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APOCALYPSE IN AMERICAN LITERATURE
AND CULTURE

The idea of America has always encouraged apocalyptic visions. The
“American Dream” has not only imagined the prospect of material
prosperity; it has also imagined the end of the world. Final forecasts
constitute one of America’s oldest literary genres, extending from the
eschatological theology of the New England Puritans to the revolu-
tionary discourse of the early republic, the emancipatory rhetoric of
the Civil War, the anxious fantasies of the atomic age, and the
doomsday digital media of today. For those studying the history of
America, renditions of the apocalypse are simply unavoidable. This
book brings together two dozen essays by prominent scholars that
explore the meanings of apocalypse across different periods, regions,
genres, registers, modes, and traditions of American literature and
culture. It locates the logic and rhetoric of apocalypse at the very core
of American literary history.

john hay is Associate Professor of English at the University of
Nevada, Las Vegas, where he specializes in nineteenth-century
American literature. He is the author of Postapocalyptic Fantasies in
Antebellum American Literature (Cambridge University Press, 2017)
and a recipient of grants from the National Endowment for the
Humanities and the American Council of Learned Societies.
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Twenty-first-century America puzzles many citizens and observers. A frequently
cited phrase to describe current partisan divisions is Lincoln’s “A house divided
against itself cannot stand,” a warning of the perils to the Union from divisions
generated by slavery. America seems divided in almost every way, on almost every
attitude. Civic dialogue on issues often seems extremely difficult. America is an
experiment always in process, a remarkable union of 300 million diverse people
covering all races and faiths. As a forum in which ideologies and interpretations
abound, Literary Studies has a role to play in explanation and analysis. The series
Cambridge Themes in American Literature and Culture addresses the key
cultural themes that have brought America to its current moment. It offers
a summation of critical knowledge on key cultural themes as well as an
intervention in the present moment. This series provides a distinctive,
authoritative treatment of the key literary and cultural strains in American life
while also pointing in new critical directions.
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