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Sabbatical Project Proposal for Fall 1996-Spring 1997
Submitted by Margie Whalen, English, Literature, and Journalism Department

Background Information

Over the past decade, the literary canon has undergone a radical
transformation. The canon~that list of works deemed by scholars and the
academic community as being worthy of serious study and admiration--has
simply exploded. This is not to say that the works and writers I studied—-
Hawthorne, Thoreau, Emerson, Hemingway, Faulkner, Fitzgerald--have been
supplanted or removed. But their voices have been joined by a staggering
number of new voices--both contemporary writers and writers of the past whose
works had been read but not canonized. In particular, women writers and
writers of various races and cultures have gained a place in the canon. Thus an
anthology of American literature published today is fundamentally different
from an anthology published ten years ago. A look at the recent Heath
Anthology of American Literature, Volume 1, is illustrative. Itincludes Native
American tales and chants, journal entries of Spanish explorers, slave narratives,
and Mexican American oral tales. Anthologies of the 19th and 20th century are
equally changed, including poetry and fiction by a markedly higher number of
women and minorities than was the case in past years.
My Project: An Overview

Clearly, in light of the rapid and important changes that have come about
in the study of literature, the work that I did as a graduate student 15 years ago
is dated and needs to be supplemented. I have worked informally to broaden
my expertise in literary studies, focusing particularly on African-American

writers. ButIneed to pursue a more in-depth, systematic course of study if I am
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to maintain the level of scholarship that is necessary for my life as a reader and
my work as a teacher of literature.

My project will work in two directions. The Fall 1996 semester will focus
on diversity studies—the study of multi-cultural voices in the American canon.
These studies will begin with a broad overview of the newly emerging canon as
it is represented in the Heath and Norton anthologies. These two substantial
texts will provide me with a strong background knowledge of many of the
writers and texts that have emerged and taken a prominent place in American
literature. Having accomplished this overview, I will then focus on three writers
and do a more intensive study of their body of work, reading at least three major
works by each and reading scholarship on those works. The writers I choose
will come out of my preliminary research, but they might include such writers as
Alvar Nunez Cabeza de Vaca, Harriet Wilson, John Edgar Wideman, Sandra
Cisneros, David Wong Louie, and Amy Tan.

The Spring 1996 semester will broaden my focus yet again, so that I
will be focusing on the internationalization of the canon. My primary area of
interest will be international mythology. While my expertise in the traditional
Greek and Roman myths is strong, I want to expand my knowledge of world
mythology. I will begin with an overview, examining a major anthology such as
Donna Rosenberg's World Mythology. Then I will choose three areas of interest
(such as Latin American, African, and Chinese myth) and focus on gaining a
more substantial understanding of their myths by reading extensively in those
areas. I would expect to read at least one major work (usually 300-500 pages) on
each selected area of myth.
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The Product of the Project

The visible product of my scholarly research in the Fall 1996 project will
take two forms: notes and casebooks. The notes will cover my preliminary
overview work; these notes will include pertinent biographical information on
the authors, brief summaries of their key works as presented in the anthologies,
and notes about recurring images, themes, and issues in their work. The
casebooks will focus on the selected three authors of my more intensive research.
Each casebook will include notes about the author, summaries of the major
works studied, lists of recurrent themes and images, a sampling of three to four
critical articles about the author, and a list of study questions that would be
useful for me or other faculty doing a unit on that author. These products—-both
the notes and the casebooks—will be useful to me as a learning tool and as a
resource for my future studies and teaching.

The visible product of my scholarly research for the Spring 1997 project—
the internationalization of the canon in mythology- will take the form of notes
on the mythic patterns for eacﬁ culture studied. The notes will include
summaries of representative myths, lists of patterns and themes, and possible
study questions. These notes will be useful for me as a scholar and teacher, and 1
will gladly share them with any of the several faculty in my department who
teach the myth class and who are interested in broadening the scope of the
course beyond the traditional Greek and Roman myths.

The final report will compile the notes and case studies for both parts of
the project, with a brief introduction and overview. Because of the wide range of
my studies, notes and casebooks will be compiled as I move through my studies
so that they will be as fresh, accurate, and pertinent as possible.

A time line for my research for both semesters is attached.



Benefits to College and Students

This project will offer benefits to me, to my department, to the college, to
my students. My studies will bring me an important base of knowledge which I
want as a scholar, as a person who loves to read, and as a teacher of several
literature courses, ranging from Introduction to Literature to American
Literature to Mythology. In my role as a member of my department's Basic
Course Review Committee, I will be able to make stronger contributions to our
discussions of curriculum and textbook selection. Perhaps even more important,
my notes and summaries will be made available to interested members of the
English department to assist them as they, too, struggle to keep abreast of the
sometimes daunting changes that have occurred in our field over the past
decade. Iam also an active member of the Mt. San Antonio Faculty and have
participated in workshops though Staff Development in the past and would be
glad to share my new knowledge with interested faculty. My students will profit
from having courses that better reflect the wide-ranging and powerful voices that

make up the new canon.
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PROPOSED TIME LINE FOR SABBATICAL PROJECT

Date Area of Study Sample Texts
Aug. -Sept. 1996 Overview of the e Heath Anthology of
changing American American Literature,
canon through the early | Volume 1 (2920 pp.)
- 19th century
Oct.- Nov. 1996 Overview of the The Norton Anthology of
changing American American Literature,

canon, 19th-20th century

Volume 2

Nov.-Dec. 1996

Focus on three writers,
reading three primary
texts by each as well as
secondary critical
material

Novels such as Harriet
Wilson's Our Nig;
autobiographies such as
John Edgar Wideman's
Brothers and Keepers;
collections of short
stories such as Sandra
Cisneros' Woman

Hollering Creek.

Jan.- Feb. 1997

Overview of World
Mpythology

World Mythology by

Donna Rosenberg

March 1997

Mpyths of the Americas

American Myths and
Legends by Erdoes and
Ortiz

Mythology of the
Americas by Burland et
al.

April 1997

Myths of the Far East

Dragons, Gods, and
Spirits from Chinese
Muythology by Sanders

Occidental Mythology by
Campbell

May 1997

Myths of Africa

Myth, Literature, and the
African World by
Soyinka
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Statement of Purpose

This sabbatical project focuses on the expansion of the literary canon
that has occurred in recent years. The canon--that list of works thought
by scholars and the academic community to be worthy of serious study
and admiration--has simply exploded, adding to the voices of writers like
Hawthorne, Hemingway, and Faulkner a staggering number of new voices,
both contemporary writers and writers of the past whose works had been
read but not canonized. In particular, women writers and writers of
various races and cultures have gained a place in the canon. Similarly,
interest among American scholars of myth has broadened, so that
scholarship in that field examines the myths of many cultures in addition
to the myths of the Greeks.

My interest in these fields springs from several sources. My teaching
of these subjects has been both intellectually challenging and satisfying,
and like any reader and scholar, I want to know more. This desire for
deepening and broadening my knowledge is intensified by my awareness
that my graduate studies are now sixteen years in the past. Much of the
expansion of the canon has occurred in the intervening years; I needed to
pursue my studies further if I wanted to keep current in my field. And it
seemed to me that I would be a better teacher of the very diverse student
body here at Mt. San Antonio College if I knew a broader range of liter-
ature within the American culture and if I knew the rich myths that come
from non-western cultures. In short, as a reader, scholar, and teacher, I

needed to renew my knowledge of American literature and Mythology.
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Summary Statement

These notes reflect my year of reading in American Literature and in
World Mythology. I have relied mostly on primary texts, though interest
and curiosity led me on many occasions to turn to secondary texts for
further information.

The notes on American Literature begin with Native American myths
from the pre-Colonial Period and end with the work of contemporary poet
Gary Soto and contemporary playwright August Wilson. For the authors I
studied, I have included my notes and sets of journal questions, with more
extensive materials (including journal articles and reviews) on Zora Neale
Hurston, Gary Soto, and August Wilson.

For World Mythology, I read myths from around the world, with
more extensive readings in South American, American Indian, and Chinese
m&th. For the myths, I have included factual information (time frame,
culture, source) and interpretive responses as well as journal questions.
Because non-western myth was an entirely new topic for me, I have
included in a number of instances charts of the more daunting family trees
and story lines.

This work should be enormously helpful to me as a teacher in these
fields, and I will make it available to other faculty who teach literature
courses. The material should be particularly useful for those who teach
American Literature 1 and 2, Introduction to Literature, African-American
Literature, Mexican American Literature, Images of Women in Literature,
and Introduction to Mythology. 1 will make these materials accessible to

my colleagues in both printed and disk form.
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The benefits of this project to students will be less direct but
no less important. My students in courses including American
Literature, Introduction to Literature, and Freshman Composition
have all profited by a more wide-ranging syllabus and by more
informed and interesting lectures from me. My sense of the texts I
studied has broadened and deepened, and that increased
understanding has made me a better teacher, a teacher able to
provide a context for the richly varied works we are reading.

The benefits to the college come from a number of directions. I
am currently on the list of faculty who are willing to be guest
speakers at community functions; I will be a better speaker, a better
representative of our college as a result of my studies. I am also
active in Staff Development training activities and hope to integrate
examples from my project in the presentations I do for new faculty
and for a collaborative learning course. Finally, a recent incident
reveals one of the unexpected but gratifying results of a project like
this: a member of our classified staff who had heard of the project
asked for information on Louise Erdrich, a contemporary Native
American writer, because her book club, which is associated with Mt.
Sac personnel, was reading Erdrich and wanted more information. I
was grateful to her for the chance to be a “literary ambassador,” if
you will, and share my new knowledge and expertise with interested
readers outside of the classroom. I hope such opportunities will
continue, and I am grateful for the support provided by Mt. SAC for
my pursuit of this interest so crucial to me as a reader, teacher, and

colleague.
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Notes: The Colonial Period to 1700

The central image that most students—perhaps most
Americans—have of the Colonial period has emerged in the national
holiday of Thanksgiving, with its somberly-clad Pilgrims and its feathered
and silent Indians. A closer look at the period and its literature reveals
the paucity of that view. From the outset, North American was inhabited
by a staggering diversity of people who struggled to establish themselves
or, in the case of the Indians, to maintain themselves. When the
Europeans arrived in the 15th century, there were perhaps eighteen
million people living here. These 350 tribes of Native Americans consisted
of patrilineal and matriarchal cultures, nomads and farmers, whose
religious and cultural practices varied widely. They spoke well over two
hundred different languages and many more dialects. Clearly, they were
not the monolithic group depicted in today's popular culture.

The Europeans who arrived here were similarly diverse. The
Spanish came in search of colonization and wealth, beginning with Amerigo
Vespucci in 1499, and expanded their interests to the conversion of Native
Americans to Catholicism. The French followed suit. Ultimately, it was the
English who successfully claimed and colonized the land. @ The English who
came in these settlements were not only Puritans; of the 100 who set sail
on the Mayflower, only 30 were Separatist Puritans. Men and women
came, as well as people of various classes—the wealthy, the merchant class,
the working class, and indentured servants. And Africans came, too—as
indentured servants to Jamestown in 1619. But they were brought as
slaves from the very earliest days; Balboa and Hernando de Soto, for
instance, brought slaves with them as early as 1513. By the mid-sixteenth
century, roughly ten thousand Africans were being brought to Spanish
colonies annually.

Thus, a look at literature from the Colonial Period should include
more than the traditional approach, with its focus on sermons, diaries, and
letters of English men in power. Native Americans chants and myths,
Spanish explorers' narratives, journals and letters of women settlers, and
slave narratives are all crucial voices in the early American chorus.



Questions to Ask about Literature from the Colonial Period

The questions we ask about these works should acknowledge their
antecedents, their writers' purpose, and their intended audiences as
well as the effects of culture, gender, and class.

In the writings of the explorers, for instance, we see Europeanized
metaphors, which describe the land and their exploits in Edenic images, a
result of their Christian beliefs and of their calculated interest in getting
more funding for further exploration. Their assumptions about the Native
Americans (misnamed "Indians" by Christopher Columbus) reveal their
Christian hierarchical sensibilities and their Eurocentric values. The Native
American works reveal their writers' strong belief in the interdependence
of humans and the natural world. Later, in the Puritans' diaries, poems,
and sermons, we see clearly "all events as occurring according to
providential will, all crises as tests offered by Satan and watched over
carefully by God...with a relentless searching for biblical precedent and for
God in all events." The slave narratives make use of their writers' adopted
Christian views in combination with metaphors from African traditional
tales, and those narratives were often directed at garnering the support of
powerful abolitionists in the North.



Notes: Native American Works

The rich and varied myths, tales, chants, and poems of the various
Native American tribes have not been studied as much as they might have,
for reasons in addition to the racist attitudes held by the dominant
culture, which initially viewed the Native Americans as savages and
brutes; one of the clearest reasons is that these traditional, oral works
usually were part of rituals, with performance a deeply integral part of
their structure. Translation to English and the printed page is difficult.

As we look at the works and translations available, there are several
forms of particular interest:

1) Myths

The Creation stories are especially striking, with two clear
patterns: the Earth-Diver stories, which come mostly from tribes living in
Canada and the East; the Emergence stories, found throughout the
southwestern United States. The Earth-Diver stories involve a great flood
and an animal that dives below the flood waters to bring up enough mud
to create the earth. The Emergence stories, told primarily by agricultural
peoples, describe an evolving of order from chaos, light from darkness.

The Hero Stories are fascinating too, with clear parallels to the
patterns described in Joseph Campbell's Heroic Cycle.

The myths present a world view fundamentally different from
the monotheistic, hierarchical world of the settlers. For the Native
Americans, there is no one supreme god, and humans are not radically set
apart from animals. Thus interdependence and respect are the proper
relationship between humans, their gods, and the animals with which they
share the earth.

2) Historical Narratives explain the movements of the tribe and
often tell of the influx of colonists and their effect on the life of the tribe.
These stories often combine legend with actual historical events.

3) Trickster Tales in Native American life present the Trickster as
alone and wandering, often marginalized socially; the stories often carry
with them cultural lessons of behavior.



Notes: '"Talk Concerning the First Beginning"
(Zuni Creation Myth)

This myth comes from the Zuni tribe, an agricultural people
based mainly in New Mexico. An earth-diver story, it tells of the Ahaiyute,
the War God Hero Twins, and their descent into the fourth womb of the
earth to bring out the people so that they might worship the sun, who was
lonely. There is clearly a ritual element in this tale, as certain lines are
repeated throughout, giving the story a rhythmic, chanted sound. The
words of these lines are significant, too:

1) In the greetings, we have a pattern that demonstrates to listeners
the polite and appropriate behavior between hosts and guests—a greeting,
a "how are you?" and a polite "fine" response, an invitation to sit down, and
a willingness to listen carefully to what the visitor has to say and to value
it by remembering it.

2) We see a belief in fate, a notion that humans are given "roads" to
travel and that their encounters on that road are ordained.

3) The idea of original chaos is clear as those in the womb
repeatedly describe images of disorder in which they live; they want to
move toward a more orderly world.

Journal Question on Zuni Creation myth: You may have found
yourself skimming over the lines that are repeated throughout the story.
Look again at the lines that are repeated each time the visitors encounter
someone new. Consider the significance of those repeated lines. What do
they tell us about polite behavior? about the Zuni view of human life and
creation?

In the central part of the story, the twins bring forth the people from
the fourth womb, with descriptions of each womb level as they ascend. In
the description of their ascent, we see various functions of myth clearly:

a) the charter myth, which explains cultural or political
practices. Here, we get clear descriptions of religious rituals—four days of
song sequences;

b) the nature myth, which seeks to explain natural phenomena.
Here, we get descriptions of the various subterranean levels of earth;

c) the myth of psychological truth. Here, we see images and
metaphors of emerging vision and understanding, as the people emerge
from the "raw-dust” world, through worlds of soot and fog into the world
where they can see clearly.



Notes: '"Changing Woman and the Hero Twins"
(Navajo story)

There are clearly elements of the charter myth pattern here, as the
story begins with specific descriptions of rituals—a description of calls,
chants, songs, prescribed periods of time, the configuration in which
singers of the Blessingway must stand, and so on. Clearly, the story
functions in part as a primer for its listeners in the appropriate ways of
worship.

We see that charter function in another way, too, as it explains
cultural practices, explaining why Navajo women pull on rope during
childbirth: Changing Woman and White Shell Woman pulled on "a drag-
rope of the rainbow" in giving birth to the hero twins.

Of most interest, however, is the hero story itself, in which the hero
twins go on a quest in search of their father—and of his weapons, which
will help them slay the enemies who are devouring the land. The story is
striking in its adherence to Joseph Campbell's description of the Heroic
Adventure Cycle. They begin in a kind of isolation, separated from their
father; they are given a heroic task, fraught with dangers and difficulties.
It is interesting to note that the dangers, unlike the monsters in Greek
myths, are all natural phenomena: rocks that crush, reeds that cut, cacti
that tear, sands that overwhelm and destroy. As they face this sequence
of trials, they do so with the aid of a Helper—in this case, Spider Woman,
who gives them magic feathers and an incantation that will stave off the
dangers they encounter. When they do reach their father, they confront .
another series of tests, this time devised by him. Again, we see in this
story (like those of the Greeks) the psychological truth regarding the
tenuous, sometimes adversarial relationship between fathers and sons. At
the end of their journey, they are given the elixir (weapons, in this case)
that will help them restore order to the world.

Journal questions on the Changing Woman story:

1) In what ways do you see the patterns of Joseph Campbell's Heroic
Life Cycle played out in this story?

2) In what ways do you see the various types of myth—charter
myth, nature myth, myth as bearer of psychological truth—exemplified in
this ancient Navajo story?



Notes: Raven Stories from the Tlingit and Tsimshian

The Raven stories from these two tribes—both of the northwest—are
trickster tales. In these tales, the Raven functions as an outsider, a
creature who lives (and succeeds) by his wits and verbal skills. The stories
here seem unlike the Trickster tales of the African-Americans in that the
role of the Trickster figure seems to me to be more conflicted, less clear,
while the Anansi and Bre'r rabbit stories that I know often center on
themes of the small overcoming the powerful. In those stories, the small
creature again and again defeats the proud and mighty with his wits and
talk. While there is an element of that, the Raven is not consistently
triumphant; nor is he particularly admirable. In the stories, he functions
in a cautionary, teaching role—offering lessons about why one shouldn't
marry outside of caste in the Tlingit story, teaching the dangers of false
shamans or too much gullibility in leaders. But he himself is not
necessarily one to be admired, or at least not consistently so.

Journal question on the Raven stories: Compare and contrast
the role of the Raven trickster with that in the Anansi stories popular with
those of the early slaves featured in the video narrated by Denzel
Washington.



Notes: Letters and Journals of the Explorers

The letters and journals of Columbus, Cabeza de Vaca, and
Pedro Menendez de Aviles are interesting not so much for their literary
qualities as for the vivid picture they provide of the various motives and
world views held by the earliest European explorers, views that have
resonated in the years long after their exploration.

Columbus' journals are stunning in their single-minded interest in
the land and its fruits and animals as commodities; nearly everything is
judged as for its potential monetary value. Those things or areas that
could not be sold are summarily dismissed. His desire for fame and honor
also comes through clearly; his tone to the king wavers between bluster
and supplication.

Cabeza de Vaca's journals are the most entertaining of those I read.
In part, his growing empathy for the Native Americans is more compelling
for me than the patronizing tones of the other writers. But his story-
telling is also dramatic and engrossing. One of the strongest impressions
we get from his journals is the appallingly inadequate preparation of the
explorers for the exigencies of travel in the new world.

Pedro Menendez de Aviles' letter to King Philip is a simply
astonishing testimony to the desire to proselytize—not merely to convert,
but as he says, to "chastise...this wicked sect [He calls the French
Huguenots Lutherans] [to] leave us free to implant the Gospel in these
parts, enlighten the natives, and bring them to allegiance to your
majesty...."  He writes with pride of his slaughter (I think that is not too
strong a word) of the "Lutherans" whose presence tainted the new world
as a stage for the spreading of his Catholic faith.

Journal question on the explorers: Think about each writer's
letter/journal. What are your impressions of his motives for being in the
New World? How does he see it? How does he see himself in it? How
does he see those who are already there? Think about the audience to
whom the letter or journal is directed. How does that audience affect the
writer's approach? What is he trying to accomplish by the writing? What
about the writing itself? What do you notice about its tone, its metaphors,
its style?



Notes: The Writing of John Smith, Explorer
(1580-1631)

Poor Pocahontas. During the last year, nearly 400 years after her
encounter with John Smith, the plastic that has been made in her name
would fill the streets of Jamestown—and on into the hunting grounds of
her father, Powhatan, who is called in some texts an "Indian emperor."
The buxom, singing woman who cavorts across the Disney screen is clearly
a fantasy figure; when John Smith first met her, he guessed her age as ten.

The readings from Smith about his encounter with Powhatan are a
fascinating look at the dangers of trusting in the absolute or literal truth of
the "history" in the accounts we have from early explorers and settlers.
The first, original version, of 1608—"A True Relation of Such Occurrences
and Accidents of Noate as Hath Hapned in Virginia"—is written in first
person and focuses on the wealth, power, ceremony, and generosity of
Powhatan, emphasizing his cordial and generous reception of Smith into his
kingdom. The second version, written 16 years later in 1624—"The
General Historie of Virginia, New-England, and the Summer Isles"—is
dramatically different, emphasizing Smith's captive status and his fear of
the danger and savagery of Powhatan; in this account, Pocahontas
intervenes, offering her own life for Smith's. After this rescue, she
continues in her role as protector and helper; because of "the love of
Pocahontas...all mens feare was abandoned." The fact that it is written in
third person is an interesting stylistic choice, clearly meant to improve his
status as threatened but beloved hero.

The story receives further embellishment in Smith's letter to the
" Queen in 1624. In that letter, he describes not only the episode in which
she "hazarded the beating out of her own braines to save [his own]"; he
describes the continued devotion that this "tender Virgin" showed to him
and his men, serving as peace-maker among the men, bringing them
supplies, and warning them "with watered eies" of her father's planned
attack in 1609.

That she was in essence bartered by her father to another
Englishman as his wife, was taken to England, and died before she could
return home is only incidental to Smith's various versions, where she
serves as a romantic foil in her interactions with him and as an example of
the potential for "civilizing" the "savages" through her marriage and
conversion to Christianity. Amazing stuff.



Journal question on John Smith: Compare the three versions of John
Smith's descriptions of his encounters with Powhatan and his daughter,
Pocahontas. What differences do you see? How do you account for those
differences?



Notes: William Bradford, Governor of Plymouth
(1590-1657)

Bradford's book, Of Plymouth Plantation, has long held a central
place in the canon of early American literature. Bradford, a weaver who
immigrated to America with a group who had first gone to Holland, served
as governor of the group he called the Pilgrims with only brief
intermissions from 1621 until 1657. His writing is interesting, literate, and
powerful, earning him the reputation as the "greatest of American Puritan
writers in prose.”

In excerpts from his history, we see again and again the Puritan view
of "all events as occurring according to providential will, all crises as tests
offered by Satan and watched over carefully by God...with a relentless
searching for biblical precedent and for God in all events." Bradford's
vision of a stern God is clear in his description of the fate of one of the -
sailors whom he describes as "proud" and "very profane": "it pleased
God...to smite this young man with a grievous disease, of which he died in a
desperate manner...." In a description of the place where they landed,
Bradford makes Biblical allusions, describing "a hideous and desolate
wilderness, full of wild beasts and men," drawing comparisons between the
settlers and the Israelites in Egypt. An excerpt on the earthquake
describes it in apocalyptic terms, seeing the earthquake as a sign of divine
displeasure. And the chapter on the year 1642 and the "outbreak of
wickedness" posits the idea that the colonies were a battleground between
Satan and God and that the very strength of the church made the colonies
a particular target for forces of evil.

Journal question on William Bradford: Your text describes the
Puritan view of "all events as occurring according to providential will, all
crises as tests offered by Satan and watched over carefully by God...with a
relentless searching for biblical precedent and for God in all events." How
do you see that view of the Puritans demonstrated in William Bradford's

Of Plymouth Plantation?

10



Notes: Anne Bradstreet—Puritan, Mother, Poet

(1612-1672)

It is in reading the work of Anne Bradstreet that I find myself
moving from being interested to being moved. Although I am curious
about the thinking and expression of the explorers and leaders of the early
settlements, I am touched by the personal world evoked by the poetry of
Anne Bradstreet. The first widely recognized woman poet in North
American literature, she wrote (after a period of more conventional
poetry) poetry on the private themes of family, love, sorrow, faith, and
resignation.

Her first book was published in 1650 in London at the insistence of
her brother-in-law, John Woodbridge, who wrote a preface assuring
readers of the book's authenticity—an affirmation that reads much like the
affirmations that would later preface slave narratives. In his preface,
Woodbridge carefully asserts that Bradstreet was a good and dutiful
mother and wife, pointing out that her poems were not written in neglect
of her family duties.

Two of her most famous poems are about her writing: "The Prologue
[To Her Book]" and "The Author to Her Book." In "The Prologue," she
begins with a series of stanzas that are both apologetic and assertive,
announcing her inability (or unwillingness) to treat epic themes, her
"simple," "broken" skills, and her situation: she will not change or be
elevated by her art; she is "weak" and "wounded." There is a shift from
this apologetic tone in the S5th stanza, which begins with a direct assertion,
beginning with I: "I am obnoxious to each carping tongue/Who says my
hand a needle better fits...." Having established a compliant, meek tone at
the beginning, she shifts to a spirited defense of her gender and of her own
interest in writing. In the final two stanzas, she shifts from a third person
commentary on those (men) who "carp” about her to a first person
plea—even a demand: "Preeminence in all and each is yours;/Yet grant
some small acknowledgment of ours." In "The Author to Her Book," she
again offers apologies for her work, this time couched in female imagery,
describing her book as an "ill-form'd offspring."

Other poems not about her life as an writer focus instead on her life
as a mother and wife. "Before the Birth of One of Her Children" expresses
familiar themes of life's fragility, the sorrow of separation, the desire to be
remembered, but these are made all the more affecting by the
context—Ilines spoken to an expected child by the mother who expects her
birth soon and who fears the dangers that childbirth will bring. Two other
poems, "To My Dear and Loving Husband" and "A Letter to Her Husband,
Absent Upon Public Employment," are quite simply wonderful love poems.
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Notes: Samuel Sewall, Judge (1652-1730)

Samuel Sewall's place in history and American letters comes
primarily from two documents: 1) a public announcement in which he
apologized for his role in the Salem witchcraft trials (he was the only judge
to do so) and 2) The Selling of Joseph, one of the first anti-slavery
pamphlets to be published by a Puritan. In some ways, these documents
are less remembered by readers than is his diary. Part of that diary
details his courtship of Katherine Winthrop when he was in his 60's and
had lost his first wife after a marriage of 41 years and a second wife who
died within 6 months of their marriage. The Heath anthology says that his
twentieth century editor "regrets that...the courtship has come to seem a
rather comical affair,” but he does, in fact, sound a bit like an 18th-century
Prufrock as he details his long (and ultimately unsuccessful) courtship,
recording the monetary gifts bestowed on servants, visits made and gifts
proffered to Ms. Winthrop, ruminations about whether or not he does, as
she hints, need a wig....I suppose that all of us sound a little pathetic in our
accounts of anxious love affairs, but Sewall's account is a welcome light
moment in the serious, reflective body of work that has come to us from
the Colonial Period.
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Notes: Colonial Period, 1700-1800

As the Colonists faced the 18th century, they faced many changes.
One of the key factors of change lay in the demographics—mass migrations,
with increasing numbers of non-English settlers; a growing slave
population (275,000 were brought in during the century); increased life
expectancies; and, resulting from these facts, an unparalleled rate of
population growth, growing from 52,000 Euro-Americans in 1650 to
3,5000,000 in 1790. As they established themselves in the Northeast, with
its prosperous shipping trade, in the Middle Colonies, with its agriculture,
and the Lower South, with its farming of staple crops and tobacco, we see
in the writings of this period a shift from a focus on survival to concerns
with broader issues—debates on the nature of mankind and on
government, and an expansion of forms, with poetry and formal
autobiographies being written in addition to the journals and diaries of the
earliest years. Fiction remained problematic for them because it seemed
tied to the European world that they saw as decadent. Thus any fiction
written had to be clearly didactic, designed as instruction rather than
entertainment.

Although the voices in government, in churches, and in published
writing remained largely those of white men, we do begin to hear the
voices of those who were almost completely shut out of avenues of power:
in the poems from women of the period, the speeches from a number of
great Native American orators who argued movingly against the
destruction of their cultures, and in the narratives of the slaves. These
voices are particularly impressive in light of the oppression they faced:
women gave up all property rights upon marriage and could not speak in
church; the Native Americans were being pushed further and further from
their lands, often to bleak places very different from the lands they had
left; slaves were denied even literacy and the right to marry—and were in
effect judged to be 3/5 human in the Missouri Compromise. None of these
groups could vote. Thus their desire to express and define themselves by
writing is a tribute to their courage and hope.
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Notes: Olaudah Equiano (Gustavus Vassa)
Slave and Freeman 1745-1797

Olaudah Equiano's autobiography is the first of a number of powerful
slave narratives that make up part of the early American canon.
Kidnapped in Africa with his sister when he was eleven years old, he was a
slave in a number of circumstances under a number of owners for ten

years. His narrative, entitled The Interesting Narrative of the life of
Olaudah Equiano, or Gustavus Vassa, the African. Written by Himself,

follows the spiritual autobiographical tradition used by men of power
before him—men like John Winthrop and Jonathan Edwards—in describing
a movement from darkness to light, from bondage to freedom, but it adds
a new dimension in its element of social protest.

His two-volume work, read and published widely in its time, is a
prototype of the slave narratives that would follow. Even its title sets the
pattern of the narratives that would follow it: in the subtitle, Written by
Himself, we see both the racism of the day (white readers needed
assurance, often found in the form of testimonies from well-known white
abolitionists, that the slaves could indeed produce literary works) and the
empowerment that the ex-slaves sought in writing their own lives. Having
been denied everything—home, family, self-determination, even their own
names—they could re-claim themselves, in a way, by writing their own
stories. These themes and images would recur in the slave narratives that
followed his:

1) emotional descriptions of brutal separations from family and
community;

2) detailing of escape attempts, often failed, which make clear the
desperation felt by slaves;

3) accounts of physical abuse;

4) descriptions of the naming and re-naming processes which
further dehumanized the slaves. (In three chapters, Equiano tells us he
was called Michael, Jacob, and Gustavus Vassa, a name that he resisted so
much that he was flogged until he acquiesced. For this reason, I find it
disturbing that the Heath lists him as Vassa, with Equiano in parentheses.
Why not the other way around, in recognition of his desires?)

5) direct addresses to Christians, in which the narrator appeals to
Christian charity and conscience in arguing against slavery;

6) a detailed telling of the process by which the narrator was
manumitted, often accompanied by transcripts of the documents that freed
him/her.
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Journal question on Olaudah Equiano: We have discussed the genre
of slave narratives that emerged early in American literature. In what
particular ways does Olaudah Equiano's narrative fit that pattern—a
pattern that his book established? OR Compare Equiano's narrative to the
captivity narrative of Mary Rowlandson, who wrote of her capture by
Indians. What parallels do you see between the two works? What
differences?
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Notes:  Phillis Wheatley, First Black American to
Publish a Book (1753-1784)

John Shields, in his essay on Wheatley in African American Writers:
Profiles of Their Lives and Works.... constructs a strong argument against
the (largely negative) literary reputation of Phillis Wheatley: that she was
a derivative writer, that she was so full of piety that she never questioned
her adopted Christianity's hypocrisy in condoning slavery, and, perhaps
most damning, that she ignored the issue of slavery altogether in her awe
and admiration for her white owners and acquaintances. This pseudo-
Wheatley, as Shields calls her, was interesting only as a historical or
sociological figure—the first black American to publish a book. As a
literary artist, she has been dismissed; he points out that in two hundred
years of Wheatley commentary, the content of her poems was almost
totally ignored. Although Shields mentions a groundbreaking essay
appearing in 1953 that did consider (and praise) her voice as a poet, it is
the pseudo-Wheatley who remains most familiar. The Heath anthology, for
instance, in spite of its reputed radical stance, focuses almost exclusively
on her life, her precociousness, and the racism that presented obstacles to
her repeated efforts to publish. The Heath commentator begins by noting
that she wrote on a variety of subjects, but he ignores those subjects and
the poems themselves, focusing instead on her biography. I know, too,
that at least one of the anthologies I've used in my African-American Lit
class did not even include Wheatley in its chronological presentation of
authors. My own reading of Wheatley has dismissed her in exactly the
way that Shields argues so powerfully against. Thus I am interested and
excited to read (and be persuaded by) his re-reading of her work.

Admittedly, some of his arguments are hard for me to evaluate,
particularly those that seek to trace African roots and influences in her
poetic forms and images. That her mother may have worshipped the sun
seems a long stretch from her regular use of solar images and metaphors.
But other arguments seem much more compelling.

Those arguments include the following:

1) her use of the panegyric (poem of praise, often an elegy) reflects
her African heritage; Ruth Finnegan calls it "one of the most developed and
elaborate poetic genres of Africa," often focusing on political figures, as did
Wheatley's poems.

2) a number of her poems reflect the moral function of African folk
songs, which "convey a moral—a warning, ridicule, criticism, entreaty,
flattery, thanks, abuse, defiance, a demand, repulsion." Thus poems that
might at first reading seem obsequious often begin with flattery but end
with criticism and entreaty.
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3) her poems do NOT represent resignation to her situation as a
slave; she does NOT sidestep slavery as an issue but confronts it in a
number of poems, most notably the famous but often mis-read "On Being
Brought From Africa to America" and "On Imagination." Both insist, assert,
admonish. The former poem directly addresses Christians, asserting the
equality of her "sable race." (Note the connotations of nobility in the choice
of sable.) "On Imagination" offers praise for the freedom and attractions
offered by the imagination: "There in one view we grasp the mighty
whole,/Or with new world amaze th' unbounded soul." In that word
choice—"unbounded"—and in others—"The frozen deeps may break their
iron bands"—she uses imagery particular to her situation as a slave, and
the message of the poem is clear: imagination is so powerful that it can
free her even from her position as a slave, a situation which "forbids [her]
to aspire,” which "damps the rising fire,” which "chills the tides." Her voice
is clear and insistent in these poems.

The subtle power of her poems and her courageous efforts to have
her voice heard—she made three futile appeals in Boston papers for
subscribers and was first published in Britain with the help of a
patron—are a tribute to the young woman who was kidnapped into slavery
at age seven. Ultimately, I am pleased to have re-read Phillis Wheatley
and concur with writer John Shields, who says, "She deserved better then,
and she deserves better now."
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Notes: Benjamin Franklin,
Journalist, Diplomat, Scientist, Writer (1706-1790)

I remember being told as an undergraduate that Benjamin Franklin
was the quintessential writer of Colonial America, and that if I wanted to
understand American Literature, I had to read his autobiography. 1
shrugged off that advice as professorial hyperbole, but as I read Franklin
now, I can see the point. I understand better why one of the editors of
Heath’s section on Franklin says “No other autobiography has been so
frequently read or so influential in America.”

These things stand out as I read:

1) The focus of his works is didactic, whether in the aphorisms of
Poor Richard’s Almanacks, the satires that he published anonymously,
even the Autobiography, which he published in part at the urging of
friends who believed it would be vitally influential on the young people
who read it. In its didactic nature, his work reflects an American
appreciation of that which is practical, useful rather than what it beautiful.

And because his works are intended to instruct and improve
individual readers, we see the American belief in the potential of
individuals to improve themselves, outside of the realm of religious
institutions or authoritarian governments. We see his valuing of
individualism, too, in his willingness to throw off the influence of his own
family; he is very matter-of-fact about that in ways that someone from
another culture might not be.

2) The values that lie at the heart of his work—frugality,
temperance, and, perhaps most of all, industry—are clearly part of the
fabric of the American ethos. The maxims of his Almanacks are still
common today. He says of industry, “Lose no Time. Be always employ’d in
something useful. Cut off all unnecessary action.” Imagine saying
something like that to other cultures—the French, for instance, with their
love of talk among friends, or Mexicans, with their focus on family. (I
think that the glaringly American nature of Franklin’s work was lost on me
when I was younger because I had not traveled or met people from other
countries. I think, for instance, of an Australian who visited us this year
and who said that the most striking thing about Americans for him was
their focus on work—how it was central in their lives in a way that seemed
very strange to him.)

3) There is an underlying optimism in his works that lies at the
heart of the American Dream: it is possible to begin poor (he conjures
up the image of himself wandering about, penniless, with only a roll to
munch on as he embarks on a new life for himself at a very young age)
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and to end up prosperous—if one works hard. And the goal of prosperity
and wealth is central and worthwhile; the unapologetic “The Way to
Wealth” reflects the notion that material wealth is a central part of the
American Dream.

4) Embedded in that optimism is a belief in method, system. I find
myself thinking of the shelves and shelves of self-help books which line
American bookstores. They had a clear predecessor in Franklin’s
Autobiography, with its tables and check system for developing “the
habitude” of thirteen virtues. The “how-to” section on virtues is followed
by a section on time management.

5) Part of this system lies in the reflection upon and evaluation of
one’s everyday living. His identification of the “errata” of his life seems to
echo that searching of one’s own soul for sin that was so important to
his Puritan forbears.

Journal Questions on Ben Franklin:

1. Imagine this, if you will: you are a guest star on X-Files. You've been
asked to report on an alien culture, focusing on its values—what is
important to it, how it sees its members, what it admires, what it deplores.
The only evidence you have of this culture is a tattered copy of Poor
Richard’s Almanacks and some excerpts from Ben Franklin’s
Autobiography. Write your report.

2. Benjamin Franklin first established himself by his writing, particularly
his satires, which sometimes got him in trouble with authorities. = Read “A
Witch Trial at Mount Holly” and “The Speech of Polly Baker.” What is his
point in each of these satires? That is, who is the object of his criticism?

Why is he leveling that criticism?
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Notes: J. Hector St. John de Crevecoeur,
Surveyor, Farmer, Consul, Writer
(1735-1813)

Crevecoeur is known for one work, Letters from an American
Farmer. This epistolary narrative won him acclaim among French
intellectual circles in his day; over a century later, D. H Lawrence called
Letters a work as important as Benjamin Franklin’s. I see that it is read in
its entirety in an early American Lit class at the University of Washington.
Why is this work so important?

In his creation of a series of letters by a fictional American farmer
named James, Crevecoeur wrote the first American text which sought
explicitly to answer the question, “What is an American?” The definition
that is presented through this farmer’s series of letters is one that is still
very much at the heart of American beliefs and ideologies, particularly
those that are part of the Romantic perspective. His views have
reverberated in American texts and popular culture for two centuries:

1) The containment of Nature—through the construction of “Fair
cities, substantial villages, extensive fields of an immense country filled
with decent houses, good roads, orchards, meadows, and bridges”—is a
good and worthy pursuit. That which is “wild, woody, and uncultivated”
should be transformed through human industry.

2) Conversely, the natural world is good, inspirational, offering us
moral lessons if we will only see them. He cites the “sagacity of animals”
as worthy of our attention and study. The farmer, working closely in
nature as he does, is a figure of honor and reverence; his work has an
almost mystical quality to it. The narrator also places the Indians in this
arena of the simple, natural world.

3) This is a country built by the industry and dreams of the poor.
People who were “mowed down by want, hunger, and war” came here and
built good lives for themselves.

4) This is a classless society, in sharp contrast to Europe’s wide
divisions between rich and poor.

5) The ownership of land is central to American identity and
happiness.

6) America is a melting pot; he says, “Here individuals of all nations
are melted into a new race of men.”

7) He recognizes (and eventually despairs about) the stunning gap
between American stated ideals and its practices regarding others; one of
the most vehement and moving sections describes the horrific conditions
of slavery and the hypocrisy of a “free” nation that bases its strength in
part on the labor of slaves.
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8) He thus combines that peculiar American loyalty and optimism
with a dark, critical look at the country.

9) The American Indian is a peaceful, silent, noble being whose
simple, natural perspective should be honored; the descriptions (in which
the farmer plans to take his family to go live with the Indians) are classic
“Noble Savage” images.

10) Again, we see a dichotomy between theory and practice. While
praising the Indians and what he sees as their noble life, he makes plans to
“reform”—Tliterally, to re-form—them by teaching them to rely more on
agriculture, to practice more industry, to accept the Christian faith.

11) Interesting, too, are his descriptions of being ostracized and
threatened by those who disagreed with his British sympathies.

The work is full of ideas and perspectives that are strikingly familiar.
It presents an archetypal image of what it means to be an American, an
image that is a mixture of accuracy and romanticization.

Journal question on Crevecoeur: Crevecoeur’s narrator tackles
overtly, for the first time in American letters, the question “What is an
American?” List and describe several of the traits with which he answers
that question. Which of his ideas about what it means to be an American
are ideas that we still hold about ourselves today?
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Notes: John Adams, Politician & Writer (1735-1826)
Abigail Adams, Wife and Feminist (1744-1818)

As I read excerpts of John Adams’ autobiography and of Abigail
Adams’ letters and diary, I see them as interesting more as historical than
literary figures. To be sure, John Adams, as the first vice-president and
second president of this country in its early days, is important, and his
(edited) works are interesting and have flashes of dry wit. His
disagreements with Jefferson, too, would be illustrative of different views
in Revolutionary America. Abigail Adams’ letters are interesting in their
feminist perspectives; although she in one place is critical of a young
woman who is not lady-like because she “faild in that symplicity of
manners which is the principal ornament of a Female Character,” she is, in
her letters to her husband, clear in her desire for equal and fair treatment
in the laws which he helped to write.

Generally, though, I think that I would be more likely to use their
work (especially the letters) in a paired English-History class than in a
literature survey course.
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Notes: Thomas Paine, Egalitarian, Radical & Pamphleteer
(1737-1809)

Thomas Paine’s name is inextricably connected to the American
Revolution; his “Common Sense” was the first pamphlet urging separation
from England. His “American Crisis” papers—beginning with the famous
lines, “These are the times that try men’s souls”—helped to spur on the
revolution when it faltered early on. These works are powerfully written,
combining reason with broad appeals to emotion, unswerving in their
disdain for precedent and tradition as guiding forces.

A sampling of his writing across a range of topics reveals how deeply
felt was his commitment to egalitarian thought. His “An Occasional
Letter on the Female Sex” recognizes from the outset that women are
both “adored and oppressed”; he goes on to plea eloquently for a change in
their degraded position in the world; he closes by imagining what a woman
might say, were she only given the chance to voice her longing: “ ‘..Be not
tyrants in all: Permit our names to be sometimes pronounced beyond the
narrow circle in which we live...and deny us not that public esteem which,
after the esteem of one’s self, is the sweetest reward of well doing. ¢ ”

“Common Sense,” after establishing its author’s populist
sensibilities (he sounds a little like Ross Perot when he says, “I offer
nothing more than simple facts, plain arguments, and common sense”) goes
on to argue, point by point, against those who want to retain American
ties with and allegiance to England. Among his arguments:

1) This is a new age; the future—not the past—is what matters;

2) Those who argue that Britain has been like a parent are wrong;
Britain has not been a loving or attentive parent and has in fact done all
for her own self-interest;

3) America is not in truth the child of Britain; the diversity of the
American population shows that America is the offspring of Europe;

4) The connection with Britain hurts, rather than helps, American
interests abroad, bringing America unnecessarily into conflicts that are not
related to her;

5) Too much has happened for reconciliation;

6) “A government of our own is a natural right”;

7) Reason and rationality are values that must be upheld; if America
does not follow a reasonable, just course of action now, tyranny could
break out.

23



“The Age of Reason,” published over a period of several years
(1794-1796), is very much consistent with Paine’s earlier publications in
its radical stance, its commitment to reason, its integral optimism which
believed that mankind could improve itself and its situation through the
application of reason. In it, Paine presents his own credo—his belief in one
god, his belief in a life after death, and his belief in justice and mercy as
the central religious duties of mankind. After that, he turns to the ideas
that must have shocked his American readers, ideas that eventually led to
his condemnation; Theodore Roosevelt called him “that shabby little
atheist,” and his body was not permitted burial in American soil. He works
methodically to argue against popular notions of revelation on which major
religions are based, saying that revelation is an individual exchange
between one person and God, and that when that revelation is passed on to
others, it becomes hearsay. He places Christian beliefs in historical context,
saying that the trinity is a natural consolidation of the multiple gods of
earlier times. He sees Christ as a “virtuous and amiable man,” not a deity.
He argues that no good God would demand the sacrifice of his son. He says,
“Of all the systems of religion that were ever invented, there is not more
derogatory to the Almighty, more unedifying to man, more repugnant to
reason, and more contradictory in itself, than this thing called Christianity.”
Clearly, he was a man of the Age of Reason, a powerful figure in American
history who died in ignominy because his beliefs in revolution extended
beyond the institution of government and into the institution of the
church.

Journal questions on Thomas Paine: Thomas Paine was a powerful,
literate radical whose pamphlets in favor of the American Revolution
played a crucial role in garnering support for that war. Answer one of
these questions about his pamphlets:

1) Write a Cliff’s Notes version of his arguments in Common Sense.
What were his central arguments in favor of the American revolution?

2) In addition to Common Sense, Paine wrote other pamphlets that
are less well known—but they are equally (perhaps more) radical. Choose
one, “An Occasional Letter on the Female Sex” or excerpts from “The Age
of Reason” and examine its major precepts. Because of their radical stance,
you might want to present them as Martin Luther presented his own
radical ideas—as a list of theses (or “truths”) to be posted in public places.
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Notes: Hannah Foster, (1758-1840)
Anonymous Author of The Coquette

The sentimental novel was enormously popular in the 18th century.
Charlotte Temple, for instance, had been published in 40 editions before
1824; by 1905, that number had risen to 200 printings. From 1765-1800,
there had been little public expression except for those forms found in the
pulpit, the courtroom, and the legislature. The sentimental novel was
obviously a sharp break from this. Although there is a clear link with the
allegories and morality parables of the pulpit, the sentimental novel was
fiction, and focused its narrative on the life of a young woman, most often
a young woman of middle or lower class, without ready access to position
or wealth of her own. These novels, written most often by women, were
read widely by an increasingly literate population.

Who were these people who read so enthusiastically these stories of
the seduction and ruin of young women? Cathy Davidson points out in
Revolution and the Word: The Rise of the Novel in America, that in order
to understand what was read, we must first know about who was reading
and what their world was like. These facts about that world are
illuminating:

1) The novels themselves give us some answers about their
readership. They address directly “the American fair” or “daughters of
United Columbia,” and their characters and plots mirrored their readership:
young, white, New England, female audience, for the most part unmarried.

2) Because of the Revolutionary War and its subsequent Baby Boom,
a full two-thirds of the white population of America was under 24 years of
age. Not surprisingly, the mean age of the hero and heroine of pre-1820
novels written in America was 25.

3) The average age of marriage was between 22 and 24; life
expectancy was 42. No college opened for women until 1837. Thus
women spent at least half their lives in a pre-marital state.

4) Women in their premarital years could earn their money in
limited ways: as teachers, domestic workers, factory or mill workers; there
was no question of equal pay.

5) When she did marry, laws of coverture in the 18th century
provided that a woman’s rights would be “covered” by her husband’s: she
lost her property rights, she lost her legal right to make a will, her
signature carried no weight on legal documents. Divorce was not readily
available and was definitely not acceptable. Clearly, a woman’s wise
choice of mate was necessary for survival.
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6) The average number of children born to an American woman (not
counting miscarriages or stillbirths) was 7.4. Each pregnancy brought
with it very real danger to the mother’s life.

7) As is often true in post-war times, there was a shifting and
settling of roles, as women who had run their family’s farms and lived on
their own saw their husbands returning home to resume their positions of
authority and leadership.

8) The scene in The Coquette in which Julia reads aloud to Eliza and
her mother was a common one; as women did domestic piece
work—knitting or weaving or making straw hats or mending boots—they
read to each other. Thus the sentimental novel was read not only by
solitary women but by women in groups, so that the characters and their
lives were a part of the everyday discourse of women.

Hannah Webster Foster, after bearing six children to her husband
John Foster, a minister, wrote The Coquette, which was published in
1797—three years after Charlotte Temple. In some ways The Cogquette
follows closely the tradition established by Susanna Rowson’s Charlotte
Temple and its predecessors, Samuel Richardson’s Pamela and Clarissa: a
young woman, innocent and naive, ignores the advice of family and friends
and is seduced by a villainous rake. Having succumbed to his advances,
she loses her place in society, becomes pregnant, is abandoned by her
faithless lover, and dies, alone and penniless, in childbirth. In its broad
outlines, it functions clearly as a didactic tale to the “American fair” who
are its readers: young women must obey the dictates of society, most
especially those rules about maintaining sexual chastity and making
appropriate choices of husbands. But the book also subverts the form. It
does not merely condemn the young woman—Eliza Wharton—who makes
the literally fatal error of giving her heart and virtue to a villain. In fact,
the book’s total effect is to condemn the society and culture which make
Eliza’s life and decisions so untenable. In these ways, the book offers a
thorough re-visioning of what is tragic about Eliza’s situation:

1) Like Austen, Foster understood the restrictions presented to
young women who had no money of their own and no way to earn it;
marriage was a financial arrangement, the only way a middle-class woman
could survive economically.

2) Societal expectations were absolutely rigid for both men and
women, with reputation having enormous impact on emotional as well as
financial survival. As one critic says, “Decorum stifled the lovely heretic
who rejected feminine punctilio, delicacy, and propriety.”

3) Although both sexes faced rigid rules of conduct, the book makes
clear the double standard with which male and female behavior were

26



judged. While Sanford is known to be a rake who has “ruined” other
women, he is still accepted into polite society—welcomed into their homes,
invited to their parties, and even allowed to marry one of their own.
Women who disregarded the rules and expectations of the society were
given no such latitude; to err as Eliza did is to bring about a free fall from
which there is no recovery. This double standard is clear when we
consider Benjamin Franklin’s autobiography, in which he identifies what he
calls “errata” of his youth, arguing that acknowledging and repenting of
such errata will re-instate the youth on the path to success. Obviously, this
is an option only for young men.

4) The book raises interesting questions about the role of women
themselves in maintaining and insisting upon the rules for “True
Womanhood.” Sharon Harris, in her article “Hannah Webster Foster’s “The
Coquette”: Critiquing Franklin’s America,” argues forcefully that Lucy
Freeman and Mrs. Richman are fully acculturated into the patriarchal
values that destroy Eliza: they accept those values; they offer them to Eliza
in sometimes-contradictory maxims; and they (especially Lucy Freeman)
withdraw from Eliza at the point when she most needs them. I find Harris’
condemnation of Freeman too strong; she “abandons” Eliza not merely to
focus on her new husband but also, I think, because she is pregnant—a
condition that at that time would have not been conducive to travel. I
need to think about that further.

5) The book raises serious questions about the extent to which real
freedom is possible. Eliza Wharton talks in her letters to Lucy Freeman
again and again about her desire for freedom, her guilty pleasure in being
out of the shelter (and constriction) of “the paternal roof.” It is no accident
that Ms. Foster has Lucy Freeman marry and thus give up her heavily
symbolic last name. Because Eliza is not willing to do this as she searches
for a kind of freedom, she is destroyed. Interestingly, the image of leaving
what she calls the paternal roof (even though her father has long been
dead) comes up twice in Eliza’s letters: once, in her opening letter, when
she is full of hope and optimism about her ability to exercise choice in her
own life; in the second reference, she has left that roof in shame, and
instead of the wide range of freedom of which she had dreamed, she is
shut up in a small hotel room—with the word confinement working in
several ways—friendless and alone, even on her deathbed. Similarly, her
seducer—who is in fact in love with her, who is presented with more
sympathy that we usually see for the rake characters—dreams of some
kind of freedom, and he is literally imprisoned in his rooms by creditors,
unable to go to Eliza’s side as she dies. Lucy Freibert in the Heath
anthology calls it “a prototype for the American quest-for-freedom novel,”
and we see that quest flatly denied. Eliza’s increasing retreat into silence at
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the end of the book is a telling sign that she has abandoned not only her |
hope for freedom—but even her voice. As Walter Wenska, Jr. says in an
article entitled “The Coquette and the American Dream of Freedom,” Eliza’s
quest for freedom is doomed from the start, compromised by biological
and economic facts.

Clearly, the sentimental novel’s form and formula could not always
unambiguously sustain the moral lessons that such fiction was supposed to
do. The form supported marriage, but the marriages were often lifeless,
restrictive. Later, as is clearly the case in The Coquette, the villainous
seducers were fleshed out as more complex characters, torn (like the
female protagonists) between love and security, passion and societal
obligation. And the young women are betrayed not only by the seducers;
they are also betrayed by cruel parents, false advisers, limited oppor-
tunities for self-sufficiency, and rigid, unyielding societal expectations.
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Journal Questions on Hannah Foster: Remember to use quotes from
the text to give your observations specificity.

1. You may find it useful to examine the contrasts we see established
early in the novel. You might consider any of these possibilities:

a) Contrast the way Eliza sees herself to the way her friends see her.

b) Contrast Boyer to Sanford.

c) Contrast the various views of marriage—Sanford’s Vs. Boyer’s,
Eliza’s vs. Lucy Freeman’s, men vs. women.

2. How do you see Eliza?

3. One critic calls this a classic “American quest-for-freedom novel.” Note
carefully any mention of the word freedom. Who uses it? How does that
person define it? What obstacles are there to that freedom?

4. Lucy Freeman and Mrs. Richman function as advisors and models for
Eliza (and readers of the tale). Examine closely the nature of their advice;
note, too, their actions. Is their advice identical? If not, in what ways do
they approach Eliza’s situation differently? Do you see any contradictions
between what they say and what they do?

5. Why do you suppose that Julia Granby is introduced into the story?
What is her function? How does she differ from Eliza’s other friends, Lucy
and Mrs. Richman?

6. America in the 18th century produced a body of works called “conduct
literature.” Usually, these works were straightforward lists of advice:
“Obey your husband” or “Do not learn to romp.” Works such as The
Cogquette can be seen as a novelization of that genre. Examine the ways in
which the book does, in fact, function in that way. Then consider ways in
which it can be seen, instead, not as supporting but as criticizing society
and its values, social system, and political order.
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Notes: Susanna Haswell Rowson, Headmistress, Textbook
Author, Columnist, and Author of the First American
Best-Seller, Charlotte, A Tale of Truth (1762-1864)

The heading of my notes indicates one significant way in which
Susanna Rowson was a “first” in American letters: she is the first female
author encountered so far who had work outside the home, who is known,
not as the wife of a minister or statesman, but as an individual apart from
her marriage. Her life story is fascinating: although she spent early years
in London, where her loyalist family was sent as part of a prisoner
exchange program, she later became one of America’s foremost literary
women, after having been a governess, actor, and headmistress. Her novel
Charlotte, A Tale of Truth (called simply Charlotte Temple in later editions)
quite simply took the nation by storm. The book went through over 200
editions, and by many accounts, was as common a possession as a family
Bible; in fact, it often had a place of honor in the household, right next to
the Bible. Studies of extant copies and their inscriptions indicate that it
was a cherished gift among friends and family members.

Critics of today are divided in their reading of the text. It was, for a
long time, dismissed altogether by literary folks as pulp fiction interesting
only for the clearly conservative didactic function which it served. Others
argue that this response is amiss because it can be read as a protest at the
powerlessness of women in the culture—and that it was directed at
precisely the audience—women of the middle and working class—who
lived with and suffered from the limitations faced by Charlotte, the
protagonist.

My response is similarly mixed. While the book is praised by some
for its conciseness, its devotion to a direct telling of the tale, I find it nearly
telegraphic, reading more like a summary of a novel than like a novel
itself. It tells, in barest outline form, of the series of events that lead to
Charlotte’s birth, betrayal by a trusted teacher, seduction and
abandonment by a lover, her piteous fall into poverty and death in
childbirth. There are a couple of interesting twists in the tale. We see, for
instance, that she is betrayed not only by a not-altogether villainous lover.
The bigger betrayals come at the hands of her teacher and of her lover’s
altogether villainous friend, Mr. Belcour. Thus one could say that the book
argues that society at large—teachers, soldiers, for instance—bears
responsibility for the destruction of Charlotte and girls like her. But that
feels like a stretch to me. First, there is the obvious xenophobia of the text:
the treacherous teacher is French, the aptly named Madame LaRue
(woman of the street, one who brings about events that Charlotte will one
day rue). There is even a hint of that in the names of the men who bring

30



about her downfall—Montraville and Belcour, who are British but whose
names have French antecedents. And the book is so focused on plot, rather
than character, that we have very little sense of the motives and inner
conflicts of the sinners or the sinned-against. For me, the book does
indeed offer a much clearer, conservative moral lesson to its readers,
raising none of the larger questions about the limited options faced by
women in this country. And because its focus is on plot rather than
character, it seems to me to be hurt very little by being presented in
excerpts in the Heath anthology. That is not the case with The Coquette,
which loses much of its power in the excerpted form.

Journal Questions on Susanna Rowson:

1. How does the book follow the patterns of the seduction novel? How
does it break from or enlarge upon those patterns?

2. Compare/contrast your readings of The Coquette and Charlotte Temple.
What similarities do you see? Differences? Focus only briefly on plot; look
more closely at the differences in character development and in the
implicit messages or arguments of the two texts.
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Notes: The Early Nineteenth Century, 1800-1865

While the key word for the previous period was change, the key
words for the early nineteenth century seem to me to be expansion,
diversification, complication. Traditionally, the voices studied from this
era are those of Emerson, Thoreau, Hawthorne, and Poe. And those voices
are wonderful, stimulating in their explorations of ideas, fiction, and
poetry. But I am struck by the fact that the Transcendentalists’ journal,
The Dial, had only 300 subscribers, and that most of the copies of
Thoreau’s first book were returned unsold to him by his publisher. A close
look at this period reveals it as one of hugely divergent experiences for
those who called themselves Americans and those like the 80,000
Mexicans who were granted American citizenship when their lands were
annexed by the U.S. Clearly, Emerson and his peers wielded powerful
voices in the enclaves of their upper middle class New England world, and
their voices have resonated ever since. But the canon as it was taught in
the past was clearly skewed in terms of its gender (male), race (white),
class (upper and middle class), and geography (Eastern seaboard). That
last category is one that does not always immediately come to mind, but it
was the East which was the locus of power: it was the place of money,
status, and powerful institutions, ranging from the church to governmental
offices to universities to publishing houses.

These facts are illuminating about this era of expansion:

1) Opportunities for the education for the general (white)
public grew substantially: by the Civil War, the principle of publicly
funded primary education had been established almost everywhere but
the South; in 1836, Mt. Holyoke was established as a seminary for women;
in 1837, Oberlin College became the first co-educational college; by 1860,
there were over 3,000 lyceums, educational/entertainment lecture halls,
across the country; by 1830, there were 1200 newspapers, with 47 in New
York City alone.

2) The country was swept up in the Second Great Awakening,
a largely Protestant movement. This Christianity provided a common
vocabulary, a common set of allusions, but it was used in incredibly
diverse ways: for and against slavery, to elicit sympathy for the plight of
women and to condemn the Grimke sisters for speaking their feminism
publicly; even to rationalize violent attacks on Irish Catholic immigrants.

3) The debate about slavery was a central one in the writings
of the age. These took the form of pamphlets by individuals such as David
Walker and by the increasing number of abolitionist societies, black-owned
and edited newspapers, autobiographies by ex-slaves such as Frederick
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Douglass and Harriet Jacobs, and novels such as Harriet Beecher Stowe’s
Uncle Tom’s Cabin. These voices became even stronger in light of the
passage of such laws at the Fugitive Slave Act of 1850 and the Dred Scott
Decision in 1857, which were absolutely untenable in the eyes of those
who opposed slavery.

4) The 1850°s saw the publication of the first four novels by
African Americans, with William Wells Brown’s Clotel and Harriet Wilson’s
Our Nig being the most well known.

5) Women’s issues were also debated hotly in public speeches
and pamphlets, with names like Elizabeth Cady Stanton and Susan B.
Anthony at the forefront of the debate; the first women’s rights
convention was held in Seneca Falls, New York in 1848.

6) Mexican newspapers in Spanish numbered in the hundreds
in the Southwest; poetry and stories were a staple of these publications.
These papers served a large population in lands that the United States
would take over in a thirty-year period: Texas, New Mexico, Arizona,
California, Nevada, Utah, and half of Colorado.

7) We have very little from the thousands of Chinese
immigrants who worked the Gold Rush, built the railroads, and did
whatever work was not forbidden them by law. They were stalked by
racist legislation that systematically denied them the right to work in
various fields: in 1854, a foreign miner’s tax was passed; later, they were
forbidden from buying land; finally, they could work only those jobs that
had been “women’s work”—Ilaundering, cooking, and domestic service.
That we have little writing from a group so beleaguered is hardly
surprising.

8) Westward expansion continued, inexorably driving Indians
out of their lands through warfare, The Removal Act of 1830, and the Trail
of Tears.

*kekck

Clearly, a careful look at the literature of this period should come
through a wider lens.
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Notes: Edgar Allan Poe, Artist of the Age of Reason and
Romanticism (1809-1849)

Edgar Allan Poe (1809-1849) is one of those artists whose life often
seems to overshadow his art. Like Emily Dickinson, Sylvia Plath, and
Ernest Hemingway, he led an unusual life, and like Plath and Hemingway,
it was a life marked by trouble, loss, and a dramatic death. Thus we
often—too often, I think—Ilook at his work through the veil of what we
know about his life—orphaned at age two, raised by an austere and stern
uncle, married to a very young cousin who died early, dogged by poverty
and problems with alcohol. Surely these losses affected his view of the
world, predisposing him, perhaps, to stories about loss and death. But as
the Heath anthology puts it, his works are "far more than the accidental
products of a disordered fancy." We cannot assume that the works of Poe
reveal Poe himself to us; in fact, he was a profoundly conscious craftsman
who argued forcefully that art is not didactic, not an intuitive act of
inspiration, but that art is worked out in reason to appeal to our emotions.
A look at his position in history, both literary and cultural, can allow us to
see his works through a wider lens.

Ages of Reason (1600-1800) & Romanticism (1789-1914)

Poe demonstrates for us the blurring of the edges of the "Ages" into
which we sometimes divide history. Consider the traits of the Age of
Reason: its trust in rationality, logic, mathematics, induction and
deduction—its faith in the human brain. We see that in Poe's poems, with
their mathematical precision, their repetition, their patterns. We see it
even more in his detective stories; he is known in American fiction as the
Father of the Detective Story. In one of his most famous, "Murders on the
Rue Morgue," Dupin, the detective, reasons out the solution to the
"insoluble"mystery based on physical evidence. He takes us (and his
admiring assistant/narrator) step by step through his own reasoning out of
the mystery. He exemplifies the ratiocinative (rash-e-OC-i na tive)
method—the method based on 