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“Richard Gray’s real achievement is somehow to have compressed more than 400 years of 
thrillingly rich literary history between two covers.” 

Literary Review

“Highly readable, jargon-free, and engaging.”      
American Literary Scholarship

“How Gray managed to so captivatingly capture the depth and breadth of so complex a 
literature in under a thousand pages is worth considering. […] Richard Gray possesses the 
most balanced scholarship of the entire range of American literature I ever read. […] This is 
the first history of American literature fully worthy of the multi-dimensionality of its subject.” 

Norman Weinstein, Boise State University 
 

First published in 2004, A History of American Literature is one of the most popular and 
critically acclaimed surveys of American literature from pre-Columbian times to the present 
available today. This widely anticipated second edition features a wealth of fresh updates 
and new material, including a detailed survey of the fiction, drama, and poetry written in 
response to 9/11 and the “war on terror.” Other additions include coverage of the cultural 
consequences of the new era in American politics ushered in by the election of President 
Obama, and the development of new literary and cultural movements such as the New 
Formalists. 

Written in an informed and approachable style by Richard Gray, one of the leading 
authorities in the field, this survey helps the reader develop a deeper understanding of 
and insight into the immense breadth of American literary traditions within the context of 
American social and cultural history. While focusing on the full range of fiction, poetry, 
drama, and non-fiction that has been incorporated into the mainstream literary canon, Gray 
also considers popular American literary traditions such as oral literature, folktales, spirituals, 
Westerns, detective stories, thrillers, and science fiction. 

Compelling and authoritative, A History of American Literature, Second Edition, continues its 
tradition of representing an unparalleled introduction to the full breadth and diversity of the 
American literary tradition. 

Richard Gray is Professor of Literature at the University of Essex and former Distinguished 
Visiting Professor at a number of universities in the United States. He is the first specialist in 
American literature to be elected a Fellow of the British Academy and has published over 
a dozen books on the topic, including the award-winning Writing the South: Ideas of an 
American Region (1986) and The Life of William Faulkner: A Critical Biography (1994). 
His History of American Literature (Blackwell, 2004) is widely considered to be one of the 
standard works on the subject.
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Imagining Eden

“America is a poem in our eyes: its ample geography dazzles the imagination, and it 
will not wait long for metres.” The words are those of Ralph Waldo Emerson, and 
they sum up that desire to turn the New World into words which has seized the 
imagination of so many Americans. But “America” was only one of the several names 
for a dream dreamed in the first instance by Europeans. “He invented America: a 
very great man,” one character observes of Christopher Columbus in a Henry James 
novel; and so, in a sense, he did. Columbus, however, was following a prototype 
devised long before him and surviving long after him, the idea of a new land outside 
and beyond history: “a Virgin Countrey,” to quote one early, English settler, “so 
 preserved by Nature out of a desire to show mankinde fallen into the Old Age of 
Creation, what a brow of fertility and beauty she was adorned with when the world 
was vigorous and youthfull.” For a while, this imaginary America obliterated the 
 history of those who had lived American lives long before the Europeans came. And, 
as Emerson’s invocation of “America … a poem” discloses, it also erased much 
sense of American literature as anything other than the writing into existence of a 
New Eden.

Not that the first European settlers were unaware of the strangeness of America: 
in October 1492, for example, Christopher Columbus (1451–1506) confided to his 
journals that there were “a thousand kinds of herbs and flowers” in this New World, 
“of all of which I remain in ignorance as to their properties.” His ignorance extended, 
famously, into areas he was hardly aware of: convinced that he had arrived at the 
continent of India, he christened the people he encountered Indians. “Their 
 language I do not understand,” admitted Columbus. And their customs he found 
either odd or abhorrent. The “natives” went about “with firebrands in their hands,” 

1
The First Americans

American Literature Before and During 
the Colonial and Revolutionary Periods
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