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INTRODUCTION

1

Introduction

Almost without exception companions and introductions to literature
begin with questions of nomenclature. In the present instance, the dif-
ficulty of defining terms is inherent to the subject. What is “America”?
What is “literature”? And what in the world do we mean by “culture”?
Given the contested meaning of every term it undertakes to introduce,
the title of this volume must seem an exercise in effrontery. Aware as
I am that every example and every sentence in the book say as much
about its author’s tastes and predilections as about its titular subject, I
make no pretense of comprehensive “coverage.” Rather, the materials
discussed and examples employed are ones that have proven useful to
my students in understanding what are generally agreed to be some
important aspects of twentieth-century American writing and its con-
texts. Because my objective is to be both clear and suggestive, I focus
on a few big ideas about America and, by the marshaling of examples
and counter-examples, show that these ideas are, and should be, sub-
ject to interpretation, revision, supplementation, and debate.

On the cover of this volume is a painting by Jasper Johns entitled
Target with Four Faces. So large a “target” as the USA’s literature and
culture in the first six decades of the twentieth century cannot be fully
explored via four of its “faces” but, then, four hundred faces would
not exhaust the topic either. One must begin somewhere. The chapters
are based on four significant perceptions of America: that it is big, rich,
new, and free. Clearly, all these terms are relative and require further
definition, and that is the main business of the book. It is intended for
students and general readers who, knowing something about America,
its literature, and its culture, are inclined to learn more.

“America,” as it is used in these pages, refers to the United States of
America and, as will quickly become clear, also to a set of ideas. I’ve
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chosen “America” because of its rich connotations and because crucial
ideas in circulation in the first decades of the twentieth century employ
that term: for example, the American Way, the American Dream, and
the American Century. Whether for its brevity or for its euphony,
“America” seems to have been the preferred term among the historians,
critics, and cultural commentators writing between 1900 and 1960. I
have followed their lead.

“Literature,” also a vexed and loaded term, is here used to refer to
poetry, drama, novels, short fiction, and, occasionally, autobiography.
Given the voluminous written materials from which to select exam-
ples, I have chosen to be literal about “literature” – that is, as defined
by “the letter” – referring to written and published materials. There-
fore, I do not consider oral traditions. The emphasis is primarily on
the category of writing designated as imaginative or creative, what once
was called belles lettres. Because this book is intended as an introduc-
tion to American literature, examples are largely confined to those that
may be easily located in standard classroom anthologies and on col-
lege and university reading lists. Some readers and teachers will want
more – a broader representation of ethnicities, for example. Because
of the expansion of the canon over the last sixty years, a persuasive
case can be made for this point of view. Limits of space have, in part,
determined my concentration on frequently studied texts, but there
is another reason, too. The explosion in writing that led to canon
expansion is largely a phenomenon of the period just beyond the dec-
ades covered here. An introduction to post-1960 American writing
would thus have a very different configuration from one focused on
the earlier decades of the twentieth century.

Raymond Williams, in his seminal book Keywords, declares that
“ ‘Culture’ is one of the two or three most complicated words in the
English language.” In fact, Williams is one of the thinkers responsible
for complicating the definition still further, influential as he was in
defining culture as something “ordinary,” as “a whole way of life.” In
its earliest uses, “culture” was a noun primarily associated with what
is sometimes called “high,” as opposed to “popular,” culture – things
like poetry, art museums, opera. One became “cultured” or “cultivated”
by exposure to these categories of art, as a plant might be cultivated
by exposure to light. Certainly, this book does not ignore so-called
“high” culture, but neither does it limit examples to that category. To
do so would be a serious distortion of American culture as a whole. In
fact, many of its most influential modes of expression – movies and
rock-and-roll, for example – are popular arts. In a sense, being in the


