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The Cambridge History of American Literature addresses the broad spectrum of new and

established directions in all branches of American writing and includes the work of

scholars and critics who have shaped, and who continue to shape, what has become

a major area of literary scholarship. The authors span three decades of achievement

in American literary criticism, thereby speaking for the continuities as well as the

disruptions sustained between generations of scholarship. Generously proportioned

narratives allow at once for a broader vision and sweep of American literary history

than has been possible previously, and while the voice of traditional criticism forms

a background for these narratives, it joins forces with the diversity of interests that

characterize contemporary literary studies.

The History offers wide-ranging, interdisciplinary accounts of American genres and

periods. Generated partly by the recent unearthing of previously neglected texts, the

expansion of material in American literature coincides with a dramatic increase in the

number and variety of approaches to that material. The multifaceted scholarly and

critical enterprise embodied in The Cambridge History of American Literature addresses

these multiplicities – the social, the cultural, the intellectual, and the aesthetic – and

demonstrates a richer concept of authority in literary studies than is found in earlier

accounts.

This volume is the first complete narrative history of nineteenth-century American

poetry, ranging from the revolutionary period through the Civil War and the surging

pluralism and emerging mass society at the turn of the century. Barbara Packer explores

the riches of the neoclassical and satiric forms mastered by the early Federalist poets;

the creative reaches of once-celebrated, and still compelling, poets such as Philip

Freneau, John Greenleaf Whittier, and the distinctive lyric forms developed by Ralph

Waldo Emerson and the Transcendentalists. Shira Wolosky provides a new perspective

on the achievement of female poets of the period, as well as a close appreciation of

African-American poets, including the collective folk authors of the Negro spirituals.

She reveals the virtuosity and historical force of the “genteel poets,” from Oliver

Wendell Holmes, Sr. to George Santayana. And she offers a fresh and illuminating

analysis of the major works of the period, from Poe through Melville and Crane, to

the poetic giants of the century, Walt Whitman and Emily Dickinson. The authors

of this volume discuss this extraordinary literary achievement in both formal terms

and in its sustained engagement with changing social and cultural conditions. In

doing so they recover and elucidate American poetry of the nineteenth century for our

twenty-first-century pleasure, profit, and renewed study.

www.cambridge.org/9780521301084
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-0-521-30108-4 — The Cambridge History of American Literature
Sacvan Bercovitch
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment

THE CAMBRIDGE HISTORY OF

AMERICAN LITERATURE

Volume 4

1800–1910

www.cambridge.org/9780521301084
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-0-521-30108-4 — The Cambridge History of American Literature
Sacvan Bercovitch
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment

THE CAMBRIDGE

HISTORY OF

AMERICAN LITERATURE

Volume 4

Nineteenth-Century Poetry

1800–1910

General Editor

sacvan bercovitch
Harvard University

www.cambridge.org/9780521301084
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-0-521-30108-4 — The Cambridge History of American Literature
Sacvan Bercovitch
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment

Shaftesbury Road, Cambridge cb2 8ea, United Kingdom

One Liberty Plaza, 20th Floor, New York, ny 10006, USA

477 Williamstown Road, Port Melbourne, vic 3207, Australia

314–321, 3rd Floor, Plot 3, Splendor Forum, Jasola District Centre, New Delhi – 110025, India

103 Penang Road, #05–06/07, Visioncrest Commercial, Singapore 238467

Cambridge University Press is part of Cambridge University Press & Assessment, 

a department of the University of Cambridge.

We share the University’s mission to contribute to society through the pursuit of 

education, learning and research at the highest international levels of excellence.

www.cambridge.org

Information on this title: www.cambridge.org/9780521301084

© Cambridge University Press & Assessment 2004

This publication is in copyright. Subject to statutory exception and to the provisions

of relevant collective licensing agreements, no reproduction of any part may take 

place without the written permission of Cambridge University Press & Assessment.

First published 2004

7th printing 2019 

A catalogue record for this publication is available from the British Library

isbn   978-0-521-30108-4   Hardback

Cambridge University Press & Assessment has no responsibility for the persistence

or accuracy of URLs for external or third-party internet websites referred to in this 

publication and does not guarantee that any content on such websites is, or will 

remain, accurate or appropriate.

www.cambridge.org/9780521301084
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-0-521-30108-4 — The Cambridge History of American Literature
Sacvan Bercovitch
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment

contents

Acknowledgments page viii

Introduction 1

american verse traditions, 1800–1855

Barbara Packer

Preface: reverence and ambition 11

1. Neoclassicism: comic and satiric verse 17

2. Early narrative and lyric 41

3. Transcendentalism 87

4. John Greenleaf Whittier 137

poetry and public discourse, 1820–1910

Shira Wolosky

Preface: the claims of rhetoric 147

1. Modest claims 155

2. Claiming the Bible 200

3. Poetic languages 248

4. Plural identities 324

5. Walt Whitman: the office of the poet 362

6. Emily Dickinson: the violence of the imagination 427

Chronology, 1800–1910 Neal Dolan 481

Bibliography 534

Index 540

vii

www.cambridge.org/9780521301084
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-0-521-30108-4 — The Cambridge History of American Literature
Sacvan Bercovitch
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment

acknowledgments

FROM THE GENERAL EDITOR

My thanks to Harvard University for support of this project and to Ray Ryan

of Cambridge University Press for his editorial guidance. I am grateful once

again to Peter Buttigieg, my superb research assistant. On a personal note: my

abiding gratitude and love to my sister, Ninel Segal, and my brother-in-law,

Charles Segal.

Here as in several previous volumes, the Introduction is divided into two

parts. The first part (pp. 1–5), describing the design and aims of this multi-

volume project as a whole, was written by me. The second part (pp. 5–8),

describing the organization and contents of this particular volume, was a

collaborative effort, written jointly by me and by an outstanding representative

of the current generation of Americanists – representative, that is, of the type

of reader for whom this History is ideally intended. I was most fortunate to

enlist Neal Dolan (now an Assistant Professor at the University of Toronto)

for this task. He turned out to be the main author in our collaboration, and I

am grateful to him for all he did, both in this matter and in his compiling of

the Chronology.

Sacvan Bercovitch

Harvard University

AMERICAN VERSE TRADITIONS, 1800–1855

I wish to thank the UCLA Academic Senate Committee on Research for grants

supporting this project. A fellowship year at the Center for Advanced Study

in the Behavioral Sciences at Stanford gave me time to begin the work, and

sabbatical leaves from UCLA helped me complete it. I am grateful to my

UCLA colleagues Paul Sheats and Thomas Wortham for their willingness

to discuss nineteenth-century English and American poetry with me. John

Hollander and David Bromwich were correspondents generous with their time

viii

www.cambridge.org/9780521301084
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-0-521-30108-4 — The Cambridge History of American Literature
Sacvan Bercovitch
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment

acknowledgments ix

and information. I was helped by two talented research assistants, Anne Shee-

han and Martin Griffin. And Sacvan Bercovitch served as critic, encourager,

and advisor throughout the writing of the text.

Barbara Packer

University of California, Los Angeles

POETRY AND PUBLIC DISCOURSE, 1820–1910

I wish to thank first and last Sacvan Bercovitch. Working with him has been

an extraordinary experience among the many adventures of this project. I wish

to thank Harold Bloom, who has been and remains a guiding figure in my

experience of poetry. I wish to thank my former teachers and colleagues in

the study of poetry and culture: Emory Elliott, Robert Fagles, Joseph Frank,

Geoffrey Hartman, John Hollander, A. Walton Litz, Alan Trachtenberg. I wish

to thank for their suggestions, encouragement, and the delight of their com-

pany in my work on this volume, Shuli Barzilai, Sandy and Emily Budick, Tova

Halbertal, Beverly Haviland, Michael Kramer, Cristanne Miller, Ilana Pardes,

Jeffrey Perl. I wish to thank the Israel Academy of Arts and Sciences for fellow-

ship support, and the Hebrew University of Jerusalem for generous Sabbatical

time. I wish to honor the memory of my brother, Gary Wolosky, and to give

heartfelt thanks to my parents, Blanche and David Wolosky; my sisters, Leslie

Wolosky and Rickey Wolosky Palkovitz; and to my husband, Ariel Weiss. I

dedicate this section of the volume to my children, Talya, Elazar, Tamar, and

Nomi.

Versions of material in this volume have been published as:

“An American-Jewish Typology: Emma Lazarus and the Figure of Christ,”

Prooftexts 16: 2, May 1996, 113–25.

“Santayana and Harvard Formalism,” Raritan 18:4, Spring 1999, 51–67.

“Women’s Bibles,” Feminist Studies, 28: 1, Spring 2002.

“The Claims of Rhetoric: Towards an Historical Poetics,” American Literary

History, 15:1, Spring 2003, 14–22.

“Being in the Body,” The Cambridge Companion to Emily Dickinson, ed. Wendy

Martin, Cambridge University Press, New York: Cambridge University

Press, 2002, 129–41.

Emily Dickinson’s poetry is reprinted by permission of the publishers and

the Trustees of Amherst College from The Poems of Emily Dickinson, 3 volumes,

ed. Thomas H. Johnson, Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press. Copy-

right 1951, 1955, 1979 by the President and Fellows of Harvard College; and

The Poems of Emily Dickinson, ed. Ralph W. Franklin, Cambridge, MA: The

www.cambridge.org/9780521301084
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-0-521-30108-4 — The Cambridge History of American Literature
Sacvan Bercovitch
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment

x acknowledgments

Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, Copyright 1998 by the President

and Fellows of Harvard College.

Shira Wolosky

Hebrew University of Jerusalem

www.cambridge.org/9780521301084
www.cambridge.org

