	
	Mohamed Kheider University of Biskra
	

	Module: Literature (American)
	Faculty of Letters and Languages
	Level: Third Year (L 3)

	Lecturer: Mr A. Boulegroune
	Dept. of English Language & Literature 
	Semester: Two


	Lecture III: 
American Romanticism: The Rise of National Literature (1800-1830)


America must bе independent in literature as she is in politics, as famous for arts as for arтs (Noah Webster, 1785).

Introduction
The hard-fought American Revolution against Britain was the first modern war of liberation against a foreign power. The triumph of American independence seemed to many at the time a divine sign that America and her people were destined for greatness. Americans were painfully aware of their excessive dependence on English literary models. The search for a native literature became a national obsession. It was in the early part of the nineteenth century that America began to be counted among the great nations of the world. It was precisely at that time that the first national literature was produced. 
A. Characteristic Features of American Romanticism

American romanticism shares a number of characteristics with British romanticism, but it has its own uniquely American characteristics:
1. The Frontier: vast expanse, freedom, no geographic limitations. The American frontier allowed for expansion, growth, and freedom that did not exist on the already-settled European continent. The great American frontier provided a sense of unlimited possibilities that was not available in Europe. The first truly American novels looked westward. Optimism is greater than in Europe because of the presence of the unchartered frontier
2. The American Indian (The Noble Savage): Recognition of the nobility of the primitive American Indian as a source of inspiration — the figure of the Indian as the "Noble Savage". The writers of the time thought that “civilized” man had been corrupted by the governments and social pressures and so the Indian, who had not been corrupted, was a better role model; the Indian had not been corrupted because he is closely linked to nature.
3. Specific American Problems: Specific American problems such as slavery and conflict with American Indians. 

4. Escapism: Escapism – escaping from American problems.  

5. Multiculturalism and Spiritual Freedom: Due to immigration, America has a greater variety of cultures. A search for new spiritual roots, which was often forbidden in European nations.
6. Celebration of American Past: American literature gradually developed a sense of national past and of an emerging national character.

7. Self-reliance and Individualism: American Romantics put too much emphasis on the component of self-reliance or self-development into the usual mixture of Romantic ideals. American Romantics celebrate the common man who has become emancipated from all sorts of European prejudice such as class consciousness, religious sectarianism, political strife, etc.  
8. The Journey: the journey from the city to the country, the journey from rational thought to the imagination. The theme of journey is considered as a declaration of independence. 

B. How Do Romantic ideals Appeal to National Literature?
Romanticism appealed to American writers who sought literary independence. This is because Romantic ideals such as individualism and focus on local culture and common man meet all aspects of Americanism. As a matter of fact, Because of their European roots, American writers were very sensitive to the issue of identifying themselves with European literary circles. Too much emphasis on individualism and optimism would certainly have given American literary cause, i.e. the quest for a distinct literary identity, a moral boost. Moreover, Americanism hails the common man's spontaneity and runs counter to all sorts of prejudice such as racism, slavery, and class-conscious attitudes. Hence, the Romantics were the first to exalt the American ideal of freedom. To add, the American continent was huge in all respects: titanic mountains, vast forests, grand waterfalls, large lakes, etc. which provided them with an inspiring sublime emotion. Accordingly, distinct American setting, including the frontier, consolidated American writers' sense of self-awareness in the sense that they transformed it into an integral constituent of American literature.
C. American Romantic Pioneers

The first true men of letters in America, who, in various stages of their lives, became professional writers, belonged to a generation born after the American Revolution. Historically speaking, the most important of them were Washington Irving (1783-1859), James Fenimore Cooper (1789-1851), and William Cullen Bryant (1794-1878). 
1. Washington Irving: With Rip Van Winkle (1819-20), Irving not only made it the first American short story to be widely read, but created in Rip the prototype of the carefree American male, who forever remains an adolescent – a character frequently appearing in American fiction.
2. James Fenimore Cooper: As a historical novelist, romancer of the western frontier, author of sea novels, and social critic, Cooper was a pioneer in some of the major areas that were to be developed by the coming generations of American novelists. Viewed in historical perspective, Cooper was undoubtedly the first American novelist of international reputation who dealt with distinctly American themes. Cooper’s Leather-Stocking series such as The Pioneers (1823), The Pathfinder (1840), The Last of the Mohicans (1826), The Prairie (1827), and The Deerslayer (1841). are still widely read, though mainly by young people who anxiously follow the romantic adventures of Natty Bumppo and his Indian friends.
3. William Cullen Bryant: Just as Irving and Cooper were American pioneers in the short story and novel respectively, Bryant was the American pioneer in poetry. Most of his poems such as A Forest Hymn (1825), To a Waterfowl (1815), and The Prairies (1833) praise the majesty of American landscape. Bryant was devoted to the beauties of his native country, thus becoming the American poet to take such an interest in his land. He saw nature as a healer, a source of pleasure, and virtue for humanity.
Conclusion
American Romanticism was, in a way, a reflex to European Romanticism, but this view of the period is often too simplistic. American works before this period also helped influence a Romantic era in American literature. These were mostly the writings of American revolutionary heroes who helped to develop a sense of national pride. The beginning of the era that is often said to have begun in the first quarter of the 19th century with the works of Irving, Cooper, and Bryant but the beginnings of Romanticism can be seen during the period directly after the American Revolution. This is easy to understand, seeing as the writers of that time wanted to create a new literary tradition for the country. 
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