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American canon of literature refers to the collection of literary works that
have been recognized as significant and influential in shaping American
culture and identity. This canon includes a diverse range of authors, genres,
and themes that reflect the complexities and experiences of American life.
From the early writings of colonial authors to contemporary voices, the
American literary canon encapsulates the evolution of thought, social issues,
and artistic expression in the United States. In this article, we will delve
into the history, key figures, and significant works that comprise the
American literary canon, examining their impact on society and culture.

The Origins of the American Literary Canon

The American literary canon has its roots in the colonial period, where
literature was often intertwined with religious and practical concerns. The
early American writers were influenced by European traditions but began to
develop a unique voice that reflected the American experience.

Colonial Literature

During the colonial period, literature was predominantly religious and
utilitarian. Key figures include:

- Anne Bradstreet: The first published American poet, known for her



introspective and personal poetry.
- Edward Taylor: A Puritan poet whose works are characterized by their deep
religious themes and complex imagery.

As the colonies grew and evolved, so did the literature, leading to a
burgeoning sense of American identity.

The Revolutionary Period and the Birth of American
Identity

The American Revolution sparked a new wave of literature that sought to
define what it meant to be American. Writers during this period often focused
on themes of freedom, democracy, and individualism.

- Thomas Paine: His pamphlet "Common Sense" was crucial in persuading
colonists to support independence.

- Benjamin Franklin: Known for his wit and wisdom, Franklin's works often
combined autobiography with social commentary.

These writers laid the groundwork for a national literature that would
continue to evolve in the 19th century.

The 19th Century: A Flourishing of American
Literature

The 19th century is often considered a golden age for American literature,
with the emergence of various literary movements that encapsulated the
American spirit.

Romanticism and Transcendentalism

American Romanticism was characterized by an emphasis on emotion, nature, and
the individual. Key figures include:

- Ralph Waldo Emerson: A central figure in Transcendentalism, advocating for
self-reliance and the inherent goodness of people.

- Henry David Thoreau: Known for his work "Walden," which reflects on simple
living in natural surroundings.

Realism and Naturalism

As the century progressed, authors began to focus on the realities of



everyday life. Realism and Naturalism emerged as significant movements.

- Mark Twain: Often regarded as the father of American literature, Twain's
novels like "The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn" capture the complexities of
American society.

- Henry James: His works often explore the interactions between Americans and
Europeans, highlighting themes of identity and culture.

The 20th Century: Diversity and Modernism

The 20th century saw a dramatic expansion of the American literary canon,
reflecting a broader spectrum of voices and experiences.

The Harlem Renaissance

This cultural movement of the 1920s celebrated African American culture and
produced some of the most significant writers in American history.

- Langston Hughes: A leading figure of the Harlem Renaissance, Hughes' poetry
and essays explored the African American experience.

- Zora Neale Hurston: Her work "Their Eyes Were Watching God" is a seminal
text that delves into race, gender, and identity.

Modernism

Modernist literature was marked by a break from traditional forms and an
exploration of new narrative techniques.

- F. Scott Fitzgerald: His novel "The Great Gatsby" critiques the American
Dream and the excesses of the Jazz Age.

- Ernest Hemingway: Known for his terse prose style, Hemingway's works often
reflect themes of war and existentialism.

Contemporary Voices and the Expanding Canon

In the late 20th and early 21st centuries, the American literary canon has
continued to grow, embracing a multitude of voices from diverse backgrounds.

Postmodernism and Multiculturalism

Contemporary literature often reflects postmodern themes, including irony,



playfulness, and fragmentation. Additionally, multiculturalism has led to a
richer, more inclusive canon.

- Toni Morrison: A Nobel Prize-winning author, Morrison's work addresses
themes of race, identity, and history, particularly in novels like "Beloved."
- Jhumpa Lahiri: Her stories capture the immigrant experience and the
complexities of cultural identity in America.

The Role of Women in the Literary Canon

The contributions of women writers have been increasingly recognized in the
American literary canon. Key figures include:

- Sylvia Plath: Her confessional poetry explores themes of identity, mental
health, and feminism.

- Alice Walker: Best known for "The Color Purple," Walker's work addresses
race, gender, and social justice.

The Impact of the American Canon of Literature

The American canon of literature does not merely reflect the cultural and
historical context of its time; it also shapes social discourse and
influences future generations of writers and thinkers.

Societal Reflections and Challenges

The literature within the canon often addresses pressing social issues,
challenging readers to confront uncomfortable truths about race, gender,
class, and power dynamics. For example:

- Harper Lee's "To Kill a Mockingbird" critiques racial injustice in the
American South, prompting discussions about morality and empathy.

- James Baldwin's essays illuminate the complexities of race and sexuality,
providing profound insights into the human condition.

Influence on Future Generations

The works within the American literary canon continue to inspire new
generations of writers, encouraging them to explore their own identities and
experiences. Contemporary authors often engage with the themes and styles of
their predecessors, creating a dynamic and evolving literary landscape.



Conclusion: The Ever-Evolving Canon

The American canon of literature is a testament to the diverse and rich
tapestry of voices that have emerged throughout American history. From early
colonial writings to contemporary works, this canon reflects the complexities
of American life and identity. As societal norms evolve and new voices
emerge, the canon will continue to expand, offering future generations a
wealth of literary treasures to explore. The significance of this literary
tradition lies not only in its historical context but also in its ability to
provoke thought, inspire change, and foster understanding in an ever-changing
world.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the American canon of literature?

The American canon of literature refers to a collection of literary works
that are widely recognized as having significant artistic and cultural value
in the United States, often including authors such as Mark Twain, Emily
Dickinson, and F. Scott Fitzgerald.

Who are some key authors in the American literary
canon?

Key authors in the American literary canon include Nathaniel Hawthorne, Walt
Whitman, Ernest Hemingway, Toni Morrison, and John Steinbeck, among others.

How has the American canon evolved over time?

The American canon has evolved by expanding to include diverse voices and
perspectives, particularly those of marginalized groups, reflecting changes
in societal values and cultural understandings.

What role do themes of identity and race play in the
American canon?

Themes of identity and race are central to many works in the American canon,
as they explore the complexities of American life, the experience of
marginalized communities, and the ongoing struggle for social justice.

Why is the concept of the American canon
controversial?

The concept of the American canon is controversial because it can be
exclusionary, often prioritizing certain voices and literary traditions while
marginalizing others, leading to debates about whose literature is deemed
worthy of inclusion.



What is the significance of the Harlem Renaissance
in the American literary canon?

The Harlem Renaissance was significant as it marked a flourishing of African
American literature and culture in the 1920s, introducing influential writers
like Langston Hughes and Zora Neale Hurston to the American canon.

How do modern authors challenge the traditional
American canon?

Modern authors challenge the traditional American canon by incorporating
diverse experiences and experimental forms, questioning established
narratives, and advocating for the recognition of underrepresented voices.

What impact does the American canon have on
education?

The American canon impacts education by shaping curricula and influencing
which texts are taught, ultimately affecting students' understanding of
cultural heritage, literary history, and critical thinking skills.
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