolt on a Spanish ship. 

o “The Encantadas” (1854): Descriptive sketches of the Galápagos Islands, 

blending natural observation with allegorical meaning. 

5. Later Works 

o Billy Budd, Sailor (published posthumously, 1924): A novella about 

innocence, justice, and authority, often seen as a meditation on law and morality. 

o Poetry collections such as Battle-Pieces (1866), reflecting on the Civil War. 

 

Themes in Melville’s Writings 

1. Good, Evil, and Moral Ambiguity 

o Characters often confront moral dilemmas and the complexity of human 

nature. 

2. Obsession and Fate 

o Ahab’s pursuit of Moby-Dick exemplifies destructive obsession and the 

inexorability of fate. 

3. The Sea as Symbol 

o Represents both freedom and danger, as well as the vast, unknowable forces 

of existence. 

4. Alienation and Modern Life 

o Stories like Bartleby capture themes of isolation, resistance, and the costs of 

modern capitalism. 

5. The Limits of Knowledge 

o Melville questions the ability of humans to fully comprehend truth, nature, or 

the divine. 

 

Style and Method 

• Blend of genres: Combines adventure, allegory, philosophy, and detailed realism. 

• Symbolism and Allegory: Rich in metaphors (the whale as symbol of nature, fate, or 

the unknowable). 
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• Complex Structure: Moby-Dick alternates between narrative, encyclopedic 

digressions, and philosophical reflections. 

• Psychological Depth: Characters embody inner conflict, moral struggle, and 

philosophical questioning. 

 

Significance 

• Though overlooked in his lifetime, Melville is now regarded as a giant of American 

literature. 

• His works embody the Romantic spirit, but also anticipate modernist concerns with 

alienation and uncertainty. 

• Moby-Dick stands as a foundational text of American literature, exploring universal 

questions about humanity and existence. 

• Shorter works like Bartleby and Benito Cereno remain essential for understanding 19th-

century American society, slavery, and modern alienation. 

 

Moby-Dick; or, The Whale (1851) 

 

Moby-Dick is Herman Melville’s most celebrated novel and a cornerstone of American 

literature. Initially met with confusion and poor sales, it was rediscovered in the twentieth 

century and is now regarded as a monumental exploration of obsession, knowledge, fate, and 

the human struggle against the vast forces of nature. 

 

Plot Overview 

The novel is narrated by Ishmael, a sailor seeking adventure who joins the whaling ship 

Pequod, commanded by Captain Ahab. What begins as an account of whaling life soon 

transforms into a profound narrative of obsession. Ahab is consumed by his desire for revenge 

against Moby-Dick, the great white whale that had previously destroyed his ship and cost him 

his leg. 

The crew is a diverse group, including the noble harpooner Queequeg, the thoughtful first mate 

Starbuck, and others who embody varied worldviews. As the voyage progresses, Ahab’s 

obsession dominates the mission, turning the hunt into a metaphysical quest. Despite omens 

and warnings, Ahab pursues the whale across the seas. 

In the climactic confrontation, Moby-Dick destroys the Pequod and kills nearly the entire crew. 

Only Ishmael survives, floating on Queequeg’s coffin until he is rescued. 
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Major Themes 

1. Obsession and Revenge 

o Ahab’s relentless pursuit of Moby-Dick represents destructive obsession. His 

revenge against nature itself becomes a metaphor for the futility of human 

defiance. 

2. Man vs. Nature 

o The whale symbolizes the immense, indifferent power of nature. The novel 

questions whether humanity can ever truly master or understand the natural 

world. 

3. Fate and Free Will 

o Throughout the novel, prophecy and foreshadowing raise questions about 

destiny. Ahab appears trapped by fate, unable to escape his doom. 

4. The Limits of Knowledge 

o Ishmael’s digressions on whales, the sea, and philosophy highlight the human 

desire to categorize and understand the world, yet they also reveal the 

impossibility of comprehending the infinite. 

5. Good and Evil 

o The novel explores whether evil exists as an external force (embodied by Moby-

Dick) or whether it resides within human obsession and moral corruption. 

6. Community and Isolation 

o The diverse crew of the Pequod reflects a microcosm of humanity, yet Ahab’s 

monomaniacal will isolates him and leads to collective destruction. 

 

Symbols 

• Moby-Dick (the White Whale): Represents multiple layers of meaning — the sublime 

force of nature, the unknowable, evil, or divine mystery. 

• The Pequod: Symbolizes human society, bound together in a fragile journey, yet 

vulnerable to the destructive consequences of obsession. 

• Ahab’s Leg (ivory prosthesis): A symbol of both his physical wound and his 

psychological scar, reminding readers of the cost of obsession. 

• The Sea: The vast, mysterious space that represents both opportunity and terror, 

reflecting the unknown depths of human existence. 

• Queequeg’s Coffin: A paradoxical symbol of both death and survival, ultimately saving 

Ishmael. 



117 
 

Literary Style and Significance 

• Narrative Structure: The novel shifts between adventure narrative, philosophical 

reflection, encyclopedic whaling details, and Shakespearean-style soliloquies. 

• Symbolism and Allegory: Nearly every element can be read symbolically, making the 

novel endlessly interpretable. 

• Romanticism and Transcendentalism: While sharing some ideals of American 

Romanticism (nature, individuality), Melville complicates them with darker, existential 

undertones. 

• Modern Relevance: Its themes of obsession, ecological power, and the limits of human 

ambition remain strikingly relevant. 

 

Legacy 

Although Moby-Dick was poorly received in 1851, it became a central text of American 

literature in the early 20th century, thanks to critics and modernist writers who recognized its 

depth and complexity. Today, it is celebrated not only as a seafaring adventure but also as a 

profound philosophical epic, placing Melville alongside the greatest writers of world literature. 
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Handout 32: Walt Whitman (1819–1892) 

 

Walt Whitman is often considered the “father of American poetry” and one of the most original 

voices in American Romanticism. His groundbreaking collection Leaves of Grass (first 

published in 1855 and revised throughout his life) revolutionized poetry with its free verse form, 

bold themes of democracy, individuality, sexuality, and the natural world. Whitman’s work 

celebrates the human body and soul, presenting the poet as both a national bard and a universal 

voice. 

 

Life 

• Early Years: Born in West Hills, Long Island, Whitman grew up in Brooklyn and 

worked as a printer, teacher, and journalist. His modest upbringing and exposure to 

working-class life shaped his democratic outlook. 

• Career: He edited newspapers and wrote prose, but his lasting fame comes from Leaves 

of Grass, a lifelong project. 

• Civil War: During the war, he served as a nurse in Washington, D.C., tending to 

wounded soldiers. This experience deepened his compassion and inspired his later 

poetry. 

• Later Years: His health declined after a stroke in 1873, but he continued revising Leaves 

of Grass until his death in 1892. 

 

Themes in His Work 

1. Democracy and Equality 

o Whitman believed poetry should give voice to the people and reflect the 

American spirit of democracy. 

o He saw himself as both an individual and a representative of the collective. 

2. The Self and Identity 

o His poems often explore the self, presenting the poet as vast, containing 

multitudes. 

o Identity is fluid, encompassing contradictions and embracing universality. 

3. Nature 

o Nature is celebrated as divine and as a source of unity between human beings 

and the cosmos. 

o The natural world reflects spiritual truths. 
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4. Sexuality and the Body 

o Whitman openly celebrated physical desire and the body, presenting sexuality 

as natural and sacred. 

o This frankness was controversial in his time. 

5. Death and Immortality 

o Whitman often treats death not as an end but as a transformation within the 

eternal cycle of life. 

 

Method of Writing 

• Free Verse: Whitman abandoned traditional rhyme and meter, instead using rhythmic 

cadences, parallelism, and repetition. 

• Expansive Style: His lines are long, flowing, and inclusive, mirroring the vastness of 

America itself. 

• Catalogues and Lists: He frequently uses lists to capture the diversity of American life. 

• Direct Address: He speaks directly to the reader, creating intimacy. 

• Self as Subject: The poet’s own presence permeates the work, merging personal and 

universal perspectives. 

 

Major Works 

• Leaves of Grass (1855; multiple editions until 1892): His magnum opus, containing 

poems such as Song of Myself, I Sing the Body Electric, and When Lilacs Last in the 

Dooryard Bloom’d. 

• Drum-Taps (1865): Poems inspired by his experiences during the Civil War, including 

O Captain! My Captain! (an elegy for Abraham Lincoln). 

• Democratic Vistas (1871): Prose reflections on America’s democratic ideals and 

challenges. 

 

Significance 

Walt Whitman reshaped poetry by breaking formal conventions and embracing an expansive, 

democratic vision. His work anticipated modernism and influenced poets worldwide, from 

Emily Dickinson and Ezra Pound to Pablo Neruda and Allen Ginsberg. He remains a central 

figure in the American literary canon, embodying the spirit of freedom, diversity, and self-

expression. 
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Leaves of Grass (1855) 

 

First published in 1855, Leaves of Grass is Walt Whitman’s life’s work and one of the most 

influential collections in American literature. Unlike traditional poetry of the time, it introduced 

a radically new style—free verse—and revolutionary themes celebrating democracy, 

individuality, the human body, and the interconnectedness of all life. Whitman continually 

revised and expanded the collection, producing multiple editions until his death in 1892. 

 

Structure and Style 

• Free Verse: The poems reject rhyme and meter, relying on rhythm, repetition, and 

natural cadences. 

• Catalogues/Lists: Long enumerations create a sense of inclusivity and expansiveness, 

mirroring the vast diversity of America. 

• First-Person Voice: The poet’s “I” is central, but Whitman’s self merges with the 

collective human experience. 

• Imagery: Bold, sensory images of the body, nature, labor, and everyday life. 

• Tone: Celebratory, intimate, often prophetic. 

 

Major Themes 

1. Democracy and the American Identity 

o Whitman presents America as a great democratic experiment, defined by 

diversity, equality, and inclusion. 

o He embraces all voices—men and women, laborers and intellectuals, the healthy 

and the sick, people of all races and backgrounds. 

2. The Self and the Universe 

o Whitman explores the individual self not as separate but as cosmically 

connected to all beings. 

o His idea of the “self” is expansive, containing contradictions (“I am large, I 

contain multitudes”). 

3. The Body and Sexuality 

o He boldly celebrates the human body as divine, rejecting Puritan taboos. 

o Sexuality is presented as a natural, sacred force that unites individuals with each 

other and with the cosmos. 

4. Nature 
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o Nature is central, symbolizing harmony, renewal, and the eternal cycle of life 

and death. 

o The natural world becomes a spiritual teacher and democratic space. 

5. Life, Death, and Immortality 

o Death is not feared but embraced as part of the eternal process of transformation. 

o The poet’s voice, through his verses, becomes immortal. 

 

Key Poems from the First Edition (1855) 

• “Song of Myself” 

o The most famous poem, a vast exploration of selfhood, democracy, the body, 

and spiritual unity. 

o The poet celebrates individuality while merging with all existence. 

• “I Sing the Body Electric” 

o Praises the physical body, its beauty, energy, and sacredness, breaking with 

traditions that separated the spiritual from the physical. 

• “The Sleepers” 

o A dreamlike meditation on humanity, compassion, and universal brotherhood. 

• “There Was a Child Went Forth” 

o Explores how experiences shape identity, emphasizing growth and 

interconnectedness. 

 

Later Additions 

In later editions, Whitman included Civil War poems (Drum-Taps, later integrated into Leaves 

of Grass), elegies like When Lilacs Last in the Dooryard Bloom’d (for Abraham Lincoln), and 

additional poems reflecting aging, spirituality, and mortality. 

 

Reception 

• Controversial: The frank treatment of sexuality shocked many 19th-century readers. 

• Praised and Criticized: Emerson hailed it as extraordinary, while others dismissed it 

as obscene. 

• Influential: It reshaped American poetry, paving the way for modernism and beyond. 

 

Significance 
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Leaves of Grass is more than a poetry collection—it is a literary declaration of independence. 

It gave America a distinctly new poetic voice, free from European traditions, and offered a 

democratic, inclusive, and spiritual vision of humanity. Whitman’s poetry continues to resonate 

globally for its celebration of individuality, diversity, and the unity of life. 

 

Song of Myself  

 

Song of Myself is the central and most celebrated poem in Walt Whitman’s Leaves of Grass. 

First published in 1855 (without a title, later titled in 1881), the poem consists of 52 sections 

and is considered a literary manifesto of American democracy, individuality, and spiritual 

unity. Through its bold form and expansive themes, Whitman sought to redefine poetry and the 

role of the poet in society. 

 

Form and Style 

• Free Verse: Long, flowing lines without rhyme or regular meter; rhythm comes from 

natural speech, parallelism, and repetition. 

• First-Person Voice: The “I” is both Whitman himself and a symbolic representative of 

every human being. 

• Structure: Non-linear, associative, like a journey through thoughts, experiences, and 

meditations. 

• Tone: Intimate, celebratory, inclusive, at times mystical. 

 

Major Themes 

1. The Self and Identity 

o The poem begins: “I celebrate myself, and sing myself.” 

o The self is central, but not isolated—Whitman’s “I” merges with all humanity, 

even with nature and the cosmos. 

o Contradiction is embraced: “Do I contradict myself? Very well then… I 

contradict myself; I am large, I contain multitudes.” 

2. Democracy and Equality 

o The poem affirms a democratic spirit, giving voice to common people: laborers, 

women, slaves, immigrants, outcasts. 

o Each person, regardless of class, race, or gender, possesses dignity and worth. 

3. The Body and Sexuality 
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o Whitman openly celebrates physicality and sexuality as sacred aspects of human 

life. 

o His treatment of the body challenged traditional moral boundaries. 

4. Nature and the Cosmos 

o The poem presents nature as divine, interconnected with human existence. 

o The natural cycle—birth, growth, death, renewal—is central to Whitman’s 

vision. 

5. Life, Death, and Immortality 

o Death is not an end but part of a continuous process of transformation. 

o The poet suggests he will live on through nature and through his words: 

“I bequeath myself to the dirt to grow from the grass I love, 

If you want me again look for me under your boot-soles.” 

 

Symbols 

• Grass: Central symbol, representing democracy, unity, renewal, and the connection 

between life and death. 

• The Journey: The poem mirrors a spiritual and intellectual journey of self-discovery. 

• The Body and the Soul: Both are celebrated equally, reflecting Whitman’s rejection of 

dualism. 

 

Key Passages 

• Opening lines: “I celebrate myself, and sing myself, / And what I assume you shall 

assume…” (self as universal). 

• Section 6: Meditation on grass as the “uncut hair of graves,” symbolizing death as 

renewal. 

• Final section: The poet vanishes into the grass and earth, yet continues to live on with 

the reader. 

 

Significance 

• Song of Myself is Whitman’s poetic declaration of independence, rejecting European 

traditions and creating a distinctly American voice. 

• It captures the essence of Romanticism, yet moves toward modernism through free 

verse and personal vision. 
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• The poem embodies Whitman’s belief in the interconnectedness of all life, the sanctity 

of the individual, and the eternal cycle of existence. 
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Check-Your-Understanding Questions 

Theme 1: The Beginnings of American Literature: The Colonial Period (beginnings to 

1790) 

Handout 1: American Puritanism 

• What were the main beliefs of the Puritans? 

• How did Puritan values shape early American society and literature? 

• Why were Puritans interested in education and literacy? 

Handout 2: John Smith (1580–1631) 

• How did John Smith contribute to the survival of Jamestown? 

• In what way does Smith’s writing combine history and personal narrative? 

• How reliable do you find his descriptions of Pocahontas and the New World? Why? 

Handout 3: William Bradford (1590–1657) and John Winthrop (1588–1649) 

• How did Bradford’s Of Plymouth Plantation depict the Pilgrims’ journey and 

struggles? 

• What does Winthrop mean by “a city upon a hill”? 

• How do these two writers reflect the Puritan ideal of community? 

Handout 4: Thomas Morton (1579–1647) 

• Why was Morton considered controversial among the Puritans? 

• How does Morton’s description of Native Americans differ from Puritan writings? 

• What does his New English Canaan tell us about alternative views of the New World? 

Handout 5: Cotton Mather (1663–1728) 

• What role did Cotton Mather play in the Salem Witch Trials? 

• How does Mather represent the mixture of science and religion in colonial thought? 

• Why was he both respected and criticized in his lifetime? 

Handout 6: Samuel Sewall (1652–1730) 
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• What is significant about Sewall’s diary? 

• How does Sewall show a shift from strict Puritanism toward a more personal view of 

faith? 

• Why is Sewall’s apology for the witch trials important in American history? 

Handout 7: William Byrd (1674–1744) 

• What does Byrd’s Secret Diary reveal about colonial plantation life? 

• How does Byrd’s writing style differ from that of the Puritans? 

• What does his humor and irony tell us about his worldview? 

Handout 8: Jonathan Edwards (1703–1758) 

• What was the main goal of the sermon “Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God”? 

• How did Edwards contribute to the Great Awakening? 

• How would you describe his writing style? 

Handout 9: Puritan Poetry (1640–1700) 

• What are the main themes in early Puritan poetry? 

• How did Puritan poets reconcile religious devotion and artistic expression? 

Handout 10: Anne Bradstreet (1612–1672) 

• How does Bradstreet combine personal feelings with religious faith? 

• What do her poems reveal about the roles and struggles of women in Puritan society? 

• Why is she considered the first published American poet? 

Handout 11: J. Hector St. John de Crèvecœur (1735–1813) 

• What is Crèvecœur’s definition of “the American”? 

• How does he describe life in the colonies compared to Europe? 

• How does his work express Enlightenment ideals? 

Handout 12: Benjamin Franklin (1706–1790) 

• How does Franklin’s Autobiography reflect Enlightenment thinking? 

• What virtues does Franklin promote, and why? 
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• How does Franklin’s life represent the idea of the “self-made man”? 

Handout 13: Phillis Wheatley (c. 1753–1784) 

• How does Wheatley use Christian imagery in her poems? 

• Why is her publication significant in the context of slavery? 

• What does her poetry tell us about early African American voices? 

Handout 14: Comparative Note on Wheatley, Bradstreet, and Franklin 

• How do these three writers represent different aspects of early American identity? 

• In what ways do their works reflect both European traditions and new American 

ideas? 

Theme 2: The New Republic (1790–1820) 

Handout 15: Thomas Paine (1737–1809) 

• What is the main message of Common Sense? 

• How did Paine’s writing influence the American Revolution? 

• Why were his works both celebrated and controversial? 

Handout 16: Thomas Jefferson (1743–1826) 

• How does the Declaration of Independence reflect Enlightenment ideas? 

• How does Jefferson balance individual liberty with the need for government? 

• What contradictions exist in Jefferson’s personal life and political philosophy? 

Handout 17: The Federalist Papers (1787–1788) 

• What was the purpose of The Federalist Papers? 

• How do they explain the need for a strong central government? 

• Why are these writings still important for understanding the U.S. Constitution? 

Theme 3: The Flowering of American Romanticism (1820–1865) 

Handout 18: Washington Irving (1783–1859) 
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• How do Irving’s stories blend European folklore with American themes? 

• What does Rip Van Winkle say about change and progress in America? 

• How does Irving create an early form of American humor? 

Handout 19: James Fenimore Cooper (1789–1851) 

• What is the significance of Natty Bumppo as an American literary hero? 

• How does The Last of the Mohicans explore the meeting of cultures? 

• What Romantic qualities can you find in Cooper’s work? 

Handout 20: William Cullen Bryant (1798–1878) 

• How does Bryant’s poetry reflect Romanticism’s love of nature? 

• What view of death does he present in “Thanatopsis”? 

• How does his style prepare the way for later American poets? 

Handout 21: Transcendentalism (1820s–1850s) 

• What are the key principles of Transcendentalism? 

• How does Transcendentalism differ from Puritanism? 

• In what ways did it inspire reform movements? 

Handout 22: Ralph Waldo Emerson (1803–1882) 

• What does Emerson mean by “self-reliance”? 

• How does Emerson encourage readers to trust their intuition? 

• How does Emerson’s idea of nature differ from the Puritan view? 

Handout 23: Margaret Fuller (1810–1850) 

• How does Fuller advocate for women’s equality? 

• Why was Woman in the Nineteenth Century groundbreaking? 

• How does Fuller connect Transcendentalism with social reform? 

Handout 24: Nathaniel Hawthorne (1804–1864) 

• How does Hawthorne explore themes of guilt and sin? 

• What role does symbolism play in The Scarlet Letter? 
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• How does Hawthorne’s work critique Puritan society? 

Handout 25: Henry Wadsworth Longfellow (1807–1882) 

• What makes Longfellow one of the “Fireside Poets”? 

• What is the main theme of The Song of Hiawatha? 

• How does Longfellow contribute to creating an American literary tradition? 

Handout 26: John Greenleaf Whittier (1807–1892) 

• How do Whittier’s poems connect literature and social activism? 

• In what way did he use poetry to fight against slavery? 

Handout 27: James Russell Lowell (1819–1891) 

• How does Lowell use satire in his poetry? 

• What causes did he support through his writings? 

Handout 28: Oliver Wendell Holmes (1809–1894) 

• What does Holmes mean by the phrase “the shot heard round the world”? 

• How did Holmes combine literature, science, and medicine in his work? 

Handout 29: Edgar Allan Poe (1809–1849) 

• What are the main characteristics of Poe’s Gothic style? 

• How does “The Raven” explore grief and madness? 

• What role does the unreliable narrator play in “The Tell-Tale Heart”? 

Handout 30: Henry David Thoreau (1817–1862) 

• What was the purpose of Thoreau’s experiment at Walden Pond? 

• How does “Civil Disobedience” argue for individual conscience? 

• How has Thoreau influenced later social and environmental movements? 

Handout 31: Herman Melville (1819–1891) 

• What does Captain Ahab’s obsession symbolize in Moby-Dick? 
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• How does the novel explore the conflict between man and nature? 

• What makes Moby-Dick a complex, symbolic narrative rather than just an adventure 

story? 

Handout 32: Walt Whitman (1819–1892) 

• How does Whitman celebrate democracy and the common man in Leaves of Grass? 

• What is innovative about Whitman’s use of free verse? 

• How does Whitman combine the personal and the universal in his poetry? 
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