
The Cambridge Companion to  
American Novelists

This Companion examines the full range and vigor of the American novel. From 
the American exceptionalism of James Fenimore Cooper to the apocalyptic 
post-Americanism of Cormac McCarthy, these newly commissioned essays from 
leading scholars and critics chronicle the major aesthetic innovations that have 
shaped the American novel over the past two centuries. The essays evaluate 
the work, life, and legacy of influential American novelists including Melville, 
Twain, James, Wharton, Cather, Faulkner, Ellison, Pynchon, and Morrison, 
while situating them within the context of their literary predecessors and 
successors. The volume also highlights less familiar, though equally significant 
writers such as Theodore Dreiser and Djuna Barnes, providing a balanced 
and wide-ranging survey of use to students, teachers, and general readers of 
American literature.

Timothy Parrish is Professor of English at Florida State University. Author of 
Ralph Ellison and the Genius of America (2012), he has published widely in 
journals such as Contemporary Literature and Studies in American Literature. 
He is editor of The Cambridge Companion to Philip Roth (2007).

A complete list of books in the series is at the back of this book.

  

 

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

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-01313-1 - The Cambridge Companion to American Novelists
Edited by Timothy Parrish
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/9781107013131
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


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

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-01313-1 - The Cambridge Companion to American Novelists
Edited by Timothy Parrish
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/9781107013131
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


THE CAMBriDgE  

CoMPAnion To 

AMEriCAn novEliSTS

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

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-01313-1 - The Cambridge Companion to American Novelists
Edited by Timothy Parrish
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/9781107013131
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


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

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-01313-1 - The Cambridge Companion to American Novelists
Edited by Timothy Parrish
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/9781107013131
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


T H E  C A M B r i D g E  

C o M P A n i o n  T o 

A m e r i c A n 
n ov e l i s t s

TiMoTHy PArriSH
Florida State University

Edited by

  

 

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

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-01313-1 - The Cambridge Companion to American Novelists
Edited by Timothy Parrish
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/9781107013131
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


cambridge university press
Cambridge, new york, Melbourne, Madrid, Cape Town,  

Singapore, São Paulo, Delhi, Mexico City

Cambridge University Press
32 Avenue of the Americas, new york, ny 10013-2473, usa

www.cambridge.org
information on this title: www.cambridge.org/9781107600973

© Cambridge University Press 2013

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.

First published 2013

Printed in the United States of America

A catalog record for this publication is available from the British Library.

Library of Congress Cataloging in Publication data
The Cambridge companion to American novelists / [edited by] Timothy Parrish,  

Florida State University.
pages cm  –  (Cambridge companions to literature)

includes bibliographical references and index.
ISBN 978-1-107-01313-1 (hardback)  –  ISBN 978-1-107-60097-3 (paperback)

1. American fiction – History and criticism. 2. novelists, American. i. Parrish,  
Timothy, 1964– editor of compilation.

PS371.C35 2012
813.009–dc23   2012033808

isbn 978-1-107-01313-1 Hardback
isbn 978-1-107-60097-3 Paperback

Cambridge University Press has no responsibility for the persistence or accuracy of urls 
for external or third-party internet Web sites referred to in this publication and does not 
guarantee that any content on such Web sites is, or will remain, accurate or appropriate.

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

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-01313-1 - The Cambridge Companion to American Novelists
Edited by Timothy Parrish
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/9781107013131
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


vii

ConTEnTS

Contributors page xi
Introduction by Timothy Parrish xvii

1. James Fenimore Cooper 1
Stephen Railton

2. nathaniel Hawthorne 11
Robert Milder

3. Herman Melville 22
Clark Davis

4. Harriet Beecher Stowe 32
Arthur Riss

5. Mark Twain 42
Peter Messent

6. Henry James 52
Thomas J. Otten

7. Edith Wharton 61
Pamela Knights

8. Theodore Dreiser 72
Clare Eby

9. Willa Cather 82
Timothy Parrish

  

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

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-01313-1 - The Cambridge Companion to American Novelists
Edited by Timothy Parrish
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/9781107013131
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


Contents

viii

10. F. Scott Fitzgerald 92
Ruth Prigozy

11. Ernest Hemingway 104
Eugene Goodheart

12. William Faulkner 114
Philip Weinstein

13. Henry roth 125
Hana Wirth-Nesher

14. Djuna Barnes 135
Alex Goody

15. Zora neale Hurston 146
Lovalerie King

16. richard Wright 156
William Dow

17. raymond Chandler 168
Leonard Cassuto

18. ralph Ellison 179
David Yaffe

19. J. D. Salinger 189
Sarah Graham

20. Patricia Highsmith 199
Joan Schenkar

21. vladimir nabokov 209
Julian W. Connolly

22. Jack Kerouac 219
Joshua Kupetz

23. Saul Bellow 230
Victoria Aarons

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

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-01313-1 - The Cambridge Companion to American Novelists
Edited by Timothy Parrish
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/9781107013131
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


Contents

ix

24. Kurt vonnegut 241
Todd Davis

25. John Updike 250
James Schiff

26. Thomas Pynchon 260
David Seed

27. Toni Morrison 270
Valerie Smith

28. Philip roth 280
Debra Shostak

29. Don Delillo 290
Thomas Heise

30. Cormac McCarthy 301
Brian Evenson

Guide to further reading 311
Index 315 

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

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-01313-1 - The Cambridge Companion to American Novelists
Edited by Timothy Parrish
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/9781107013131
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


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

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-01313-1 - The Cambridge Companion to American Novelists
Edited by Timothy Parrish
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/9781107013131
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


xi

victoria aarons is o. r. & Eva Mitchell Distinguished Professor of literature 
and chair of the English Department at Trinity University. She is the author of A 
Measure of Memory: Storytelling and Identity in American Jewish Fiction and 
What Happened to Abraham? Reinventing the Covenant in American Jewish 
Fiction, each a recipient of the Choice Award for outstanding Academic Book. 
Her work on American Jewish and Holocaust literatures has appeared in a num-
ber of scholarly venues, including Studies in American Jewish Literature, Modern 
Jewish Studies, Contemporary Literature, Literature and Belief, and Shofar. 
Aarons has published essays and book chapters in a variety of volumes and ref-
erence works, including The Call of Memory: Learning about the Holocaust 
through Narrative and the two-volume compendium Holocaust Literature: An 
Encyclopedia of Writers and Their Work. Aarons is on the editorial board of the 
Saul Bellow Journal and Philip Roth Studies.

leonard cassuto, Professor of English at Fordham University, new york, is 
the author of Hard-Boiled Sentimentality: The Secret History of American Crime 
Stories (2009), which was nominated for the Edgar and Macavity Awards. other 
books include The Inhuman Race: The Racial Grotesque in American Literature 
and Culture (1997) and four edited volumes, including The Cambridge History 
of the American Novel (2011), of which he was general Editor. Cassuto is also an 
award-winning journalist, writing about subjects ranging from sports to the sci-
entific search for room-temperature semiconductors. He writes a regular column, 
“The graduate Adviser,” for the Chronicle of Higher Education.

julian w. connolly is Professor of Slavic languages and literatures at the 
University of virginia. He is the author of Ivan Bunin (1982), Nabokov’s Early Fiction: 
Patterns of Self and Other (1992), The Intimate Stranger: Meetings with the Devil in 
Nineteenth-Century Russian Literature (2001), and A Reader’s Guide to Nabokov’s 
lolita (2009). He also edited the volumes Nabokov’s invitation to a Beheading: A 
Course Companion (1997), Nabokov and His Fiction: New Perspectives (1999), and 
The Cambridge Companion to Nabokov (2005). He has written more than seventy 
articles on nineteenth- and twentieth-century russian literature.

ConTriBUTorS

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

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-01313-1 - The Cambridge Companion to American Novelists
Edited by Timothy Parrish
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/9781107013131
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


Contributors

xii

clark davis is a professor of English and chair of the Department of English 
at the University of Denver. He is the author of After the Whale: Melville in the 
Wake of Moby-Dick and Hawthorne’s Shyness: Ethics, Politics, and the Question 
of Engagement.

todd davis teaches creative writing and American literature at Penn State 
University’s Altoona College. He is the winner of the gwendolyn Brooks Poetry 
Prize and the author of four books of poetry, most recently The Least of These 
(Michigan State University Press, 2010) and Some Heaven (Michigan State 
University Press, 2007). in addition to his creative work, Davis is the author 
or editor of six scholarly books, including Kurt Vonnegut’s Crusade, or How a 
Postmodern Harlequin Preached a New Kind of Humanism (State University of 
new york Press, 2006) and Postmodern Humanism in Contemporary Literature 
and Culture: Reconciling the Void (Palgrave Macmillan, 2006).

william dow is Professor of American literature at the Université Paris-Est 
(Marne-la-vallée) and teaches at the American University of Paris. He is the 
Managing Editor of Literary Journalism Studies (northwestern University Press) 
and has published articles in such journals as Publications of the Modern Language 
Association, the Emily Dickinson Journal, Twentieth-Century Literature, ESQ: A 
Journal of the American Renaissance, Critique, the Hemingway Review, MELUS, 
Revue Française D’Etudes Américaines, Actes Sud, Prose Studies, and Etudes 
Anglaises. He is the author of the book Narrating Class in American Fiction 
(Palgrave Macmillan, 2009) and coeditor of Richard Wright: New Readings in the 
21st Century (Palgrave Macmillan, 2011). He is currently completing a book-length 
study on American modernism and radicalism entitled Reinventing Persuasion: 
Literary Journalism and the American Radical Tradition, 1900–2000.

clare eby is a professor of English at the University of Connecticut. She has writ-
ten Dreiser and Veblen, Saboteurs of the Status Quo; edited the Dreiser Edition of 
The Genius and The Norton Critical Edition of Upton Sinclair’s The Jungle; and 
coedited The Cambridge Companion to Theodore Dreiser and The Cambridge 
History of the American Novel. She is completing an additional book, Until 
Choice Do Us Part: The Theory and Practice of Marriage in the Progressive Era, 
forthcoming with University of Chicago Press.

brian evenson is the chair of the literary Arts Department at Brown University. 
He is the author of ten books of fiction, most recently Fugue State (Coffee House 
Press, 2009), as well as a critical study on robert Coover.

eugene goodheart is the Edytha Macy gross Professor of Humanities at 
Brandeis University. He is the author of eleven books of literary and cultural criti-
cism, including The Reign of Ideology: Does Literary Studies Have a Future? and 
Darwinian Misadventures in the Humanities, as well as a memoir, Confessions of 

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

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-01313-1 - The Cambridge Companion to American Novelists
Edited by Timothy Parrish
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/9781107013131
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


Contributors

xiii

a Secular Jew. His essays and reviews have appeared in many journals,  including 
Partisan Review, the Sewanee Review, Critical Inquiry, Daedalus, and New 
Literary History.

alex goody is reader in Twentieth-Century literature at oxford Brookes Univer-
sity and the author of Modernist Articulations (2007) and Technology, Literature 
and Culture (2011). She has also coedited American Modernism: Cultural Trans-
actions (2009) and is the author of numerous chapters and articles on modernist 
women, new york Dada, modernist drama, contemporary poetry, and the work 
of Djuna Barnes and Mina loy. Her forthcoming books are Modernism and Femi-
nism and Machine Amusements: Gender, Technology and Modernist Poetry.

sarah graham is lecturer in American literature at the University of leicester. 
Her research focuses on American texts from the modernist period to the contem-
porary. Her main publications to date have focused on the works of H. D. (Hilda 
Doolittle) and J. D. Salinger, and she has ongoing research interests in American 
novels and short stories, 1940s to the present, particularly representations of ado-
lescence and of the AiDS epidemic. She has published essays on H. D. and is the 
author/editor of J. D. Salinger’s The Catcher in the rye (routledge, 2007) and 
author of Salinger’s The Catcher in the rye (Continuum, 2007). She is currently 
writing a study of Salinger’s short fiction (Continuum, 2013) and is the Series 
Editor for Studies in Contemporary north American Fiction (Continuum).

thomas heise is an Associate Professor of English at Mcgill University, where 
he teaches post–World War ii American literature, creative writing, and critical 
theory. He is the author of two books, Urban Underworlds: A Geography of 
Twentieth-Century American Literature and Culture (rutgers University Press, 
2010) and Horror Vacui: Poems (Sarabande, 2006). His essays have been pub-
lished in African American Review, Arizona Quarterly, the Journal of Popular 
Culture, Modern Fiction Studies, and Twentieth-Century Literature.

lovalerie king is an Associate Professor of African American Studies and Women’s 
Studies at Penn State University, where she teaches courses in African American lit-
erature and culture and Women’s Studies and serves as Director of the Africana 
research Center. She is the author or coeditor of seven volumes on African American 
literature and culture, including James Baldwin and Toni Morrison: Comparative 
Critical and Theoretical Essays (Palgrave, 2006); Race, Theft, and Ethics: Property 
Matters in African Literature (lSU, 2007); The Cambridge Introduction to Zora 
Neale Hurston (2008); African American Culture and Legal Discourse (Palgrave, 
2009); and Contemporary African American Literature: The Living Canon (indiana, 
2012). Her current projects include a handbook of African American fiction and a 
book-length critical examination of The Wire through the lens of ethics. She coor-
dinates Penn State’s conference series on African American literature, is a lifetime 
member of the College language Association and a founding member of the george 

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

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-01313-1 - The Cambridge Companion to American Novelists
Edited by Timothy Parrish
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/9781107013131
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


Contributors

xiv

Moses Horton Society for the Study of African American Poetry, a member of the Toni 
Morrison Society, and a member of the Wintergreen Women Writer’s Collective.

pamela knights is an Honorary Senior lecturer at Durham University. She is the 
author of The Cambridge Introduction to Edith Wharton (2009) and, with Janet Beer 
and Elizabeth nolan, Edith Wharton’s The House of Mirth (2006); other publications 
on Wharton and her contemporaries include chapters in The Cambridge Companion 
to Edith Wharton (1995), Edith Wharton’s The Custom of the Country (2010), and 
“This Strange Dream upon the Water”: Venice and the Cultural Imagination (forth-
coming); introductions to The House of Mirth and Ethan Frome, and an edition of 
Kate Chopin: The Awakening and Other Stories (oxford World’s Classics, 2000). in 
a different field, she is currently working on a book, Reading Dance and Performance 
Narratives for Children: Critical Moves (Palgrave Macmillan).

joshua kupetz has taught at the University of Michigan, the University of 
Colorado at Boulder, and Dickinson College, and he holds an M.F.A. from Columbia 
University and is currently a Ph.D. student at the University of Michigan. He has 
written the introduction “‘The Straight line Will lead you only to Death’” for 
Jack Kerouac’s On the Road: The Original Scroll (2007).

peter messent is Emeritus Professor of Modern American literature at the 
University of nottingham, UK. He has written four books on Mark Twain, of 
which the most recent is the award-winning Mark Twain and Male Friendship 
(oxford, 2009). He has also written books on narrative theory and the American 
novel and on Ernest Hemingway. He is presently completing A Handbook of 
Crime Fiction for Wiley Blackwell.

robert milder, Professor of English at Washington University in St. louis, has 
published widely on American renaissance authors and has contributed to the 
Cambridge Companions to Melville and Emerson. His books include Reimagining 
Thoreau (Cambridge, 1995), Exiled Royalties: Melville and the Life We Imagine, 
and Hawthorne’s Habitations.

thomas j. otten teaches English at Boston University. He is the author of A 
Superficial Reading of Henry James (2006) and of essays in ELH, American 
Literature, Yale Journal of Criticism, and PMLA. “Hawthorne’s Twisted letters,” 
an essay on the history of ekphrasis, recently appeared in MLQ (2009).

timothy parrish is Professor of English at Florida State University. He is the 
author of Walking Blues: Making Americans from Emerson to Elvis (2001), 
From the Civil War to the Apocalypse: Postmodern History and American Fiction 
(2008), and Ralph Ellison and the Genius of America (2012). He is also the editor 
of The Cambridge Companion to Philip Roth (2007). He has published widely on 
contemporary American literature in such journals as Contemporary Literature, 

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

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-01313-1 - The Cambridge Companion to American Novelists
Edited by Timothy Parrish
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/9781107013131
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


Contributors

xv

Modern Fiction Studies, Prospects, Studies in American Fiction, Texas Studies in 
Literature and Language, and Arizona Quarterly, among others.

ruth prigozy is former Chair of the English Department at Hofstra University and is 
the Executive Director of the F. Scott Fitzgerald Society, which she cofounded in 1990. 
She has published widely on F. Scott Fitzgerald as well as on Ernest Hemingway; J. D. 
Salinger; the Hollywood Ten; film directors Billy Wilder, D. W. griffith, and vittorio 
De Sica; the detective film and the short story; and a biography of actor/singer Dick 
Haymes. She has edited three of Fitzgerald’s novels and written an illustrated life of 
Fitzgerald. She is completing a biography of the actor/singer gordon Macrae.

stephen railton teaches American literature at the University of virginia. The 
author or editor of ten books and numerous articles (including the Barnes & 
noble edition of Last of the Mohicans), he has spent much of the last dozen years 
in virtual reality, where he has created major online Web sites devoted to Uncle 
Tom’s Cabin and American Culture, Mark Twain, and William Faulkner.

arthur riss teaches U.S. literature before 1900 at Salem State University. 
The author of Race, Slavery, and Liberalism in Nineteenth-Century American 
Literature (2006), he is currently writing a book on reconstruction.

joan schenkar is the author of the widely praised biography Truly Wilde: The 
Unsettling Story of Dolly Wilde, Oscar’s Unusual Niece, as well as a collection of 
award-winning plays, Signs of Life: Six Comedies of Menace. She edited and intro-
duced Patricia Highsmith: Selected Novels and Short Stories, and her celebrated, 
award-winning literary biography The Talented Miss Highsmith: The Secret Life 
and Serious Art of Patricia Highsmith is regarded as the definitive work on the 
subject. She lives and writes in Paris and greenwich village.

james schiff is Associate Professor of English at the University of Cincinnati, 
where he teaches American literature and edits the John Updike Review. He is the 
author or editor of five books on contemporary American fiction, including John 
Updike Revisited and Understanding Reynolds Price. His essays have appeared in 
American Literature, Critique, the Southern Review, and elsewhere.

david seed is Professor of American literature at the University of liverpool. He 
has published studies of Joseph Heller and Thomas Pynchon, and his other publica-
tions include American Science Fiction and the Cold War (1999) and Brainwashing 
(2004). He edited the Blackwell Companion to Science Fiction (2005) and the 
Blackwell Companion to Twentieth-Century United States Fiction (2010).

debra shostak is Professor of English at the College of Wooster, in Wooster, ohio. 
She is the author of Philip Roth – Countertexts, Counterlives (2004) and the editor of 
Philip Roth – American Pastoral, The Human Stain, The Plot against America (2011). 

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

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-01313-1 - The Cambridge Companion to American Novelists
Edited by Timothy Parrish
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/9781107013131
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


Contributors

xvi

Her articles on contemporary American novelists, including Paul Auster, Jeffrey 
Eugenides, John irving, Maxine Hong Kingston, and Philip roth, have appeared in 
Contemporary Literature, Critique, Modern Fiction Studies, Shofar, Studies in the 
Novel, and Twentieth Century Literature. She also writes on film and is currently 
working on cinematic adaptations of three contemporary American novels.

valerie smith is Dean of the College, Woodrow Wilson Professor of literature, 
and Professor of English and African American Studies at Princeton University. 
Her research and teaching interests include African American literature and 
culture, black feminist theory, autobiography, black film, and twentieth- and 
twenty-first century U.S. literature. She is the author of Self-Discovery and 
Authority in Afro-American Narrative; Not Just Race, Not Just Gender: Black 
Feminist Readings; and the forthcoming Toni Morrison: Writing the Moral 
Imagination as well as numerous articles on African American literature and visual 
culture and black feminist theory. Her edited volumes include African American 
Writers; Representing Blackness: Issues in Film and Video; New Essays on Song 
of Solomon; and a special issue of Signs (coedited with Marianne Hirsch) on gen-
der and cultural memory. At present, she is completing a book on the civil rights 
movement in cultural memory.

philip weinstein, Alexander griswold Cummins Professor of English at 
Swarthmore College, served as president of the William Faulkner Society from 
2000 to 2003. He has written extensively on modern fiction, and his most recent 
books attend in a sustained way (when not exclusively) to Faulkner: Faulkner’s 
Subject: A Cosmos No One Owns (Cambridge, 1992), What Else but Love: The 
Ordeal of Race in Faulkner and Morrison (1996), Unknowing: The Work of 
Modernist Fiction (2005), and Becoming Faulkner (2010). The Society for the 
Study of Southern literature chose Becoming Faulkner as the best book on south-
ern literature written in 2010, bestowing on it their Hugh Holman Award.

hana wirth-nesher is the Samuel l. and Perry Haber Chair on the Study of the 
Jewish Experience in the United States in the Department of English and American 
Studies at Tel Aviv University. She is also the Director of the goldreich Family 
institute for yiddish language, literature, and Culture. She is the author of Call 
It English: The Languages of Jewish American Literature (Princeton University 
Press, 2005) and City Codes: Reading the Modern Urban Novel (Cambridge, 
1996). She has edited New Essays on Call It Sleep (Cambridge, 1996) and What Is 
Jewish Literature? and coedited The Cambridge Companion to Jewish American 
Literature (Cambridge, 2003).

david yaffe is a professor of English at Syracuse University. He is the author of 
Fascinating Rhythm: Reading Jazz in American Writing (2005) and Bob Dylan: 
Like a Complete Unknown (2011). He is currently at work on Reckless Daughter: 
A Portrait of Joni Mitchell (forthcoming).

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

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-01313-1 - The Cambridge Companion to American Novelists
Edited by Timothy Parrish
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/9781107013131
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


xvii

The novel existed before the United States of America, but American  history 
has been peculiarly conducive to the novel’s formal possibilities. When 
Miguel de Cervantes wrote arguably the first novel, the globe was still terra 
incognita. The story of Don Quixote (1605, 1615) was largely the story of 
antiquated assumptions about culture, history, and identity being subjected 
to and in a sense destroyed by new ways of perceiving, knowing, and imag-
ining that ever since that period have persistently been called  “modern.” 
Even as the form of the novel spread throughout Europe and on to America 
and elsewhere, its persistent preoccupation has been the question of individ-
ual identity. The novel has charted the relationship between an individual 
consciousness and the world around it. To Cervantes, Quixote’s quest to 
assert the will of his self, though, was unsettling and fundamentally comic. 
Previous heroes such as Achilles, odysseus, or Aeneas fulfilled their destiny; 
they did not create it. The prospect that an individual could fashion him-
self as a protagonist, a hero, without the consent or even the interest of the 
gods and despite the prevailing wisdom of social institutions such as the 
church was the beginning of a new conception of identity. “in the absence 
of a Supreme Judge,” Milan Kundera suggests, the world of Don Quixote 
“suddenly appeared in its fearsome ambiguity” as the “single divine Truth 
decomposed into myriad relative truths parceled out by men. Thus was born 
the world of the Modern Era, and with it the novel, the image of and model 
of that world” (6).1

From a broad perspective, the story of the American novel comes out of 
two historical developments: the invention of the novel and the invention 
of America. These two inventions have always been intertwined. The core 
subjects of the Cervantean novel – innocence, idealism, violence, human 
depravity, and corruption; a boundless faith in possibilities that are betrayed 
by reality; a poignant and trenchant sadness; the desire for adventure moti-
vated by the belief that you can invent your own identity and that your 
identity may be at odds with those surrounding you – are at the core and 

inTroDUCTion
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timothy parrish

compose the history of the American novel. Arguably, Don Quixote as both 
a hope and a delusion predicts the main line of the American (and latin 
American) novel much more than it does the English novel, since Quixote’s 
quest is rooted in the creation of a reality opposed to the one he encoun-
ters. Classic American characters such as James Fenimore Cooper’s natty 
Bumppo, Mark Twain’s Huckleberry Finn, Willa Cather’s Antonia Shimerda, 
F. Scott Fitzgerald’s Jay gatsby, and J. D. Salinger’s Holden Caulfield would 
not be lost or out of place on the plains of Quixote’s windmills. The 
self-consciousness that characterizes many classic American novels emerges 
precisely out of a tension existing between expectations that one is discover-
ing something already existing out there and the intuition that one is invent-
ing that something through one’s imagination. The history of the American 
novel tells us over and over that America has never been discovered but is 
ceaselessly being invented.

Kundera says that “the sole raison d’être of a novel is to discover what 
only the novel can discover,” and as a form the novel has been mostly pre-
occupied with the relationship between individual perception and formal 
innovation (Art 5). looking back through the history of the novel as a form 
we can see how Quixote’s faltering individuality anticipates the sustained 
novelistic investigations and formal experiments concerning individual con-
sciousness that will come with writers as different as Samuel richardson, 
leo Tolstoy, and Marcel Proust. The history of the form connects these writ-
ers to one another, even if their works were fashioned from different ver-
naculars and cultural assumptions. Without disputing Kundera’s point that 
the novel is at heart a formal practice, one may also say that the novel inev-
itably reflects the society and the history of the society in which it is being 
written. The picaresque form of Don Quixtote illuminates the society of 
early seventeenth-century Spain, just as richardson’s novels illuminate the 
emergent middle-class consciousness of eighteenth-century England. novels 
are at once a specific literary form and a living place that readers inhabit 
through their shared imaginations, cultures, and histories. “America” is one 
such living place that the novel has inhabited and tried to imagine. The 
American novel is an ongoing literary practice that engages a material real-
ity, but it is more fundamentally an imaginary construct, an invention.

The Cambridge Companion to American Novelists begins with Fenimore 
Cooper, but it would be as naïve to insist that Cooper literally begins the 
American novel as it would be to insist that America itself has a definite 
point of origin. When the Spanish “discovered” America and tried to domes-
ticate it according to their ideals, they brought with them not only guns 
(technology), maps (science), and the Bible (religion), but Don Quixote too. 
Whole print runs of Don Quixote were completed in Seville to be loaded on  
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ships headed to the new World, and there is the sense that for the Spanish 
conquistadores the new World existed as an epic novel to be written. A 
work such as Bernal Díaz’s The Conquest of New Spain (1632), which told 
the story of adventurers trying to possess a world that seemed to them as 
strange as it was magical, can be read as the first new World or American 
novel, just as it might be read as the kind of book Quixote would have writ-
ten had he been a conquistador. in north America the most readily avail-
able books during the seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries were the 
Bible, almanacs, and Pilgrim’s Progress (1678). Don Quixote and Pilgrim’s 
Progress, which Willa Cather remembers as a staple of her reading in the 
late nineteenth century, assume different types of heroes, yet it is not too dif-
ficult to see how these works would speak to readers making their way in a 
new land as adventurers who also wanted to believe that their stories were 
the consequence of having been chosen to pursue them.

rather than identifying the precise origin of the American novel, it is 
worth recalling that the novel evolved as a literary form for expressing a new 
sense of the individual consciousness at roughly the same historic moment 
in which America, or the United States, was evolving as a material form 
for expressing new European understandings about science, political theory, 
and religion. in the old World the novel was written over existing literary 
forms; in the new World, the novel was an indigenous form, born with and 
alongside America itself. As a genre, the novel arises out of the particular 
and carries the particular with it, a generic fact that has been fundamen-
tal to the way in which the American novel has developed and flourished. 
Despite the inevitable and important differences among American novelists, 
there remains the feeling that American novelists self-consciously engage the 
invention of their own national story in ways that classic English or French 
novels do not. in this respect, American novelists are always in conversation 
with each other through their competing inventions of American reality.

in its inception during the eighteenth century, the United States was under-
stood to mark a radical departure from existing forms of government. its 
government was an experiment that promised to do away with antiquated 
forms of authority and would instead place its power in the hands of the 
many rather than the few. its society was conceived less as an experiment in 
community than as something that would protect and further the possibili-
ties of individual Americans. Consistent with the prevailing assumption that 
the United States of America was a departure from European forms of gov-
ernment was the expectation that out of this “new nation” would evolve a 
distinctive and original culture. Perhaps the most famous exposition of this 
perspective was in ralph Waldo Emerson’s 1837 address “The American 
Scholar,” in which he explicitly called for the creation of an American culture 
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as radical and as exceptional in its practice as the American revolution was 
in its break from England. What forms these cultural expressions might 
take Emerson could only grandly point toward, but his assumption was 
that, regardless of how they manifested themselves, the “new” American 
culture would somehow reflect what he took to be the nation’s epic origins. 
Although Emerson was a near neighbor of nathaniel Hawthorne, he did 
not anticipate that the American novel would provide the form in which 
his questions would receive their most thorough analysis and most lasting 
expression.

More than one hundred and fifty years after Emerson first outlined his 
exceptionalist view of American culture, scholars rightly point out the con-
tradictions inherent in an exceptionalist understanding of American history. 
While the new American nation was predicated upon congeries of contra-
dictions that disguised the fundamental inequality of American society, it is 
equally important that we recognize that as a historical and political entity 
the United States of America came into being as a type of human invention. 
The ubiquitous phrase “Founding Fathers” implies a definite point of origin 
for the existence of the United States of America, but the term “America” is 
only imaginary since its enabling premise is that its arrangement might have 
been otherwise but for this or that political conception. Clearly, the form 
that the novel has taken in America inevitably emerges from the shifting 
cultural, geographic, and material reality that is America, but it does so to 
pose American reality as its own invention. The inevitable term “the great 
American novel” persists in our literary imagination because American lit-
erature is bound by the quixotic wish that the essence of America might be 
perfectly embodied in a single aesthetic artifact. American material reality 
makes this wish impossible, but the living desire to fuse an ideal of America 
with the aesthetic possibilities of the novel gives the American novel its aura 
of continuity.

“if the novel had not existed at the time the United States started becom-
ing conscious of itself as a nation,” ralph Ellison observed, “it would have 
been necessary for Americans to invent it.”2 The sense of being American, or 
not being American, endures in American novels, whether the hero is Henry 
roth’s David Schearl or Maxine Hong-Kingston’s Wittman Ah Sing, yet 
most classic American novels are framed according to characters or stories 
resisting the definition of the American society in which they find themselves. 
“in the beginning was not only the word, but its contradiction,” Ellison fur-
ther notes (Collected 702). American heroes such as natty Bumppo, Hester 
Prynne, Melville’s ishmael, Huckleberry Finn, Ellison’s invisible man, Sal 
Paradise, Holden Caulfield, and the kid of Blood Meridian (1985) stand 
opposed to or outside the status quo of conventional American society. They 
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become quintessentially American heroes to the extent that they stand in 
opposition to some existing notion of Americanness and propose their own 
vision to replace what they oppose. Herman Melville praised Hawthorne 
because his works shouted “no – in thunder,” and this shout can be heard 
from Harriet Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin (1852) to Toni Morrison’s Song of 
Solomon (1977).

Any critical anthology of American novelists can only be a snapshot of 
always changing literary practices and cultural orientations. Critical tastes 
shift violently. There is always a battle between what the past seemed to 
say about itself and what the present has determined it needs to say about 
the past. As i write this introduction, many scholars argue that a model for 
understanding literature that is based on “nationality” makes little sense in 
a world where geographic boundaries seem permeable and the identities of 
nations and peoples fluid. Where words such as “English” or “American” 
once were perfectly obvious descriptive terms to place before the word 
“novel,” many now prefer to use terms such as “postcolonial” or “transna-
tional” to describe novels. Certainly, Absalom, Absalom! (1936) is a postco-
lonial novel, just as The Ambassadors (1903) is a transnational one. one can 
be too precise about one’s terminology, though, in that definitions always 
work to render in discrete forms experiences that may be otherwise continu-
ous. Terms such as “postcolonial” and “transnational” are indeed useful, but 
rather than replacing a nationalist logic they may redirect that logic along 
a different axis. The most basic point about a novel is that it constitutes a 
literary form that can be practiced potentially by any person of any nation-
ality and as a work of art need not be known by labels of nationality. As 
roberto Bolaño suggests in a remark that echoes the quest initiated by Don 
Quixote, “every writer becomes an exile simply by venturing into literature, 
and every reader becomes an exile simply by opening up a book.”3

Following The Cambridge Companion to English Novelists (2009) this 
Companion is organized around chapters dedicated to individual authors, 
and in all cases the literary merit of the author’s work is part of the author’s 
story. The narrative innovations of these authors helped to define the his-
tory of the form, while their stories have remained persistently relevant to 
readers and would-be writers of new versions of the American literary and 
cultural tradition their works embody. variety of aesthetic preoccupation 
and cultural experience is to be expected of a form that has been tested 
by artists of different historical periods and aesthetic temperaments over 
a long period. Writers such as Djuna Barnes or vladimir nabokov clearly 
occupy different spaces as “American novelists” than do Willa Cather or 
William Faulkner. John Updike and Kurt vonnegut lived through roughly 
the same era, but their works are so different that the champions of one 
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author may not recognize the achievement of the other. The two most 
 influential nineteenth-century American novelists, Mark Twain and Henry 
James, could not read each other’s works, yet the American novel, however 
defined, is inconceivable without both of them. While the writers in this 
Companion clearly respond to the history of the novel as a particular form 
and ongoing possibility, their works achieve a certain collective resonance 
when read against each other as the work of American novelists.

The proverbial great American novel has many incarnations, by more 
novelists than this volume can contain. The reader of this book should be 
engaged in an ongoing conversation that has been enacted by each novel-
ist, a conversation that evolves not only through his or her works but also 
through readers’ historical encounters with these works. Some readers may 
be disappointed not to find a chapter devoted to a favorite and deserving 
author, living or dead, but the absence of that author should not be con-
strued as a lasting literary judgment. living authors (born before World 
War ii) have been included to indicate and make accessible to readers, stu-
dents, and experts the continuing vitality and the living continuity of the 
American novel. The purpose of this book is not to entomb the tradition of 
the American novel. What matters is that even as new writers and voices, 
dead or living, enter or fall out of the conversation that constitutes the tradi-
tion of American novelists, the conversation does exist and it continues.

Five hundred years ago, Don Quixote set out on a comic quest to explore the 
limits of his own identity against the changing world of his time. Quixote 
never left Spain, but the new narrative form that contained his story traveled 
to the new World, where it was taken up by American novelists seeking to 
define the limitations and possibilities of their American world.

James Fenimore Cooper was arguably the first American novelist to be 
understood as a representative “American” novelist. As the author of the five 
novels that constitute the leatherstocking Tales, Cooper created a mythology 
of American identity and history that revealed, in D. H. lawrence’s famous 
formulation, “the very-intrinsic most American.” Stephen railton points out, 
though, that it was “much harder for Cooper to make American literature 
new” than Emerson’s stirring statements on the “American Scholar” had 
seemed to suggest. Cooper’s “unflinchingly autonomous” heroes, as railton 
terms them, enacted a story in which one becomes American by turning 
one’s back on America. This gesture would be taken up by Melville and 
Twain, just as Cooper’s romances about what occurs when civilized whites 
collide with the frontier and the racialized other appear again in the works 
of Cather, Faulkner, and Cormac McCarthy.
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if Cooper suggests an American identity in flight from itself, nathaniel 
Hawthorne’s novels – what he called “romances” – created a psychological 
profile that located an American consciousness within an ongoing – and 
terrifying – Puritan present. As robert Milder demonstrates, Hawthorne’s 
development of the American romance-novel is persistently concerned “with 
versions of the conflict between the ‘i want’ and the ‘thou shalt.’” Faulkner’s 
later sense that the past is never past is already evident in Hawthorne, just 
as his nuanced portraits of an individual’s psychology anticipate the novels 
of Henry James. in The Human Stain (2001) Philip roth finds the spirit of 
Hawthorne in the impeachment of President Bill Clinton. To read Hawthorne 
is to understand that the American is not necessarily blessed and that one’s 
American optimism comes at the terrible, perhaps exorbitant, psychological 
cost of repressing sins that remain unacknowledged.

Herman Melville dedicated Moby-Dick (1851) to nathaniel Hawthorne, 
and, like The Scarlet Letter (1850), it stands as an unquestioned American 
masterpiece. Although Ahab’s monomaniacal quest for the white whale 
makes the novel a thrilling adventure story for beginning readers, Melville 
also portrayed the imperial will to power that drove Americans along with  
the subjugation of blacks and indians that this will demanded. As powerful 
as Melville’s political imagination was, though, so was his commitment to 
experimenting with the form of the novel. As Clark Davis notes, Melville was 
drawn to Shakespeare as what he called a “thought-diver” – a writer whose 
language made it possible to achieve “those short, quick probings at the very 
axis of reality.” At its best, Melville’s writing exemplifies this ideal, and among 
Melville’s many achievements in Moby-Dick was to instill a Shakespearian 
majesty in the language of the American novel. virginia Woolf recognized 
Moby-Dick (which she admired over Ulysses [1922]) as a kind of protomod-
ernist novel in which the voice of the narrative was an achievement beyond the 
novel’s plot. likewise, The Confidence Man (1857), with its emphasis on the 
“inventedness” of identity, betrayed an experimentalism that made Melville a 
forerunner to the symbolists, the surrealists, and the modernists.

ralph Ellison argued that the moral tradition of the American novel 
begins with the recognition that a society that was forever proclaiming its 
commitment to equality and freedom nonetheless was rooted in the prac-
tice of slavery. This paradox, as Arthur riss makes clear, is at the heart of 
Harriet Beecher Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin. on the one hand, Stowe’s novel 
was perhaps the most important text in “helping transform slavery from 
a debatable political question into an absolute moral issue about which 
compromise was impossible.” yet, having sold 2.5 million copies in its first 
year of publication and with perhaps as many as ten readers to each copy, 
Uncle Tom’s Cabin may also have been responsible for perpetuating racial 
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stereotypes among its readers, a marker, as riss notes, of the ways in which 
“race and slavery … were indivisible, mutally sustaining terms, not inde-
pendent concepts.” riss’s Stowe reveals how inextricably bound the fact of 
race is with so many classic American novels, while setting the stage for the 
replies to Stowe by richard Wright and Toni Morrison.

Mark Twain is often understood as a quintessential American moralist 
despite his famous warning at the beginning of Huckleberry Finn (1885) that 
“persons attempting to find a moral in it will be banished.” indeed, as Peter 
Messent argues, the novel is structured around a series of moral oppositions, 
“and the very instability they reveal … taps into a common ground that goes 
far beyond the audiences and historical conditions of Twain’s own period.” 
More self-consciously than Stowe, Twain portrayed the moral ambivalence 
of white Americans’ relationships with black Americans. Equally important, 
as Messent makes clear, one of Twain’s great achievements was to introduce 
an “American vernacular” into the novel that was “readily accessible and 
comprehensible to a national and international English-speaking audience.” 
Ellison would hear a black American dialect embedded in Huck’s speech, 
while Hemingway found the beginning and future of the American novel. 
The biting moral ironies of Twain’s voice would find their echo in the post-
modern novels of Kurt vonnegut. Perhaps more obviously than any other 
American writer, Twain marks the intersection where other American novel-
ists have found direction and meaning.

one essential American writer who did not stand at Twain’s crossroads 
was Henry James. of all American novelists, perhaps none has been so 
self-consciously concerned with the question of literary form. Early works 
such as The American (1877), Daisy Miller (1878), and Washington Square 
(1880) defined American identity as something markedly different from the 
wise primitives of Twain or Cooper. not unlike Hawthorne, James was pre-
occupied with the self’s limitations rather than with a sense of its unlimited 
grandeur. As Thomas J. otten argues, “the American novel’s ways of man-
aging meaning changes radically with James.” For James, the definition of 
character was a consequence of seeing, of literary form. otten suggests that 
James’s works best demonstrate the nineteenth-century shift from “stable” 
characters embodying (or not) an inherent moral worth, to “personality- 
driven” characters with an “emphasis on flux, growth, and the vicissitudes 
of desire.” James thus points the way toward the modernists’ radical narra-
tive experiments in which character is the function of an often-volatile per-
ceptivity. This “endlessly experimental James,” as otten says, so playful in 
his characterizations and formal innovations, is still our contemporary, and 
even today we are catching up with, in Wallace Stevens’s words, the keener 
voices and ghostlier demarcations of the Jamesian way of seeing.
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often misleadingly compared to her friend Henry James, Edith Wharton 
had a vision of society that was more encompassing than his for she was more 
truly a historian of manners and a specific social caste. As Pamela Knights 
suggests, her works “provoke questions about the nature of emotion, the 
psyche, language, creativity and belief, within cultures driven by the forces 
of finance, consumerism and technological innovation, and divided by gulfs 
of privilege and inequality.” in novels such as House of Mirth (1905), The 
Custom of the Country (1913), and The Age of Innocence (1920), Wharton 
perceived that James’s sense of form was a mechanism for portraying the 
complex social relations that determine identity. Moreover, in her depictions 
of the shifting plights of female characters, her works predict contemporary 
understandings of the performance of gender.

Transcendentalists spoke of the need for the self to be transformed, but 
Theodore Dreiser portrayed Americans seeking self-transformation through 
an engagement with the seemingly infinite sense of material possibility. As 
Clare Eby explains, “Dreiser is the consummate chronicler of that mythic 
American ascent narrative because he understands to his core the allure 
of money … [and] uses the quest for money to examine the meaning of 
America.” in Sister Carrie (1900), the heroine embodies the transition away 
from an agrarian society. For Carrie the city is the repository of desire, the 
place where the self might be endlessly transformed. The transcendental 
American soul that James imagined in isabel Archer takes on in Carrie a 
corporeal and material form. Dreiser’s novels, especially Sister Carrie and 
An American Tragedy (1925), portrayed the American capacity for living 
in a state of endless desire that would make F. Scott Fitzgerald’s Jay gatsby 
into a representative American hero.

Contrasting with Dreiser’s urban novels of the American self in perpetual 
transformation is Willa Cather’s historical vision of a pastoral America that 
epitomized the virtues of civilization. infusing the epic into the novel and 
mixing history with fiction, Cather created works that challenged the con-
ventional boundaries of the novel. Cather’s novels looked to virgil’s exam-
ple to create a founding narrative of an America perfectly balanced between 
the virtues of European civilization and the extraordinary natural landscape 
that had housed pre-European civilizations. Cather’s America, like virgil’s 
roman Empire, is the product of a variety of civilizations. in novels such as 
Death Comes for the Archbishop (1927) and Shadows on the Rock (1931) 
Cather located the origins of American civilization in the work of Spanish 
missionaries in the Southwest and French missionaries in Quebec. in Song 
of the Lark (1915) and My Antonia (1918) Cather created female characters 
capable of possessing worlds ordinarily dominated by men, just as she por-
trayed characters who need not find a conventional heterosexual marriage 

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

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-01313-1 - The Cambridge Companion to American Novelists
Edited by Timothy Parrish
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/9781107013131
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


xxvi

timothy parrish

in order to be fulfilled. in challenging many conventions of the American 
novel while creating her own landscape of America beyond new England or 
the South, Cather’s works occupy a singular place in the American canon.

Although F. Scott Fitzgerald is known as the writer of the Jazz Age, 
the short, lyrical The Great Gatsby (1925) is for many readers the ulti-
mate American novel. Something as prosaic and as typically American as 
Benjamin Franklin’s guide to becoming a better person becomes in the figure 
of Jay gatsby a twentieth-century myth more entrancing than Twain’s Tom 
Sawyer or Cooper’s leatherstocking Saga. As ruth Prigozy notes, upon its 
publication T. S. Eliot, gertrude Stein, and Edith Wharton recognized the 
novel’s importance, recognition that has not faded. Bob Dylan once sug-
gested that in American culture there is no success like failure and failure 
is no success at all. Gatsby’s doomed grandeur enacts the logic of this aph-
orism even as it suggests why, for instance, Dreiser’s heroes were willing to 
immolate themselves in their quest for the elusive American dream.

Ernest Hemingway earned his reputation as the epitome of the American 
machismo, a pure and male heroic. At the core of both Hemingway’s appeal 
and the feeling among some readers that his work is now dated may well be 
Hemingway’s ongoing interest in exploring the notion of heroism in a world 
in which the heroic was no longer possible. Emphasizing that Hemingway is 
“inescapably a modern writer,” Eugene goodheart suggests that “at his best, 
Hemingway takes us behind the scenes of courage and heroism, where we 
find psychic wounds, fear, anxiety, depression and the threat of nothingness.” 
As a close student of Ezra Pound and, especially, gertrude Stein, Hemingway 
created works that stand up because of their extraordinary prose – a style of 
writing that might be referred to as the American vernacular and one that is 
essential to the history of the American novel. “no American writer of the 
twentieth century has had so great an influence on our literature and culture 
as Hemingway,” goodheart adds, an influence evident in the later writers 
norman Mailer, Joan Didion, and raymond Carver.

other than Henry James, William Faulkner has written more novels con-
sidered to be masterpieces than any other American writer. He said that not 
until he realized that the “postage stamp” of his Mississippi might house a 
universe of fiction as rich and diverse as the world created by Balzac was he 
able to begin to realize his talent as a novelist. This is as much a tribute to 
Faulkner’s extraordinary experiments in literary form as his much discussed 
historical vision. Faulkner’s novels evoke a mythic view of the southern past, 
but as Philip Weinstein argues here, “his great work – the work that reveals 
Faulkner as Faulkner – sees strenuously through this myth. indeed, the act 
of seeing through this myth enables Faulkner to become the most powerful 
white novelist of race relations this country has yet produced.” Although 

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

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-01313-1 - The Cambridge Companion to American Novelists
Edited by Timothy Parrish
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/9781107013131
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


Introduction

xxvii

Faulkner’s novels can be read as critiques of the myth of the Confederate 
past, for many readers they memorialize that past as if it were the lost Troy 
of American literature. in exploring this myth, Faulkner’s novels experi-
mented radically with narrative form and point of view and, as in Twain’s 
works, often gave lyrical voice to characters whose lives were uneducated 
and thus whose narrative complexity was startling to encounter in a work 
of literature.

like ralph Ellison and Djuna Barnes, Henry roth is known for one novel. 
Call It Sleep (1934) was initially dismissed as a Depression-era Joycean 
indulgence, but in 1964 the critic irving Howe reclaimed it as a classic 
American novel. in a nation of immigrants, Call It Sleep is arguably the 
definitive American novel since no other American novel so profoundly cap-
tures the simultaneously exhilarating and alienating experience of becom-
ing American. it is also an unparalleled portrayal of childhood as well as 
being one of the few American novels to depict the grittiness and complex-
ity of urban life. Hana Wirth-nesher suggests, though, that its true appeal 
as a “modernist masterpiece” is “through its articulation of loss conveyed 
through word play that negotiates a web of accents, dialects, and languages” 
and that ultimately roth “makes a space for the drama of Jewish American 
literature and culture in the making.” Sixty years after his first novel roth 
completed another long work, Mercy of a Rude Stream (1994–8), that argu-
ably did justice to and in a sense completed his earlier achievement, one that 
is unique within American literature.

Despite the critical imprimatur of T. S. Eliot and despite being arguably 
the most impressive and demanding work of American modernist prose, 
Djuna Barnes’s Nightwood (1936) remains famously unknown. in its struc-
ture and language, the novel reflects the logic of her remark that “there 
is always more surface to a shattered object than its whole.” Even as she 
is read and reread, Alex goody suggests, Barnes “remains inassimilable, a 
writer who made a profoundly singular but nonetheless profound contribu-
tion to the history of the novel.” like other modernist landmarks such as 
Ulysses or The Waves (1931), Nightwood shatters the whole of the realist 
novel and reconfigures it as a constellation of narrative fragments in which 
each piece seems to comprise its own infinite reflecting surface. At the same 
time, the novel enacts a relentless exploration of sexuality that serves as 
a point of departure for contemporary debates regarding the relationship 
between sexuality and identity.

Before becoming a novelist, Zora neale Hurston worked with the eminent 
Columbia University sociologist Franz Boaz and as a researcher document-
ing black folk customs in the American South and in Haiti for the library 
of Congress. Hurston had an extraordinary verbal facility that allowed her 
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to realize a central aim of the Harlem renaissance: to translate into  literary 
form the vernacular language and folk consciousness of postslavery blacks. 
Although Hurston’s work was largely rejected by the major figures of the 
Harlem renaissance, her achievement anticipates Ellison’s in Invisible Man, 
and her novels would inspire subsequent writers such as Alice Walker and 
Toni Morrison. As lovalerie King emphasizes, “Hurston’s outstanding 
work in the woman-centered narrative is an important link between African 
American women’s literary production in the second half of the twentieth 
century and beyond to African American women’s literary production in the 
nineteenth century.”

in Black Boy (1945) richard Wright had described the almost unimagi-
nable journey he had completed from being born a poor black boy in racist 
Mississippi to becoming the Pulitzer Prize–winning author of Native Son. 
When the sociologist robert Park met the author of Native Son (1940), he 
reportedly asked, “Where in the hell did you come from?” Wright’s searing 
portraits of blacks suffering the material and social degradation of their 
place in American society destroyed forever the image that American blacks 
could be content with a subordinate place in American society. Wright’s 
work became a critical point of departure for writers as diverse as Ellison, 
James Baldwin, and Toni Morrison. As William Dow argues, “Wright was 
the first to portray a distinctively black psychology,” one that emphasized 
ghetto life from the perspective of the poor and the self-consciously under-
educated. Wright’s novels, however, were not merely sociology but also acts 
of literary philosophy. The existentialism of his work earned the admiration 
of Jean Paul Sartre and Simone de Beauvoir and his experimentation with 
identity and narrative earned the approval of gertrude Stein.

While recasting raymond Chandler’s novel The Big Sleep (1939) into a 
movie (with the assistance of screenwriter William Faulkner), the film direc-
tor Howard Hawks was uncertain about the plot so he wired Chandler to 
clear it up. To Hawks’s question of “What happened?,” Chandler famously 
responded, “no iDEA.” As leonard Cassuto demonstrates, a novel like 
The Long Goodbye (1953) is “fueled not so much by plot as by Marlowe’s 
emotions” as he confronts a world in which “surface glitz spreads a thin 
veneer over pervasive hollowness within.” Cassuto further suggests that 
Chandler was committed to “using genre fiction as a platform for unique 
artistic achievement.” in Chandler’s works plots never serve to reveal an 
ultimate truth (in part because there is no ultimate truth to be revealed): the 
texture of conveyed experience matters more than the action. in this respect, 
Chandler is as “modernist” as he is “hard-boiled.”

ralph Ellison’s Invisible Man (1952) endures as one of the most read and 
taught of American novels. Because it engages major authors such as Fyodor 
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Dostoevsky, Emerson, Hawthorne, Melville, Twain, James, Faulkner, James 
Joyce, and richard Wright, among seemingly countless others, Invisible 
Man is arguably the most self-consciously canonical novel in American liter-
ature. The novel is also richly African American in that much of its narrative 
vitality depends on Ellison’s scholarly though always deft use of black folk 
culture – slave tales as well as blues and jazz. His ultimate achievement as 
an artist, though, was not to demonstrate his comprehensive knowledge of 
the American literary history and the African American folk and intellectual 
tradition, but to write a novel that confirmed the basic premise of literature: 
that readers may make imaginative affiliations across cultural lines. Thus, in 
a gesture of American inclusiveness, Ellison affirmed – against the stacked 
odds of history – the democratic ideals of the American republic by present-
ing his African American hero as the voice of all readers willing to recognize 
him. As David yaffe’s essay suggests, “We are still living in a country imag-
ined by ralph Ellison.”

J. D. Salinger’s The Catcher in the Rye (1951) is perhaps the most well-
known twentieth-century American novel. its hero, the skeptical adolescent 
Holden Caulfield, recalls Huckleberry Finn as he questions the mindless 
conformity of his society. Sarah graham points out that the “phoniness” 
that Holden discerned in an American society “mired in self-serving super-
ficiality” can be read as Salinger’s protest against white Americans’ cheerful 
willingness “to settle for the consolations of post-war prosperity.” Salinger’s 
work thus tried to unsettle a too comfortably settled America as it enacted 
an “openness to experience and a commitment to finding enlightenment.” 
in this respect, Salinger’s work marks an intersection between the spiritual 
quests found in Jack Kerouac’s “beat” novels and Ellison’s challenge to the 
moral complacency of white Americans in Invisible Man.

like Chandler, Patricia Highsmith is known as a writer of genre fiction, 
but as Joan Schenkar argues, her works were “corralled into categories that 
couldn’t begin to account for their depth.” After Henry James, whom she 
read closely, Highsmith’s novels refuse the assumptions of conventional het-
erosexuality. The Price of Salt (1952) was one of the first American novels 
to depict an openly lesbian relationship, and it made waves because its pro-
tagonists were given a satisfying and mostly happy relationship. in works 
such as Strangers on a Train (1952) and The Talented Mr. Ripley (1955), 
“Highsmith is as unconscious a ‘gay male novelist’ as Ernest Hemingway, 
and as gifted an anatomist of male sexual anxiety as norman Mailer,” 
Schenkar suggests. Her most famous creation, Tom ripley, recasts Tom 
Sawyer and gatsby with a sense of charming menace while his story is also 
a rich and subversive rewriting of James’s American abroad novels. A deeply 
original writer, Highsmith created works that patiently turn inside out the 
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assumptions of many classic American novels and are in their way more 
truly revisionist than those of more praised authors such as Don De lillo 
and Thomas Pynchon.

Born in St. Petersburg the son of a russian nobleman during the time of 
the tsars, vladimir nabokov made himself over as an American writer unlike 
any other in the canon. nabokov liked to joke that in order to become an 
American writer he first had to invent America, a task he fulfilled in Lolita 
(1955), one of the extraordinary novels of the twentieth century. His novels 
are verbal mirror games, dense with textual illusion, and very much literary 
palimpsests that emerge out of a dazzling array of sources. Works such as 
Pale Fire (1962) and Ada (1969) refract modernist innovations in ways that 
are unrecognizable in Faulkner, though taken up by other American writ-
ers such as John Barth, robert Coover, and Thomas Pynchon. As Julian W. 
Connolly suggests, though, nabokov’s works cannot be restricted to nation-
ality, and he is probably American literature’s most obviously transnational 
novelist.

Along with Saul Bellow, Jack Kerouac was the major prose poet of the 
American self in the twentieth century. influenced by Thomas Wolfe and 
Marcel Proust, Kerouac’s subject was the self and its relation to time and 
experience. in Proust and Faulkner, the reader encounters dense narratives 
in which a single incident is understood to be central to understanding a 
character’s existence. Their intricate narratives ceaselessly venture away 
from and return to that single moment: a whole life in the bite of a made-
leine or the chiming of bells. Kerouac’s novels, however, arise out of a new 
postwar experience of subjectivity as “fragmented and indeterminate.” As 
a result, Joshua Kupetz suggests, “Kerouac’s protagonists are invariably 
dashed against the rocks of an unknowable internal coast, a liminal space 
where the multiplicity of possibilities for one’s personality refuses to adhere 
into a unified identity knowable to either the reader or to the protagonist.” 
Kerouac’s famous “bop prosody” was a carefully wrought prose style fash-
ioned to negotiate his sense that “universal assumptions of nationhood and 
citizenship” were breaking down. Perhaps his greatest achievement, though, 
was to adapt the modernist narrative imperative that virginia Woolf identi-
fied as “moments of being” into a jazzy, American voice in opposition to the 
mechanized, post–World War ii American cultural landscape.

Saul Bellow occupies a peculiar place in post–World War ii American lit-
erature. His most ebullient works can be said to celebrate the self in all of its 
contradiction. in Herzog (1964), his most famous creation, Moses Herzog, 
discerns all around him what he calls the “wastelander” outlook, which he 
understands to be a commitment to alienation. nonetheless, Herzog insists 
upon his quest to become a “marvelous” Herzog. His defiant assertion of self 
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