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  1.1.   INTRODUCTION 

 American Literature is relatively young compared to British literature. While British Literature 

has its roots in the Greco-Roman period and has evolved over several centuries, American 

literature emerged much later. It was only in 1492 – at the end of the 15th century, that 

Christopher Columbus “discovered” America. One of the earliest examples of American 

literary expression is the Columbus Letter (1493), which reflects the form and perspective that 

would characterize early American writings. In a far country, man’s immediate impulse is to 

tell his distant friends of what he finds and how he fares. Columbus, a Genoese navigator in 

the service of the Spanish King Ferdinand, wrote to the Royal Treasurer, “Because my 

undertakings have attained success, I know that it will be pleasing to you.” This letter marks 

the inception of the written record that would eventually grow into what we now recognize as 

American literature. 

The year 1492 marks the discovery of the New World, and throughout the 16th and 17th 

centuries, extensive migration to America took place. This wave of migration led to the 

establishment of settlements along the eastern seaboard of the continent.  

1.2.   OBJECTIVE 

After completing this unit, you will be able to: 

• Understand the colonial era to early national period. 

• Know the historical and literary trends that formed American literature in its early years. 

• Examine the impact of Puritan Age. 

• Recognize and understand key themes, motifs, and symbols in American Literature. 

1.3.   AMERICAN LITERATURE UP TO THE PURITAN AGE 

America has always been a land shaped by wanderers, explorers, travelers, settlers, the landless 

people, and the Indigenous people. During the Pre-Colonial era, more than 500 distinct tribal 

cultures thrived across North America. These tribes practiced diverse forms of worship, such 

as those of the local gods, animals, plants, and sacred figures. They also possessed a rich oral 

tradition that included lyrical songs, chants, myths, fairy tales, humorous lores, riddles, and 

epic narratives. 
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The Puritans were not the first European settlers in the Americas. Long before their arrival, 

numerous voyages of exploration had taken place, beginning with that of Christopher 

Columbus. In 1492, Columbus, under the sponsorship of King Ferdinand and Queen Isabella 

of Spain, embarked on a historic expedition that led to the discovery of the “New World.” His 

fleet consisted of three ships: the Santa Maria, the Pinta, and the Nina.  

1.3.1. Arrival of the British  

The initial English attempts at colonization in the Americas were full of difficulties and 

failures. The first colony was established in 1585 at Roanoke, off the coast of present-day North 

Carolina. Although, the colony mysteriously vanished, legends of blue-eyed Croatan Indians 

in the area persist to this day. In 1607, the English established their second, and first successful, 

permanent colony at Jamestown, Virginia – named in honor of King James I. A group of 104 

English men and boys arrived in North America to establish a settlement, selecting a site 

bordered on three sides by water for its defensive advantage against potential Spanish attacks. 

Thomas Hariot’s A Brief and True Report of the New-Found Land of Virginia (1588), based 

on the details his tour of Roanoke, provides a detailed and scientifically informed account of 

the region. His work was widely influential, and was translated into Latin, French, and German, 

and reissued with engraved illustrations for nearly two centuries. In contrast, the principal 

account of the Jamestown colony, written by Captain John Smith, offers a narrative that 

contradicts Hariot’s more empirically grounded observations.  

Later, in 1664, the English seized control of New Amsterdam from the Dutch and renamed it 

New York. Around the same period, the Virginia Company played a pivotal role in 

strengthening colonial settlement by recruiting and sending over 90 women to the colony to 

marry settlers and raise families—thus facilitating a second wave of permanent immigration. 

 

Many early immigrants to America—primarily Puritans—believed that their colonization 

efforts were part of a divine plan, often drawing symbolic parallels to the biblical story of Eden. 

This religious conviction fuelled both their settlement and territorial expansion in the New 

World. At the same time, the promise of economic opportunity, abundant natural resources, and 

a fresh start drew thousands of settlers across the Atlantic. Between 1607 and 1775, the English 

monarchy issued numerous colonial charters, resulting in the establishment of thirteen colonies 

that would later form the foundation of the United States. These colonies were: Delaware, 

Pennsylvania, New Jersey, Georgia, Connecticut, Massachusetts Bay, Maryland, South 
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Carolina, New Hampshire, Virginia, New York, North Carolina, and Rhode Island (including 

Providence Plantations) 

1.3.2.   The Colonial Period in New England 

The northern region of colonial America came to be known as New England. Many of the 

Puritans who settled there were university-educated and regarded education as a vital means of 

understanding and fulfilling God's will. They believed that success in earthly endeavours was 

a sign of divine favour and a mark of being among the elect destined for eternal life. As a result, 

the Puritans placed great value on hard work, ambition, and personal achievement. They also 

interpreted everyday events as manifestations of spiritual significance, viewing daily life 

through a religious lens. 

 

Puritans believed that good literature served to deepen one’s awareness of the necessity of 

worshiping God. The early Puritan settlers who established New England exemplified the 

significance of Reformation Christianity in shaping colonial identity. The Pilgrims, a small sect 

of English Protestants, sought to “purify” the Church of England, opposing its lingering 

Catholic elements. Their efforts were often met with hostility, and some Puritans eventually 

separated from the national church, seeking refuge in Plymouth, New England, during the early 

17th century. Central to Puritan theology was the belief in predestination—that salvation and 

damnation were determined solely by God’s will, not by individual merit or actions. While 

Puritanism played a dominant role in early colonial life, it began to decline in the 18th century. 

By the 20th century, the term “Puritan” had largely taken on a negative connotation, often 

associated with moral rigidity and repression. 

 

The first Puritan colonists who settled in New England exemplified the deep commitment to 

the principles of the Reformation. They interpreted the Bible literally and organized 

independent congregations that pledged loyalty to their religious community rather than to the 

English monarch. As a result, they were often labelled as traitors and subjected to persecution. 

In 1620, approximately 100 of these dissenters—later known as the Pilgrims—left Jacobean 

England aboard a ship called the Mayflower and arrived in the New World. Seeking religious 

freedom, they established one of the earliest English settlements in North America. Nearly two 

centuries later, they came to be referred to as the “Pilgrim Fathers.” 
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An evangelical movement known as the Great Awakening swept through Protestant Europe 

and British America, particularly affecting the American colonies from the 1720s to the 1740s. 

Jonathan Edwards was a key figure in this movement. Further exploration of the Great 

Awakening will be covered in the fourth unit. 

1.3.3   Early American Puritan Poets 

1. William Bradford (1590-1657) 

William Bradford, as Governor of Plymouth, played a pivotal role in shaping and stabilizing 

the political institutions of one of the first permanent English colonies in America. A devout 

and self-taught man, Bradford was also multilingual. His work History of Plymouth Plantation 

provides a detailed and insightful account of the colony’s early years. Bradford is particularly 

renowned for his involvement in drafting the Mayflower Compact, the first governing 

document of the Plymouth Colony, created while the Pilgrims were still aboard the ship. This 

compact, which established a framework for self-governance, can be seen as a precursor to the 

Declaration of Independence, issued nearly 150 years later. 

2. Anne Bradstreet (1612-1672) 

Anne Bradstreet was the first woman to have her works published in the British colonies of 

North America. Her poetry remains one of the most significant examples of 17th-century 

literature in the Americas. Bradstreet’s landmark collection, The Tenth Muse Lately Sprung Up 

in America (1650), was heavily influenced by English metaphysical poetry. The opening lines 

of the collection reveal her self-doubt and disappointment in her work: 

“Thou ill-form’d offspring of my feeble brain, 

 

Who after birth didst by my side remain…” 

Bradstreet often employed elaborate conceits, or extended metaphors, to express complex 

ideas. In her poem “To My Dear and Loving Husband”(1678), she draws on popular European 

themes of oriental imagery, love, and comparison, but imbues them with a pious significance, 

as seen in the concluding lines: 

 

If ever two were one, then surely, we. 

If ever man were loved by wife, then thee; 

If ever wife was happy in a man, 

Compare with me, ye women, if you can. 

I prize thy love more than whole mines of gold 
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Or all the riches that the East doth hold. 

My love is such that rivers cannot quench, 

Nor ought but love from thee, give recompense. 

Thy love is such I can no way repay, 

The heavens reward thee manifold; I pray. 

Then while we live, in love let’s so persevere 

That when we live no more, we may live ever. 

3. Edward Taylor (1644- 1729) 

Edward Taylor, a teacher and minister, sailed to New England in 1668, choosing to emigrate 

rather than swear an oath of loyalty to the Church of England. He expressed his religious beliefs 

through a distinctive metaphysical and baroque style, frequently employing the philosophical 

conceit of Discordia Concors (unity achieved by combining conflicting ideas). This technique, 

which Samuel Johnson described in his commentary on John Donne as “a combination of 

dissimilar images... the most heterogeneous ideas are yoked by violence together,” was central 

to Taylor's poetic method. In some instances, Taylor's use of this conceit surpasses even that 

of Donne. His imagery, though as lavish as that of poets like Richard Crashaw and the now-

obscure John Cleveland (whom Taylor references in his poem on Pope Joan), can be strikingly 

surreal. One famous example of Taylor’s vivid imagination is his line, “Should Stars Wooe 

Lobster Claws.” While such imagery might be considered surrealistic by today's standards, it 

demonstrates Taylor’s unique blend of creativity. The greatest influence on Taylor from the 

metaphysical school was George Herbert, an Anglican poet and preacher, whose work was 

widely appreciated by the American Puritans. 

 

Taylor worked as a minister in the frontier town of Westfield and published very few poems 

during his lifetime. His collection of devotional works, The Metrical History of Christianity, 

includes some of his most well-known poems, such as “Upon Wedlock and Death of Children” 

and “Upon a Spider Catching a Fly.” 

 

4. Captain John Smith (1580-1631) 

Captain John Smith was an English soldier, explorer, colonial governor, and admiral of New 

England. After returning to England from a tumultuous life as a fortune-seeking soldier and 

slave, he played a pivotal role in establishing Jamestown, Virginia—the first permanent 
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English settlement in North America—in the early 17th century. Smith served as the 

commander of the Virginia Colony from September 1608 to August 1609. During this time, he 

led expeditions along Virginia’s rivers and the Chesapeake Bay, becoming the first English 

explorer to extensively map and survey the region. He later conducted similar explorations 

along the coastline of what he named New England. 

A prolific writer and skilled cartographer, Smith promoted the promise of the New World by 

emphasizing its natural abundance and resources, thereby attracting potential English settlers. 

In 1607, during one of his exploratory missions, Smith and his party were captured by the 

forces of Chief Powhatan. According to Smith’s own account, he narrowly escaped execution 

when Pocahontas, the chief’s young daughter—believed to be around ten or eleven years old—

intervened by placing herself between him and his captors. 

Over the course of his life, Smith published eight volumes. Among his most notable works are 

– A True Relation of Such Occurrences and Accidents of Note, as Hath Happened in Virginia 

(1608); A Map of Virginia (1612); A Description of New England (1616); New England’s Trials 

(1620); The Generall Historie of Virginia, New-England, and the Summer Isles (1624) 

These writings not only offer valuable insight into early colonial life but also reflect Smith’s 

efforts to document, promote, and mythologize English colonization in the Americas. 

5. The Cotton Mather Family 

 John Cotton (1585–1652), Increase Mather (1639–1723), and Cotton Mather were three of the 

most influential Puritan leaders in New England. John Cotton, a prominent theologian, fled 

persecution for his Nonconformist beliefs in England and settled in the Massachusetts Bay 

Colony. From 1633 until his death in 1652, he served as the principal “teacher” of the First 

Church of Boston. His catechism, Spiritual Milk for Boston Babes, became a widely used 

instructional text for Puritan children and remained influential in New England for many years. 

Increase Mather, Cotton’s son-in-law, was a key figure in both religious and political life in the 

colonies. A staunch Nonconformist, he played an active role in the governance of 

Massachusetts during a period of crisis, including the infamous Salem witch trials. His work 

Cases of Conscience Concerning Evil Spirits Personating Men (1693) reflects his complex and 

often ambivalent stance on the trials and the spectral evidence used in them. 

Cotton Mather, son of Increase Mather, was one of the most prolific and learned Puritan 

ministers of his time. He is best known for his magnum opus Magnalia Christi Americana 
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(1702), a vast ecclesiastical history chronicling the founding and spiritual development of New 

England from its earliest settlements to the end of the 17th century. His work reflects both the 

theological rigor and the providential worldview of New England Puritanism. 

1.3.4. Salem Witch Trials 

                                             

The Salem Witch Trials were a series of prosecutions and executions that took place in colonial 

Massachusetts between 1692 and 1693, primarily in Salem Village (present-day Danvers). The 

trials resulted in the execution of twenty individuals, the majority of whom were women, 

convicted of practicing witchcraft. The hysteria began when a group of adolescent girls claimed 

to be afflicted by demonic possession and accused several local women of casting spells on 

them. These accusations rapidly escalated, leading to widespread fear and the indictment of 

many more individuals. 

The legal proceedings were marked by a disregard for due process and the acceptance of 

dubious forms of evidence. Among these were “spectral evidence”—testimony based on 

dreams and visions—and “touch tests,” in which physical marks on the accused were 

interpreted as signs of a pact with the devil. The Salem Witch Trials are now widely regarded 

as a dark chapter in American history, emblematic of the dangers posed by mass hysteria, 

scapegoating, and the breakdown of rational legal standards. 

1.4.  THE REVOLUTIONARY AGE 

The American Revolutionary Age (1765–1783) marked a transformative period in the history 

of the United States. It began with growing colonial unrest over British taxation policies, 

notably the Stamp Act of 1765, and intensified with events such as the Boston Tea Party, 

ultimately igniting the American Revolution. Under the leadership of General George 

Washington, the Continental Army waged a protracted struggle against British forces. The 

Declaration of Independence, adopted in 1776, formally asserted the colonies’ intent to 

separate from British rule. 
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Key battles—such as those at Lexington and Concord, Valley Forge, and Yorktown—shaped 

the course of the war. The conflict officially concluded with the signing of the Treaty of Paris 

in 1783, which recognized American independence and sovereignty. This revolutionary era not 

only secured political freedom but also laid the ideological foundations for American 

democracy, profoundly shaping national identity and inspiring future movements for liberty 

and self-governance. 

1.4.1.  American War of Independence 

The American War of Independence occurred between the enactment of the revolutionary 

Stamp Act in 1765 and the culmination of the American Revolution (1775–1783). It is widely 

regarded as the first successful war of liberation against a colonial power. Among the key 

battles of this era, the Battle of Lexington and Concord holds particular significance. Fought 

on April 17, 1775, it marked the first armed conflict between American Minutemen and 

British troops. The opening volley of this battle is famously remembered as “the shot heard 

round the world,” symbolizing the irreversible rift between the American colonies and the 

British Crown. The confrontation compelled British forces to retreat from the countryside and 

consolidate their position in Boston, thereby intensifying the revolutionary fervour among the 

colonists. 

The Battle of Bunker Hill, fought on June 17, 1775, during the Siege of Boston, was the first 

major engagement of the American Revolutionary War. Although the British ultimately secured 

a tactical victory by capturing the Charlestown Peninsula, the battle proved to be a pyrrhic one, 

as they suffered substantial casualties. The fierce resistance demonstrated by the colonial 

militia boosted American morale and dispelled any notions that the revolutionaries would be 

easily subdued. 

1.4.2.  Reasons of US Victory at Boston 

The victory at Boston in 1776 marked a pivotal moment in the American Revolutionary War. 

Several key factors contributed to this success. Under the strategic leadership of General 

George Washington, the Continental Army employed effective siege tactics that gradually 

encircled and weakened British forces. British General William Howe’s overly cautious 

approach, combined with logistical difficulties and a precarious supply chain, further 

undermined British operations. Although French military support would arrive later in the war, 

the local Patriot militias provided crucial intelligence and tactical support during the siege. 

Moreover, the Continental Army demonstrated remarkable adaptability, learning from early 
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setbacks and improving their cohesion and discipline. These combined efforts ultimately 

compelled the British to evacuate Boston in March 1776, securing a significant early victory 

for the revolutionary cause. 

George Washington, John Adams, Thomas Jefferson, James Madison, Alexander 

Hamilton, James Monroe, and Benjamin Franklin are regarded as the Founding Fathers 

of the United States. They played pivotal roles in securing American independence and shaping 

the foundations of the nation. Among them, George Washington became the first President 

of the United States. 

1.4.3.   The Declaration of Independence 

The Declaration of Independence was approved by the Continental Congress on July 4, 1776. 

It officially announced the separation of the thirteen North American British colonies from 

Great Britain. The day of its adoption is celebrated across the United States as Independence 

Day, a major national holiday commemorating the birth of the nation. 

1.4.4.    Writing in the Revolutionary Age 

This era marked the most brilliant period of political writing in modern American history. 

Prominent figures such as Benjamin Franklin, Thomas Jefferson, Thomas Paine, James 

Madison, and Alexander Hamilton made significant contributions through their influential 

works. Let us now explore their writings in greater detail. 

Benjamin Franklin was an American printer, author, publisher, inventor, scientist, and 

diplomat. He played a pivotal leadership role during the revolutionary crisis and contributed 

significantly to the intellectual foundation of the new republic. Franklin's writings helped shape 

the political and social principles of a democracy founded on independence. He made 

groundbreaking contributions to science, particularly in the study of electricity, and introduced 

key terms such as “conductor,” “condense,” “charge,” “discharge,” and “electrify.” Often 

referred to as "the first American," Franklin also founded the University of Pennsylvania. His 

most famous work, Poor Richard’s Almanack, a collection of prose and aphorisms, was 

published under the pseudonym Richard Saunders. 

Next to Franklin, Thomas Jefferson was one of the most versatile leaders of the colonial era. 

However, unlike Franklin, Jefferson was more temperamentally inclined toward thought than 

action. A visionary leader, philosopher, and architect, Jefferson played a crucial role in shaping 

America’s future. As the primary author of the Declaration of Independence, he eloquently 
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expressed the colonies' yearning for liberty and self-governance. Jefferson also founded the 

University of Virginia, driven by his belief in promoting individual liberty, democracy, and 

education. Serving as the third President of the United States from 1801 to 1809, his 

advocacy for human rights, limited government, and the pursuit of happiness continues to 

resonate through his writings, policies, and enduring legacy, inspiring both Americans and 

people worldwide. 

Thomas Paine was a radical thinker, writer, and revolutionary who had a profound impact on 

both American and European history. Born in England, Paine moved to America in 1774 after 

meeting Benjamin Franklin, who encouraged him to settle in the colonies. Paine quickly 

became involved in American political life. His pivotal pamphlet Common Sense (1776) 

argued for American self-government and galvanized public support for the Revolution. 

Following this, Paine wrote several influential works, including The American Crisis (1776-

1783), The Rights of Man (1791), and The Age of Reason (1794, 1795, 1807), in which he 

defended democratic principles, opposed monarchy, and championed reason and intellectual 

freedom. Paine's writings and ideas continue to inspire social and political reform movements 

worldwide. 

James Madison, often referred to as the “Father of the Constitution,” was a pivotal figure 

in American history. As the fourth President of the United States, serving from 1809 to 1817, 

Madison played a crucial role in shaping the country’s governance and policies. He was 

instrumental in the development of the United States Constitution and the Bill of Rights, 

advocating for individual rights and limited government. Madison’s leadership during the War 

of 1812 showcased his resilience and commitment to the nation. His legacy as a champion of 

democracy, federalism, and human rights continues to influence American politics and 

government. 

Alexander Hamilton was a visionary leader, economist, and lawyer who played a crucial role 

in shaping America’s early history. Born in the West Indies in 1755, Hamilton moved to the 

American colonies and attended King’s College, now Columbia University. During the 

American Revolutionary War, he served as General George Washington’s aide-de-camp and 

was a key drafter of the U.S. Constitution. Often regarded as the father of the American 

financial system, Hamilton established the first national bank and the United States Coast 

Guard. As the first Secretary of the Treasury from 1789 to 1795, he left a lasting legacy on 

American politics and the economy. 
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1.5    EARLY NATIONAL PERIOD (1775- 1824) 

The Early National Period was a pivotal moment in American history, marked by the formation 

of the U.S. government and the establishment of major precedents set by George Washington, 

the first President of the United States. During this time, the country experienced significant 

westward expansion, economic progress, and challenges such as the War of 1812. As the young 

nation navigated its formative years, it laid the foundation for future growth and development, 

shaping the trajectory of American history for generations to come. Now, let’s explore some 

of the key authors from this period. 

 

1.5.1. Washington Irving 

Irving is best described as the first successful professional man of letters in the U.S. and the 

most prominent author of mid-19th-century America. Emerging on the literary scene at the turn 

of the 19th century as both a satirist and a renowned storyteller, Irving demonstrated the literary 

qualities of both the classical and romantic periods. Though trained as a lawyer, he turned to 

literature and made significant contributions, including numerous collections of short stories 

and biographies. Additionally, he wrote satires and documentary works, further cementing his 

place in American literary history. 

He is often regarded as the Father of the American short story, writing under the pseudonym 

“Geoffrey Crayon.” He is best known for his short stories, including “Rip Van Winkle” (often 

considered the first modern short story) and “The Legend of Sleepy Hollow.” Among his 

notable works are The Sketch Book of Geoffrey Crayon, Bracebridge Hall, Tales of a Traveller, 

and The History of New York. Additionally, he wrote biographies of prominent figures such as 

George Washington, Oliver Goldsmith, and Christopher Columbus. 

He began his career as a neoclassicist and later transitioned towards romanticism, embodying 

the essence of both literary traditions. His work is a true reflection of classical influences, while 

also embracing the imaginative qualities of romanticism. 

      1.5.2.   James Fennimore Cooper                        

 

James Fenimore Cooper (1789–1851) was one of the first American novelists to portray 

African, African American, and Native American characters in his works. A prolific writer, he 
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is best remembered for his historical novels, particularly The Last of the Mohicans: A Narrative 

of 1757 (1826). Cooper is sometimes referred to as the "American Scott" due to his 

adventurous storytelling style, which mirrors that of Sir Walter Scott. His most famous works 

are the Leatherstocking Tales, a series of five novels featuring the main hero, Natty Bumppo. 

These novels include The Deerslayer (1841), The Last of the Mohicans (1826), The 

Pathfinder: The Inland Sea (1840), The Pioneers: The Sources of the Susquehanna (1823), 

and The Prairie: A Tale (1827). 

1.6.   LET ME SUM UP 

In this unit, you have explored the history of American literature from its inception through the 

Early National Period. The Colonial Era in New England, along with the contributions of early 

Puritan writers such as Anne Bradstreet and Edward Taylor, shaped the literary landscape of 

the Puritan Age. The Salem Witch Trials also had a profound influence on the literature of that 

time. The American War of Independence, the signing of the Declaration of Independence, and 

the emergence of a distinct American literary style marked the Revolutionary Age. The Early 

National Period, spanning from 1775 to 1824, was characterized by the influential works of 

Washington Irving and James Fenimore Cooper, two of the most prominent writers of the era. 

Overall, you have gained insight into how American literature reflects the nation’s history, 

culture, and beliefs, and how it has evolved to create a rich and diverse literary legacy. 
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1.8.   TERMINAL AND MODEL QUESTIONS 

Q 1. Discuss the significance of the Puritan Age in American literary history, highlighting the 

key features of Early American Puritan poetry. 

Q 2. Analyze the impact of the American War of Independence on American literature, focusing 

on the works of writers during the Revolutionary Age. 

Q 3. Compare and contrast the writing styles of Washington Irving and James Fenimore 

Cooper, two prominent authors of the Early National Period. 

Q 4. Discuss James Fenimore Cooper’s “Leatherstocking Tales”? 
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2.1.   INTRODUCTION 

In the previous unit, you explored the Colonial Period, the arrival of the British, and the Early 

National Period. In this unit, we will focus on the nineteenth and twentieth centuries—two 

pivotal centuries in American literary history, marked by immense growth, diversity, and 

creativity. As the United States evolved from a fledgling republic into a global powerhouse, its 

authors responded to the challenges and opportunities of the time, producing works that were 

both distinctly American and universally relevant. 

In the nineteenth century, writers like Edgar Allan Poe, Herman Melville, and Mark Twain 

explored the complexities of the American experience, tackling issues such as slavery, 

expansionism, and the tension between individualism and social responsibility. Movements 

like Romanticism, Transcendentalism, and Realism shaped the literary landscape, each 

offering a unique perspective on the American journey. 

The twentieth century saw an explosion of creative output as American writers navigated the 

turmoil of two World Wars, the Great Depression, and the Civil Rights Movement. Figures 

like Ernest Hemingway, F. Scott Fitzgerald, and Toni Morrison pushed the boundaries of 

literary form and style, experimenting with modernist and postmodernist techniques to capture 

the fractured, disillusioned spirit of the era. Additionally, movements such as the Harlem 

Renaissance and the Beat Generation flourished, celebrating African American culture and 

unconventional lifestyles. 

Over these two centuries, American literature has been deeply influenced by the country's 

history, geography, and diverse cultures. From the Puritan colonies of New England to the jazz 

clubs of Harlem, from the Mississippi River to the California coast, American writers drew 

inspiration from the landscape, its people, and their stories. This unit will explore the key 

themes, movements, and writers of nineteenth and twentieth-century American literature, 

emphasizing how they both reflect and shape our understanding of the American experience. 

 

2.2. OBJECTIVES 

After reading this unit, you will be able to: 

1. Analyze major literary movements 

2. Identify and interpret key literary works 

3. Evaluate the impact of Historical and Cultural contexts 

4. Recognize and explain the role of major American writers 
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2.3. SOCIAL BACKGROUND OF THE 19th CENTURY 

When examining the social background of the 19th century, the Industrial Revolution stands as 

a key turning point. It is often divided into two phases: the First Industrial Revolution and the 

Second Industrial Revolution. This period marked a dramatic shift from manual labour to 

machine-based production, fundamentally changing how goods were created, consumed, and 

distributed. The rise of machinery and factories replaced traditional crafts and manual labour, 

paving the way for mass production and the division of labour. James Watt’s invention of the 

steam engine was a transformative force, revolutionizing both industry and transportation. 

The Industrial Revolution had a profound impact, driving economic expansion, urbanization, 

and significant social change. It created new social classes, such as the industrial bourgeoisie 

and the working class, and reshaped daily life and work. However, it also led to growing 

pollution, environmental degradation, and health problems. Beginning in Britain in the 18th 

century, the revolution spread across Europe and North America during the 19th century, 

transforming economies and societies worldwide and continuing to shape global civilization 

into the 20th century. 

2.3.1.  Romanticism 

The Romantic movement, which originated in Germany, reached America around 1820. 

During this period, Romantic ideas centered around the belief that art could express universal 

truths. The era is famously known for its socio-political changes, during which novelists often 

conveyed their romantic vision through "romance." Nathaniel Hawthorne defined 

Romanticism as “a heightened, emotional, and metaphorical version of the novel.” Romantic 

works were not simply love stories but serious pieces that explored profound ideas through 

unique and imaginative approaches. 

 

American Romanticism, inspired by its European counterpart, marks the true beginning of 

American literature. Unlike the more realistic depictions in English or continental novels, 

authors like Hawthorne and Melville often refrained from detailed descriptions of characters. 

Edgar Allan Poe, for example, created heroic figures imbued with mythical significance. In 

American Romance, characters are frequently troubled and estranged, grappling with inner 

darkness. Hawthorne’s Arthur Dimmesdale and Hester Prynne in The Scarlet Letter, Melville's 

Ahab in Moby-Dick, and Poe’s isolated, obsessed figures are all marked by unknowable, dark 
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fates that emerge from their deepest unconscious selves. These symbolic narratives expose the 

actions of tormented spirits, making the characters' inner struggles central to the stories. 

 

2.3.2.  The American Frontiers  

The American Frontier was a transformative period in American history, characterized by rapid 

expansion, innovation, and conflict. As the Frontier moved westward, it brought about 

significant economic, social, and cultural changes. The construction of transcontinental 

railroads revolutionized transportation and commerce, while the discovery of gold and silver 

attracted thousands of prospectors and settlers. However, this period of growth came at a great 

cost, especially for Native American communities who faced displacement, violence, and 

marginalization. Despite these complexities, the American Frontier remains a powerful symbol 

of American identity, embodying ideals of freedom, self-reliance, and progress. 

 

One of the most defining events of this period was the California Gold Rush, which began on 

January 24, 1848, when James W. Marshall discovered gold at Sutter's Mill in Sierra Nevada. 

The discovery of gold spread rapidly across the world, and soon over 30,000 workers and gold 

seekers flooded the region. The Gold Rush reached its peak in 1852 and continued until 1855. 

Its effects were profound, as the influx of gold diggers led to the displacement of entire 

Indigenous communities from their lands. The Gold Rush also attracted immigrants from Latin 

America, Australia, and China, contributing to the development of infrastructure, including 

roads, bridges, and towns. This helped establish California as a major state but also resulted in 

significant environmental degradation. 

 

The Gold Rush fostered the American Dream, an idea that has been reflected in American 

literature and film. The origins of the American Dream can be traced back to the nation's 

Declaration of Independence and the beliefs of the founding fathers, who championed 

inalienable rights. This belief in life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness led Americans to 

embrace the ideal that hard work, courage, and determination would lead to success. However, 

by the 1930s, with the onset of the Great Depression and the rise of Modernism, the myth of 

the American Dream began to unravel. The harsh realities of poverty, unemployment, 

selfishness, and capitalistic greed became apparent, as depicted in the literature of the 

Depression era. 
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Some notable works that explore the American Dream include The Autobiography of Benjamin 

Franklin (1793), The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn (1884) by Mark Twain, The Great 

Gatsby by F. Scott Fitzgerald, Death of a Salesman (1949) by Arthur Miller, and Song of 

Solomon (1977) by Toni Morrison. Reading these texts will provide a deeper understanding of 

the complexities and evolving narrative of the American Dream. 

 

2.3.3.  American Civil War 

The American Civil War was a pivotal event in U.S. history, fought between the Union (the 

northern states) and the Confederacy (the 11 southern states) over issues of slavery, states' 

rights, and economic and cultural differences. A significant turning point came with the 

Emancipation Proclamation of 1863, which declared freedom for all slaves in Confederate 

territory. Another decisive moment occurred at the Battle of Gettysburg in 1863, where Union 

forces secured a major victory over the Confederacy. 

 

Two major issues during this era were slavery and suffrage. Slavery, an institution that had 

existed for thousands of years, became deeply entrenched in the American economy, 

particularly in the South. Abolitionism, fuelled by activists like William Lloyd Garrison and 

his newspaper The Liberator, appealed to the moral conscience of Americans, urging the end 

of slavery. The abolitionist movement was closely linked with the women's suffrage movement, 

as many of the same individuals advocated for both causes. The Quakers, known as the Society 

of Friends, were among the first to condemn slavery, though they had also been prominent 

slave traders in earlier times. 

 

One of the most successful campaigns of the abolitionist movement was the Sugar Boycott in 

the 1780s. Led by British and American Quakers, the campaign aimed to persuade British 

consumers, particularly women, to stop purchasing goods produced by slave labour, especially 

sugar from the West Indies. This boycott became an important tool in the broader abolitionist 

propaganda effort. 

 

The war ultimately ended in 1865 with the surrender of General Robert E. Lee at Appomattox 

Courthouse, marking the effective conclusion of the conflict. The American Civil War resulted 

in the abolition of slavery, the strengthening of federal power, and an estimated 620,000 to 

750,000 deaths. On December 18, 1865, the 13th Amendment to the U.S. Constitution formally 
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abolished slavery, permanently freeing hundreds of thousands of enslaved individuals, from 

Kentucky to Delaware. The 15th Amendment, ratified in 1870, granted African American men 

the right to vote. 

 

Key figures in the abolitionist movement and the struggle for equality include Olaudah 

Equiano, Phillis Wheatley, Sojourner Truth, Harriet E. Wilson, Harriet Beecher Stowe, 

and Frederick Douglass, whose works and activism played a significant role in shaping the 

course of American history. 

 

Women’s Suffragette Movement 

The Women's Suffrage Movement was one of the most historic struggles in the fight for 

women’s rights, specifically for the right to vote. In 1848, a group of abolitionists and 

reformers, led by Elizabeth Cady Stanton and Lucretia Mott, convened at Seneca Falls, New 

York, to discuss women’s rights. This convention was the first of its kind, bringing together 

women’s rights activists to demand equal rights. The Declaration of Sentiments, written by 

Stanton, outlined the grievances of women and called for equal rights, including the right to 

vote. The convention passed several resolutions, including demands for the right to vote, equal 

rights in marriage and property, and equal access to education and employment. 

 

The Seneca Falls Convention marked the beginning of the women’s suffrage movement, 

inspiring additional women’s rights conventions and galvanizing support for the cause. Notable 

figures, including Stanton and Mott, played crucial roles in shaping the movement, while 

others, such as Susan B. Anthony, were inspired by the convention and went on to become 

prominent leaders in the fight for women’s suffrage. In 1869, Stanton and Anthony founded 

the National Woman Suffrage Association. Meanwhile, another group, the American Woman 

Suffrage Association, also campaigned for women’s rights. In 1890, the two groups merged to 

form the National American Woman Suffrage Association, with Elizabeth Cady Stanton as its 

first president. 

 

After a long and arduous struggle, women in the United States finally gained the right to vote 

on August 18, 1920, with the ratification of the 19th Amendment. 
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2.3.4    Transcendentalism 

The Transcendentalist movement was a reaction against the rationalism of the 18th century. In 

this unit, we will provide an overview of this movement, which will be explored in more depth 

in the fourth unit. Rooted in a fundamental belief in the unity of the world and God, 

Transcendentalism emphasized intuition and personal experience over empirical knowledge. 

This philosophy originated in Germany through thinkers such as Kant, Hegel, and Schelling. 

Immanuel Kant, in particular, argued that true knowledge could only be known instinctively, 

rather than through empirical evidence. 

 

The Transcendental Club, founded in 1836, became a central hub for this movement. Key 

members included Ralph Waldo Emerson, Henry David Thoreau, Margaret Fuller, E.W. 

Channing, and Amos Bronson Alcott. Emerson, widely regarded as the founder and "father" of 

American Transcendentalism, was a leading figure in this intellectual and spiritual movement. 

The Dial was the first official magazine of Transcendentalism, providing a vital platform for 

the dissemination of its ideas. 

 

Next, we will explore some of the major writers associated with Transcendentalism. 

1. Ralph Waldo Emerson 

Ralph Waldo Emerson, a renowned American essayist, speaker, and poet, played a pivotal role 

in the Transcendentalist movement of the nineteenth century. Born on May 25, 1803, in Boston, 

Massachusetts, Emerson was a strong advocate for individualism, self-reliance, and 

spirituality. Two of his most influential works, “Nature” and “Self-Reliance,” continue to shape 

American thought and literature. 

“Nature,” a substantial prose essay, is divided into an introduction and eight chapters. In the 

introduction, Emerson critiques society’s reliance on past knowledge and traditions, urging 

individuals to experience God and nature directly in the present. He contends that the answers 

to our questions about the cosmos are embedded in our interactions with the natural world, 

emphasizing that true understanding comes from personal experience rather than inherited 

wisdom. 

“Self-Reliance,” often regarded as the definitive statement of Emerson’s philosophy of 

individualism, is also a masterpiece of his prose. In this essay, Emerson explores the concept 
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of “Trust thyself,” stressing that each individual possesses a unique genius that can only be 

fully realized by having the courage to trust one’s own thoughts, attitudes, and instincts, even 

in the face of societal disapproval. Emerson is also known for his celebrated poems, including 

“Days,” “The Problem,” “Hamatreya,” “The Snow-Storm,” and “Brahma.” The poem 

“Brahma,” a 16-line piece divided into four stanzas, encapsulates the essence of Hindu 

philosophy and spirituality. In “Brahma,” the speaker conveys the notion that human fulfilment 

arises when individuals recognize their oneness with a universal entity, emphasizing 

interconnectedness and the divine. 

2. Margaret Fuller 

A prolific writer, Fuller was born in Massachusetts and played a key role in shaping the 

Transcendentalist movement in the nineteenth century. As an editor, she strongly advocated 

for women’s education, equality, and intellectual independence. Her groundbreaking work, 

Woman in the Nineteenth Century (1845), is considered one of the foundational texts of 

American feminism. In it, Fuller argued for women’s autonomy, self-reliance, and their right 

to access education and employment. Originally published in The Dial magazine in July 1843 

under the title "The Great Lawsuit: Man versus Men, Woman versus Women," the work 

challenged the traditional roles assigned to women in society. Fuller’s writing, teaching, and 

activism inspired generations of both women and men to question societal norms and fight for 

human rights, cementing her legacy as a pioneering thinker and advocate for social justice. 

3. Henry David Thoreau  

Born in Concord, Massachusetts, he became one of the most famous authors in the area and a 

leading figure in Transcendentalism. While studying at Harvard, he met Ralph Waldo Emerson, 

and their friendship proved to be a turning point in his life. After reading Emerson's Nature, he 

quickly embraced Emerson’s philosophical perspective, which was rooted in 

Transcendentalism. Both decided to embark on a trip along the Concord and Merrimack rivers, 

which inspired his book A Week on the Concord and Merrimack (1849). 

 

Walden: Life in the Woods (1854) and "Civil Disobedience" are among his most famous 

works. The term "civil disobedience" was coined by Thoreau to describe his refusal to pay the 

state poll tax, a protest against the U.S. government's involvement in the Mexican-American 

War and the enforcement of the Fugitive Slave Law. In his essay "Civil Disobedience," Thoreau 
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reflects on his experiment in simple living, striving to live deliberately and to make the most 

of life. This work had a profound influence on figures like Mahatma Gandhi and Martin Luther 

King Jr. in the 20th century, especially when Gandhi used it as a basis for his campaigns. 

 

Thoreau died at the age of forty-four from tuberculosis, spending his final days surrounded by 

friends and family. 

 

4. Walt Whitman 

Walt Whitman was born on May 31, 1819, in West Hills, Long Island. He is best known for his 

groundbreaking, self-published work Leaves of Grass, which revolutionized American 

literature with its innovative use of free verse and its candid celebration of the human body and 

soul. Whitman’s poetry is notable for its accessibility, sensuality, and democratic ideals, 

reflecting his deep affection for the American people and the natural world. His themes often 

explore identity, mortality, and the interconnectedness of all things, solidifying his legacy as 

one of the greatest American poets. Whitman’s influence extends far beyond literature, 

inspiring generations of artists, activists, and philosophers to embrace their individuality and 

celebrate the beauty of the human experience. 

Other notable works by Whitman include When Lilacs Last in the Dooryard Bloom'd (a series 

of poems written in response to the assassination of Abraham Lincoln in 1865), Passage to 

India, Songs of Myself, and Drum-Taps. 

 

2.3.5   Dark Romanticism 

Dark Romanticism was a literary and artistic movement that emerged as a reaction against the 

optimism and positivity of Transcendentalism. It focused on themes such as human fallibility, 

self-destruction, judgment, punishment, and the psychological effects of guilt and sin. 

Prominent writers like Edgar Allan Poe, Herman Melville, and Nathaniel Hawthorne were 

central to this movement, which explored the mysteries of nature, the human psyche, and the 

supernatural. Their works often delved into themes of madness, guilt, and despair. Through 

these explorations, Dark Romantic writers critiqued societal norms and values, uncovering the 

darker aspects of American culture and society. We will now look at some of the major writers 

associated with this movement. 
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1. Nathaniel Hawthorne 

Nathaniel Hawthorne was a renowned novelist and short story writer, born in Salem, 

Massachusetts. One of his ancestors had served as a judge during the infamous Salem witch 

trials. Hawthorne incorporated the idea of a family curse, stemming from the actions of a 

corrupt judge, in his novel The House of the Seven Gables. Many of his stories are set in 

Puritan New England, and his most famous novel, The Scarlet Letter (1850), remains a 

quintessential portrayal of Puritan America. In the novel, the letter “A” embroidered on the 

dress of the protagonist, Hester Prynne, symbolizes adultery. 

 

1. Edgar Allan Poe 

Edgar Allan Poe, a key figure in Southern literature, shared a dark, philosophical worldview 

with Herman Melville, blending realism with parody and satire. Poe revolutionized the short 

story genre and pioneered detective fiction, laying the groundwork for modern genres such as 

science fiction, horror, and fantasy. 

As a poet, Poe’s style was characterized by its musicality and precise meter. His most enduring 

work, The Raven (1845), remains a timeless classic. In the poem, the narrator, haunted by the 

loss of his beloved Lenore, is visited by a mysterious raven. The raven’s refrain, “nevermore,” 

symbolizes death and drives home the finality of loss. 

 

2. Herman Melville 

Herman Melville, like Nathaniel Hawthorne, came from a respected family that faced financial 

difficulties after his father's death. Despite his aristocratic background and strong work ethic, 

Melville struggled with poverty and never received a college education. At the age of 19, he 

embarked on a sea voyage, drawing inspiration from his maritime experiences. His early 

novels, deeply influenced by these voyages, reflect his fascination with the lives of sailors. 

Some of his major works include Typee (1846), White Jacket (1850), and his masterpiece 

Moby-Dick (1851). Moby-Dick, dedicated to Nathaniel Hawthorne, tells the story of a whaling 

voyage narrated by Ishmael. 

 

3. Emily Dickinson 

Emily Dickinson, often referred to as the "Nun of Amherst," is regarded as one of the most 

significant American poets of the 19th century. She wrote nearly 1,800 poems, many of which 
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explore the theme of death—a recurring motif in her work. Her poems are typically untitled 

and are commonly identified by their first lines. Dickinson's distinctive style features frequent 

use of dashes and unconventional capitalization, setting her apart from her contemporaries. 

Among her most celebrated works are “Because I Could Not Stop for Death” and “I Heard a 

Fly Buzz—When I Died.” 

2.3.6 Brahmin and Fireside Poets 

The term “Brahmin Poets” refers to the aristocratic background and cultural elitism of Henry 

Wadsworth Longfellow, James Russell Lowell, and Oliver Wendell Holmes. These poets were 

associated with Boston’s intellectual and literary circles—Boston being the literary capital of 

America at the time. All three were also part of the Fireside Poets, a group celebrated for their 

accessible, family-friendly poetry often read aloud at home by the fireside. 

While the label “Brahmin Poets” highlights their social class and refined tastes, the term 

“Fireside Poets” emphasizes their literary style and widespread appeal. American poetry began 

to gain recognition in Britain largely through the works of these poets. 

The Fireside Poets included five main figures: Longfellow, Lowell, Holmes, William Cullen 

Bryant, and John Greenleaf Whittier. Rather than examining their works in depth, we will 

briefly mention some of their notable contributions: 

• William Cullen Bryant: Thanatopsis – a meditation on death and the comforting 

presence of nature. 

• John Greenleaf Whittier: Justice and Expediency – an anti-slavery pamphlet reflecting 

his reformist zeal. 

• Henry Wadsworth Longfellow: Evangeline, A Tale of Acadie – a romantic epic poem. 

• Oliver Wendell Holmes: Old Ironsides – a patriotic poem defending the preservation of 

the USS Constitution. 

• James Russell Lowell: The Biglow Papers – a satirical work criticizing the Mexican-

American War and social injustice. 

 

2.4.  THE SECOND PART OF THE 19th CENTURY 

Abraham Lincoln was elected President in 1860, shortly before the outbreak of the American 

Civil War. The war concluded in 1865 with the surrender of Confederate General Robert E. 

Lee to Union General Ulysses S. Grant. Tragically, Lincoln was assassinated soon after by the 

well-known stage actor John Wilkes Booth. 
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That same year, the 13th Amendment to the U.S. Constitution was ratified, officially abolishing 

slavery throughout the country. However, racial inequality and violence persisted. These 

ongoing injustices led to the Great Migration, during which over six million African Americans 

moved from the Southern United States to the North and West in search of safety, opportunity, 

and a better life. This movement gained momentum during World War I, as industrial jobs 

became available in urban centres. Next, we will explore the literature of various periods that 

emerged in the wake of the Civil War. 

2.4.1.  Realistic Period (1865-1914)  

The Realistic period in American literature, which spanned from the late 19th to the early 20th 

century, marked a significant departure from the idealism of Romanticism. Instead, it 

emphasized a truthful, unembellished portrayal of everyday life. Writers during this era aimed 

to depict ordinary people, their struggles, and their social environments with accuracy and 

objectivity. 

 

Mark Twain, through novels like The Adventures of Tom Sawyer and The Adventures of 

Huckleberry Finn, offered vivid depictions of American life along the Mississippi River, often 

blending humour with biting social critique. Similarly, William Dean Howells, known as the 

"Dean of American Realism," explored middle-class life and moral dilemmas in works like The 

Rise of Silas Lapham and A Modern Instance. 

 

Realism emphasized literary techniques such as detailed character development, authentic 

dialogue, and a focus on everyday events, rejecting exaggerated emotion and idealized settings 

in favour of a more grounded narrative style. 

2.4.2.  Naturalistic Period (1900-1914) 

Naturalism, emerging in the late 19th century and influenced by the scientific theories of 

Charles Darwin and the literary philosophy of Émile Zola, presented a more deterministic and 

often pessimistic view of human life. Unlike Realism, which focused on the accurate depiction 

of everyday life, Naturalism emphasized the powerful forces of environment, heredity, and 

social conditions in determining an individual’s fate. Naturalist writers such as Stephen Crane, 

Frank Norris, and Theodore Dreiser explored harsh realities like poverty, violence, 

exploitation, and social decay; often portraying characters trapped by circumstances beyond 

their control. Their works were known for gritty detail, objective narration, and a lack of 

romantic illusion. Together, the Realist and Naturalist movements offered a more honest and 
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unfiltered lens on American life, laying the foundation for the modernist and experimental 

literary innovations that would define the 20th century. 

2.5.  EARLY FEMINIST WRITERS 

In the 19th century, American women faced pervasive inequalities, including the denial of 

voting rights, limited access to education and employment, and restrictions on public speaking 

and property ownership. Despite these barriers, women began to forge strong support networks 

through correspondence, personal relationships, meetings, women’s publications, and 

especially literature. This period saw the emergence of a visible feminist political movement, 

which challenged societal norms and laid the groundwork for future activism. While the 

women’s suffrage movement has already been discussed in detail under section 2.3.3, this 

section highlights key women writers of the era and their major works, which contributed 

significantly to the feminist literary tradition. 

 

Kate Chopin is considered a pioneer of feminist literature, best known for her groundbreaking 

second novel, The Awakening. The novel explores the sexual and artistic awakening of a young 

wife and mother who ultimately rejects societal expectations, abandons her family, and dies by 

suicide. Chopin’s work, heavily influenced by French writers such as Guy de Maupassant, 

Alphonse Daudet, and Molière, positions her as one of America’s most important literary 

figures. 

 

Charlotte Perkins Gilman is most famous for her semi-autobiographical short story The 

Yellow Wallpaper, which explores themes such as women’s mental health, identity and self-

expression, the fate of creative women in a patriarchal society, and the oppressive roles 

assigned to women within marriage and domestic life. 

 

Shirley Jackson, though writing slightly later, is recognized as a proto-feminist voice. Her 

disturbing short story The Lottery critiques social conformity and ritualized violence, offering 

a powerful allegory of women’s oppression within seemingly ordinary communities. Her 

stories often centre on psychological horror, alienation, and the unspoken fears of women in 

modern society. 

2.6.   20th CENTURY BEFORE WORLD WAR II  

The 20th century was a transformative era in American literature, marked by influential works 

such as The Portrait of a Lady by Henry James, Babbitt by Sinclair Lewis, Maggie: A Girl of 
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the Streets and The Red Badge of Courage by Stephen Crane, and An American Tragedy by 

Theodore Dreiser. These works reflect the strong influence of both Realism and Naturalism, 

emphasizing the complexities of human behaviour, social dynamics, and the often harsh 

realities of life. 

 

Two major literary and cultural movements of this period were the Harlem Renaissance and 

the Lost Generation, both emerging during a time of significant migration and social upheaval. 

The Harlem Renaissance, also known as the Negro Renaissance or New Negro Movement, 

celebrated African American cultural identity and artistic expression. 

 

You will explore these movements in greater detail in Unit Four. For now, we will turn our 

attention to other key literary movements and periods that helped shape the literature of the 

20th century. 

 

2.6.1.  The Imagist Movement 

Imagism was a prominent literary movement in early 20th-century American poetry that 

emerged around 1912 as a reaction against the ornate, sentimental styles of Romantic and 

Victorian poetry. Spearheaded by poets such as Ezra Pound, H.D. (Hilda Doolittle), William 

Carlos Williams, and Marianne Moore, the Imagists sought to strip poetry down to its 

essentials—favouring clarity, precision, and economy of language. 

 

In 1913, Pound and F.S. Flint outlined the principles of Imagism in Harriet Monroe’s magazine 

Poetry. That same year, Pound edited the first Imagist anthology, Des Imagistes, which helped 

formalize the movement. The Imagists championed the use of concrete imagery, free verse, 

and modern subject matter, while rejecting the abstract, romantic, and mystical tendencies of 

previous literary eras. 

 

Pound’s brief yet powerful poem “In a Station of the Metro” is often considered the 

quintessential Imagist poem. Amy Lowell played a vital role in popularizing Imagism in 

America and authored important works such as A Dome of Many-Coloured Glass, Sword 

Blades and Poppy Seed, and East Wind. 
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T.E. Hulme, regarded as the intellectual father of Imagism, is remembered for poems like 

“Autumn,” “The Embankment,” and “Conversion.” William Carlos Williams exemplified the 

Imagist style with his minimalist poem “The Red Wheelbarrow,” which consists of a single 

sentence broken into short, vivid lines. H.D., one of the original Imagists, published notable 

collections such as Sea Garden, Hymen, and Red Roses for Bronze, marked by their sharp 

imagery and classical references. 

 

2.6.2.  Realism in Drama 

The number of plays in domestic realism significantly increased after World War II. This 

theatrical style is characterized by detailed depictions of everyday life, a restrained tone that 

avoids excessive emotionalism or melodrama, and a focus on middle- or lower-class characters 

facing ordinary struggles. 

One of the most influential figures in American drama was Eugene O’Neill, the first major 

American playwright to treat drama as a serious literary form. A winner of four Pulitzer Prizes, 

O’Neill explored complex psychological and social themes, often featuring marginalized 

characters. His work blends elements of Expressionism and Naturalism, breaking away from 

conventional theatrical norms of his time. 

Some of his most notable plays include The Emperor Jones (1920) and The Hairy Ape (1922), 

both of which experiment with form and delve into issues of identity, race, and alienation. He 

was awarded the Pulitzer Prize for Beyond the Horizon (1920), Anna Christie (1921), Strange 

Interlude (1928), and Long Day’s Journey Into Night (1956), the latter being considered his 

masterpiece. 

This brief overview is meant to introduce you to O’Neill’s work—further reading and critical 

exploration of his plays will enrich your understanding of his contribution to American theatre. 

2.6.3.  Drama in the Depression Era 

The Depression Era, spanning from 1929 to the late 1930s, had a profound influence on 

American drama. Playwrights such as Clifford Odets, Arthur Miller, and Tennessee Williams 

produced powerful works that captured the struggles of the time—economic hardship, social 

injustice, and the resilience of ordinary people. 

Dramas of this period often featured alienated characters, financial distress, and explored dark 

themes such as alcoholism, drug abuse, mental illness, and death. These plays did more than 
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entertain; they served as critical reflections on society, offering a platform for theatre to address 

urgent social concerns. 

The innovations and themes of Depression Era drama laid the groundwork for future 

generations of playwrights to engage with issues of social justice, economic inequality, and the 

complexities of the human condition, making this a formative period in the evolution of 

American theatre. 

2.6.4.  Fiction in the Depression Era 

Works by authors like John Steinbeck and William Faulkner powerfully captured the moral 

disillusionment, social unrest, and economic hardship of the Depression Era. In his 1929 novel 

The Sound and the Fury, Faulkner explored themes of decay, fragmentation, and the collapse 

of traditional Southern values, portraying the decline of an aristocratic Southern family through 

experimental narrative techniques. 

 

In contrast, Steinbeck’s The Grapes of Wrath (1939) depicted the plight of the working class, 

chronicling the Joad family’s migration from Oklahoma to California. The novel exposed the 

devastating effects of the Dust Bowl, the exploitation of migrant workers, and highlighted the 

enduring strength of the human spirit in the face of relentless adversity. 

 

Together, these novels illuminate the dark realities of the Depression Era, offering poignant 

insights into the economic despair and social upheaval that defined the period. 

 

2.6.5.  Modernist Poetry 

Modernist poetry emerged as a revolutionary movement that broke away from traditional 

poetic forms, mirroring the rapid transformations of the modern world—industrialization, 

urbanization, and the traumas of war. Poets like T.S. Eliot, Ezra Pound, and W.B. Yeats sought 

to articulate the chaos, alienation, and complexity of their era through experimental techniques, 

including free verse and fragmented structures. Other notable Modernist poets include - 

Gertrude Stein, whose work was influenced by the technique of stream of consciousness; 

Robert Frost, known for his deceptively simple depictions of rural New England life; Wallace 

Stevens, who often explored the mysteries of existence and reality; Elizabeth Bishop, whose 

poetry examined themes of identity, geography, and belonging; Hart Crane, who chronicled 

his personal vision of the American experience; Carl Sandburg, who celebrated working-class 
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life and the gritty beauty of the everyday; E.A. Robinson, renowned for his witty and 

psychologically complex portraits of small-town characters. 

Modernist poets redefined the boundaries of poetry, embracing innovation and complexity to 

reflect the fragmented realities of the 20th century. 

2.7.   LET ME SUM UP 

This unit provided a comprehensive survey of American literary history across the nineteenth 

and twentieth centuries. We began by examining the impact of industrialization on American 

culture and then explored the development of the American frontier, which shaped national 

identity and inspired a generation of writers. The American Civil War and its aftermath were 

also discussed, with authors like Walt Whitman and Emily Dickinson reflecting deeply on the 

conflict’s emotional and cultural consequences. The emergence of the Women’s Suffrage 

Movement was another central theme, highlighted through the writings of Elizabeth Cady 

Stanton and Charlotte Perkins Gilman, who championed women’s rights and gender equality. 

We also studied the Transcendentalists, such as Ralph Waldo Emerson, Henry David Thoreau, 

and Walt Whitman, whose works emphasized individualism, nature, and spirituality. In 

addition, we explored the contributions of the Fireside Poets, the rise of Realism and 

Naturalism, and the early feminist voices of writers like Kate Chopin and Shirley Jackson. The 

unit further examined Depression-era drama and fiction, featuring authors like John Steinbeck, 

Tennessee Williams, and Arthur Miller, who addressed economic hardship and social injustice. 

Finally, we delved into Modernist poetry, a movement that broke from tradition and embraced 

experimentation, with poets such as T.S. Eliot, Ezra Pound, and Wallace Stevens redefining 

poetic expression through free verse and innovative language. 
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2.9.      TERMINAL AND MODEL QUESTIONS 

Q 1. Discuss the impact of industrialization on American society and literature, highlighting 

key writers and works that reflected this significant social change. 

 

Q 2. Analyse the role of the American Civil War and its aftermath in shaping American literary 

history.  

 

Q 3. Examine the contributions of Transcendental writers like Ralph Waldo Emerson, Henry 

David Thoreau, and Walt Whitman to American literary history.  

 

Q 4. Discuss the significance of the Women’s Suffragette Movement in American literary 

history. 
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Unit 3:  An Overview of the History of American Literature III 

 

3.1.   Introduction    

3.2.   Objectives 

3.3   Jewish American Literature 

3.3.1.   Bernard Malamud 

3.3.2.   Saul Bellow 

3.3.3.   Charlie Citrine 

3.3.4.   Philip Roth 

3.4.   Postmodern Literature 

3.5   Cyberpunk Fiction 

3.5.1. Robert A. Heinlein 

3.5.2. Isaac Asimov 

3.5.3. Ray Bradbury 

3.5.4. William Gibson 

3.6.   African American Literature 

3.7.   Contemporary Writers 

3.8.    Let Me Sum Up 

3.9.    References 

3.10.   Terminal and Model questions 
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3.1.  INTRODUCTION 

In the previous unit, you read about 19th- and 20th-century America, with a special focus on 

key developments such as the American Frontier, the Gold Rush, the Civil War, the Women’s 

Suffragette Movement, Transcendentalism, and Imagism. You were also introduced to the 

writings of notable authors like Thoreau, Emerson, Fuller, Walt Whitman, Hawthorne, 

Dickinson, Melville, and others. 

In this unit, you will explore the cultural, political, and emotional climate of the United States 

following World War II, as reflected in post-war American literature. The destruction and 

disillusionment caused by the war gave rise to new literary groups that challenged conventional 

norms, examined the complexities of identity, and experimented with form and language. 

Movements such as the Beat Generation and confessional poetry emerged during this time, 

along with strong literary voices from African American and Jewish American writers who 

contributed their unique perspectives and experiences to the evolving canon of American 

literature. Additionally, growing anxieties around modernity, technology, and the unknown 

were echoed in the increasing popularity of genres like horror and cyberpunk fiction. 

3.2. OBJECTIVES 

After completing this unit, learners will be able to: 

1. Analyze the contributions of African American and Jewish American authors to 

American literature. 

2. Discuss the evolution of literary themes and techniques in post-war and contemporary 

American literature. 

3. Appreciate the diversity and depth of perspectives represented in American literature 

from the mid-20th century to the present. 

3.3.        JEWISH AMERICAN LITERATURE 

American literature attained a new maturity in the 1920s and 1930s, and several major works 

from that period were published or gained recognition after 1945. During this time, John F. 

Kennedy became President but was later assassinated, marking a period of political turbulence. 
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Racial discrimination was at its peak, leading to the passage of the first Civil Rights Bill, a 

milestone in American social history. 

Following World War II, the Cold War began between the United States and the Soviet Union. 

Although the two nations had fought together as Allies against the Axis powers, their 

relationship remained tense due to long-standing ideological differences—particularly 

America's deep-rooted distrust of communism. In the post-war years, this tension escalated into 

a profound sense of mutual suspicion and rivalry. 

The 1950s is often considered the "golden age" of Jewish American literature. Common themes 

explored in Jewish American writings include existential alienation, the quest for a sense of 

home, the struggle to transcend individual limitations, the search for moral direction, and the 

longing for empathetic understanding in a hostile world. 

Some notable Jewish American writers of this era include Saul Bellow, Bernard Malamud, 

Philip Roth, and Charlie Citrine. 

3.3.1. Bernard Malamud 

Renowned Jewish American author Bernard Malamud (1914–1986) was celebrated for his 

deeply humanistic fiction, which often explored themes of morality, identity, suffering, and 

redemption. His works reflect the struggles of Jewish immigrants in America and the 

tensions between tradition and modernization. Malamud’s characters are typically ordinary 

individuals facing profound moral dilemmas. 

One of his best-known novels, The Assistant (1957), portrays the life of a struggling Jewish 

grocer and his complex relationship with a non-Jewish drifter. Another acclaimed work, The 

Fixer (1966), which won both the National Book Award and the Pulitzer Prize, presents a 

harrowing account of a Jewish man wrongfully imprisoned in Tsarist Russia, addressing 

themes of injustice and anti-Semitism. 

Malamud’s writing stands out in post-war American literature for its blend of realism, 

folklore, and metaphor. Alongside contemporaries such as Philip Roth and Saul Bellow, he 

helped shape the voice of modern Jewish American fiction 
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3.3.2. Saul Bellow  

Saul Bellow, one of the most distinguished figures in American literature, was awarded the 

Nobel Prize in Literature in 1976. He also holds the unique distinction of being the only 

writer to win the National Book Award for Fiction three times. Known for the comic 

undertones in his narratives, Bellow frequently examined the disorienting effects of modern 

civilization, a recurring theme throughout his work. 

Two of his early and influential novels are Dangling Man and The Victim, which set the tone 

for his later explorations of identity, alienation, and intellectual struggle. Among his other 

notable works are: 

• Seize the Day (1956) 

• Henderson the Rain King (1959) 

• Herzog (1964) 

Through his richly layered characters and philosophical depth, Bellow significantly shaped the 

trajectory of post-war Jewish American literature. 

3.3.3. Charlie Citrine 

Humboldt’s Gift (1975), one of Saul Bellow’s major novels, features Charlie Citrine, a 

successful writer and Pulitzer Prize winner, as its thoughtful and introspective protagonist. 

Citrine, a playwright and essayist, serves as a vehicle for many of Bellow’s philosophical 

concerns, reflecting deeply on art, mortality, spiritual decay, and the tension between 

material success and intellectual integrity. 

A central theme of the novel is Citrine’s complex relationship with Von Humboldt Fleischer, 

a tragic poet modelled after Bellow’s real-life friend Delmore Schwartz. Humboldt 

symbolizes the fading ideal of the serious, high-minded artist, while Citrine—torn between 

admiration for that ideal and the seductions of wealth and modernity—grapples with finding 

meaning in a world increasingly shaped by commerce and superficial values. 

Through Citrine’s wry, often melancholic reflections, Bellow explores the contradictions of 

American life and the individual’s lonely search for authenticity in an increasingly 
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disoriented cultural landscape. The novel blends humor and sadness to examine the decline of 

spiritual and artistic ambition in the face of modern materialism. 

3.3.3. Philip Roth 

Born in New Jersey, Philip Roth was awarded the Pulitzer Prize for Fiction in 1998. He first 

rose to prominence with Goodbye, Columbus (1959), a collection of stories that won the 

National Book Award, and later with the controversial best-seller Portnoy’s Complaint (1969). 

These early works are notable for their bold exploration of sexuality and their witty, sardonic 

critique of Jewish-American life. 

A significant portion of Roth’s work is semi-autobiographical, featuring his alter ego Nathan 

Zuckerman, who appears in several novels including The Ghost Writer (1979), Zuckerman 

Bound (1985), and The Counterlife (1986). In The Facts (1988) and Patrimony (1991), Roth 

further blurs the lines between memoir and fiction, reflecting on personal history, identity, 

and familial bonds. 

His later novels, such as American Pastoral (1997) and The Human Stain (2000), expand his 

scope to broader questions of American identity, cultural conflict, and personal decline. 

While some critics have viewed Roth’s work as overly introspective or self-referential, he is 

widely praised for his rich, expressive prose and complex characterizations, and is 

frequently compared to contemporaries like John Updike. 

Despite mixed critical responses, Roth’s writings have had a profound and lasting impact on 

contemporary American literature, especially in articulating the Jewish-American 

experience and the moral ambiguities of modern life. 

3.4.   POSTMODERN LITERATURE 

The mid-20th century witnessed the rise of American Postmodernism as a significant literary 

movement, shaped by the intellectual, political, and cultural upheavals following World War 

II. Unlike Modernism, which sought order, coherence, and purpose in a fractured world, 

Postmodernism embraced fragmentation, ambiguity, and confusion as inherent aspects of 

human experience. American writers played a crucial role in developing a distinct postmodern 

voice that questioned identity, authority, truth, and even the very nature of storytelling. 



UTTRAKHAND OPEN UNIVERSITY                                                                      AMERICAN LITERATURE I 

                                                                                                     

38 
 

Postmodern American literature is characterized by its experimental use of language and 

form. Techniques such as pastiche, irony, parody, and metafiction are frequently employed 

to expose the artificiality of narrative. Rather than adhering to linear storytelling, postmodern 

authors often use non-traditional structures, fragmentation, and unreliable narrators. In 

this view, reality is subjective, meaning is fluid, and language is inherently unstable. These 

strategies echo Jean-François Lyotard’s famous postmodern skepticism toward “grand 

narratives” — overarching universal truths or ideologies. Consequently, American postmodern 

novels blur the boundaries between truth and fiction, utilize self-referential humour, and blend 

elements of both high and low culture. 

Several American authors are central to the postmodern literary canon. Thomas Pynchon, 

often regarded as the quintessential postmodern novelist, is known for complex works like V., 

The Crying of Lot 49, and Gravity’s Rainbow, which explore themes such as entropy, paranoia, 

and cultural fragmentation through richly layered narratives. White Noise by Don DeLillo 

satirizes the absurdity of a media-saturated society, while Slaughterhouse-Five by Kurt 

Vonnegut critiques trauma and war through time travel and metafictional devices. Joseph 

Heller’s Catch-22 parodies the absurdity of bureaucracy and conflict with a cyclical, disjointed 

narrative structure. Other important figures, including William Gaddis, John Barth, and 

Robert Coover, pushed narrative boundaries further by crafting self-aware, multilayered, and 

intertextual works. 

Though not always strictly labelled postmodern, several authors made significant contributions 

to its development or embodied its traits. Vladimir Nabokov’s Lolita, with its linguistic 

playfulness and unreliable narrator, is frequently cited as an early postmodern text. John 

Updike, often associated with realism, employed metafictional techniques in his Bech series, 

while Norman Mailer experimented with blending fiction and nonfiction. Although more 

aligned with Modernism, the works of Harper Lee and J.D. Salinger—especially their 

explorations of identity, voice, and alienation—address themes relevant to postmodern 

thought. 

3.5.   CYBERPUNK FICTION 

One important subgenre of science fiction is cyberpunk. The term "cyberpunk" refers to 

dystopian futures where society faces catastrophic collapse due to the revolutionary impact of 

advanced science, technology, and computers. Science fiction as a genre began to take shape 
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after the Industrial Revolution, as authors started exploring and predicting the effects of 

physics, mathematics, and technology on the future. Notably, Hugo Gernsback, a pioneering 

figure in science fiction, first coined the term "sci-fi" in 1929. 

Cyberpunk settings are typically near-future worlds dominated by sprawling megacities, where 

outcasts, anti-heroes, and rebels struggle against powerful corporations and authoritarian 

governments. Samuel R. Delany’s Nova is one of the early works exhibiting cyberpunk 

elements, including human-computer interfacing via implants—a trope common in the genre. 

Philip K. Dick’s Do Androids Dream of Electric Sheep? is another landmark cyberpunk novel 

that probes ethical and moral questions surrounding artificial intelligence and cybernetic 

enhancement. This novel was famously adapted into the film Blade Runner (1982). 

To better understand the cyberpunk genre, watching Hollywood films inspired by its themes is 

recommended. Some notable examples include Blade Runner, Robocop, 12 Monkeys, and The 

Matrix. 

3.5.1.  Robert A. Heinlein 

Robert A. Heinlein was an influential American science fiction writer, often hailed as “the 

dean of science fiction writers.” His works explore themes such as individualism, space 

exploration, militarism, and social engineering. Some of his most notable novels include For 

Us, the Living, Stranger in a Strange Land, Starship Troopers, I Fear No Evil, and The Moon 

is a Harsh Mistress. Heinlein played a pivotal role in shaping modern science fiction, both in 

terms of literary style and philosophical depth. 

3.5.2.  Isaac Asimov 

Isaac Asimov, a Russian-born American author, is considered one of the three pioneers of 

science fiction, alongside Robert A. Heinlein and Arthur C. Clarke. He is best known for his 

Foundation series (a collection of seven novels), the Robot series, and the Galactic Empire 

series. Asimov was one of the most prolific writers in history, having written or edited over 

500 books. His work is celebrated for its logical structure, imaginative storytelling, and a 

strong foundation in scientific principles. 

 



UTTRAKHAND OPEN UNIVERSITY                                                                      AMERICAN LITERATURE I 

                                                                                                     

40 
 

3.5.3.  Ray Bradbury 

Ray Bradbury was instrumental in bringing modern science fiction into the literary 

mainstream. Among his most significant works rooted in speculative fiction are Fahrenheit 

451 and Dandelion Wine. Fahrenheit 451 is a dystopian novel that imagines a future society 

where books are banned and “firemen” are tasked with burning them. Bradbury frequently 

employed science fiction as a vehicle to probe deep human emotions, critique social issues, 

and warn against the perils of censorship and unchecked technological advancement. His 

distinctive style merges scientific imagination with lyrical prose, resulting in narratives that are 

both intellectually stimulating and emotionally resonant. 

3.5.4.  William Gibson 

William Gibson is widely regarded as a pioneer of the cyberpunk genre. Long before 

virtual worlds like video games and the Internet became widespread realities, Gibson 

envisioned their potential and laid the theoretical foundation for their development. The term 

“cyberspace” was first coined in his groundbreaking novel Neuromancer (1984), which 

depicts a technologically advanced society dominated by artificial intelligence and powerful 

multinational corporations. His major works include The Sprawl Trilogy, The Difference 

Engine (co-authored with Bruce Sterling), and The Bridge Trilogy, all of which explore themes 

of digital identity, surveillance, and the blurred boundaries between the virtual and the real. 

 

3.6.       AFRICAN AMERICAN LITERATURE 

African American literature refers to the body of work produced by American writers of 

African descent. It encompasses a rich and diverse tradition that reflects the social, cultural, 

and historical experiences of African Americans. Central themes often include slavery, 

liberation, racial identity, systemic inequality, resistance, and the ongoing struggle for justice 

and civil rights. 

The tradition began with slave narratives of the 18th and 19th centuries, such as Frederick 

Douglass’s powerful autobiography, which laid the foundation for African American literary 

expression. The Harlem Renaissance of the early 20th century marked a cultural flourishing 

that brought national attention to writers like Claude McKay, Zora Neale Hurston, and 

Langston Hughes. In the decades that followed, authors such as Ralph Ellison (Invisible Man), 

James Baldwin (Go Tell It on the Mountain), Toni Morrison (Beloved), Alice Walker (The 
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Color Purple), and Maya Angelou (I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings) explored deeper 

psychological, political, and cultural dimensions of Black life in America. You will read more 

about the Harlem Renaissance in Unit Four. 

Today, African American literature continues to evolve, with contemporary voices such as Ta-

Nehisi Coates, Colson Whitehead, and Jesmyn Ward producing compelling works that address 

enduring issues of race, identity, and resilience in modern America. 

3.7.   CONTEMPORARY WRITERS 

As we conclude our journey through the history of American literature, it would be incomplete 

without acknowledging contemporary writers who continue to shape and redefine the literary 

landscape. Some of these authors may be familiar to you, while others might be names you 

have only heard in passing. Let’s explore their contributions together. 

Billy Collins, Poet Laureate of the United States from 2001 to 2003, is known for his accessible 

and witty poetry. Often referred to as a “Literary Lion,” Collins has published several notable 

collections, including Pokerface, Nine Horses, Ballistics, Aimless Love, Voyage, The Rain in 

Portugal, and Whale Day. 

Anne Tyler is a celebrated novelist and critic, especially known for her rich character 

portrayals and insight into domestic life. She won the Pulitzer Prize for her novel Breathing 

Lessons. Her other significant works include If Morning Ever Comes, Morgan’s Passing, 

Dinner at the Homesick Restaurant, The Accidental Tourist, Ladder of Years, Digging to 

America, and French Braid. 

Marilynne Robinson has received numerous prestigious honours, including the Pulitzer Prize 

for her epistolary novel Gilead (2005) and the National Humanities Medal in 2012. Her major 

works—Housekeeping, Home, Lila, and Jack—have earned wide critical acclaim. 

Housekeeping received the PEN/Hemingway Award; Home won the Orange Prize for Fiction 

(2009) and the Los Angeles Times Book Prize (2008); Lila earned the National Book Critics 

Circle Award in 2014. 

Paul Auster was an internationally acclaimed writer whose works have been translated into 

more than 40 languages. He is best known for The New York Trilogy, a postmodern series that 

includes City of Glass (1985), Ghosts (1986), and The Locked Room (1986). 
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Marsha Norman, a prominent playwright, won the Pulitzer Prize for Drama in 1983 for her 

play ‘Night, Mother. Her other notable works include Getting Out (1977), Third and Oak 

(1978), Traveler in the Dark (1984), and The Secret Garden (1991), an adaptation for musical 

theatre. 

David Mamet, James Patterson, Charles Frazier, George Saunders, James McBride, and 

Jonathan Franzen are also significant voices in contemporary American literature. Their 

contributions span genres and themes, from crime thrillers and historical fiction to political 

commentary and experimental prose. Beyond these writers, numerous others continue to enrich 

English literature with diverse perspectives and innovative styles.  

3.8.   LET ME SUM UP 

This marks the final unit in our exploration of the history of American literature. By now, you 

should be familiar with key authors and literary trends spanning from the Puritan era to the 

contemporary period. This unit has offered insight into diverse facets of American literature, 

including Jewish American Literature, Postmodern Literature, Cyberpunk Fiction, 

African American Literature, and a range of Contemporary Writers. 

We explored influential voices such as Bernard Malamud, Saul Bellow, Philip Roth, 

William Gibson, and others, whose works reflect the evolving themes, identities, and cultural 

dialogues that define American literary history. Together, these authors and genres contribute 

to a rich and multifaceted understanding of the nation’s literary landscape. 

In the next unit, we will shift our focus to major literary movements—examining how they 

emerged, developed, and influenced American writing across time. This will deepen your 

understanding of the broader forces that have shaped American literature. 

3.9.   REFERENCES 
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3.10.    TERMINAL AND MODEL QUESTIONS  

Q 1. Who are some notable authors associated with Jewish American Literature? 

Q 2. What characterizes Postmodern Literature in the American context? 

Q 3. Which author is known for his work in Cyberpunk Fiction? 

Q 4. What diverse literary voices are explored in African American Literature? 
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4.1.      INTRODUCTION  

 This unit builds on the foundational journey through American literature covered in the 

previous three units, which traced its evolution from the arrival of the Europeans and the early 

writings of New England, through the Puritan poets, Revolutionary-era texts like the 

Declaration of Independence, to the profound impact of the Civil War on literary expression. 

We explored how literature mirrored America’s changing identity—from its birth as a nation 

to the diverse voices of contemporary and near-contemporary times, including Jewish-

American literature, postmodern narratives, cyberpunk fiction, and Afro-American writings. In 

this unit, we turn our focus to the major literary movements that emerged across different 

periods in American history. By studying these movements—each shaped by distinct social, 

philosophical, and artistic concerns—we gain a deeper understanding of how writers have 

continually responded to the spirit of their age, helping to shape and reflect the evolving 

American experience. 

4.2.       OBJECTIVES 

• Understand the historical, social, and cultural contexts that gave rise to major American 

literary movements. 

• Identify the key characteristics, themes, and styles associated with each movement. 

• Recognize the major writers and works that represent each movement and their 

contributions to American literature. 

• Analyze how literary movements reflect the concerns, struggles, and values of different 

periods in American history. 

• Trace the evolution of American thought and identity through its shifting literary trends. 

• Explore how movements such as Transcendentalism, the Harlem Renaissance, the Beat 

Generation, and others challenged or reinforced dominant ideologies of their times. 

• Appreciate the diversity within American literature, including the voices of 

marginalized and underrepresented communities. 

• Develop critical thinking and interpretative skills by connecting literary works to the 

broader movement they belong to. 

• Encourage independent reflection on how literature serves as a mirror to society and a 

tool for change. 
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4.3     MAJOR AMERICAN MOVEMENTS  

Literature is never static—it’s always changing, growing, and responding to the world around 

it. As history unfolds and society evolves, new literary movements emerge to express the 

unique concerns, values, and experiences of different groups of people. These movements often 

arise during key moments in history, when writers feel the need to challenge old ideas, respond 

to cultural shifts, or reflect on what it means to be human in a changing world. 

Each literary movement has its own flavour. Writers from the same movement often share 

similar themes, ideas, and even writing styles. For example, some movements are deeply 

political, while others focus more on personal expression, nature, or spiritual questions. Some 

celebrate tradition, while others aim to break the rules and redefine what literature can be. But 

no matter how different they seem, these movements all help us understand the context in which 

the writers were working—the world they lived in, the issues they cared about, and the 

messages they wanted to share with their readers. 

Getting familiar with these major American literary movements—from the early 

Knickerbocker Group and the bold voices of the American Renaissance, to the rebellious 

energy of the Beat Generation—gives us a richer understanding of American literature as a 

whole. It shows us how writing reflects society, and how authors have used their words to 

question, inspire, resist, and dream across different eras. 

By exploring the movements discussed below, you will gain a better sense of how American 

literature has developed over time, and why certain works and authors have had such a lasting 

impact. 

3.3.1. The American Renaissance: 

The American Renaissance was a major turning point in the history of American literature—

it’s often seen as the moment when American writers really started to shine and define their 

own unique style, separate from European influences. Before this period, a lot of American 

writing either closely followed European models or was focused on practical or religious 

content. But during the few decades leading up to the Civil War, something changed. Writers 

began to explore deeper themes like individuality, nature, democracy, the human spirit, and the 
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struggles of society. They started asking big questions about life, identity, morality, and the role 

of the individual in the world. 

The term American Renaissance was first introduced by a critic named F.O. Matthiessen. He 

used it to describe the incredible literary achievements of a few key authors—Ralph Waldo 

Emerson, Henry David Thoreau, Nathaniel Hawthorne, Herman Melville, and Walt Whitman. 

These writers produced works that are now considered classics, such as Emerson’s Essays, 

Thoreau’s Walden, Hawthorne’s The Scarlet Letter, Melville’s Moby-Dick, and Whitman’s 

Leaves of Grass. What made their work stand out was how deeply it explored the American 

experience, often tying in themes like self-reliance, freedom, and the natural world. They 

weren’t just writing stories or poems—they were shaping the identity of a nation through 

literature. 

Over time, scholars expanded the definition of the American Renaissance to include a wider 

group of authors who were active in the same period, roughly the 1830s to the start of the Civil 

War in 1861. This includes popular poets and writers of the time like Henry Wadsworth 

Longfellow, Oliver Wendell Holmes, John Greenleaf Whittier, and James Russell Lowell. 

These writers may not have been as radical or experimental as some of the others, but they 

played a huge role in shaping American culture and were extremely influential in their own 

right. Their poetry often touched on topics like morality, national pride, and the everyday 

experiences of American life. 

What makes the American Renaissance so important is that it was the first time American 

literature was taken seriously on the world stage. It marked the beginning of a true literary 

tradition in the United States—one that could stand on its own, with a voice that reflected the 

country’s growing diversity, its ideals, and its struggles. For students today, studying this period 

is a way of understanding how literature can reflect big historical and cultural shifts—and how 

writers can help define what a country stands for. 

3.3.2. American Transcendentalism: 

American Transcendentalism was a literary and philosophical movement that emerged in New 

England in the early 19th century, rooted in Romanticism and influenced by German 

Transcendental philosophy, particularly the ideas of Immanuel Kant. It also drew inspiration 

from English poet Samuel Taylor Coleridge. The Transcendentalists believed that true 
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understanding of reality came not through reason or logic, but through intuitive insight—an 

inner, spiritual connection to the world. They argued that each individual’s soul is linked to the 

soul of the universe, and that this connection could be realized through communion with the 

beauty and goodness of Nature, which they saw as a reflection of God’s presence. 

One of the central figures of this movement was Ralph Waldo Emerson, who explored these 

ideas in his famous essay Nature. In it, Emerson writes that nature is “the apparition of 

God…the organ through which the universal spirit speaks to the individual and strives to lead 

the individual back to it.” This idea that nature is not just a physical environment, but a spiritual 

guide, became a key principle of Transcendentalist thought. 

Alongside Emerson, other notable Transcendentalists included Margaret Fuller, Bronson 

Alcott, Henry David Thoreau, and Nathaniel Hawthorne. These writers and thinkers believed 

in the power of the individual to connect with the divine and find deeper truths in life. They 

also published a quarterly journal called The Dial, which became a key platform for 

Transcendentalist ideas and served as a voice for their philosophical and literary contributions. 

Transcendentalism emphasized self-reliance, individuality, and a profound connection with the 

natural world, offering a refreshing contrast to the more materialistic and rigid worldview of 

the time. 

3.3.3. The Beat Movement:  

The Beat Movement was a bold and rebellious literary and cultural movement that came to life 

in the United States during the 1950s. It was led by a group of writers who were tired of the 

strict rules, materialism, and traditional values of middle-class American society. These writers 

wanted something deeper and more real—they wanted to break away from the expectations 

placed on them and live life on their own terms. That's where the word “Beat” comes in. While 

there are different theories about its origin, the most widely accepted idea is that it comes from 

“beaten down,” which reflected how these writers felt—worn out by the pressures of 

conforming to a society they didn’t connect with. 

The Beat writers didn’t just write differently—they lived differently. They often rejected steady 

jobs, traditional relationships, and the idea of chasing the "American Dream." Instead, they 

embraced things like personal freedom, spiritual exploration (especially through Zen 
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Buddhism), and experimental lifestyles, including drug use and open sexuality. They wanted 

to challenge people to see the world in new ways, even if that meant pushing boundaries and 

breaking taboos. 

Most of the Beat scene was centered in two places: New York City and San Francisco. These 

cities became hubs for a new kind of creativity, where poetry wasn’t just something you read 

in books—it was performed live in cafes and jazz clubs, often accompanied by music. Poetry 

readings became energetic and emotional experiences, full of passion and rhythm. 

Two of the most famous figures from this movement were Allen Ginsberg, a poet best known 

for his groundbreaking poem “Howl” and Jack Kerouac, the author of the novel On the Road, 

which captured the restless spirit of the time. Their work was raw, honest, and full of emotion—

it didn’t follow the usual rules of literature, and that’s exactly why it stood out. 

While the Beat Movement didn’t last forever as a literary trend, its influence stretched far 

beyond books. It helped pave the way for the counterculture of the 1960s, especially the Hippy 

Movement and student protests. In a way, the Beats lit the fuse for a cultural explosion—one 

that changed how people thought about art, freedom, and what it meant to live an authentic life. 

3.3.4. Confessional Poetry:  

Confessional Poetry refers to a deeply personal and emotionally intense form of American 

poetry that emerged after World War II. What makes it stand out is how openly the poets reveal 

their private lives—their inner struggles, family issues, mental health battles, and painful 

experiences. Unlike earlier poetry, which often kept emotion at a distance or masked it behind 

fictional speakers, confessional poets broke through those barriers and wrote with raw honesty. 

The movement began with Robert Lowell, who is widely recognized as the first major poet to 

use this style. He believed that poetry had become too cold, intellectual, and disconnected from 

real life. He wanted to bring poetry back to something more emotional and human—a 

“breakthrough back into life,” as he put it. In his groundbreaking book Life Studies (1959), 

Lowell wrote candidly about his family, mental illness, and personal crises. This collection 

shocked and moved readers, and it deeply influenced a new generation of poets. 

Two of the most powerful voices that followed in Lowell’s footsteps were Sylvia Plath and 

Anne Sexton. Both women brought intense emotional depth to their poetry. Plath’s 
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posthumously published collection Ariel (1965) is full of fierce, lyrical poems that explore 

themes of identity, anger, motherhood, and depression. Tragically, Plath took her own life in 

1963, just before the book was released. Sexton, whose first book was titled To Bedlam and 

Part Way Back (1960), also drew heavily from her personal experiences, especially her 

struggles with mental illness. Like Plath, Sexton would later take her own life, making her 

poetry even more haunting and poignant. 

Other poets associated with the Confessional movement include Theodore Roethke and John 

Berryman, both of whom wrote poems filled with emotional vulnerability, personal reflection, 

and psychological depth. Their work, like that of Lowell, Plath, and Sexton, helped redefine 

what poetry could be—no longer just an art form, but also a form of self-exploration and 

survival. 

Confessional poetry made a lasting impact by showing that poetry could be a space where the 

most private thoughts and emotions could be shared—not hidden—and in doing so, it opened 

the door for more honest and intimate writing in the decades that followed. 

3.3.5. Harlem Renaissance and Hispanic-American Literature  

These are two significant cultural and literary movements that helped shape the identity and 

expression of marginalized groups in America. Though they emerged at different times and 

from different communities, both movements were centered on self-discovery, cultural pride, 

and the fight for equality. 

The Harlem Renaissance was an African American literary and cultural explosion that took 

place in the 1920s in the ghetto of Harlem, New York. It was a time when African Americans 

asserted their rights to equal status in American society, half a century after the abolition of 

slavery. The movement’s manifesto was largely encapsulated in Alain Locke’s influential 

anthology The New Negro (1925), which called for the inclusion of African artistic heritage as 

an integral part of American culture. Writers, musicians, and artists celebrated Black identity 

and heritage, challenging the racist stereotypes that dominated American society. Some of the 

most prominent figures in the Harlem Renaissance include Langston Hughes, Zora Neale 

Hurston, Claude McKay, Countee Cullen, and Wallace Thurman. Hurston’s Their Eyes Were 

Watching God is often hailed as one of the movement’s crowning achievements, with its deep 

exploration of African American womanhood and resilience. 
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Parallel to the Harlem Renaissance, Hispanic-American literature represents the voices and 

experiences of Americans with Spanish-speaking traditions, including Chicano (Mexican-

American) and Latino (broader Latin American and Caribbean) communities. Chicano 

literature, which began to take shape after the 1848 Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo, reflects the 

complex identity of Mexican Americans who lived in lands ceded to the U.S. While their 

cultural and linguistic roots remained in Spanish, their lives were shaped by the blending of 

two worlds. Early examples of Chicano literature include Antonio Villarreal’s Pocho, a coming-

of-age novel about a Mexican-American boy, and Rodolfo Anaya’s Bless Me, Ultima, a novel 

deeply rooted in both the indigenous and Spanish traditions of the Southwest. Writers like 

Sandra Cisneros and Gary Soto brought further visibility to the experiences of Mexican-

Americans, with works like The House on Mango Street and The Elements of San Joaquin that 

explore themes of identity, family, and place. 

Latino literature, which spans the broader Latin American diaspora, began to gain wider 

recognition in the mid-20th century, particularly through memoirs and works by Puerto Rican 

writers. Piri Thomas’ Down These Mean Streets and Edward Rivera’s Family Installments 

offered powerful, personal accounts of growing up in New York’s Puerto Rican community. 

Two poets, Miguel Algarin and Miguel Piñero, helped to anthologize and elevate the voices of 

New York-based Puerto Rican poets. However, it wasn’t until the 1990s that Latino literature 

truly made a breakthrough with novels like Oscar Hijuelos’ The Mambo Kings Play Songs of 

Love, which won the Pulitzer Prize. Another important figure, Julia Alvarez, a Dominican-

American author, gained wide acclaim with In the Time of the Butterflies, a novel nominated 

for the National Book Critics Circle Award in 1995. Her work, like that of other Latino writers, 

explores themes of identity, history, and the complexities of living between two cultures. 

Both the Harlem Renaissance and Hispanic-American literature share a commitment to self-

expression, cultural pride, and social justice. While the Harlem Renaissance focused on 

asserting African-American identity in the face of systemic oppression, Hispanic-American 

writers have long explored the challenges of cultural assimilation, identity, and belonging in a 

nation that often marginalizes them. Together, these movements have enriched American 

literature, offering new perspectives, voices, and experiences that continue to shape the nation’s 

cultural landscape today. 
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3.3.6. The Knickerbocker Group:  

The Knickerbocker Group was a group of early American writers who lived and worked in 

New York City during the first half of the 1800s. They were some of the first authors in the 

U.S. to gain real popularity and respect for their writing, and they played a big role in shaping 

American literature in its early days. The group gets its name from “Diedrich Knickerbocker,” 

which was a made-up name (a pseudonym) that Washington Irving used when he wrote a funny, 

fictional history book called A History of New York in 1809. 

Washington Irving is considered the most famous member of the group—he’s best known today 

for classic stories like Rip Van Winkle and The Legend of Sleepy Hollow. But he wasn’t the only 

talented writer in the group. The Knickerbocker circle also included William Cullen Bryant, a 

well-known poet who often wrote about nature and serious themes, and John Howard Payne, 

a playwright and actor who wrote the famous song Home, Sweet Home. 

Even though the group didn’t write one specific kind of literature or follow one style, they all 

contributed to making New York an early literary center in America. Before this time, most 

people looked to Europe—especially England—for literature, but these writers helped prove 

that America had its own stories, voices, and talents worth celebrating. 

The Knickerbocker Group is important not just for their work, but for how they helped establish 

a sense of American identity in writing. They were some of the first authors to show that 

American culture and everyday life could be interesting and meaningful topics for literature. 

3.3.7. The Lost Generation: 

The Lost Generation refers to a group of American writers in the 1920s who felt alienated and 

disillusioned by the aftermath of World War I. These writers grappled with a loss of traditional 

values and ideals, as the horrors of the war left them feeling disconnected from the society that 

had once shaped their beliefs. The term itself was popularized by Gertrude Stein, who famously 

told Ernest Hemingway, “You are all a lost generation.” Hemingway later used this quote as an 

epigraph to his novel The Sun Also Rises (1926), a story that captures the sense of 

disillusionment and aimlessness among a group of young people after the war. 

While Stein’s comment is often seen as the origin of the term, "Lost Generation" can also be 

used to describe the broader period between the end of World War I and the beginning of the 
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Great Depression. In Europe, the term "generation of 1914" is used to refer to those who came 

of age during the war. In France, where many of these expatriate writers settled, they were 

sometimes called "the generation in flames," reflecting the burning sense of loss and 

transformation they felt. 

The Lost Generation writers—such as Ernest Hemingway, F. Scott Fitzgerald, T.S. Eliot, and 

Gertrude Stein—explored themes of disillusionment, alienation, and the search for 

meaning in a world that had been forever changed by war. Their works captured a sense of 

confusion and a break with the past, offering a powerful critique of the social and moral values 

of their time. Through their writing, they expressed the deep emotional scars left by the war 

and the difficulty of finding a place in a world that seemed to have lost its direction. 

4.4.   GLOSSARY 

Ghetto: A ghetto is a part of a city predominantly occupied by a particular group, especially 

because of social and economic reasons, or because they have been forced to live there. The 

term was originally used in Venice to describe the area where Jews were compelled to live. 

The term now refers to an overcrowded urban area often associated with specific ethnic or 

racial populations living below poverty line. Statistically, ghettos have a higher crime rate than 

other parts of the city.  

Hippy: The hippy subculture was originally a youth movement that arose in the U.S. during 

the 1960s and spread to other countries of the world. The hippies inherited the counter culture 

values of the Beat generation. 

Zen: Zen is a school of Mahayana Buddhism which originated in China during the 6th century 

and spread to Vietnam, Korea and Japan. The word “Zen” is derived from the Sanskrit word 

“dhyan” which can be approximately translated as “absorbtion” or “meditative state”.  

 Harlem: Harlem is a neighbourhood in the New York City borough of Manhattan, which since 

the 1920s has been a major African American residential, cultural and business centre. It is 

named after Haarlem, in the capital city of the province of North Holland. 

Great Depression: The great Depression was a severe worldwide depression in the decade 

preceding World War II, which had devastating effect on countries both rich and poor. The 

timing of the Great Depression varied across nations, but in most countries it started in 1930 
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and lasted until the late 1940s. It was the longest, most widespread and the deepest depression 

of the 20th century. The depression originated in the U.S., after the fall in the stock prices that 

began around September 4, 1929 and became worldwide news with the stock market crash of 

October 29, 1929, known as Black Tuesday. 

4.5.         LET US SUM UP 

Summary of Major American Literary Movements: 

American literature has developed through a series of important movements, each shaped by 

the social, cultural, and historical moments in which it arose. These movements reflect the 

evolving identity of the nation and give voice to the concerns, dreams, and struggles of its 

people. Here's a quick recapitulation of the key movements that have been discussed in this 

Unit. 

1. American Renaissance (1830s–1860s) 

o A period of literary growth before the Civil War, celebrating individuality, moral 

ideals, and the American spirit. 

o Major writers: Ralph Waldo Emerson, Henry David Thoreau, Nathaniel 

Hawthorne, Herman Melville, Walt Whitman. 

2. American Transcendentalism (1830s–1850s) 

o Emphasized intuition, nature, and the soul’s connection to the divine. 

o Inspired by Romanticism and German philosophy. 

o Key figures: Emerson, Thoreau, Margaret Fuller, Bronson Alcott. 

3. Beat Movement (1950s) 

o A counterculture reaction to mainstream American values. 

o Explored personal freedom, spirituality, and rebellion. 

o Prominent voices: Allen Ginsberg, Jack Kerouac, William S. Burroughs. 

4. Confessional Poetry (1950s–1960s) 

o Deeply personal poetry that explores mental health, trauma, and identity. 

o Broke traditional boundaries between poet and speaker. 

o Notable poets: Robert Lowell, Sylvia Plath, Anne Sexton, John Berryman. 

5. Harlem Renaissance (1920s–1930s) 

o A cultural explosion of African American art, music, and literature centered in 

Harlem, NYC. 
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o Emphasized Black identity, heritage, and pride. 

o Key figures: Langston Hughes, Zora Neale Hurston, Claude McKay, Countee 

Cullen. 

6. Knickerbocker Group (Early 19th Century) 

o One of the first American literary groups, based in New York. 

o Helped establish American literature’s presence apart from European traditions. 

o Members: Washington Irving, William Cullen Bryant, John Howard Payne. 

7. Lost Generation (1920s) 

o Post-World War I writers who felt disillusioned by war and society. 

o Their works reflect a sense of alienation and a search for meaning. 

o Authors: Ernest Hemingway, F. Scott Fitzgerald, T.S. Eliot, Gertrude Stein. 

Each of these movements contributed to the richness and diversity of American literature. By 

understanding them, we gain deeper insight into how writers respond to their world—and how 

their words continue to influence ours. 

4.6.   CHECK YOUR PROGRESS 

1. List three writers of the American Renaissance Movement 

2. Name two writers of the Beat generation. 

3. Who was the founder of Confessional School of Poetry? 

4. Write a note on American Transcendentalism. 

5. Which famous American writer used the pseudonym Diedrich Knickerbocker? 

6. Write a note on The Lost Generation 

4.7.    ANSWERS TO CHECK YOUR PROGRESS 

Please refer to Section to section 4.3 know the answers. 

4.8.    REFERENCES AND SUGGESTED READING 

1.Quinn, Edward. A Dictionary of Literary and Thematic Terms, U.S.A., Checkmark Books. Print. 

2. Cuddon, J.A. A Dictionary of Literary Terms, London, UK.: Penguin. 1976. Print. 

3. Abrams, M.H. (ed) Norton Anthology, London, UK.: W.W. Norton and Company. Print. 
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4.9.   TERMINAL AND MODEL QUESTIONS 

1. How did the Beat Movement emerge and how were the beat writers different from the other 

writers? 

2. What are the salient features of the Confessional School of Poetry? 

3. Do you agree with the philosophy of the Transcendentalist writers? Give reasons for your 

answer. 

4. Write a note on the Knickerbocker Group. 

5. Write a note on the poets of the Lost Generation. 
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5.1. INTRODUCTION 

Many, many centuries before the Europeans landed in America, the continent was inhabited by the 

Native Americans. The Native Americans lived in tribes and in close proximity to Nature, so much so 

thatthey worshipped Nature, spoke to the winds, sung around fires, and integrated Nature into their 

everyday life. They saw themselves as an integral part of the natural world, where every rock, tree, and 

animal was imbued with spirit and meaning. The Native Americans sang songs in praise of Nature 

orally, passing down their stories, beliefs, and traditions through generations. This oral literature, rich 

in rhythm and symbolism, was never written down but lived through performance, creating a powerful 

bond between the teller, the listener, and the land. Through chants, stories, and prayers, Native American 

oral literature preserved the culture, wisdom, and spiritual practices of each tribe. These stories often 

reflected the deep connection between humans and the natural world, offering both teachings and 

guidance and their poetry carries the heartbeat of the land, the voices of ancestors, and the hopes of 

generations yet to come. Before written literature, these poems and songs travelled across time through 

oral traditions, painting vivid images of life, dreams, struggles, and the unseen magic that lives in 

Nature.  

Among the many indigenous tribes of North America, the Pima (or Akimel O'odham) tribe has 

preserved beautiful stories and songs. This unit will take you on a journey into Native American poetry, 

introduce you to the culture and spirit of the Pima people, and help you appreciate the deep meanings 

hidden within "Song of the Vision-Maker".  

5.2. OBJECTIVES  

After completing this unit, you will be able to: 

 

• Understand the characteristics of Native American poetry. 

 

• Learn about the history, beliefs, and traditions of the Pima tribe. 

 

• Read and interpret the poem "Song of the Vision-Maker". 

 

• Analyze the themes, symbols, and imagery used in the poem. 

 

• Appreciate how poetry acts as a bridge between culture, Nature, and spirituality. 

 

• Build critical thinking skills through self-assessment and terminal questions. 

 

5.3. THE NATIVE AMERICAN POETRY 

 

5.3.1 Oral Tradition: The Power of Spoken Word 
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Long before there were pens, printing presses, or paper, Native American tribes preserved their 

histories, moral codes, and dreams through oral storytelling. Elders and storytellers memorized chants, 

myths, songs, and ceremonies, passing them down generation after generation. Poetry, in Native 

American traditions, often appears as: 

 

Songs sung during rituals and dances, Chants invoking spirits and ancestors,  

Myths about the creation of the world, Prayers for rain, harvest, healing, and strength. 

 

These poems are not "ornamental" but are instead living expressions of life and spirit. 

 

5.3.2. The Themes of Native American Poetry 

 

The common themes of Native American Poetry include the following: 

 

Nature and Environment: Rivers, mountains, animals, and skies are treated as living relatives. Native 

Americans had animistic beliefs where they believed that all living things have a soul or spiritual 

essence, the “spirit” or “life force”.  

 

Spirituality and Magic: The boundary between the natural and supernatural is fluid. Spirits are in all 

things, rocks, trees, animals and humans. They are often linked to natural forces too, such as water, 

earth, air and fire. 

 

Survival and Struggle: Tribes often battled against natural disasters, famine, flooding, avalanches and 

then eventually colonization, and violence. They also fought against other Native American tribes.  

 

Community and Identity: The individual is seen as part of a larger, interconnected whole. Families of 

daughters and sons-in-law based around the location of the Mother lived together around a central 

kitchen area. They farmed, hunted and gathered food. Community roles were assigned. They had rites 

of adulthood which they underwent at a certain age. 

 

Cycles of Life: Birth, death, seasons and regeneration are celebrated and honoured in Native American 

Poetry. These poems reflect a deep reverence for the natural world and the spiritual rhythms that govern 

it. Rather than viewing life and death as opposites, Native traditions tend to see them as part of a 

continuous journey, where each ending gives rise to new beginnings. Through storytelling, song, and 

verse, these themes are honoured as sacred elements of the human and cosmic experience. 

 

5.3.3 Form and Style 

Native American poetry typically employs simple, direct language that resonates with emotional depth 

and sincerity. This clarity of expression allows the poems to connect powerfully with both listeners and 
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readers, reflecting the oral traditions from which much of the poetry originates. Repetition is often used 

not only as a stylistic device but also as a practical one—helping to aid memory in oral recitation while 

simultaneously building rhythm and reinforcing key themes. Imagery frequently draws from the natural 

world and the realm of dreams, illustrating a profound connection to land, animals, seasons, and spiritual 

insight. Additionally, symbolism plays a central role, with many poems containing layers of meaning 

that are deeply rooted in specific tribal cultures and worldviews. Understanding these symbols often 

requires knowledge of the traditions, stories, and beliefs that inform them, adding richness and depth to 

the poetry. 

 

5.4.  ABOUT THE NATIVE AMERICAN TRIBES 

 

The Native Americans consisted of many tribes like Navajo, Commanche, Apache, Sioux and many 

others including the Pima who were located in central and southern Arizona and Northwestern Mexico. 

Native American tribes are the Indigenous peoples of North America, each with distinct languages, 

cultures, spiritual beliefs, and social structures. Before European colonization, hundreds of tribes 

thrived across the continent, from the Iroquois Confederacy in the Northeast to the Navajo and Hopi in 

the Southwest, and the Sioux and Cheyenne on the Great Plains. Each tribe developed unique ways of 

life based on their environment, whether through hunting and gathering, agriculture, fishing, or nomadic 

traditions. Despite these differences, many tribes shared common values such as respect for nature, 

community responsibility, and deep spiritual connection to the land. 

The history of Native American tribes is marked by resilience in the face of adversity. Colonization, 

forced displacement, broken treaties, and assimilation policies severely impacted tribal communities. 

However, Native tribes have maintained their cultural identity through oral traditions, ceremonies, 

language preservation, and artistic expression. Today, there are over 500 federally recognized tribes in 

the United States, each with its own government and cultural practices. Many are actively revitalizing 

their languages, reclaiming ancestral lands, and sharing their rich heritage through education, literature, 

and the arts. Their enduring legacy continues to shape the cultural and spiritual landscape of North 

America. 

5.5. THE PIMA TRIBE 

 

Who were the Pima? 

The Pima (Akimel O'odham, meaning "River People") were indigenous to the southwestern United 

States, especially Arizona. They traditionally lived along the Gila and Salt Rivers. They were skilled 

farmers, famous for their irrigation techniques. Like other Native American Tribes Pima have a 
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profound respect for Nature, believing that water, land, animals and humans are interconnected. They 

preserve their history and spirituality through songs and oral tales. 

Their myths often deal with creation stories, heroic journeys, transformation, and the sacredness of the 

Earth. 

 

5.5.1. The Cultural Beliefs of the Pumas: 

 

(a) Balance and Harmony: Living Respectfully with Nature 

Belief: 

The Pima people hold a deep respect for the natural world, viewing themselves as part of a larger 

interconnected web. They believe that harmony must be maintained between humans, animals, plants, 

and the land. 

Examples: 

• Agricultural practices: The Pima traditionally farmed crops like corn, beans, and squash using 

sustainable methods that preserved soil and water, especially vital in the arid Southwest. 

• Hunting rituals: Before hunting, offerings or prayers might be made to honor the spirit of the 

animal, acknowledging its sacrifice. 

• Water use: Living in a desert environment, they valued water as sacred and used it judiciously, 

understanding that overuse could bring imbalance. 

(b)  Sacredness of Everyday Life: Farming, Hunting, and Rituals as 

Devotion 

Belief: 

For the people of the Puma tribe, daily activities are not just chores or labor—they are acts of spiritual 

significance. Every task, from planting to cooking, is imbued with meaning and respect for ancestral 

traditions. 

Examples: 

• Farming as a spiritual act: Planting seeds is accompanied by songs or blessings, treating 

agriculture as a sacred responsibility to nourish the community. 

• Rituals and storytelling: Oral traditions, such as creation stories or hero tales, are not only 

educational but ceremonial, connecting present generations with divine ancestors. 
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• Ceremonial dances: Performed during harvest or seasonal changes, these dances are both 

celebrations and invocations for continued harmony and abundance. 

 

(c)  Magic and Transformation: Seen as Natural Extensions of the Spirit 

World 

Belief: 

In the Puma culture, Magic, visions, and transformation are not seen as supernatural anomalies but as 

normal interactions with the spirit world. Shamans and visionaries often guide the community through 

these experiences. 

Examples: 

• Healing practices: Shamans may perform rituals using chants, herbs, and spirit-guided visions 

to heal physical or spiritual ailments, believed to be caused by imbalance. 

• Shape-shifting stories: Folktales feature beings who transform between animal and human 

forms, symbolizing fluidity between worlds and teaching moral lessons. 

• Vision quests: Young individuals might undergo isolation and fasting to receive visions from 

spirits—guidance that shapes their role or purpose in life. 

These beliefs reflect a worldview where the physical and spiritual realms are tightly woven, and daily 

life is lived with intention, gratitude, and reverence. 

 

5.6. THE POEM: “SONG OF THE VISION-MAKER” 

 

The evening glow yet lingers; 

    The evening glow yet lingers, 

And I sit with my gourd rattle 

    Engaged in the sacred chant. 

As I wave the eagle feathers 

    We hear the magic sounding. 

Puissant Night is shaking me 

    Just as he did at the time 

When I was taken up in spirit 

    To the great Magician's house. 
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Yellow Bird placed his feathers 

    Where they fell on the head of the woman; 

Making of her a harlot who ran about 

    With her hands clasped before her. 

Bluebird drifted at the edge of the world, 

    Drifted along upon the blue wind. 

White Wind went down from his dwelling 

    And raised dust upon the earth. 

The moonshine abides in me; 

    And soon you men and women will see 

The reed that I now am blowing 

    Bring the Moon down to meet me. 

Haiya! The gourd is rattling; 

    Haiya! The gourd is rattling. 

 

 

When I go to see it there 

    I surely find it rattling. 

It is evening, it is evening. 

    And four times at evening 

Calls the white-headed Swallow 

    As he plucks out his feathers. 

Elder Brother cuts his reed, 

    Yonder before me now he throws it, 

Stepping upon it so that the 

    Clouds repeat the sound. 

Gray Coyote is a dirty meddler, 

    He wears a belt of snake skin. 

Gray Coyote is a dirty meddler, 

    He wears a belt of snake skin. 

Blue Frog-women met and carried me 

    To the cloud land in the East. 

Blue Frog-women met and carried me 

    To where the clouds are standing. 

Gray Coyote stood in the forest, 

    From his shoulders he plucked feathers 

That gave me shining power, 
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    Plucked wing feathers bearing power. 

I entered Yâinupanu mountain 

    And saw Elder Brother's land 

Marked off with its square corners, 

    Marked as in a rectangle. 

Yellow Bird carries me to the caves, 

    To the distant caves of the mountain, 

And we hear the sound of his footsteps 

    As he moves upon his way. 

 

 

Gray Road-runner, the magician, 

    As his young cried out with hunger, 

Ran about engaged in killing 

    Millipeds that he carried home. 

The Black Turtle now approaches us, 

    Wearing and shaking his belt of night. 

The Black Turtle now approaches us, 

    Wearing and shaking his belt of night. 

The harlot arose and ran about, 

    Beating her breast and the air. 

The harlot arose and ran about, 

    Beating her breast and the air. 

Understand, my younger brothers, 

    That it is the Sun that gives me 

The trance vision that I see. 

    The Sun gives magic power. 

 

 

5.6.1. Verse 1 

Interpretation of Verse 1 of the poem:  

 

 

5.6.1.1.  VERSE 1 

The poem “Song of the Vision-Maker” is deeply rooted in Indigenous spiritual practices, where the use 

of ritual, vision, and connection with the natural world plays a central role in understanding one's place 
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in the cosmos. The Vision Maker (possibly a shaman or spiritual leader) is engaging in an act of spiritual 

connection, evoking transformation not only in themselves but in the world around them. The imagery 

of nature, the elements, and the ritual objects suggests that this vision is not merely personal, but also a 

bridge between realms—one that invites others to partake in the mystical. 

Interpretation of the lines: 

1. The Evening Glow: 

The repetition of "The evening glow yet lingers" creates a sense of transition—a time between day and 

night, light and darkness, the known and the unknown. The glow is not gone, but lingers. It can 

symbolize the end of one phase of existence, but also the presence of a lingering, vital energy. In many 

Indigenous traditions, twilight is considered a powerful time, a threshold where spirits, ancestors, and 

the living world meet. The speaker is attuned to this liminal time, and through this, the spiritual journey 

begins. 

2. Ritual and the Sacred Chant: 

The speaker sits with their gourd rattle, a sacred object used in ceremonial practices to evoke spirit, 

balance, and connection with the divine. The chant, deeply embedded in the practice of many 

Indigenous cultures, is a tool to invoke powers beyond the physical realm. The sacred chant here 

suggests a ritual of invocation—drawing on ancestral knowledge, a prayer to the forces that govern life. 

It's not just a personal expression but a method of harmonizing with the spiritual world. 

3. The Eagle Feathers: 

Feathers, particularly those of the eagle, are powerful symbols of spiritual authority, vision, and 

connection to the divine. As the speaker waves the eagle feathers, they are engaging in a ritual act that 

channels the spirit of the eagle, a creature known for its ability to soar high and see with clarity. This 

evokes the idea of a visionary journey, one that allows the practitioner to see beyond the surface, to 

enter the world of spirits and unseen forces. 

4. The Shaking of Puissant Night: 

The phrase “Puissant Night is shaking me” brings the force of night itself into the experience. Night in 

many Indigenous traditions is not just a time of darkness but a powerful force—often a time of 

dreaming, transformation, and spiritual journeying. The shaking suggests an intense, almost violent 

interaction with the forces of nature, as though the speaker is being propelled or taken to another realm. 
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It’s a moment of surrender, where the physical body is left behind as the spirit ventures into a heightened 

state of awareness. 

5. The Visionary Experience: 

The speaker refers to an earlier experience of being “taken up in spirit / To the great Magician's house.” 

This "Magician’s house" might be a metaphor for a spiritual realm or a sacred space where 

transformation occurs. The “Magician” here could be a representation of a divine or spiritual figure who 

governs the forces of creation and change. This reference suggests the vision maker has undergone a 

significant initiation or journey in the past—one that continues to shape their ability to channel spiritual 

energy in the present. 

6. Yellow Bird and Bluebird: 

The appearance of Yellow Bird and Bluebird introduces animal symbolism. Birds are often seen as 

messengers between the spiritual and earthly realms. Yellow Bird placing feathers on the woman, 

making her a "harlot," is a complex and symbolic act. The transformation of the woman into a harlot 

could symbolize a fall from purity or a passage into a new role in the spiritual or social order. This act 

may represent a disintegration of former identities, a necessary chaos that precedes rebirth or 

enlightenment. 

Bluebird’s journey “drifting at the edge of the world” symbolizes a boundary—perhaps the edge 

between this world and the spirit world, or the edge between the conscious and unconscious. Bluebird 

here may be acting as a guide or mediator, moving through the invisible spaces that separate different 

planes of existence. 

7. The White Wind: 

Wind is often seen as a messenger in Indigenous traditions. White Wind descending and raising dust on 

the earth could signify the movement of spirit or change, stirring up the energy of the world. The wind 

is both a cleansing and a powerful transformative force. The dust it raises on the earth connects the 

spiritual realm with the physical world, reminding the speaker (and the audience) that the spirits do not 

reside in isolation—they are always interacting with the world around us. 

8. The Moon and the Reed: 

The moon in many cultures, especially Indigenous ones, symbolizes feminine energy, intuition, cycles, 

and the connection between the earth and the cosmos. The statement "the reed that I now am blowing / 

Bring the Moon down to meet me" carries a sense of mystical control over the forces of the universe. 
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The reed is a tool of communication, and through it, the speaker claims the power to draw the moon 

down to meet them. It suggests a profound spiritual communion, a merging of the divine with the 

human. 

The reed also may symbolize the speaker’s role as a conduit, the connection between the material world 

and the sacred. In this act, they not only channel the moon but invite its energy into themselves and into 

the space they inhabit. The ceremony, then, becomes a cosmic alignment where the earth, sky, and spirit 

realms converge. 

9. The Gourd Rattling: 

Finally, the repeated phrase "Haiya! The gourd is rattling" is an invocation, a chant that encourages the 

rhythm of the ritual to flow. The sound of the gourd rattling serves as a physical manifestation of the 

spiritual vibrations. It calls attention to the ritual’s power and sets the tone for what’s to come: the rattle 

shakes the air, aligns the spiritual forces, and prepares both the practitioner and the listener for the 

transformative experience about to unfold. 

Analysis: This stanza of The Song of the Vision Maker paints a vivid picture of a sacred ceremony, 

where the boundaries between the physical and spiritual worlds blur. Through rituals, objects, and 

natural symbols, the Vision Maker is actively engaging with the forces that govern the universe. The 

imagery of birds, wind, the moon, and ritual tools suggests a deep connection with nature, the cosmos, 

and the unseen energies that shape reality. It’s a journey of transformation—not only for the Vision 

Maker but for all who partake in the experience, as the ceremony brings the sacred down into the 

everyday world, inviting others to witness and be a part of this divine encounter. The rattling gourd is 

both the sound of the world shifting and the call to awaken to this vision. 

5.6.1.2.  VERSE 2 

When I go to see it there 

    I surely find it rattling. 

It is evening, it is evening. 

    And four times at evening 

Calls the white-headed Swallow 

    As he plucks out his feathers. 

Elder Brother cuts his reed, 

    Yonder before me now he throws it, 

Stepping upon it so that the 

    Clouds repeat the sound. 
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Gray Coyote is a dirty meddler, 

    He wears a belt of snake skin. 

Gray Coyote is a dirty meddler, 

    He wears a belt of snake skin. 

Blue Frog-women met and carried me 

    To the cloud land in the East. 

Blue Frog-women met and carried me 

    To where the clouds are standing. 

Gray Coyote stood in the forest, 

    From his shoulders he plucked feathers 

That gave me shining power, 

    Plucked wing feathers bearing power. 

I entered Yâinupanu mountain 

    And saw Elder Brother's land 

Marked off with its square corners, 

    Marked as in a rectangle. 

Yellow Bird carries me to the caves, 

    To the distant caves of the mountain, 

And we hear the sound of his footsteps 

    As he moves upon his way. 

Now let us delve into the second verse of “The Song of the Vision Maker”, interpreting it in the same 

holistic manner as the first. This stanza continues the Vision Maker’s spiritual journey, deepening the 

connection between the human and the spiritual realms, as well as exploring themes of transformation, 

power, and guidance by spirit beings. 

Interpretation of the lines: 

1. The Rattling and Evening: 

The imagery of the rattling object once again returns, indicating that the ritual is ongoing. "When I go 

to see it there / I surely find it rattling" reinforces the idea that the rattling is a constant, a sacred sound 

that aligns with the speaker's spiritual path. The evening is repeated as a significant time, once more 

symbolizing a transitional phase—this time specifically linked to the arrival of twilight, where the 

boundaries between the physical world and the spirit world are most easily crossed. Evening becomes 

a time of reflection, vision, and receiving messages from other realms. 
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2. The White-Headed Swallow: 

The "white-headed Swallow" calling four times at evening symbolizes a messenger or herald. Birds, 

especially those with specific markings, are often seen as spirit guides or messengers in Indigenous 

cosmologies. The act of plucking its feathers could indicate a ritualistic act of sacrifice or 

transformation, shedding parts of itself to empower or bless the Vision Maker. The swallow’s call could 

be an announcement of an important moment, a signal of something significant about to occur. The 

repetition of four calls also holds significance, as four is often a sacred number in many Indigenous 

traditions, symbolizing wholeness or completeness (the four directions, for example). 

3. Elder Brother and the Reed: 

The reference to "Elder Brother" is a symbolic figure, perhaps representing a guiding or ancestral force, 

often seen as a creator or teacher. Elder Brother cutting the reed and throwing it before the Vision Maker 

continues the theme of connection between the human and spirit worlds. The act of stepping on the reed 

and having the clouds repeat the sound suggests that the earth itself, as well as the sky (the clouds), 

responds to the sacred actions of the ritual. The reed, being a natural material, carries the power of the 

earth, and in this act, the boundaries between the physical and the spiritual worlds are again blurred. 

The clouds' repetition of the sound echoes the interconnectedness of all things: the earth, the sky, and 

the human spirit are in constant dialogue with one another. 

4. Gray Coyote as a Meddler: 

Gray Coyote is a trickster figure, often associated with both wisdom and mischief in many Indigenous 

traditions. The description of Gray Coyote as a "dirty meddler" wearing a "belt of snake skin" suggests 

a dual nature. Coyote's trickster energy is not necessarily malicious but can lead to unexpected 

consequences. Snakes in many cultures symbolize transformation, renewal, or danger, and the snake 

skin worn by Coyote may indicate his connection to these transformative, sometimes disruptive, forces. 

Coyote's role here seems to be that of an antagonist or disruptor, perhaps pushing the Vision Maker to 

move beyond comfort zones or challenging them in some way. The repetition of Coyote’s description 

underlines his importance and his chaotic, unpredictable role in the spiritual journey. 

5. Blue Frog-Women and the Cloud Land: 

The Blue Frog-women appear as powerful spirit beings, guiding the Vision Maker to the "cloud land in 

the East." Frogs, particularly in Indigenous symbolism, are often associated with water, transformation, 

and change. The image of the Blue Frog-women carries a sense of sacredness and mystery, leading the 

Vision Maker to a sacred place—perhaps the "cloud land" represents a place of higher consciousness 
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or spiritual awakening. The East, in many Indigenous traditions, is the direction of beginnings, wisdom, 

and illumination, further emphasizing the spiritual nature of this journey. 

The "clouds standing" is a significant phrase. Clouds can symbolize the spiritual or intangible realms, 

a place where knowledge and visions reside. The Vision Maker is not just traveling in space but is also 

crossing into a realm of spiritual insight and awakening. 

6. Gray Coyote and the Feathers of Power: 

Once again, Gray Coyote reappears, but this time he is engaged in the act of plucking feathers from his 

own body. These feathers are imbued with power and shine, suggesting that the power Coyote possesses 

is not only inherent but also something that can be shared or transferred. The act of "plucking wing 

feathers bearing power" symbolizes the transfer of spiritual energy, a critical moment of empowerment 

for the Vision Maker. Feathers, as we know from the first stanza, are symbols of connection to the 

divine and the ability to soar spiritually. Here, the feathers signify both a gift and a challenge—the 

power is now in the Vision Maker's hands, but it must be used wisely. 

7. Entering Yâinupanu Mountain: 

The entry into Yâinupanu Mountain signifies a deep journey into the earth or into the sacred spaces 

where spiritual knowledge resides. Mountains are often viewed as places of great power, where the 

material and spiritual worlds intersect. The specific mention of "Elder Brother's land" ties this journey 

directly to the wisdom and guidance of ancestral or creator figures. The rectangular markings of the 

land suggest boundaries, structure, and perhaps order in the spiritual realm. This is not an arbitrary 

journey but one that follows the ancient paths laid out by Elder Brother, the guide or creator. The 

mountain is both a literal and metaphorical place of ascent and spiritual revelation. 

8. Yellow Bird and the Caves: 

Yellow Bird, once again a guide, leads the Vision Maker to the caves—places often associated with 

mystery, the unconscious, or hidden knowledge. Caves are spaces of introspection and spiritual insight, 

often seen as wombs of transformation where one can enter and emerge renewed. The caves are 

"distant," suggesting that this knowledge is not easily attained, but requires effort and devotion to 

uncover. The sound of Yellow Bird’s footsteps reinforces the idea of guidance and movement in this 

sacred journey. 
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9. Conclusion of the Visionary Journey: 

This stanza continues the theme of a sacred, guided journey through the spiritual realms. The Vision 

Maker is led by spirit beings (Blue Frog-women, Yellow Bird, and Coyote), and each encounter or 

transition leads to deeper understanding and power. The journey is not straightforward but filled with 

challenges (like those posed by Gray Coyote), revelations, and transformative experiences. 

The constant movement from the earthly realm (the reed, the clouds) to the spiritual (the mountains, 

caves) shows that the Vision Maker is traveling through a realm of knowledge, seeking connection, 

power, and wisdom. Each figure, whether Coyote, the Swallow, or the Frog-women, offers guidance or 

challenges, teaching the Vision Maker vital lessons about balance, power, and the complexity of 

spiritual growth. 

Analysis: 

This stanza deepens the spiritual journey of the Vision Maker, reinforcing the themes of transformation, 

the shedding of the old self (through feathers, feathers bearing power), and encounters with spirit beings 

who guide or challenge the speaker. The use of natural imagery—clouds, mountains, animals, and the 

landscape—reminds us of the interconnectedness between the human, the spiritual, and the natural 

worlds. The repetition of certain figures (Gray Coyote, Blue Frog-women) suggests a cyclical, ongoing 

process of learning and revelation. Through these encounters, the Vision Maker moves closer to their 

goal, gathering both spiritual and physical power to bridge the worlds and transform themselves in the 

process. 

 

5.6.1.3.  VERSE 3 

 

Gray Road-runner, the magician, 

    As his young cried out with hunger, 

Ran about engaged in killing 

    Millipeds that he carried home. 

The Black Turtle now approaches us, 

    Wearing and shaking his belt of night. 

The Black Turtle now approaches us, 

    Wearing and shaking his belt of night. 

The harlot arose and ran about, 

    Beating her breast and the air. 

The harlot arose and ran about, 
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    Beating her breast and the air. 

Understand, my younger brothers, 

    That it is the Sun that gives me 

The trance vision that I see. 

    The Sun gives magic power. 

This third stanza of The Song of the Vision Maker continues to build on the spiritual journey and the 

complex interplay between the physical world, the spiritual realm, and the transformative forces that 

govern them. In this section, the imagery takes on deeper symbolic layers, with references to powerful 

spiritual figures, the earth’s cyclical forces, and the influence of the Sun in granting power. The Vision 

Maker is now beginning to understand the deeper forces at play, acknowledging the role of the Sun in 

their visionary state. 

Interpretation of the lines: 

1. Gray Road-Runner and His Actions: 

The opening line, “Gray Road-runner, the magician,” introduces the Road-Runner as a magician figure, 

a guide, or perhaps a spirit being with powers related to movement, speed, and transformation. The 

Road-runner is an animal with significant cultural and spiritual symbolism, often seen as a trickster or 

messenger in Indigenous traditions. The Road-runner’s role as a magician, "engaged in killing 

millipeds," could be symbolic of clearing obstacles or disrupting the natural order, as millipeds (with 

their many legs) represent complexity and entanglement. By killing them and carrying them home, the 

Road-runner might be representing the magician's ability to bring order from chaos, to clear the path 

for the Vision Maker’s journey. The act of hunting and gathering is also symbolic of the Vision Maker’s 

own journey—one that requires the acquisition of knowledge and power to move forward. 

2. The Black Turtle’s Belt of Night: 

The Black Turtle is a mysterious and powerful figure, and in many Indigenous traditions, turtles are 

symbols of the earth, stability, and ancient wisdom. The Turtle "wearing and shaking his belt of night" 

conveys a sense of authority over darkness or the night realm. This could be a representation of the 

cycle of time, with the night being a period of rest, transformation, or even introspection. The Black 

Turtle may represent a guardian of the night or a force of spiritual transformation. The "belt of night" 

can also symbolize the boundary between the material and spiritual worlds, with the night serving as a 

time for visions, dreams, and mystical insights. As the Turtle shakes this belt, it suggests the disturbance 

of the night, a calling forth of unseen powers or a breaking of the darkness to reveal new truths. 
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3. The Harlot’s Transformation: 

The mention of the "harlot" again is significant, continuing from the first stanza where she was 

transformed through Yellow Bird’s actions. Here, the harlot "arose and ran about, / Beating her breast 

and the air." This is a dramatic, visceral image—perhaps one of mourning, grief, or emotional release. 

The harlot, once transformed, is now expressing her anguish, moving through the air, beating her breast 

in an act of emotional or spiritual cleansing. The repeated action of beating her breast could signify the 

need to purge something, perhaps the residue of past mistakes, sins, or the burdens of earthly existence. 

It could also be an act of defiance or empowerment—a reclaiming of the self after transformation. The 

repetition of this image underlines the emotional intensity of the harlot’s actions and suggests that her 

transformation is far from passive; she is actively engaging with the forces around her. 

4. The Sun’s Role in Vision and Magic: 

The lines, “Understand, my younger brothers, / That it is the Sun that gives me / The trance vision that 

I see,” are a pivotal moment in the poem. The Vision Maker acknowledges that the Sun, which has been 

a constant and powerful symbol throughout the poem, is the source of their visionary experiences. The 

Sun is often seen as a symbol of illumination, enlightenment, and life in many spiritual traditions, 

particularly in Indigenous cultures, where it governs time, growth, and the cycle of the day. The Sun’s 

role in granting the Vision Maker a "trance vision" speaks to the idea that spiritual insight and power 

come from the natural world, particularly the celestial bodies that govern time and fate. This indicates 

a harmonious relationship between the Vision Maker and the forces of nature—rather than seeking 

power through control or manipulation, the Vision Maker recognizes that their abilities are gifts, granted 

by the Sun itself. 

The Sun’s "magic power" also emphasizes the connection between light and power. The Sun doesn’t 

just give light—it also gives the Vision Maker the ability to see, to transcend ordinary perception, and 

to access the spiritual realms. This suggests that the Vision Maker’s journey is both a literal and 

figurative one—illuminated by the Sun’s power, they can now understand and navigate the mysteries 

of existence, accessing higher realms of consciousness and transformation. 

5. The Repetition of Key Elements: 

• The Harlot's Actions: The repeated lines about the harlot running about and beating her breast 

reinforce the idea of a cyclical transformation or process. The harlot, once again, undergoes an 

intense emotional release, perhaps signaling the importance of letting go, purging, or 

experiencing deep emotional catharsis before the Vision Maker can fully enter their next phase 
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of the journey. It’s almost as if the Vision Maker is witnessing or embodying multiple stages of 

transformation: the spiritual and emotional cleansing needed to move forward. 

• The Sun’s Power: The acknowledgment of the Sun’s role in granting the Vision Maker power 

is a moment of realization—this is not merely a personal journey or an act of will. The Sun, as 

a source of all life and energy, is the ultimate provider of vision and magic. This marks a turning 

point in the poem where the Vision Maker understands that the Sun is the source of their 

spiritual vision and magic power, reinforcing the interconnectedness between all things and the 

divine. 

Analysis: 

This stanza reinforces the Vision Maker’s connection to the forces of nature, spiritual transformation, 

and the acknowledgment of their reliance on the cosmic forces for vision and power. The Road-runner, 

as a magician, clears the way for the Vision Maker by disrupting the chaos, while the Black Turtle 

represents the wisdom and power of the night. The harlot's transformation and emotional release suggest 

a cleansing or catharsis necessary for growth, and the Sun’s role in granting visionary insight points to 

the idea that all wisdom and power come from the natural and celestial world. 

The Vision Maker's understanding of the Sun as the source of their power indicates a moment of clarity 

and self-awareness in the spiritual journey. The Sun is not merely a symbol of light but of illumination 

in the deepest, mystical sense—granting vision, magic, and the ability to transcend the ordinary. The 

recurring themes of transformation, cleansing, and illumination suggest that the Vision Maker is on a 

path of deep personal and spiritual evolution, guided by the forces of nature and the celestial realms. 

5.7. CONCLUSION  

In this unit, we explored the power of Native American poetry through"Song of the Vision-Maker", a 

poem that exemplifies the deep connection between the Pima people, Nature, and the spiritual world. 

Through the lens of this poem, we saw how oral literature was used to preserve culture, transmit 

wisdom, and connect with the Divine. The themes of transformation, magic, and balance offer timeless 

lessons, reminding us of the importance of our relationship with Nature and the unseen forces that shape 

our lives. 

As you reflect on the poem and the questions posed throughout this unit, consider how these ancient 

traditions continue to resonate today, encouraging us to honor the land, the spirits, and the ongoing cycle 

of life.  

5.8. SELF-ASSESSMENT QUESTIONS 
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1. What is the main theme of the poem "Song of the Vision-Maker"? 

2. How does the Pima tribe’s connection to Nature shape the meaning of the poem? 

3. Identify at least two symbols in the poem and explain their significance. 

4. How does the poem represent the Pima belief in balance and harmony? 

5. Discuss how repetition is used in the poem. What effect does it have on the reader or listener? 

6. How does the poem reflect the Pima view of spirituality and magic? 

7. In your opinion, what role does transformation play in the poem? 

5.9. ANSWERS TO SELF ASSESSMENT QUESTIONS 

Please refer to the relevant sections in the Unit to know the answers to the Self -Assessment Questions. 

5.10. TERMINAL AND END QUESTIONS 

Analysis of Themes: 

• After reading the poem and analyzing its themes, how do you think Native American poetry 

connects the human experience with the natural and spiritual worlds? Give examples from the 

poem. 

Contextual Understanding: 

• How does understanding the cultural beliefs of the Pima tribe help in interpreting the poem 

"Song of the Vision-Maker"? What connections can you draw between the poem and the tribe’s 

traditional practices? 

Comparative Reflection: 

• Compare the themes of  "Song of the Vision-Maker" to other forms of literature you have 

studied. How do these themes reflect different worldviews, particularly regarding the 

relationship between humans and nature? 

Personal Reflection: 

• Reflect on a time when you experienced a transformation in your own life. How does the poem’s 

theme of change and magic resonate with your personal experiences? 

Creative Expression: 
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• Imagine you are writing a poem inspired by the themes of "Song of the Vision-Maker". What 

symbols and imagery would you include to reflect your connection to Nature or transformation? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



UTTRAKHAND OPEN UNIVERSITY                                                                      AMERICAN LITERATURE I 

                                                                                                     

77 
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6.1. INTRODUCTION 

In this unit, you will be introduced to Henry W. Longfellow, a celebrated American poet of the 

19th century. Longfellow's poetic works helped introduce Native American themes into the 

American literary canon. He sought to honour indigenous culture and stories of Native America 

by taking inspiration from their legends and traditions. He used lyrical and rhythmic language 

to convey the themes and messages in his poems. “A Psalm of Life” is like a hymn for people 

to not give up in life and face every situation with patience, and determination. It tells the 

readers to not to dwell too much on the past or worry about the future.                    m 

 

6.2. OBJECTIVES 

After completing this unit, you will be able to: 

• understand the life and works of Henry W. Longfellow 

• understand the writing style of Longfellow 

• examine the salient features of his poetry  

• analyse one of his most famous poem “A Psalm of Life” 

6.3. HENRY WADSWORTH LONGFELLOW:  AN INTRODUCTION 

Henry Wadsworth Longfellow, born on February 27, 1807, in Portland, Maine, emerged as one 

of the most prominent and beloved poets of the 19th century. Longfellow's youth was one of 

privilege, schooling, and acquaintance with the intellectual currents of his day. His father, 

Stephen Longfellow, was a renowned lawyer and congressman, and his mother, Zilpah 

Wadsworth, had a family of strong military and patriotic background. Longfellow spent most 

of his youth along the coast of Maine, and gained a great love of New England's natural scenery, 

which became inspirations for many of his works later. His literary inclinations were evident 

from childhood; he published his first poem at the age of 13 and was discovered by his teachers 

and peers to have talent. He attended Bowdoin College at only 14, where he later graduated 

with some of the most prominent figures in history, including Nathaniel Hawthorne. His years 

at college developed his interest in literature and language, putting him on the way to a life of 

scholarship and imagination. 
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In 1825, having graduated from Bowdoin, Longfellow was appointed professor of modern 

languages—a newly created subject at that time—provided that he would travel abroad in order 

to enlarge his knowledge. He accepted the challenge and spent the next three years traveling 

across Europe, learning French, Spanish, Italian, and German. This experience was formative, 

not only enhancing his language capabilities but also immersing him in a broad array of 

European literary and cultural traditions. He was especially drawn to the Romantic authors 

Goethe, Dante, and Schiller, and these would subsequently filter through to his own writing in 

their form, theme, and tone. Longfellow's experiences overseas also exposed him to a 

cosmopolitan perspective that was distinct from the more parochial literary attitudes of early 

19th-century America. 

When he returned to America, Longfellow started teaching at Bowdoin, eventually accepting 

a post at Harvard College. He emerged as one of the finest teachers of his generation, renowned 

for his great awareness of literature and his capacity to connect students to foreign languages 

and literature. He also started to translate many works from some of the European languages 

into English during this time, such as Dante's Divine Comedy, which he translated in full—a 

magnificent scholarly effort. His professorial and translation career further legitimized his 

stature and broadened his reach within scholarly and literary circles. Longfellow went far in 

popularizing the role of literature and the humanities within American higher education. 

In a time when America was still carving out its cultural and literary identity, Longfellow 

offered a poetic voice that resonated deeply with the nation's ideals, dreams, and struggles. His 

writing captured the essence of the American people but drew substantially from European 

heritage, and so he was both a home literary presence and international ambassador of 

American poetry. His life, punctuated by intellectual success and personal sorrow, formed a 

body of work that would forever imprint American literature. 

Longfellow's own career as a poet began in earnest during the 1830s and 1840s with the release 

of such volumes as Voices of the Night (1839) and Ballads and Other Poems (1841). These 

poems soon gained widespread popularity and established him as a great poet. His ballads, such 

as “The Wreck of the Hesperus,” “The Village Blacksmith,” and “Excelsior,” were standards 

of American literature, recited and memorized by schoolchildren. His clear language, rhythmic 

style, and didactic themes had a broad readership. In an era when literacy was on the increase 

and public schooling was on the rise, Longfellow's verse entered schools, parlors, and 

newspapers throughout the nation. He emerged as one of the leading figures of the “Fireside 
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Poets,” a collective of New England poets—John Greenleaf Whittier, James Russell Lowell, 

and William Cullen Bryant—who wrote about family, patriotism, nature, and morality, turning 

poetry into a treasured part of American home life. 

Longfellow's most ambitious book, The Song of Hiawatha (1855), was a bold effort to create 

a distinctly American epic through the medium of Native American folklore, and specifically, 

that of the Ojibwe tribe, as his source. Composed in trochaic tetrameter, a meter borrowed from 

Finnish folk poetry (specifically, the Kalevala), Hiawatha was both praised and pilloried. Most 

readers appreciated its lyrical elegance and mythic feel, though critics pointed out its 

romanticized and occasionally erroneous representation of Native cultures. However, the poem 

was a financial success and a cultural landmark, indicative of the 19th-century interest in the 

American frontier and Native history. In the same vein, Evangeline (1847), a narrative poem 

written during the expulsion of the Acadians from Canada, combined historical tragedy with 

romantic idealism and became his most popular work. Longfellow's skill at combining history, 

legend, and human feeling into lyrical narration made his epic poems in particular greatly in 

vogue in their day. 

Another broadly known poem, “Paul Revere's Ride” (1860), displays Longfellow's skill at 

utilising historical figures to stir national pride and unity. While the poem takes huge liberties 

with facts in history, it was composed on the eve of the Civil War as an appeal to patriotism 

and action. By presenting Revere as a solitary horseman galloping across the night to alert his 

fellow patriots, Longfellow produced an enduring myth that was embedded in American 

national consciousness. His poem thus entertained as well as educated and unified, promoting 

a sense of cultural commonality. 

While he enjoyed a significant reputation throughout his life, Longfellow's existence was not 

unaccompanied by profound personal sadness. His first wife, Mary Storer Potter, passed away 

in 1835 when the couple was on a trip to Europe. Subsequently, his second wife, Frances 

Appleton, whom he wed in 1843 and with whom he had six children, met a tragic death in 1861 

when her dress caught fire during a household accident. The sorrow of her loss tormented 

Longfellow throughout his life and had a significant impact on his subsequent poetry. He 

became more withdrawn and contemplative, resorting to themes of loss, religion, and the 

afterlife. His poem “The Cross of Snow,” which was not published until after his death, is a 

moving elegy for Frances and one of his most intimate and emotionally charged works. 
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Longfellow's later life was characterized by worldwide acclaim and ongoing productivity. In 

1868, he visited Europe and was received warmly both by literary and political leaders. In 

1877, he was the first American poet to be so honored as to receive a bust in Westminster 

Abbey's Poets' Corner in London—an unprecedented accolade that marked his international 

literary reputation. His impact spread wider than to the English-speaking world; his work was 

translated into several languages, and his poetry was enjoyed in Europe, especially in Germany 

and France. When American literature was yet regarded by some Europeans as provincially 

immature, Longfellow contributed to raising its standing and demonstrating that the New 

World could yield artists of an international standard. 

Henry Wadsworth Longfellow passed away on March 24, 1882, in Cambridge, Massachusetts. 

His funeral drew great figures from across the nation, and his passing was universally lamented. 

By the time of his death, Longfellow had established himself as a national institution—a poet 

whose work was integrated into the very fabric of American life. While his popularity declined 

somewhat in the 20th century with the emergence of modernism and more experimental styles 

of poetry, his work has persisted to be read, admired, and anthologized. His legacy helped to 

define American literary identity, providing tales, symbols, and sentiments that resonated 

through the ages. 

Henry Wadsworth Longfellow is one of the most important literary figures in American history. 

His poetry spanned the distance between European Romanticism and America's nascent literary 

voice, forging poems that were at once intensely personal and widely national in scope. 

Through his narration, rhythm, and ethical vision, he spoke for a nation's hopes, fears, and 

ideals. Longfellow's own legacy lives not only in the words of his poems but in the notion that 

poetry can, and does, speak to everybody—softly, forcefully, and for everyone. 

6.3.1 Friendship with Nathaniel Hawthorne 

Longfellow and Nathaniel Hawthorne, the two men first met as students at Bowdoin College 

in Brunswick, Maine, in the early 1820s. Longfellow was 14 years old when he began 

attending, and Hawthorne was a year older. Despite being classmates, they had very different 

personalities—Longfellow was outgoing, friendly, and openly ambitious, whereas Hawthorne 

was reserved, contemplative, and alone. Nevertheless, they shared a distant and serious 

friendship based on their passion for books and scholarship. Their lives diverged after college 

but only for a while—Longfellow took an academic and literary course that involved extensive 

European travel, while Hawthorne toiled to establish himself as a writer, working much of the 
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time in relative obscurity and plagued by self-doubt. Yet they stayed in touch, writing to one 

another and watching each other's careers with curiosity. 

Longfellow was among the earliest individuals to identify Hawthorne's literary ability and 

played a significant role in supporting his early career. Hawthorne's collection of short stories, 

“Twice-Told Tales”, published in 1837, had difficulty reaching a broad readership. Longfellow, 

now an established literary name and professor at Harvard, published a brilliant review of the 

book in the North American Review. His was a genuine and powerful commendation, pointing 

out Hawthorne's uniqueness and tender artistry. This review served not only to bring more 

visibility to Hawthorne's work but also to validate Longfellow's position as a liberal benefactor 

of other American writers. 

As years went by and both became increasingly famous, they saw each other less often in 

person, yet On Hawthorne's death in 1864, Longfellow professed his grief and admiration for 

the unassuming genius of his old friend. While they were never known to be extremely close 

in the personal sense, theirs was a friendship built on intellectual kinship, literary support, and 

mutual regard—an example of how early American writers, despite personal differences, often 

came together to support each other in the shared project of building a national literature. 

6.4.      WRITING STYLE 

Henry Wadsworth Longfellow's style is marked by clarity, rhythm, and powerful emotional 

appeal. While some of his contemporaries were playing around with form or adopting the then-

emerging realism of the late 19th century, Longfellow remained devoted to conventionally 

poetic forms. His poetry often uses meter and rhyme, especially familiar forms like the iambic 

and trochaic meters, that give his poetry a rhythmic, near-singing quality. This rhythmic quality 

made his work especially accessible and memorable, making it popular in homes and 

classrooms nationwide. Longfellow was not a poet of obscurity or revolutionary innovation; 

rather, he aimed for direct communication, frequently employing language that was simple yet 

elegant, so that readers of diverse educational backgrounds could enjoy his verse. 

Another characteristic feature of Longfellow's style is his employment of narrative. He was a 

virtuoso of the narrative poem, usually weaving rich historical or legendary matter into a lyrical 

form. Poems such as “The Song of Hiawatha”, “Evangeline”, and “The Courtship of Miles 

Standish” are extended narrative poems that mingle story with poetic form. They not only 

entertain but also purport to instruct readers regarding cultural, historical, or moral issues. 
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Longfellow's narrative approach is informed by European epics, especially those of Virgil and 

Dante, and the Romantic and classical tradition. His deployment of imagery, symbolism, and 

allusion creates depth to his stories while remaining engaging and emotionally resonant. 

The key themes that Longfellow writes about are informed by both his own experiences and 

the cultural mores of 19th-century America. One of his most outstanding motifs is “the passage 

of time and the fleeting nature of life”. This can be seen in poems like “A Psalm of Life,” where 

he urges people to live meaningfully and leave a legacy which can live on even after death. In 

“The Tide Rises, The Tide Falls,” he depicts the irresistible flow of time and the inescapable 

dissipation of human life into natural rhythms. These meditations on death are also frequently 

infused with both melancholy and hope, a testament to his philosophical mindset regarding the 

transience of life. 

“Moral virtue and spiritual reflection” are also staples of Longfellow's poetry. He frequently 

employs his verse to examine notions of duty, faith, endurance, and redemption. In such poems 

as “The Village Blacksmith,” he extols the virtues of industriousness, humility, and resilience, 

romanticizing the American everyman. Longfellow's own personal tragedies—most notably 

the death of his wives—give his poetry a tone of introspective mourning and spiritual 

questioning. But his poems often end by reaffirming a faith in moral order, divine justice, or 

the redemptive power of love and memory. 

Another common theme is “American identity and patriotism”, especially within the context 

of history and legend. Longfellow tried to create a cultural mythology for the young American 

nation, just as Homer had created one for Greece or Virgil for Rome. In “Paul Revere's Ride,” 

for instance, he takes a fairly minor historical event and makes it a heroic national myth. His 

aim was not literal historical accuracy but the rendering of common stories that could generate 

unity and civic pride, particularly in periods of national crisis like the Civil War. 

Longfellow also explored cross-cultural understanding and universal human experience. His 

adaptations and translations of European literature, as well as his fascination with Native 

American mythology, demonstrate a wide interest in the other cultures and literatures. Although 

his depictions of non-European groups tend to be idealized or mediated through 19th-century 

eyes, they represent an honest, —if flawed—effort to celebrate other voices and histories in his 

poetry. 

Nature and the natural world provide a universal background throughout Longfellow's writing, 

which also refers to symbolize peace, permanence, or the sublime. Longfellow does not use 
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nature as an ornament but is connected with the spiritual and emotional tides of life. Whether 

he writes of the stillness of a snowy world or the immensity of the sea, he gives the natural 

world metaphorical meaning, most often connecting it with human feelings and existential 

thoughts. 

Longfellow's style is characterized by its musical, formal shape and its readable, emotionally 

evocative language. His subject matter—time, death, morality, history, and nature—addresses 

the common human experience while expressing the particular aspirations, values, and fears of 

19th-century America. Through his poetry, Longfellow reconciled the private and public 

worlds, providing verse that was both intensely personal and nationally uniting. His legacy 

survives not just due to his art but also due to the timelessness of the issues he so gracefully 

examined. 

6.5.    “A PSALM OF LIFE” 

 6.5.1. Introduction to the Poem 

Henry Wadsworth Longfellow’s “A Psalm of Life”, was first published in 1838 in “The 

Knickerbocker” magazine. The poem is considered to be one of the most inspiring and widely 

read poems in American literature. Subtitled “What the Heart of the Young Man Said to the 

Psalmist,” the poem is a direct and impassioned rejection of nihilism, fatalism, and passive 

acceptance of life’s hardships. In contrast, Longfellow asserts a strong belief in the “power of 

the human soul, the moral value of action, and the potential for greatness through 

perseverance”. 

This poem was a result of personal grief for Longfellow—written shortly after the death of his 

first wife—which adds a layer of emotional sincerity and depth to its message. It is both “a 

personal affirmation” of hope in the face of despair and “a universal call to action” in the 

spiritual and moral journey of life. 

The poem consists of nine quatrains, or four-line stanzas, written in a consistent ABAB rhyme 

scheme. The regularity of the form enhances the poem’s rhythmic and musical quality”, making 

it easily memorable and almost chant-like—fitting for a “psalm” or spiritual song. The poem 

is written in iambic tetrameter, with four metrical feet per line, creating a heartbeat-like cadence 

that supports the life energy of the poem. 

The tone of “A Psalm of Life” is deeply optimistic, and moralistic, yet never preachy. The 

speaker adopts the voice of a young, hopeful, idealistic person addressing a more stoic and 

possibly cynical Psalmist—symbolizing the traditional religious or philosophical view that sees 
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life as transient and sorrowful. This dialogue setup allows Longfellow to position his optimistic 

philosophy against the backdrop of traditional religious melancholy, creating a poetic tension 

that energizes the message. 

 

A Psalm of Life 

What The Heart Of The Young Man Said To The Psalmist. 

 

Tell me not, in mournful numbers, 

Life is but an empty dream! 

For the soul is dead that slumbers, 

And things are not what they seem. 

 

Life is real! Life is earnest! 

And the grave is not its goal; 

Dust thou art, to dust returnest, 

Was not spoken of the soul. 

 

Not enjoyment, and not sorrow, 

Is our destined end or way; 

But to act, that each to-morrow 

Find us farther than to-day. 

 

Art is long, and Time is fleeting, 

And our hearts, though stout and brave, 

Still, like muffled drums, are beating 

Funeral marches to the grave. 

 

In the world’s broad field of battle, 

In the bivouac of Life, 

Be not like dumb, driven cattle! 

Be a hero in the strife! 

 

Trust no Future, howe’er pleasant! 

Let the dead Past bury its dead! 
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Act,— act in the living Present! 

Heart within, and God o’erhead! 

 

Lives of great men all remind us 

We can make our lives sublime, 

And, departing, leave behind us 

Footprints on the sands of time; 

 

Footprints, that perhaps another, 

Sailing o’er life’s solemn main, 

A forlorn and shipwrecked brother, 

Seeing, shall take heart again. 

 

Let us, then, be up and doing, 

With a heart for any fate; 

Still achieving, still pursuing, 

Learn to labor and to wait. 

 

6.5.2 Analysis of the Poem 

 Stanza 1:  

 Tell me not, in mournful numbers,   

 Life is but an empty dream!   

 For the soul is dead that slumbers,   

 And things are not what they seem. 

The poem opens with a direct contradiction to gloomy philosophies that paint life as an “empty 

dream.” The speaker believes these views are hollow and lifeless. The phrase “mournful 

numbers” refers to melancholic poetry or religious verses. Through the line “the soul is dead 

that slumbers,” Longfellow points on the significance of conscious living, setting the tone for 

the entire poem. The final line suggests that appearances are deceiving, and reality is very 

different from what we see on superficial level. 

 

Stanza 2 

 Life is real! Life is earnest!   
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 And the grave is not its goal;   

 Dust thou art, to dust returnest,   

 Was not spoken of the soul. 

Here, Longfellow writes that life is real, pressing on its seriousness and intrinsic value. By 

saying “the grave is not its goal,” he directly denies the idea that only destination of life is 

death. The phrase “Dust thou art...” is a Biblical reference (Genesis 3:19), often used in 

funerary contexts. However, Longfellow clarifies that this ‘applies to the body, not the soul’, 

which he believes to be eternal. This “spiritual optimism” forms a cornerstone of the poem’s 

worldview. 

 

Stanza 3 

 Not enjoyment, and not sorrow,   

 Is our destined end or way;   

 But to act, that each to-morrow   

 Find us farther than to-day. 

Longfellow outlines his philosophy of life that embraces change. Human purpose is not rooted 

in not in seeking pleasure nor surrendering to suffering—but in action and advancement. The 

idea that every new day should find us “farther than to-day” highlights the importance of 

personal growth, and moral and spiritual development. 

 

Stanza 4 

 Art is long, and Time is fleeting,   

 And our hearts, though stout and brave,   

 Still, like muffled drums, are beating   

 Funeral marches to the grave. 

This stanza introduces a thoughtful reflection on human mortality and the fleeting nature of 

time. “Art is long” is a translation of the Latin phrase ars longa, vita brevis, meaning “art 

endures, life is short”. Despite our courage and struggle in life, we all march steadily toward 

death. Yet, instead of promoting despair, this awareness should encourage us to act 

meaningfully. 

 

Stanza 5 

 In the world’s broad field of battle,   

 In the bivouac of Life,   
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 Be not like dumb, driven cattle!   

 Be a hero in the strife! 

This powerful stanza uses the extended metaphor of life as a ‘battleground’. The “bivouac” 

refers to a temporary military camp, telling the transitory and uncertain nature of life. The 

speaker urges the reader not to be passive or blindly obedient (“dumb, driven cattle”)”, but to 

be heroic, and courageous in facing challenges of life. 

 

Stanza 6 

 Trust no Future, howe’er pleasant!   

 Let the dead Past bury its dead!   

 Act,— act in the living Present!   

 Heart within, and God o’erhead! 

This stanza is one of the poem’s most quoted stanzas, the speaker advises to be mindful and be 

spiritual aware. He warns against relying on the uncertain future or worrying about the past. 

The word “Act” is given as an urgent imperative to have a purpose in life “in the now”, with 

faith in God and conviction in one’s own heart. 

 

Stanza 7 

 Lives of great men all remind us   

 We can make our lives sublime,   

 And, departing, leave behind us   

 Footprints on the sands of time; 

Here, Longfellow reflects on what we do in our lives and what we leave behind, the great men 

leave behind their legacy for others to be inspired. Their lives serve as “examples” for others. 

The metaphor of “footprints on the sands of time” suggests that we can make our place in the 

world and leave it a better place than before, and our footprints will guide others long after we 

are gone. 

 

Stanza 8 

 Footprints, that perhaps another,   

 Sailing o’er life’s solemn main,   

 A forlorn and shipwrecked brother,   

 Seeing, shall take heart again. 
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In this stanza, the speaker talks further about the “footprints”, that our good deeds can help 

those in need. The “shipwrecked brother” is a metaphor for a person facing hardship or 

hopelessness. The footprints of past heroes can help them to realise their purpose and encourage 

to follow the right path, making their journey meaningful. 

 

Stanza 9 

 Let us, then, be up and doing,   

 With a heart for any fate;   

 Still achieving, still pursuing,   

 Learn to labor and to wait. 

The final stanza is a call to be resilient and determined. Longfellow encourages the readers to 

face life with courage, patience, and determination, not worrying about the consequences. The 

last line “learn to labor and wait” urges the readers to do their duties and bear the 

responsibilities bestowed on them, and just wait, wait for the fruit of their hard work and toil.  

 

6.5.3 Glossary 

 

psalms  : a collection of sacred poems forming a book of canonical Jewish and

   Christian Scripture 

mournful : expressing sorrow 

slumbers : to sleep lightly 

earnest  : a serious and intent mental state 

stout  : brave, bold 

muffled : to wrap with something to dull the sound 

funeral  : the observances held for a dead person usually before burial or  

   cremation 

bivouac : to take shelter often temporarily 

solemn  : very serious or formal 

forlorn  : sad and lonely because of isolation 

shipwrecked : the destruction or loss of a ship 

 

6.5.4 Self-Assessment Questions 
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1. What was Longfellow’s relation to Bowdoin College? 

2. Which famous writer was a friend of Longfellow? 

3. On whose death the poem “A Psalm of Life” was written? 

4. What are the themes discussed in the poem? 

 

6.6.    SUMMING UP 

Henry W. Longfellow was one of the most influential poets of his time, his poems are the 

testament of his literary genius. Even though much of his famous works were composed under 

the grief of his wife’s death, it still appeals to the readers across the ages that one is not confined 

to their grief and failures. “A Psalm of Life” is a motivational poem that reflects the poet’s 

belief in the power of the human spirit. It challenges the idea that life is meaningless and it is 

powerless against fate. The poem emphasises on courage, hard work, and determination, but 

some critics argue that it neglects the complexities of life, such as or social and economic 

hardships or other struggles that helps a person to grow even though they may hinder his or her 

work. The poem is a message to everyone that every individual has the power to shape their 

own life and inspire others through their actions. 

 

6.7. ANSWERS TO SELF-ASSESSMENT QUESTIONS 

1. Henry Wadsworth Longfellow was both a student and later a professor at Bowdoin 

College. He graduated in 1825 and returned as a professor of modern languages in 1829. 

2. Nathaniel Hawthorne 

3. The poem “A Psalm of Life” was written after the death of Henry Wadsworth 

Longfellow’s first wife, Mary Storer Potter, in 1835. 

4. The main themes of “A Psalm of Life” include the value of living a purposeful life, the 

importance of action and perseverance, the rejection of pessimism and despair, and the 

idea of leaving a lasting legacy through good deeds. 

6.8. REFERENCES 

Poetry Foundation, Henry Wadsworth Longfellow.   

https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poets/henry-wadsworth-longfellow 

https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poets/henry-wadsworth-longfellow
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Wikipedia. Henry Wadsworth Longfellow. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Henry_Wadsworth_Longfellow 

Britannica, Henry Wadsworth Longfellow.  

https://www.britannica.com/biography/Henry-Wadsworth-Longfellow 

The Reader 

https://www.thereader.org.uk/featured-poem-a-psalm-of-life-by-henry-wadsworth-

longfellow/ 

6.9. TERMINAL AND MODEL QUESTIONS  

1. Discuss Henry W. Longfellow as a poet. 

2. Comment on the writing style of Henry W. Longfellow and his contribution to Native 

American literature. 

3. Write the critical appreciation of the poem “A Psalm of Life”. 

4. What are the major themes discussed in the poem “A Psalm of Life”? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Henry_Wadsworth_Longfellow
https://www.britannica.com/biography/Henry-Wadsworth-Longfellow
https://www.thereader.org.uk/featured-poem-a-psalm-of-life-by-henry-wadsworth-longfellow/
https://www.thereader.org.uk/featured-poem-a-psalm-of-life-by-henry-wadsworth-longfellow/
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UNIT 7     HILDA DOOLITTLE 

      “HEAT” and “PEAR TREE” 
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7.5. Imagism and H.D. 

7.6.    “Heat” 

 7.6.1. Introduction to the Poem 

 7.6.2. Analysis of the Poem 

 7.6.3 Glossary 

 7.6.4 Self-Assessment Questions 

7.7.    “Pear Tree” 

 7.7.1. Introduction to the Poem 

 7.7.2. Analysis of the Poem 

 7.7.3 Glossary 

 7.7.4 Self-Assessment Questions 

7.8.    Summing Up 

7.9. Answers to Self-Assessment Questions 

7.10. References 

7.11. Terminal and Model Questions  
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7.1. INTRODUCTION 

In this unit, you will be introduced to Hilda Doolittle, often known by her initials H.D., was a 

pioneering American poet, novelist, and memoirist associated with the early 20th-century 

literary movement called Imagism. Her work is celebrated for its precision, clarity, and 

emotional depth, often drawing on classical mythology and psychoanalytic themes. H.D. 

played a significant role in shaping modernist literature, both through her own writings and her 

collaborations with other influential writers of her time. Her innovative style and exploration 

of identity, gender, and spirituality continue to resonate in contemporary literary studies.                  

7.2. OBJECTIVES 

After completing this unit, you will be able to: 

• understand the life and works of Hilda Doolittle 

• understand the writing style of H.D. 

• understand the imagist movement through her poetry 

• examine the salient features of her poetry  

• analyse her most famous poems “Heat” and “Pear Tree” 

 

7.3. HILDA DOOLITTLE AN INTRODUCTION 

Hilda Doolittle, known by her pen name H.D., was a pioneering American poet, novelist, and 

translator whose work spanned the early to mid-20th century. Born in 1886 in Bethlehem, 

Pennsylvania, H.D. became a central figure in the Imagist movement, a literary revolution that 

sought to strip poetry of its Victorian excesses and return to clarity, precision, and directness. 

Her works, characterized by their spare language, classical allusions, and emotional depth, have 

left an indelible mark on modernist literature. 

H.D. was born into a family that valued both intellectual rigor and artistic expression. Her 

father, Charles Doolittle, was a professor of astronomy at Lehigh University, and her mother, 

Helen Wolle, was a pianist and a member of the Moravian community. This blend of scientific 

inquiry and artistic sensibility profoundly influenced H.D.'s worldview and creative output. 

She was one of six children and grew up in a strict Moravian household, which emphasized 

spirituality and a disciplined lifestyle. 
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In 1904, H.D. enrolled at Bryn Mawr College, where she studied Greek literature. It was here 

that she formed lasting friendships with fellow poets Marianne Moore and William Carlos 

Williams. However, due to health issues, she left Bryn Mawr in 1906 and continued her studies 

independently. During this period, she began to immerse herself in classical Greek texts, 

particularly the works of Sappho, which would later influence her poetic style. 

H.D.'s literary career took a significant turn in 1911 when she moved to London. It was there 

that she met poet Ezra Pound, who would become a lifelong friend and a crucial influence on 

her work. Pound introduced her to the principles of Imagism, a movement that emphasized 

clarity, economy of language, and the use of precise visual images. He famously scrawled the 

phrase "H.D. Imagiste" at the bottom of one of her poems, thereby coining her pen name. 

In 1913, H.D.'s poems were published in the inaugural issue of Poetry magazine, edited by 

Harriet Monroe. These poems, including "Hermes of the Ways," showcased her mastery of 

Imagist principles. Her first collection, Sea Garden (1916), further solidified her reputation as 

a leading Imagist poet. The collection's concise and vivid imagery exemplified the movement's 

ideals and garnered critical acclaim. 

H.D.'s personal life was as complex and unconventional as her poetry. In 1913, she married 

fellow poet Richard Aldington, with whom she had a daughter who tragically died shortly after 

birth. The marriage ended in 1938, but H.D. remained close to Aldington, and they continued 

to collaborate on literary projects. In 1918, H.D. began a relationship with Annie Winifred 

Ellerman, a novelist who wrote under the name Bryher. The two women lived together for 

nearly forty years, sharing a deep emotional and intellectual bond. Bryher was a significant 

influence on H.D.'s work, providing both personal support and intellectual stimulation. 

In the 1930s, H.D. underwent psychoanalysis with Sigmund Freud in Vienna. This experience 

had a profound impact on her work, leading her to explore themes of identity, sexuality, and 

the unconscious mind. Her later works, including Tribute to Freud (1956), reflect this 

engagement with psychoanalytic theory. H.D.'s later years were marked by continued literary 

productivity and personal challenges. In 1946, she suffered a mental breakdown and was 

confined to a psychiatric hospital in Switzerland. Despite this, she continued to write 

prolifically, producing works that addressed themes of war, trauma, and spiritual renewal. 

She died on September 27, 1961, in Zurich, Switzerland. Her death marked the end of a 

remarkable literary career that had spanned five decades. In the years following her death, her 

work gained renewed attention, and she is now recognized as a central figure in modernist 
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literature. H.D.'s legacy endures through her innovative poetic style, her exploration of 

mythological and psychological themes, and her contributions to the Imagist movement. Her 

work continues to inspire readers and writers, and her influence can be seen in the works of 

subsequent generations of poets. 

7.4.      WRITING STYLE 

H.D.'s poetry is renowned for its clarity, precision, and emotional intensity. Drawing heavily 

from classical Greek literature, her works often feature mythological themes and figures. She 

had a particular affinity for the figure of Sappho, whose fragmented poems she admired and 

sought to emulate. Her poetry frequently explores themes of love, loss, and identity, often 

through the lens of mythological narratives. 

One of her most famous poems, "Oread," exemplifies her Imagist style. In this poem, she 

transforms the voice of a sea nymph into a commanding presence, urging the sea to crash 

against the rocks with the force of a storm. The poem's vivid imagery and rhythmic intensity 

capture the raw power of nature and the speaker's desire to merge with it. 

Beyond Imagism, H.D.'s later works delved into more personal and complex themes. After 

World War I, she began to explore the psychological and emotional impacts of the war, 

particularly on women. Her trilogy—The Walls Do Not Fall (1944), Tribute to the Angels 

(1945), and Flowering of the Rod (1946)—addresses themes of trauma, resilience, and spiritual 

renewal. These works blend personal experience with mythological and religious references, 

reflecting her interest in psychoanalysis and mysticism. 

 

7.5 IMAGISM AND H.D 

Imagism was a literary movement that emerged in the early 20th century, primarily in poetry, 

as a reaction against the decorative excesses of the late Victorian and Romantic styles. Its 

central goal was clarity of expression through the use of precise visual images and concise 

language. Imagist poets sought to strip away sentimentality and rhetorical ornament in favor 

of direct presentation, using language as economically as possible. Influenced by classical 

poetry and Asian forms like haiku, imagists believed that a poem should be composed like a 

painting—each word chosen for its vividness, sound, and exactness. They emphasized the 

importance of free verse, believing that the rhythm of natural speech was more expressive and 

organic than traditional metered poetry. 
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Hilda Doolittle was not only one of the founding members of Imagism but also one of its most 

enduring voices. Her poetry, marked by precision, economy, and evocative natural imagery, 

exemplified the movement’s principles while pushing their emotional and psychological depth. 

H.D.’s early work was closely associated with the poet Ezra Pound, who recognized her talent 

and helped launch her career by submitting her poems to Poetry magazine in 1913. Though 

Imagism as a defined movement lasted only a few years, H.D. continued to refine its principles 

throughout her long career, evolving them into something uniquely her own. 

H.D.’s poems are distinguished by their intense focus on natural objects and moments, often 

using a single image or scene to suggest a deeper emotional or spiritual state. Rather than 

explaining or analyzing, she allows her images to stand alone, letting meaning emerge through 

suggestion and juxtaposition. This approach is evident in poems like “Sea Rose,” where the 

harshness and resilience of a battered flower stand in contrast to conventional ideas of beauty 

and delicacy. In her poem “Heat,” the oppressiveness of a summer day becomes a metaphor 

for emotional or creative stagnation, conveyed through thick, motionless air and fruit 

suspended in unnatural stillness. Her language is spare and elemental, yet each image is charged 

with psychological and symbolic resonance. 

What separates H.D. from other imagists is the way she integrates myth, femininity, and 

personal struggle into her precise, image-driven style. While many imagist poets focused 

purely on external detail, H.D. often used nature and classical motifs to explore themes of 

identity, loss, transformation, and resistance. Her poetry resonates with a sense of spiritual 

searching and often contains undercurrents of feminist and psychological tension. This was 

particularly bold in a literary culture dominated by male voices. Though she began in the 

imagist tradition, H.D. moved beyond it, developing a deeply personal modernist style that 

maintained imagism’s commitment to clarity and intensity but allowed for richer symbolic 

complexity. 

Imagism paved the way for modernist poetry by breaking with formal constraints and 

advocating for a more organic, experiential form of poetic expression. H.D.’s work represents 

both a crystallization of imagist ideals and a transition into the more expansive modernist 

poetics that followed. Through her exacting attention to image and form, and her ability to 

infuse those images with emotional and mythic depth, H.D. not only helped define imagism 

but also demonstrated its enduring potential to capture the unspoken forces of human 
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experience. Her legacy lies not only in her foundational role in the movement but also in how 

she reshaped its techniques to explore inner life with extraordinary clarity and force. 

7.6 HEAT  

  7.6.1. Introduction to the Poem 

O wind, rend open the heat, 

cut apart the heat, 

rend it to tatters. 

 

Fruit cannot drop 

through this thick air— 

fruit cannot fall into heat 

that presses up and blunts 

the points of pears 

and rounds the grapes. 

 

Cut the heat— 

plough through it, 

turning it on either side 

of your path. 

7.6.2 Analysis of the Poem 

 Stanza 1: 

 O wind, rend open the heat, 

 cut apart the heat, 

 rend it to tatters. 

In the opening lines, the speaker directly addresses the wind with an intense, almost desperate 

plea. The verbs "rend" and "cut apart" suggest violent action, as if the heat is a physical 

substance or barrier that must be torn open. The phrase “rend it to tatters” amplifies the urgency 

and helplessness—she does not want the heat simply reduced or softened, but completely 

destroyed. The repetition of "heat" emphasizes its oppressive, omnipresent nature. This stanza 

sets a tone of suffocation, desperation, and a longing for release. Heat is not just uncomfortable 

here—it is a suffocating force that demands to be fought against. 
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Stanza 2: 

 Fruit cannot drop 

 through this thick air— 

 fruit cannot fall into heat 

 that presses up and blunts 

 the points of pears 

 and rounds the grapes. 

This stanza moves from plea to vivid description. The speaker describes the air as so thick and 

heavy that even fruit cannot fall through it. This is a striking image—it turns the invisible (air) 

into something dense, almost like a solid wall. The repetition of “fruit cannot” underscores how 

unnatural and paralyzing the heat is. The heat is no longer just atmospheric—it defies gravity, 

suspending ripened fruit in the air. 

Furthermore, the heat is personified as something that actively distorts nature. It “blunts the 

points of pears” and “rounds the grapes,” dulling sharp edges, softening, smoothing. This 

implies that heat has the power not only to immobilize but also to alter form, making everything 

lose its definition or sharpness. There's a subtle sensuality to this transformation—softening, 

rounding—but it's presented as stifling rather than fertile or nourishing. The natural cycle of 

ripening and falling is halted, stalled by the oppressive atmosphere. 

 

 Stanza 3: 

 Cut the heat— 

 plough through it, 

 turning it on either side 

 of your path. 

The final stanza renews the plea to the wind, now with an image of deliberate, forceful motion. 

The metaphor of ploughing brings in agricultural imagery—ploughs cut through hard soil to 

prepare it for planting. In this sense, the speaker wants the wind to cut a path through the heat 

as a plough would, turning the suffocating air aside, displacing it. This is not just a plea for 

relief, but a call for transformation—a reordering of the atmosphere to restore balance and 

allow natural processes to continue. There's also a sense of reclaiming agency through this 
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image. Earlier, the speaker was overwhelmed and helpless. Here, by imagining the wind as a 

plough, there’s a sense of purpose and resistance, a vision of how change might come about. 

 

“Heat” presents an evocative meditation on the oppressive intensity of late summer, using the 

physical sensation of stifling heat to explore deeper emotional and psychological states. The 

poem opens with a forceful invocation to the wind, which is asked to “rend open the heat,” “cut 

apart the heat,” and “rend it to tatters.” This repetition of violent verbs emphasizes the speaker’s 

desperation and the suffocating nature of the atmosphere. The heat is not merely 

uncomfortable—it is portrayed as a nearly tangible, suffocating force that must be destroyed. 

The speaker’s plea is immediate and urgent, and the air is so thick and heavy that it requires 

intervention from an external, active force to restore movement and balance. The invocation of 

the wind as a transformative power positions it as a liberating presence, one that might rescue 

the speaker from stasis and bring about renewal. 

In the second stanza, the poem shifts from this plea to a description of the effects of the heat 

on the natural world. The speaker remarks that “fruit cannot drop / through this thick air,” 

suggesting a suspension of the natural cycles of ripening and decay. Fruit is ripe, heavy, ready 

to fall, yet the air is too dense to allow it. The idea that gravity is somehow overcome by heat 

gives the heat a sense of oppressive dominance. The environment is depicted as arrested in 

time, as if nature itself has been halted. The fruit, traditionally a symbol of abundance and 

fertility, is rendered static. This image becomes a powerful metaphor for emotional or 

psychological conditions—moments when the mind or spirit feels stuck, unable to move 

forward or let go. The heat is described as “pressing up” and actively interfering with form, 

blunting “the points of pears” and rounding “the grapes.” Such imagery not only conveys the 

heaviness of the atmosphere but also suggests distortion. Heat here is not a passive element but 

a force that reshapes and smooths, perhaps even dulls or erases natural distinctiveness. 

The final stanza returns to the speaker’s plea to the wind, now depicted as a force that might 

“cut the heat” and “plough through it.” The metaphor of the wind as a plough evokes images 

of labor, transformation, and preparation. In agriculture, ploughing breaks hardened ground to 

prepare it for planting; here, the wind is imagined as doing similar work to the atmosphere, 

slicing through the thick, resistant air and turning it aside. This image of the wind clearing a 

path suggests both destruction and creation—it must break through the stifling heat to allow 

something new to grow or begin. The desire is not just for comfort but for movement and 
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change. The poem ends with a vision of action and possibility, even if that action must be 

forceful. The imagery of ploughing emphasizes the constructive violence required to escape 

inertia and begin anew. 

Thematically, “Heat” can be read as a broader metaphor for emotional, creative, or 

psychological oppression. The stasis described—the suspended fruit, the unmoving air—

reflects a state of internal pressure, where something within the speaker is unable to move 

forward or release. The fruit becomes a symbol of potential energy—creativity, emotion, or 

even transformation—trapped by external conditions. The heat acts as a stand-in for those 

conditions, whether they be grief, repression, fear, or overwhelming passion. The wind, in turn, 

is the longed-for element of change, the force that might unlock or liberate this suspended 

potential. The poem captures the tension between readiness and restriction, between the 

ripeness of fruit and the air that holds it back, much as individuals may feel poised for change 

but unable to act under the weight of circumstance. 

Stylistically, the poem is a clear example of imagist principles: precise, vivid, and economical 

in language, yet rich in meaning. The diction is stark, and the structure is free verse, allowing 

the images to unfold organically rather than through traditional poetic constraints. The 

language is plain, but the emotional intensity is heightened by the repetition and rhythm of the 

lines. The reliance on natural imagery—wind, heat, air, fruit—grounds the poem in the sensory 

world while inviting symbolic interpretation. The heat is not just weather; it is an emotional 

and psychological condition. The wind is not merely a breeze; it is deliverance. The fruit is not 

just ripe produce; it is the symbol of withheld expression or unrealized change. The absence of 

overt personal or subjective language makes the poem feel universal, applicable to a wide range 

of human experiences. 

Critically, “Heat” can be seen as a reflection on the paralysis that can occur under invisible 

pressures—those we carry internally or those imposed by society. In this sense, the poem can 

also be interpreted through a feminist lens. The suppression of the natural fall of fruit may 

metaphorically reference the suppression of female expression, creativity, or independence. 

The dulling of pears and rounding of grapes could suggest the smoothing over of individuality 

or desire, the shaping of identity under external forces. The speaker’s call for the wind to 

“plough through” the heat may be read as a call for agency, for disruption of oppressive norms, 

for the space to breathe, to move, to be. The poem, though restrained and quiet in tone, 

resonates with a sense of intensely felt resistance. 
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7.6.3 Glossary 

tatters   to become ragged 

blunt  to make less sharp, definite, or forceful 

plough  here, to move forcefully into or through 

 

7.6.4 Self-Assessment Questions 

1. How does nature (like wind or fruit) show how the speaker feels? 

2. What does the heat in the poem really stand for? 

3. How could this poem be connected to issues like identity or being silenced? 

 

 

7.7 PEAR TREE 

 7.7.1. Introduction to the Poem 

“Pear Tree” was first published in 1916 and is widely recognized as a prime example of Imagist 

poetry. Written during the early 20th century, it reflects the literary movement's focus on precise 

imagery, clarity of expression, and the emotional resonance of natural subjects. The poem is 

short and meditative but layered with symbolic and aesthetic depth, using the pear tree as a 

central figure of beauty, transformation, and quiet strength. 

Silver dust 

lifted from the earth, 

higher than my arms reach, 

you have mounted. 

O silver, 

higher than my arms reach 

you front us with great mass; 

 

no flower ever opened 

so staunch a white leaf, 
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no flower ever parted silver 

from such rare silver; 

 

O white pear, 

your flower-tufts, 

thick on the branch, 

bring summer and ripe fruits 

in their purple hearts. 

 

7.7.2. Analysis of the Poem 

Stanza 1 

Silver dust 

 lifted from the earth, 

 higher than my arms reach, 

 you have mounted. 

 O silver, 

 higher than my arms reach 

 you front us with great mass; 

In this opening stanza, the speaker addresses the pear tree with awe and reverence. The imagery 

of "silver dust lifted from the earth" suggests something ethereal and radiant—possibly the 

tree's blossoms or the way sunlight reflects off them, giving a silvery shimmer. The phrase 

"higher than my arms reach" emphasizes both the physical height of the tree and its symbolic 

elevation—it's something majestic, beyond human grasp. The tree is described as rising from 

the ground in a powerful, almost celestial way, and the speaker is humbled before its grandeur. 

The repetition of “higher than my arms reach” reinforces a sense of aspiration, wonder, and 

reverence.  

Stanza 2: 

 no flower ever opened 

 so staunch a white leaf, 

 no flower ever parted silver 

 from such rare silver; 
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This stanza shifts to compare the pear tree's blossoms to all other flowers. The speaker claims 

that no flower has ever bloomed with such “staunch” white petals. “Staunch” conveys strength 

and resilience, which is an unusual but deliberate word choice for describing petals—typically 

associated with fragility. It elevates the pear blossoms as uniquely strong and pure. The idea 

that no other flower has “parted silver from such rare silver” further deepens the comparison. 

The pear tree’s beauty is not only unmatched, but also transcendent. The blossoms are not 

merely beautiful—they are otherworldly, singular, shimmering with a kind of rare purity that 

separates them from the ordinary. 

 

Stanza 3: 

 O white pear, 

 your flower-tufts, 

 thick on the branch, 

 bring summer and ripe fruits 

 in their purple hearts. 

In the final stanza, the speaker directly praises the "white pear" tree. Its “flower-tufts” are 

described as thick, suggesting abundance and vitality. The blossoms are not just beautiful—

they are promise-bearers, bringing with them the eventual fruits of summer. The phrase “purple 

hearts” inside the ripe fruits introduces a vivid contrast to the white flowers, implying the 

transformation from purity to richness, from blossom to harvest. There is a natural progression 

captured here: from delicate bloom to full fruition. This closing stanza ties the spiritual and 

aesthetic admiration from earlier to the physical world, celebrating the cycle of growth, fertility, 

and fulfilment that the pear tree embodies. 

 

Thematically, the poem is a celebration of natural beauty, particularly the understated and often 

overlooked elegance of the pear tree. Unlike more flamboyant or commonly praised flowers, 

the pear tree here is shown as both radiant and strong. The repeated references to "silver" and 

"white" suggest purity, clarity, and a quiet majesty. The speaker admires the tree’s blossoms as 

reaching above human grasp, suggesting both literal height and symbolic elevation. This 

admiration is not sentimental but reverent; the tree becomes almost sacred in its presence. The 
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theme of aspiration—toward something beautiful, rare, and beyond the everyday—is central to 

the emotional effect of the poem. 

Another key theme is transformation. The final stanza makes it clear that the white blossoms 

of spring will mature into ripe fruit with “purple hearts.” This movement from silver-white 

purity to rich, inner color mirrors the progression from innocence to fulfillment, or from 

potential to realization. It suggests not just aesthetic beauty, but also fertility, growth, and the 

silent processes of nature. The poem thus becomes a meditation on cycles—of blooming and 

ripening, of emergence and fruition—linking visual imagery with deeper ideas about the 

rhythms of life. 

Critically, the poem exemplifies the Imagist style through its concentrated language and sharp 

visual focus. There is no superfluous commentary or emotional explanation; instead, meaning 

emerges through carefully selected images. The “silver dust” and “staunch white leaf” are not 

generalized metaphors but precise visual impressions that build a cumulative emotional effect. 

The use of the word “staunch” to describe a flower is especially striking—it implies resilience 

and durability, challenging traditional associations of flowers with fragility or delicacy. This 

subtle shift in language transforms the pear tree into a symbol of quiet strength and enduring 

beauty. 

Structurally, the poem avoids traditional rhyme or meter, using free verse to mirror natural 

speech and organic form. This allows the images to unfold with a sense of spontaneity and 

clarity. The tone is contemplative and reverent, free from overt dramatization but rich in 

emotional resonance. The poem's restraint is part of its power; it invites the reader to pause, 

observe, and reflect, rather than be guided by explicit emotion or narrative. 

 “Pear Tree” also invites symbolic interpretations. The silver and white may suggest a kind of 

spiritual or ideal beauty, while the transformation into fruit hints at hidden richness or inner 

fulfilment. The poem may be read as an exploration of feminine power and natural creativity, 

with the pear tree standing as a metaphor for latent potential and eventual self-realization. Its 

beauty is not just to be admired from afar, but to be understood as part of a process that leads 

to nourishment and fruition. 

The poem is a finely crafted meditation on natural beauty, growth, and the tension between 

purity and ripeness. Through focused imagery and lyrical restraint, it captures a moment of 

admiration that expands into a quiet recognition of nature's power and depth. The poem remains 
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timeless in its evocation of how the simplest elements of the natural world can provoke awe, 

reflection, and a deeper understanding of the self and the cycles that shape our lives. 

7.7.3 Glossary 

mass   a quantity or aggregate of matter usually of considerable size 

staunch strongly built  

ripe   fully grown and developed  

 

7.7.4 Self-Assessment Questions 

1. In what ways does the poem suggest transformation and growth? 

2. How does the poet use colour imagery (like “silver” and “white”) to express deeper meanings 

about beauty and purity? 

3. How does the poem challenge traditional ideas about fragility in nature, especially through 

its description of the pear tree? 

 

7.8.    SUMMING UP 

In this unit, we learned about the poet Hilda Doolittle and her importance in the Imagist 

movement. Her poetry is known for using clear, simple language and strong images from nature 

to express deep emotions. We studied two of her poems, Heat and Pear Tree, to better 

understand her style and themes. In Heat, she describes the intense pressure of summer heat, 

which can also represent emotional struggle or frustration. The short lines and careful word 

choice help create a feeling of stillness and discomfort. In Pear Tree, she uses soft and beautiful 

images to show admiration for the tree, which may also symbolize peace, beauty, or hope. Both 

poems show how H.D. used nature to explore human feelings. Through this unit, we saw how 

H.D.'s writing was both simple and powerful, and how she helped shape modern poetry with 

her unique voice. 

7.9. ANSWERS TO SELF-ASSESSMENT QUESTIONS 

7.6.4 Self-Assessment Questions 
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1. How does nature (like wind or fruit) show how the speaker feels? 

Nature in the poem is used as a mirror for the speaker’s emotional and psychological state. The 

wind is something the speaker desperately calls on to bring relief. The verbs used—“rend,” 

“cut,” “plough”—are intense and violent, showing that the speaker feels trapped, suffocated, 

and in need of a powerful force to bring change. The fruit, on the other hand, symbolizes 

potential and readiness—it is ripe and heavy, but unable to fall. This image shows that the 

speaker feels stuck or suspended, like something inside them is ready to be released but held 

back by pressure or oppression. So, the natural elements reflect a deep frustration and longing 

for movement, release, or transformation. 

2. What does the heat in the poem really stand for?  

The heat is more than just a physical sensation—it becomes a symbol of emotional, 

psychological, or even societal pressure. It is oppressive, smothering, and distorting, as shown 

in lines like “blunts the points of pears” and “rounds the grapes.” These lines suggest that heat 

is a force that dulls individuality and natural form, perhaps standing for grief, repression, fear, 

or overwhelming emotion. It stops natural processes—like fruit falling or air moving—

implying that the speaker is in a state of paralysis. So, the heat symbolizes an inner or external 

force that prevents growth, expression, or change. 

3. How could this poem be connected to issues like identity or being silenced? 

“Heat” can be read through a feminist or psychological lens, where the oppressive heat 

represents external forces that silence or suppress identity and expression. The arrested fall of 

fruit could represent the halting of natural development—creativity, voice, or even personal 

freedom. The dulling of the pears and rounding of grapes may suggest how people, especially 

women or marginalized individuals, are shaped or softened by societal expectations, losing 

their sharpness or uniqueness. The speaker’s call for the wind can be seen as a call for agency, 

for change, or for the chance to breathe and be oneself. In this way, the poem becomes a 

metaphor for resisting silencing forces and reclaiming personal power or voice. 

7.7.4 Self-Assessment Questions 

1. In what ways does the poem suggest transformation and growth? 

The poem reflects transformation through the natural cycle of the pear tree. It begins with the 

image of "silver dust lifted from the earth", symbolizing the blooming of the white flowers—a 
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moment of beauty and purity. As the poem progresses, it moves toward the promise of fruit, 

stating that the flowers will "bring summer and ripe fruits / in their purple hearts." This shift 

from blossom to fruit symbolizes growth and fulfillment—from delicate beginnings to rich 

maturity. The “purple hearts” hint at inner richness or emotional depth that develops over time, 

making transformation a key theme. 

2. How does the poet use colour imagery (like “silver” and “white”) to express deeper meanings 

about beauty and purity? 

H.D. uses “silver” and “white” to emphasize the refined and sacred beauty of the pear tree. 

These colors are associated with light, clarity, and purity. Lines like "no flower ever parted 

silver / from such rare silver" highlight how extraordinary and unique the tree’s blossoms are. 

The repetition of “silver” and the phrase "staunch a white leaf" elevate the tree above ordinary 

nature, suggesting a quiet strength and dignified beauty that is both rare and inspiring. These 

colors don't just describe appearance—they symbolize an ideal or elevated state of being. 

3. How does the poem challenge traditional ideas about fragility in nature, especially through 

its description of the pear tree? 

Although flowers are often seen as fragile or delicate, the poem uses strong language to 

describe them. The phrase "no flower ever opened / so staunch a white leaf" directly challenges 

this idea. The word “staunch” suggests firmness, loyalty, and resilience—not qualities usually 

tied to flowers. This redefines the pear tree’s blossoms as symbols of strength and endurance, 

rather than softness or weakness. By presenting the tree as something solid and uplifting—"you 

front us with great mass"—H.D. portrays natural beauty as something powerful and enduring, 

not fragile or fleeting. 

7.10.     REFERENCES   
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7.11. TERMINAL AND MODEL QUESTIONS 

1. Discuss Hilda Doolittle as a poet. 

2. Comment on the writing style of Hilda Doolittle and her contribution to Native American 

literature. 

3. Write the critical appreciation of the poem “Heat”. 

4. Write the critical appreciation of the poem “Pear Tree”. 

5. Comment on imagism in H.D.’s poetry. 
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UNIT 8     LANGSTON HUGHES      

     “THE NEGRO SPEAKS OF RIVERS” 

 

8.1. Introduction 

8.2. Objective 

8.3. Langston Hughes an Introduction 

 8.3.1 Harlem Renaissance 

8.4.      Writing Style 

8.5.    “The Negro Speaks of Rivers” 

 8.5.1. Introduction to the Poem 

 8.5.2. Analysis of the Poem 

 8.5.3 Glossary 

 8.5.4 Self-Assessment Questions 

8.6.    Summing Up 

8.7 Answers to Self-Assessment Questions 

8.8. References 

8.9. Terminal and Model Questions  
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8.1. INTRODUCTION 

In this unit, you will read about Langston Hughes, and his contribution to African American 

literature and Harlem Renaissance. Hughes was an important figure in the Harlem Renaissance, 

it was the time when Black artists, musicians, and writers shared their work with the world. 

One of his most famous poems is “The Negro Speaks of Rivers,” which he wrote when he was 

only 17 years old. He uses symbolism, imagery, and metaphor to explore themes of heritage, 

identity, and resilience in the poem through rivers to show the deep roots and long history of 

African people. The poem celebrates the Black History and Heritage. 

8.2 OBJECTIVES 

After completing this unit, the learners will be able to: 

• understand Langston Hughes and his importance as a poet. 

• analyse how Hughes uses poetic devices to express heritage and identity. 

• read and understand the poem “The Negro Speaks of Rivers.” 

• identify and describe the feelings and ideas in the poem. 

8.3. LANGSTON HUGHES AN INTRODUCTION 

James Mercer Langston Hughes was born on February 1, 1902, in Joplin, Missouri. His early 

life was shaped by separation, movement, and a search for identity. Hughes’s parents, James 

Nathaniel Hughes and Carrie Langston Hughes, separated shortly after his birth. His father 

moved to Mexico to escape the pervasive racism of the United States, while his mother moved 

frequently in search of work. As a result, young Langston was primarily raised by his maternal 

grandmother, Mary Langston, in Lawrence, Kansas. 

Mary Langston had a profound influence on Hughes. She was the daughter of Charles Henry 

Langston, an abolitionist and political activist. Her values were centred around racial pride, 

education, and activism which deeply shaped Hughes’s consciousness. The stories she told of 

African American resistance and dignity during the era of slavery and Reconstruction instilled 

a sense of cultural pride and historical awareness in Hughes. 

After his grandmother's death, Hughes lived with various family members before finally 

reuniting with his mother in Lincoln, Illinois. Eventually, the family settled in Cleveland, Ohio, 

where Hughes began writing poetry seriously. His time in Cleveland High School introduced 
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him to the poetry of Carl Sandburg and Walt Whitman, whose free verse style and democratic 

themes would heavily influence his own poetic voice. 

After high school, Hughes briefly attended Columbia University in 1921, partly to appease his 

father, who wanted him to study engineering. However, Hughes found himself more drawn to 

Harlem’s vibrant artistic community than to classroom lectures. He left Columbia after a year, 

dissatisfied with the academic environment and disheartened by the racism he encountered. 

Hughes's early adult years were marked by travel and work. He took jobs as a steward and cook 

aboard ships, which allowed him to visit Europe and Africa—experiences that broadened his 

worldview and inspired his poetry. While working as a busboy at the Wardman Park Hotel in 

Washington, D.C., he famously slipped some of his poems to poet Vachel Lindsay, who was 

impressed and helped bring Hughes to public attention. 

In 1926, Hughes published his first book of poetry, "The Weary Blues," that won him critical 

acclaim. The collection showcased his innovative use of rhythm, jazz, and dialect. That same 

year, he enrolled at Lincoln University, a historically Black college in Pennsylvania, from 

which he graduated in 1929. 

One of his most famous essays, "The Negro Artist and the Racial Mountain" (1926), boldly 

declared that Black artists should not aspire to white standards but should embrace their own 

culture and experiences. “We younger Negro artists now intend to express our individual dark-

skinned selves without fear or shame,” Hughes wrote. This manifesto became a guiding 

principle for many artists of the Harlem Renaissance. 

Hughes’s poetry blended the cadences of jazz and blues with the vernacular of ordinary people. 

Poems like "The Negro Speaks of Rivers," "Mother to Son," "I, Too," and "Let America Be 

America Again" captured the dual pain and pride of African American identity. Through his 

work, Hughes celebrated Black culture while also confronting the realities of racism, 

segregation, and social inequality. 

In the 1930s and 1940s, Hughes expanded his writing beyond poetry. He wrote short stories, 

plays, essays, and a series of newspaper columns featuring the character Jesse B. Semple 

("Simple"), a working-class everyman who commented wryly on the state of race relations. 

The "Simple" stories were beloved for their humour, insight, and relatability. 

Hughes also became increasingly involved in political activism. Though never officially a 

member of the Communist Party, he sympathized with socialist ideals, especially as they 
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related to racial and economic justice. His 1932 trip to the Soviet Union to work on a film 

project about African American life further influenced his political views. During the McCarthy 

era of the 1950s, Hughes was called before the Senate Permanent Subcommittee on 

Investigations, where he distanced himself from communism but defended his right to write 

about the struggles of the oppressed. 

Despite this scrutiny, Hughes remained prolific. His 1940 autobiography, "The Big Sea," gave 

readers insight into his personal journey and artistic development. Throughout the 1950s and 

1960s, he continued to publish poetry, including collections such as "Montage of a Dream 

Deferred" (1951), which powerfully captured the frustrations of post-war urban Black life. 

Langston Hughes died on May 22, 1967, in New York City, but his influence has only grown 

in the decades since. He helped redefine African American literature and establish it as a vital 

part of the American literary canon. His pioneering use of Black vernacular and music as poetic 

tools paved the way for future generations of writers, musicians, and spoken word artists. 

Hughes's work continues to be studied in schools and universities around the world. His poetry 

has inspired civil rights leaders, artists, and educators. His poem "I, Too" has become a symbol 

of resilience and hope, especially in times of racial strife. Through his unflinching honesty, his 

love of Black culture, and his commitment to justice, Hughes helped shape the cultural and 

moral conscience of America. 

Langston Hughes was a writer who captured the soul of a people and the spirit of an age. From 

his humble beginnings in the Midwest to his central role in the Harlem Renaissance, Hughes 

lived a life of creativity, courage, and compassion. He spoke to—and for—those whose voices 

were too often ignored. In doing so, he left a legacy that resonates far beyond the pages of his 

poems. As long as the struggle for justice and identity endures, the voice of Langston Hughes 

will continue to echo through time. 

8.3.1 Harlem Renaissance 

The Harlem Renaissance was a vibrant cultural and artistic movement that emerged in the early 

20th century, centred in the Harlem neighbourhood of New York City. It was a time when 

African American writers, artists, musicians, and thinkers came together to express a new, 

unapologetic vision of Black life in America. Among the most influential and iconic figures of 

this movement was Langston Hughes, whose work captured the essence of the Black 
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experience in America with honesty, pride, and poetic brilliance. Hughes did not just participate 

in the Harlem Renaissance—he helped define it. 

Langston Hughes arrived in Harlem at a pivotal time. After briefly attending Columbia 

University in 1921, he became immersed in the cultural energy of Harlem, which had become 

a gathering place for Black artists and intellectuals. This period in the 1920s marked a turning 

point in African American culture. For the first time, a critical mass of Black artists was creating 

work that celebrated their identity and questioned the stereotypes imposed on them by 

mainstream white society. Hughes recognized that this moment was not only artistic but also 

political. He saw art as a means of empowering the Black community and challenging racism 

that permeated American society. 

His unwavering commitment to representing everyday Black life was what set Hughes apart 

from many of his contemporaries. While some Harlem Renaissance artists aimed to prove their 

sophistication by imitating European styles or catering to white audiences, Hughes insisted on 

drawing from the rhythms, language, and experiences of Black people themselves—

particularly the working class. His poetry echoed the sounds of jazz, blues, and spirituals, 

capturing the soul of Harlem in a way that no one else could. Poems like “The Weary Blues” 

and “Mother to Son” reflect both the struggles and resilience of the Black community. He wrote 

about joy and pain, love and loss, hope and despair—but always with a deep sense of humanity. 

In his landmark 1926 essay, “The Negro Artist and the Racial Mountain,” Hughes articulated 

a bold vision for Black art. He criticized the pressure many Black artists felt to conform to 

white cultural standards. He urged his fellow artists to embrace their heritage, to write about 

their own people “without fear or shame.” This essay became a defining statement of the 

Harlem Renaissance, encapsulating the desire of the movement for authenticity and cultural 

pride. Hughes’s own work became the embodiment of this philosophy, and he inspired 

countless other artists to follow his lead. 

The Harlem Renaissance gave Hughes a platform, but he, in turn, gave the movement its voice. 

His poetry was accessible and powerful, written in a language that ordinary people could 

understand. He made it clear that Black life—in all its complexity—was worthy of artistic 

celebration. His work ranged from lyrical poems about love and nature to biting social 

commentary about racism and inequality. Through his words, Hughes challenged the myth of 

the American dream and offered an alternative vision grounded in the lived experiences of 

African Americans. 
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As the Harlem Renaissance began to wane in the 1930s due to economic hardship and shifting 

political landscapes, Hughes continued to write and advocate for Black artists. While some 

figures of the movement faded from public view, Hughes remained a prominent and productive 

voice. He carried the spirit of the Harlem Renaissance into the later civil rights era, always 

using his platform to speak on behalf of those who had been silenced. His legacy is not only 

that of a brilliant writer, but also of a cultural leader who never lost sight of the movement’s 

core message: that Black life was beautiful, valuable, and worthy of celebration. 

8.3 WRITING STYLE 

Langston Hughes stands as one of the most iconic and influential figures in American literature, 

particularly in the landscape of twentieth-century African American writing. Hughes’s writing 

is more than an artistic expression; it is a political statement, a cultural record, and a voice for 

the voiceless. What sets his style apart is the way he intertwines simplicity with depth, 

musicality with message, and the ordinary with the extraordinary. 

One of the most defining aspects of Hughes’s style is his embrace of vernacular language and 

everyday speech. At a time when many poets adhered to formal diction and traditional poetic 

forms, Hughes drew inspiration from the streets, the churches, the bars, and the rhythms of 

daily Black life. He wrote in a language that reflected the lived experiences of African 

Americans, capturing the cadences of their conversations, their slang, and their dialects. This 

stylistic choice made his work feel immediate, authentic, and profoundly accessible. In his 

famous poem “Mother to Son,” for instance, the speaker’s voice is unmistakably that of a Black 

woman offering hard-won wisdom to her child: “Life for me ain’t been no crystal stair.” The 

use of colloquial speech is not only a literary technique but also an assertion of cultural pride 

and identity. Hughes rejected the idea that literature had to be written in the language of the 

elite. Instead, he elevated the voices of working-class Black Americans, placing them at the 

center of his artistic universe. 

Equally important to Hughes’s style is his deep connection to music—especially jazz and blues. 

These musical forms, which emerged from the Black experience, provided both structure and 

inspiration for much of his poetry. Hughes once said that jazz was one of the “inherent 

expressions of Negro life in America,” and he integrated its rhythms, improvisations, and 

emotional intensity into his work. In “The Weary Blues,” the poem reads like a performance, 

mimicking the rise and fall of a blues song. The lines sway and pause like a melody, creating a 

mood that is both melancholic and soulful. Hughes’s poetry often carries the cadence of a song, 
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blurring the lines between spoken word and written verse. Through music, he found a way to 

express the sorrow, joy, pain, and resilience of Black life in a form that resonated both 

emotionally and culturally. 

Hughes was deeply committed to portraying the realities of African American life, not as a 

subject of pity or exoticism, but with dignity, nuance, and truth. He wrote about everyday 

people—maids, laborers, students, preachers—and in doing so, he created a body of work that 

reflects the full spectrum of human experience within the Black community. His writing is 

grounded in realism, often highlighting issues of racial injustice, economic hardship, and 

identity. Yet even when addressing difficult themes, Hughes never lost sight of beauty, hope, 

or the possibility of change. In poems like “I, Too,” he conveys a quiet but powerful defiance, 

asserting that Black people are an integral part of America and will not remain marginalized 

forever. His language is simple, but his message is profound: dignity cannot be denied. 

Another remarkable feature of Hughes’s style is its clarity and directness. Unlike poets who 

wrap their meanings in complex metaphors and obscure allusions, Hughes preferred a 

straightforward approach. His poems are often short, but they resonate deeply because they 

speak plainly and honestly. This stylistic choice made his work accessible to a wide audience, 

especially the working-class readers he aimed to reach. He believed poetry should be for the 

people, not just for the academic elite. Yet within that simplicity lies a remarkable emotional 

and intellectual richness. A single line, like “What happens to a dream deferred?” from his 

poem “Harlem,” contains multitudes—social critique, emotional weight, and symbolic power 

all at once. 

While Hughes’s language is often plain, his use of imagery and symbolism is vivid and 

evocative. He could capture entire worlds in a few carefully chosen words. His symbols often 

emerge from everyday life—a staircase, a raisin, a river—but they carry profound meaning, 

representing struggle, perseverance, and transformation. His poetic imagery serves not only to 

illustrate but to elevate, turning the mundane into the magnificent. 

Hughes’s tone is also a key element of his style. It is often conversational, inviting the reader 

into a shared space of reflection. He writes as if he is speaking directly to you, making the 

experience of reading his work feel personal and immediate. At the same time, his tone can be 

provocative, challenging assumptions and confronting injustice with quiet force. In “Theme 

for English B,” for example, the speaker questions the nature of identity and the relationship 
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between Black and white Americans with a calm but pointed voice. The poem is a masterclass 

in how to use tone to engage in dialogue rather than didacticism. 

Humour and irony are additional tools Hughes used with great skill. Through characters like 

Jesse B. Semple, known simply as “Simple,” Hughes offered satirical commentary on race, 

politics, and society. These stories, written in an accessible, humorous tone, were not only 

entertaining but also sharp critiques of the contradictions and hypocrisies in American life. 

Humour, for Hughes, was not a distraction from serious issues—it was a way to endure them, 

to expose them, and to reclaim power in the face of adversity. 

Langston Hughes’s writing style is a brilliant fusion of artistry and advocacy. His commitment 

to portraying the Black experience with honesty, dignity, and musicality gave rise to a body of 

work that is both timeless and urgently relevant. His choice to write in the voice of the people, 

to incorporate the rhythms of jazz and blues, and to speak truthfully about injustice while 

maintaining hope and humor, defines his legacy as a literary pioneer. Hughes didn’t just write 

for Black America—he wrote for all of America, challenging the nation to reckon with its 

history and recognize the humanity of all its people. His style, at once lyrical and grounded, is 

a powerful reminder that poetry can be both beautiful and brave. 

8.5.    “THE NEGRO SPEAKS OF RIVERS” 

 8.5.1. Introduction to the Poem 

“The Negro Speaks of Rivers” is one of the earliest and most celebrated works by Langston 

Hughes, written when he was just seventeen years old. Despite his youth, the poem displays a 

profound depth and maturity, establishing Hughes as a powerful literary voice destined to shape 

African American poetry. Published in 1921, the poem serves as both a personal and collective 

meditation on Black history, identity, and endurance. It draws on the symbolic power of rivers 

to connect African heritage with the experiences of African Americans in the present, tracing a 

lineage that stretches from the cradle of civilization to contemporary struggles and triumphs. 

The poem’s speaker takes on a timeless, almost mythic persona, claiming an ancestral 

knowledge that spans millennia. By invoking rivers such as the Euphrates, Congo, Nile, and 

Mississippi, Hughes evokes key geographic and historical markers of the African diaspora. 

These rivers are more than physical landmarks—they represent the flow of history, memory, 

and cultural survival. Hughes’s language is lyrical and evocative, filled with reverence and a 
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sense of ancient wisdom. Through this poetic journey, the speaker asserts the depth and dignity 

of the Black experience, positioning it as integral to the broader human story. 

“The Negro Speaks of Rivers” is not just a poem about rivers—it is a celebration of Black 

resilience and a powerful declaration of cultural identity. Written during the Harlem 

Renaissance, a period of flourishing African American art and thought, the poem reflects 

Hughes’s belief in the importance of connecting Black Americans to their historical roots. It 

stands as a poetic affirmation that African American history is long, rich, and inseparable from 

the story of civilization itself. Through this introduction, readers are invited into a work that 

combines poetic beauty with historical consciousness, setting the tone for Hughes’s lifelong 

dedication to giving voice to the experiences of Black people. 

8.5.2. Analysis of the Poem 

THE NEGRO SPEAKS OF RIVERS 

I’ve known rivers: 

I’ve known rivers ancient as the world and older than the flow of human blood in human veins. 

My soul has grown deep like the rivers. 

I bathed in the Euphrates when dawns were young. 

I built my hut near the Congo and it lulled me to sleep. 

I looked upon the Nile and raised the pyramids above it. 

I heard the singing of the Mississippi when Abe Lincoln went down to New Orleans, and I’ve 

seen its muddy bosom turn all golden in the sunset. 

 

I’ve known rivers: 

Ancient, dusky rivers. 

 

My soul has grown deep like the rivers. 

 

Langston Hughes’s “The Negro Speaks of Rivers” is a deeply meditative and historically rich 

poem that offers a sweeping, mythic vision of Black identity and resilience. The poem was 

composed in 1920 when Hughes was only seventeen. It captures the emotional and spiritual 

essence of African American history through the extended metaphor of rivers. The opening 

line, “I’ve known rivers,” is simple but profound. It establishes a universal voice that transcends 
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the personal; the speaker is not just an individual but a representative of the collective Black 

experience throughout time. This repetition serves almost like a chant or invocation, a form of 

oral storytelling that echoes African traditions. The phrase evokes a sense of timelessness and 

ancestral knowledge, anchoring the speaker’s voice in deep, almost cosmic memory. The 

second line, “I’ve known rivers ancient as the world and older than the flow of human blood 

in human veins,” intensifies this idea, equating rivers with origins — not just of civilization, 

but of life itself. The metaphor suggests that Black existence is as old and elemental as the 

Earth’s earliest forces, predating even human consciousness. This is not a narrative of 

victimhood, but of primacy and profound continuity. 

The line “My soul has grown deep like the rivers” is central to the poem’s emotional and 

symbolic power. It is repeated twice in the poem, functioning as a refrain that both centers and 

elevates the message. The soul here is not just an individual soul but the collective soul of a 

people shaped by centuries of history — both glorious and traumatic. The depth of the rivers 

stands for accumulated wisdom, endurance, and spiritual insight, all of which have developed 

through the passage of time and struggle. The speaker then moves through four major rivers — 

the Euphrates, Congo, Nile, and Mississippi — each representing a significant moment or place 

in Black history. By placing the speaker within the contexts of these great rivers, Hughes aligns 

Black identity with the foundation of civilization itself. The Euphrates is where the speaker 

bathed “when dawns were young,” locating the Black presence in the very cradle of 

civilization, Mesopotamia. This not only asserts Black humanity’s ancient origins but also 

disrupts colonial narratives that exclude African peoples from the origins of culture and 

knowledge. 

Next, the speaker says, “I built my hut near the Congo and it lulled me to sleep.” Here, the 

Congo River becomes a symbol of the African homeland, pre-slavery, a place of peace and 

belonging. The verb “lulled” evokes comfort, rhythm, and harmony with the natural world. It 

is a scene of serenity, suggesting that before displacement and colonization, African people 

lived in intimate relationship with their land. The poem then moves northward to the Nile: “I 

looked upon the Nile and raised the pyramids above it.” This is one of the most assertive and 

powerful lines in the poem, boldly reclaiming African authorship of one of the most iconic 

symbols of ancient achievement. Western historians have often tried to separate Egypt from 

Africa, but Hughes firmly reconnects African American identity to these monumental 

accomplishments. It’s a moment of reclaiming legacy, asserting that Black people were not 

only present but central in building the foundations of civilization and culture. 
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The next shift in the poem is geographical and temporal: “I heard the singing of the Mississippi 

when Abe Lincoln went down to New Orleans.” Here, Hughes brings the river imagery into 

the American context, directly engaging with the history of slavery, the Civil War, and the 

African American experience in the United States. Abraham Lincoln’s real-life 1828 journey 

to New Orleans was a formative moment in his moral awakening to the horrors of slavery. 

Hughes invokes this to align the spiritual “song” of the Mississippi River with the cries, songs, 

and struggles of enslaved Black people. The Mississippi, a river deeply tied to both the 

economic engine of slavery and the cultural identity of the South, is personified as singing — 

possibly with sorrow, but also with the deep rhythm of endurance. The line that follows — 

“and I’ve seen its muddy bosom turn all golden in the sunset” — offers a moment of sublime 

transformation. The Mississippi, long associated with pain and oppression, becomes beautiful 

and almost holy in the fading light of the day. The imagery of the river’s “muddy bosom” 

evokes both maternal nurture and the weight of history, while its golden transformation 

suggests redemption, resilience, and the enduring beauty of Black survival. 

As the poem draws to a close, Hughes repeats the line “I’ve known rivers,” re-establishing the 

circular structure of the poem. This repetition reinforces the timeless nature of the speaker’s 

voice and ties together the vast sweep of history with the intimate, personal expression of the 

soul. The phrase “Ancient, dusky rivers” serves a dual function. The word “ancient” reinforces 

the sense of timeless presence, while “dusky” — often used to describe both the color of river 

water and skin — subtly connects the natural world to Black identity. In this way, the rivers 

themselves become mirrors of Blackness: dark, flowing, enduring, and beautiful. The poem 

concludes with the refrain, “My soul has grown deep like the rivers,” offering a final 

affirmation that the speaker — and by extension, all Black people — carry within them a 

history that is vast, profound, and unbreakable. 

“The Negro Speaks of Rivers” is more than just a poem; it is a spiritual declaration, a historical 

journey, and a reclaiming of Black identity across space and time. Through the metaphor of 

rivers, Hughes ties African American heritage to the rise of civilizations, the pain of slavery, 

and the promise of transformation. With lyrical elegance and deep symbolic resonance, the 

poem asserts that Black life is not marginal but foundational — not forgotten, but eternal. It’s 

a poem that reimagines history through the voice of someone who has not only witnessed but 

embodied its entire flow. 
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The poem is deeply connected to the Harlem Renaissance, serving as one of the earliest and 

most powerful expressions of the movement’s core values. Written in 1920 and published in 

The Crisis, the NAACP magazine edited by W.E.B. Du Bois, the poem marked Hughes’s 

emergence as a leading voice in a cultural era defined by Black artistic and intellectual revival. 

The poem reflects key themes of the Harlem Renaissance, such as pride in African heritage, 

the reclamation of Black history, and the celebration of Black identity. 

8.5.3 Glossary 

veins  : any of the tubular branching vessels that carry blood from the capillaries toward 

the  heart 

dawn  : to begin to appear or develop 

lulled  : to cause to sleep or rest 

bosom : the front part of the chest 

dusky : somewhat dark in colour 

8.5.4 Self-Assessment Questions 

How did Langston Hughes contribute to the Native American literature? 

What do you understand by Harlem Renaissance? 

8.6. REFERENCES 

Poetry Foundation, Langston Hughes         https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poets/langston-

hughes 

Poets.org, Langston Hughes         https://poets.org/poet/langston-hughes  

Wikipedia. Langston Hughes  https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Langston_Hughes 

 Research paper “Langston Hughes' 'The Negro Speaks Of Rivers': A Tribute To African 
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BY6OkDoOJw6ne9kLySmnKqKUGal2MisIbPrtCN6r9ENqleEzgr0YZxAYNrTARmr9Ufay

A7~olUAR8nrAJcaytYVsbAmVx0RTQnv5Xu4PJ-

4ChDmD61NGUcmrg6fi76mlvrhC~ionFSehOS-

XGeDsAsWFdAodTkWwQFpIGNbrDrk38LmCX-eSFEbYm2V779-

CKj9Z0PWBsfPj5GGpvfPDPYYeE4tTsPTYjfw-ZF6tc5ZjXMdnFvQA__&Key-Pair-

Id=APKAJLOHF5GGSLRBV4ZA#page=14 

8.9. TERMINAL AND MODEL QUESTIONS  

1. What role did Langston Hughes play in the Harlem Renaissance, and how is that reflected in 

the poem “The Negro Speaks of Rivers”? 

2. What do the specific rivers mentioned (Euphrates, Congo, Nile, Mississippi) symbolize 

individually and collectively? 

3. How does the poem connect the speaker’s identity with a broader cultural or racial history? 

4. Discuss the different themes of the poem “The Negro Speaks of Rivers”. 
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9.1 INTRODUCTION 

In this unit you will be acquainted with the novel or novella as a form of prose fiction. You will 

be briefly introduced to the history of the development of novel in America. You will learn 

about one of the greatest American novelist Ernest Hemingway, his major contribution to 

American literature and the American novel in particular, and how he emerged as one of the 

greatest post-world war II writers in the world. In this unit we shall introduce you to one of his 

last and most popular novels, The Old Man and The Sea. In the next unit you will study this 

novella in detail. 

9.2 OBJECTIVES 

After going through this unit you will be able to:  

• Learn about the Novel and novella as literary forms 

• Understand the history and development of the novel in America  

• Familiarize yourself with the life, works and style of Ernest Hemingway  

• Understand Hemingway as a writer with special reference to his novel The Old Man and The 

Sea. 

9.3 THE NOVEL AND NOVELLA AS LITERARY FORMS 

A novel could be defined as a long work of prose fiction containing characters, incidents and a 

plot. The word novel is originally derived from the Latin word 'novellus' and the Italian word 

'novella', which means 'new' or 'news'. It referred to short, new stories or narrative tales like 

Boccaccio's De Cameron. It reminds us of the French word 'novelette', which was a short novel 

of moderate length. Novella means a short narrative tale. The difference between a novel and 

a novella is mainly that of length. A novel typically runs into several hundreds of pages, 

whereas a novella is much shorter.   

In 2000 BC Egypt, novels existed as elaborate tales. Two of them that have still survived are: 

The Princess of Bakstow and The Predestined Prince. In ancient Greece a novel was written in 

4th century AD named Daphnis and Chloe. The Golden Ass is a Roman novel of the 5th century 

AD. The Tale of Genji is a Japanese novel written in 1000 AD. Boccaccio used the word 

‘novelle’ for his tales written in 14th century Italy. In 16th century France, novels took the form 
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of fantasy. The French novelist Rabelais wrote Gargantua in 1534 and Pentgruel in 1532, both 

of which were written in a satirical style. 

The novel as we know it today emerged in eighteenth century England and was truly 

representative of the spirit of the age. With the Glorious Revolution of 1688 the Parliament 

started to gain more and more political power, which paved the way for rise of the spirit of 

democracy. The democratic movement emphasized the importance of the life and activities of 

the common people, and the novel was the ideal form to express this desire. Pamela, or Virtue 

Rewarded was the first novel written by Samuel Richardson, followed by Clarissa Harlowe, 

hence he is known as the father of the English novel. This was followed by Henry Fielding's 

Joseph Andrews and Tom Jones, and Laurence Sterne's Tristram Shandy. Tobias Smollet wrote 

Roderick Random, Peregrine Pickle and Humphrey Clinker. These four novelists: Richardson, 

Fielding, Sterne and Smollet are known as the four pillars of the English novel. All the novelists 

of the eighteenth century and even later were stark realists and social critics, chiefly dealing 

with the life of commoners.  

Definition: In brief we can say that a novel is a literary work of long narrative fiction of book 

length typically written in prose, which portrays characters and actions in a continuous plot, 

which is representative of real life. It is a powerful form of storytelling that can transport 

readers to different worlds, explore complex themes and open up a window into the human 

experience. In the words of David Daiches, the novel "was in a large measure the product of 

the middle class, appealing to middle class ideals and sensibilities." Although it originated 

much later than other genres like poetry and drama, it is one of the most popular forms of 

literature today. A novella has the same features as the novel, but is much shorter in length. 

9.3.1 MAIN FEATURES OF THE NOVEL / NOVELLA  

There are many different kinds and genres of novel. However, four main features distinguish 

the novel as a unique literary form:  

* The novel is a narrative. It essentially tells a story that is narrated by one of the characters or 

by the author, who is an omniscient narrator. It thus differs from the drama, in which the story 

is unfolded through dialogue on the stage.  

* The novel is written in prose rather than in verse barring very rare exceptions, e.g. Vikram 

Seth’s The Golden Gate, a novel written entirely in verse. The prose form of a novel 

distinguishes it from long narrative poems.  
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* The novel is a work of fiction, which differentiates it from other forms of prose such as 

biographies, autobiographies and histories.  

* The novel is an extended prose narrative, unlike the short story which is much smaller in 

scope and length. The novel typically runs into several hundred pages and covers a larger period 

of time, with more action and characters than a short story. 

9.3.2 STRUCTURE OF THE NOVEL / NOVELLA  

The following are the different components of a novel or a novella:  

* Plot or story  

* Characterization   

* Action or set of actions   

* Dialogue   

* Setting or atmosphere   

* Author’s philosophy of life (point of view)  

* Theme (treatment of subject matter),  

* The three unities (Unity of time, place and action)  

9.4 DEVELOPMENT OF THE NOVEL IN AMERICA 

Early Beginnings: English literature in America began with Captain John Smith's A 

Description of New England in 1616. This was the first English book to be written in America. 

The other seventeenth century writers were William Penn and Daniel Denton. America was a 

British colony at this time and they glorified colonialism through their writings. Since they 

were all British and came with a strong religious background, their source of inspiration was 

mostly from King James's Authorised version of The Bible and from Metaphysical poetry much 

loved by these Puritans. American literature of this age is largely a copy of British literature.  

Literature and the Revolution: Then came the six-year American Revolutionary War from 

1775 to 1781, and the Declaration of Independence on 4th of July 1776 drafted by Thomas 

Jefferson. The year 1773 is famous because of the "Boston Tea Party", when American rebels 

destroyed a cargo of East India Company's tea in the Boston harbour. Finally, the war ended 
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with the defeat of Lord Cornwallis's British troops in 1781. In 1783 George Washington became 

the first President of an independent United States of America. But the condition of the slaves 

brought from far-off Africa who mostly worked in the cotton plantations of the Southern states 

was terrible, which led to the Civil War between the Northern Abolitionists who wished to 

abolish slavery and the wealthy states of the Deep South, between April 1861 to June 1865.  

Washington Irving (1783-1859) who began his career by writing satirical and comical pieces 

inspired by Joseph Addison and Oliver Goldsmith, produced two of the finest and most loved 

short stories "Rip Van Winkle" and "The Legend of the Sleepy Hollow". William Hill Brown's 

The Power of Sympathy; or, The Triumph of Nature (1789) is regarded as the first American 

novel. It set the tone of the two basic categories into which these early American novels could 

be classified: Sentimental Romances and Political Allegories.  

Susannah Hanswell Rowson's Charlotte (1794) and Hannah Webster Foster's The Coquette 

(1797) were very similar to Hill Brown's novel. Another novel that was different in theme but 

identical in style was Royall Tyler's The Algerine Captive (1797). 

Breaking away from British influence: These novels are mostly romances that derive 

their features from Romanticism, rather than from the social and rational values of 

Neoclassicism, which was the mainstay of Puritan literature. We can safely say that though 

American fiction writers were indebted to English and European writers, the American novel 

is very different from their works. In American fiction, the protagonist is usually in conflict 

with society, but this conflict not only involves social matters, but also spiritual and 

metaphysical issues, by which the protagonist feels alienated from society. This alienation and 

loneliness ultimately leads to the affirmation of the protagonist's individual values and identity. 

In this way, American fiction is inclined towards tragedy, as it deals with conflicts and 

contradictions. 

Francis Hopkinson's A Pretty Story (1774) can be included in the list of political allegories. It 

was a satire on contemporary historical developments in the relationship between England and 

its colonies. Jeremy Belknap, a historian from New Hampshire wrote The Foresters (1792) 

based on the same theme, which was a comic history of the settlers from the days of the 

settlement to the establishment of the Republic. The most important writer in this category was 

Hugh Henry Brackenbridge (1748-1816), who wrote Modern Chivalry (written between 1792-

1815) which was a satirical novel and became one of the most significant fictional works of 

this time. Brackenbridge was influenced by Alexander Pope, Jonathan Swift and Miguel 
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Cervantes. The hero of his novel, Captain Farrago, is an American version of Don Quixote and 

his man Teague O' Reagan the coarse Irish servant is the Sancho Panza of this novel, who has 

many misadventures. Brackenbridge criticises the political upstarts, portrays some political 

events like the Whiskey Rebellion and also muses upon the role of universities and 

philosophical societies. The second part is a burlesque history of the United States after the 

Revolution.  

Charles Brockden Brown (1770-1810) is another important novelist among the pioneers of the 

genre in America, and is often considered as America's first professional writer. Brown was 

influenced by English and French radical philosophers, especially William Godwin. He wrote 

a number of remarkable novels, notable among them being Wieland (1798), Ormond (1799), 

Arthur Mervyn (1799, 1800) and Edgar Huntly (1799). Many of his novels explore the basic 

pattern of Gothic fiction like tensions between desire and fear, psychological anxieties and 

instabilities, a leaning towards new scientific knowledge and lamenting for the weakening of 

faith and authority. Brown thus paved the pathway for American fiction, which became a major 

tradition that matured in the writings of Edgar Allan Poe (1809-49) and Nathaniel Hawthorne 

(1804-64). In his Preface to Edgar Huntly Brown tries to imagine the contours of American 

fiction:  

America has opened new views to the naturalist and politician, but has seldom 

furnished themes to the moral painter. That new springs of action and new motives 

to curiosity should operate; that the field of investigation opened to us by our own 

country should differ essentially from those which exist in Europe, may be readily 

conceived.   

The Civil War and Emancipation Proclamation: One novel that greatly influenced 

anti-slavery sentiments was Harriett Beecher Stowe's bestselling Uncle Tom's Cabin (published 

on 20 March 1852). After Abraham Lincoln became President in November 1860, the Civil 

War gained momentum. The great American poet Walt Whitman (1819-1892) vividly portrayed 

the bloodshed and brutal killings in many of his poems. On the 1st of January 1863 President 

Lincoln proclaimed freedom for all slaves in the Emancipation Proclamation. The Civil War 

ended slavery, but left the wealthy Southern states poor till date, which was vividly described 

by William Faulkner in his 1936 novel Absalom, Absalom!    

The Statue of Liberty, which was unveiled on Liberty Island in New York on 28 October 1886 

stood out as a symbol of the American Dream, as it greeted the migrant ships as they sailed on 
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the Atlantic up to the American shore. The American Dream not only signified freedom and a 

separate political and economic identity, but also indicated substantial material and commercial 

growth.  

As a result of these factors, there developed a secular, liberal and cultured public that focused 

on literacy, publishing and there was a growing demand for an indigenous literature. America 

saw a significant rise in the number of reading public and many saw writing as a lucrative 

profession. A number of newspapers and magazines were being published around this time. In 

1850, Susan Warren's The Wide, Wide World became the first novel to sell more than a million 

copies.  

The Myth of the Frontier: James Fenimore Cooper: James Fenimore Cooper 

(1789-1851) created the myth of the Frontier, which became a very important feature in 

American literature and culture. He was the first one to introduce and popularise this theme in 

his Leatherstocking novels and therefore he is credited with setting the terms and forms of this 

kind of fiction in the early nineteenth century. There were other writers, both contemporary and 

those who came later, who continued to write on this theme in their novels. They were: Robert 

Montgomery Bird (1806-54) and William Gilmore Simms (1806-70). The Frontier was initially 

expressed by Ned Buntline and Prentiss Ingraham through repeated use of its metaphors and 

imagery in their dime novels, till it captured the American consciousness in a major way. The 

"Frontier" denotes a phase in American history, which is also known as the era of settlement 

after the colonial period and the Declaration of Independence in 1776. It also represents a 

period of American emigration and expansion during the late eighteenth and nineteenth 

centuries. Thus the Frontier referred to a geographical location, a pastoral Utopia and an 

imperialist aspiration. The Homestead Act was passed in 1862, and the Oklahoma territory was 

opened to homesteaders in 1889. This was the last of the unoccupied territories in the West. By 

1890, the Frontier was officially closed. In 1893, Frederick Jackson Turner gave his famous 

speech, "The Significance of the Frontier in American History", which was later published as 

The Frontier in American History (1920), where he established it as the defining identity of the 

American nation, its destiny. Therefore, America came to represent this quest for new frontiers, 

not only limited to the terrestrial, but ultimately justifying the conquest of outer space.   

Precaution (1820), The Spy (1821) and The Pioneers (1823), were the first novels that dealt 

with this theme. The Frontier is depicted as a Pastoral Paradise, but at the same time there is a 

recognition that the new human settlements pose a threat to the natural resources of this 
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paradise. The Pioneers introduced, on the one hand such selfish and self-centred characters like 

Richard Jones and Hiram Doolittle, whose narrow self-interest and short sightedness lead to 

the ultimate destruction of the community; and on the other hand Natty Bumppo: the aged 

Leatherstocking, pioneer and guide in the wilderness, who is the generic hero of these novels. 

These make up the conflicts and tensions of his fiction. The Last of the Mohicans (1826) is the 

best known of all his novels, and one that established his international reputation. Thus Cooper 

has a romantic and tragic view of American history, and he shows how it has an intrinsic 

element of violence and instability. His importance lies in the fact that he was able to transform 

history into myth through his fiction. This tendency of transfiguring history into myth has 

become definitive of not only American fiction, but also of the nation.   

 The American Renaissance: Political scientist and historian Alexis de Tocqueville 

(1805-49) expressed in Democracy in America (1835-40), that Americans were just copying or 

following British literature, and as such had no literature of their own. This opinion was echoed 

by many other writers and historians in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Tocqueville was 

critical of democracy and observed that in the absence of an aristocratic class that patronises 

art and literature in America, it has given rise to a tribe of writers who publish only for 

commercial gains. Thus, by delineating some of the basic features of American writing, he 

defined the terms and aims of literature that was shaping the country in the nineteenth century.  

As a result of this observation, there was an appeal for the assertion of a national literature in 

New England in the nineteenth century, and it became the hub of significant reform movements 

like feminism and the anti-slavery movement, prompting Tocqueville to call Boston the 'Hub 

of the Universe'. New England was able to produce writers like William Cullen Bryant (1794-

1878), Henry Wadsworth Longfellow (1807-82), John Greenleaf Whittier (1807-92), Oliver 

Wendell Holmes (1809-94) and James Russell Lowell (1819-91). Together they constituted an 

important group of American poets known as the 'Fireside' or 'Schoolroom' poets.  

Transcendentalism: Transcendentalism was the first important philosophical and literary 

movement in America in the nineteenth century. It began as a reform movement in the Unitarian 

Church in 1836 as a discussion group of four Unitarian clerics: Ralph Waldo Emerson (1803-

82), George Ripley (1802-80), Frederic Henry Hedge (1805-90), and William Henry Channing 

(1810-84). This later developed into the Transcendental Club, which met regularly and 

discussed issues related to American life and letters, and published journals that expressed the 

aims and purposes of this movement. Therefore, Transcendentalism, which began as a 
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movement for church reform, came to influence different spheres of American writing and 

culture in the nineteenth century.  

The most substantial influence of Transcendentalism was in influencing the literature of that 

time. A significant number of literary classics were produced at this time, including Emerson's 

Nature and his series of Essays (1841, 1844), Thoreau's Walden and Walt Whitman's (1818-92) 

The Leaves of Grass (1855).  

Renaissance Fiction: Nathaniel Hawthorne (8104-64) was one of the most important 

writers of this time, whose The Scarlet Letter (1850) is an American classic. Hawthorne's early 

writings, mostly tales and sketches, were published anonymously in the 1830s in a Boston 

journal called The Token. Though much of Hawthorne's writings is based on actual historical 

sources, he describes his fiction as 'romances'. Thus, his works have a blend of fact and fiction, 

and realism and romance. Many of Hawthorne's stories examine the consequences of excessive 

passions which ultimately lead to isolation.   

Edgar Allan Poe (1809-49) is an important representative of American Romanticism, 

expressing in his writings some of the characteristic themes and ideas of the movement. Poe 

employs Gothic elements in his Tales of the Grotesque and Arabesque (1839, 1840). His first 

book- Tamerlane and Other Poems (1827) was published while he was still at university. In 

1829, a second edition followed. The Narrative of Arthur Gordon Pym (1838), was a fictional 

account of a journey to Antarctica and attracted a lot of attention. Poe's tales encouraged the 

public's taste for the Gothic and the sensational. Although Poe aimed at being a poet, most of 

his success and fame came from his stories. The seventy tales that he published between 1832 

and 1849 are remarkable for their variety. They included horror stories, pseudo-science fiction, 

exotic adventures, comedy and satiric tales, and many more. Poe's preoccupation with the 

narrative function and shifting points of view seem to anticipate similar developments in the 

modern novel, especially in the novels of Henry James and William Faulkner.  

Herman Melville (1819-91) was the next important writer. Poverty due to the untimely death 

of his father forced him to leave his studies at age twelve and to do odd jobs, until he joined a 

whale-ship that took him on a voyage across the Pacific Ocean along the coast of South 

America to the Galapagos and Marquesas islands. For a while he lived among primitive tribes 

in the valley of the Typees. Out of these experiences came his Moby Dick; or, The Whale 

(1851), considered a classic of nineteenth century American fiction, whose narrator Ishmael 

considered the whale-ship as the only university he ever went to. This novel attained the stature 
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of a national epic, as Melville was able to connect the traditional heroic literature of Europe 

with an essential American experience in it, including its individualistic values and moral 

idealism and succeeded in creating a representative work of fiction. Typee: A Peep at 

Polynesian Life (1846), Omoo: A Narrative of Adventures in the South Seas (1847) and Mardi: 

And A Voyage Thither (1849) established him as a writer of fictionalised travel and adventure 

tales.   

Mark Twain (1835-1910) was another major writer who wrote adventure tales that grew out of 

his own life experiences. Much of Twain's writing grew out of an oral tradition of the American 

tall tale. More than the consequences of the Civil War, the Reconstruction and Abolitionism, 

he was interested in 'boomtimes' and 'boomtowns', which saw tremendous technological 

growth through electricity, railroads, steamboats and the motor car. His The Adventures of Tom 

Sawyer (1876) is one of the most enduring novels of American literature. It is a collection of 

stories involving a murder, its detection by Tom Sawyer and Huck Finn, and the final arrest of 

the real criminal. The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn (1885) is considered a sequel to Tom 

Sawyer, and is the story of a boy whose desire for freedom from the codes and conventions of 

society makes him fake his own death.  

Realism in literature: The immediate causes behind the growth of Realism were the social 

changes that took place in America due to rapid progress in industries, communication, and 

material growth in the nineteenth century. This saw a great influx of people not only from 

Europe, but also a movement of population from rural areas to urban areas, making the rise of 

the city a determining factor in literature and culture. There was a significant growth of 

newspapers, magazines, advertising and photography, that influenced how fiction was to be 

written. This also saw the rise of the regional or 'local colour' in literature. Harriet Beecher 

Stowe's (1811-96) Uncle Tom's Cabin, Louisa May Alcott's (1832-88) Little Women, Bret 

Harte's (1836-1902) The Luck of Roaring Camp and Joel Chandler Harris's (1848-1908) Uncle 

Remus stories are a case in point. This type of fiction tried to showcase the distinctive landscape 

and character of regions and districts, dialects and customs. 

Naturalism in literature: Naturalism was a result of the scientific awareness that emerged 

through new researches in anthropology as evident in the works of Georges Cuvier, Sir Charles 

Lyell and Charles Darwin's theory of evolution, that completely transformed earlier notions of 

nature and man. The phrase "survival of the fittest" coined by Herbert Spencer explained away 

a lot of social changes happening at that time. Few novelists would have read Emile Zola's 
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"Naturalist Manifesto" or "The Experimental Manifesto", but four major novelists that are 

known as Naturalist novelists are: Frank Norris (1870-1902), Stephen Crane (1871-1900), Jack 

London (1876-1916) and Theodore Dreiser(1875-1945).  

Beside these developments in American fiction, there was the regional literature of the 

American South, the women writers of the South, and the Modernist fiction of Henry James 

(1843-1916). Then came the First World war and America's participation in it. It was a 

watershed in history. The writers who wrote about the ravages and effects of the war were: F. 

Scott Fitzgerald (1896-1940), Gertrude Stein (1874-1936), E. E. Cummings (1894-1962), 

William Faulkner (1897-1962) and Ernest Hemingway, who were called The Lost Generation.                       

9.5 ERNEST HEMINGWAY: AN OVERVIEW 

 

Ernest Miller Hemingway (born July 21, 1899, Cicero [now in Oak Park], Illinois, U.S.—died 

July 2, 1961, Ketchum, Idaho), was an American novelist, short-story writer and journalist who 

was awarded the Nobel Prize for Literature in 1954. He was noted both for the intense 

masculinity of his writing and for his adventurous and widely publicized life. His clear and 

lucid prose style exerted a powerful influence on American and British fiction in the 20th 

century. 

 

Ernest Hemingway was born in a suburb and was the first son of Clarence Edmonds 

Hemingway, a doctor, and Grace Hall Hemingway. He was educated in the public schools and 

began writing in high school, where he was active and outstanding, but as a boy what mattered 

most to him were summers spent with his family on Walloon Lake in upper Michigan. On 

graduation from high school in 1917, he went to Kansas City, where he was employed as a 

reporter for the Star. 

Hemingway entered World War I as an ambulance driver for the American Red Cross, since 

was repeatedly rejected for military service because of a defective eye. On July 8, 1918, not 

yet 19 years old, he was injured on the Austro-Italian front. Decorated for heroism and 

hospitalized in Milan, he fell in love with a Red Cross nurse, Agnes von Kurowsky, who 

declined to marry him. These wartime experiences remained with him throughout his life. 

After recovering at home, Hemingway renewed his efforts at writing. He married Hadley 

Richardson in 1921, the first of four wives. For a while he worked at odd jobs in Chicago, and 

then sailed for France as a foreign correspondent for the Toronto Star. They moved to Paris 
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where he fell under the influence of the modernist writers and artists of the 1920s' "Lost 

Generation" expatriate community, like F. Scott Fitzgerald, Gertrude Stein and Ezra Pound. 

Gradually, his non-journalistic work began to appear in print there, and in 1925 his first 

important book, a collection of stories called In Our Time, was published in New York City; it 

was originally released in Paris in 1924. His debut novel The Sun Also Rises was published in 

1926. His wartime experiences formed the basis for his 1929 novel A Farewell to Arms.  

 

He divorced Richardson in 1927 and married Pauline Pfeiffer. They divorced after he returned 

from the Spanish Civil War, where he had worked as a journalist and which formed the basis 

for his 1940 novel For Whom the Bell Tolls. Martha Gelhorn became his third wife in 1940. He 

and Gellhorn separated after he met Mary Walsh in London during World War II. Hemingway 

was present with Allied troops as a journalist at the Normandy landings and the liberation of 

Paris. He maintained permanent residences in Key West, Florida, in the 1930s and in Cuba in 

the 1940s and 1950s. On a 1954 trip to Africa, he was seriously injured in two plane accidents 

on successive days, leaving him in pain and ill health for much of the rest of his life. In 1959, 

he bought a house in Ketchum, Idaho, where, in mid-1961, he died of suicide.  

 

 

Best known for an economical, understated style that significantly influenced later 20th-

century writers, he is often romanticized for his adventurous lifestyle, and outspoken and blunt 

public image. Most of Hemingway's works were published between the mid-1920s and mid-

1950s, including seven novels, six short-story collections and two non-fiction works. His 

writings have become classics of American literature. He was awarded the 1954 Nobel Prize 

in Literature, while three of his novels, four short-story collections and three nonfiction works 

were published posthumously. 

9.6 MAJOR WORKS OF HEMINGWAY 

 A Clean Well-Lighted Place 

 A Farewell to Arms 

 A Moveable Feast 

 Across the River and Into the Trees 

 Death in the Afternoon 

 For Whom The Bell Tolls 
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 Green Hills of Africa 

 Hills Like White Elephants 

 In Our Time 

 Islands in the Stream 

 The Fifth Column 

 The Old Man and The Sea 

 The Short Happy Life of Francis Macomber  

 The Snows of Kilimanjaro 

 The Sun Also Rises 

 To Have and Have Not 

9.7 HEMINGWAY'S STYLE 

"The writer's job is to tell the truth," Ernest Hemingway once said. Hemingway's search for 

truth and accuracy of expression is reflected in his terse, economical prose style, which is 

widely acknowledged to be his greatest contribution to literature. Frederick J. Hoffman called 

it Hemingway's "aesthetic of simplicity" that involves a basic struggle for absolute accuracy in 

making words correspond to experience. For Hemingway, style was a moral act, a desperate 

struggle for the search for morality amid the confusions of the world and the slippery 

complexities of one's own nature. To say things in a simple and downright manner is to uphold 

a standard of rightness against a world that is deceiving. 

 

Hemingway's style consisted of certain clear characteristics: first, he wrote short and simple 

sentences with heavy use of parallelism, which conveyed the effect of control, terseness, and 

blunt honesty; second, his clear diction that scorned the use of bookish, archaic, or abstract 

words and therefore achieved the effect of being heard or spoken or transcribed from reality 

rather than appearing as a construct of the imagination; and third, skilful use of repetition and 

a kind of verbal counterpoint, which operated either by pairing or juxtaposing opposites, or by 

using the same word or phrase repeatedly, while giving it different meanings and inflections.  
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It is this organic construct, the skilful blend of style and substance, that made Hemingway's 

works so successful. Hemingway avoided intellectualism because he thought it shallow and 

pretentious. His unique vision demanded the expression of emotion through the description of 

action rather than of passive thought. He was perhaps the most influential writer of his 

generation and scores of writers, particularly the writers of the 1930s attempted to adapt his 

tough, understated prose to their own works, usually without success. 

 

Hemingway’s prose style was probably the most widely imitated of any in the 20th century. He 

wished to strip his own language of inessentials, ridding it of all traces of verbosity, 

embellishment, and sentimentality. In striving to be as objective and honest as possible, 

Hemingway hit upon the device of describing a series of actions by using short, simple 

sentences from which all comment or emotional rhetoric has been eliminated. These sentences 

are composed largely of nouns and verbs, have few adjectives and adverbs, and rely on 

repetition and rhythm for much of their effect. The resulting terse, concentrated prose is 

concrete and unemotional, yet it is often resonant and capable of conveying great irony through 

understatement. Hemingway’s use of dialogue was similarly fresh, simple, and natural-

sounding. The influence of this style was felt worldwide wherever novels were written, 

particularly from the 1930s through the ’50s. 

Hemingway's perception of the world as devoid of traditional values and truths and instead 

marked by disillusionment and moribund idealism, is a characteristically twentieth-century 

vision. World War I was a watershed for Hemingway and his generation. As an ambulance 

driver in the Italian infantry, Hemingway had been severely wounded. The war experience 

affected him profoundly. In the First World War he was hurt very badly, leaving him with 

lifelong wounds in the body, mind, spirit, and also morals. The heroes of his novels were 

similarly wounded. They awake to a world gone to hell. World War I has destroyed belief in 

the goodness of national governments. The depression has isolated man from his natural 

brotherhood. Institutions, concepts, and close groups of friends and ways of life are, when 

accurately seen, a tyranny, a sentimental rationalization. 

 

In the search for meaning Hemingway's characters necessarily confront violence. Omnipresent 

violence is a fact of existence, according to Hemingway. Even in works such as The Sun Also 

Rises in which violence plays a minimal role, it is always present as an undercurrent. In other 

works, violence is more obtrusive: like the wars in A Farewell to Arms and For Whom The Bell 
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Tolls. The hostility of nature is particularly evident in the short stories; and violent sports such 

as bullfighting and big game hunting, that are portrayed in many of his works.  

 

Hemingway deals with the drama of extreme situations. His overriding theme is personal 

honour: by what shall a man live, by what shall a man die, in a world that is essentially violent? 

The code by which Hemingway's heroes must live is dependent on the qualities of courage, 

self-control, and "grace under pressure." The typical Hemingway hero is a man "who is 

wounded but bears his wounds in silence, who is defeated but finds a remnant of dignity in an 

honest confrontation of defeat." It is not necessary (or even possible) to understand the complex 

universe—it is enough for Hemingway's heroes to find solace in beauty and order. Santiago 

in The Old Man and The Sea cannot understand why he must kill the great fish he has come to 

love. Hemingway described Santiago's confusion: "I do not understand these things, he 

thought. But it is good we do not try to kill the sun or the moon or the stars. It is enough to live 

on the sea and kill our brothers." 

 

Hemingway’s characters plainly embody his own values and view of life. The main characters 

of The Sun Also Rises, A Farewell to Arms, and For Whom the Bell Tolls are young men who 

are strong and self-confident, at the same time they exhibit a sensitivity that leaves them deeply 

scarred by their wartime experiences. War for Hemingway, was a potent symbol of the world, 

which he saw as complex, filled with moral ambiguities and offering almost unavoidable pain, 

hurt, and destruction. To survive in such a world, and perhaps emerge victorious, one must 

conduct oneself with honour, courage, endurance, and dignity: a set of principles known as “the 

Hemingway code.” To behave well in the lonely, losing battle with life is to show “grace under 

pressure” that constitutes in itself a kind of victory, a theme clearly established in The Old Man 

and the Sea. 

Hemingway's personal and artistic quests for truth were related to his life. More often than not, 

Hemingway's fictions grew out of his journeys into himself. Writing was his way of 

establishing his identity, of discovering himself in the projected metaphors of his experience. 

He believed that if he could see himself clear and whole, his vision might be useful to others 

who also lived in this world. 

An extremely contradictory man, Hemingway achieved a fame surpassed by few, if any, 

American authors of the 20th century. The strong and manly nature of his writing, which 
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attempted to re-create the exact physical sensations he experienced in wartime, big-game 

hunting, and bullfighting, in fact cleverly hid an aesthetic and delicate sensibility. He was a 

celebrity long before he reached middle age, but along with his huge popularity, his writing is 

held in high esteem by serious critics of literature as well. 

 

9.8 THE OLD MAN AND THE SEA: AN INTRODUCTION 

The Old Man and the Sea is the story of an epic struggle between an old, seasoned fisherman 

and the greatest catch of his life. For eighty-four days, Santiago, an aged Cuban fisherman, has 

set out to sea and returned empty-handed. So conspicuously unlucky is he that the parents of 

his young, devoted apprentice and friend, Manolin, have forced the boy to leave the old man 

in order to fish in a more prosperous boat. Nevertheless, the boy continues to care for the old 

man upon his return each night. He helps the old man tote his gear to his ramshackle hut, 

secures food for him, and discusses the latest developments in American baseball, especially 

the trials of the old man’s hero, Joe DiMaggio. Santiago is confident that his unproductive 

streak will soon come to an end, and he resolves to sail out farther than usual the following day. 

On the eighty-fifth day of his unlucky streak, Santiago does as promised, sailing his skiff far 

beyond the island’s shallow coastal waters and venturing into the Gulf Stream. He prepares his 

lines and drops them. At noon, a big fish, which he knows is a marlin, takes the bait that 

Santiago has placed one hundred fathoms deep in the waters. The old man expertly hooks the 

fish, but he cannot pull it in. Instead, the fish begins to pull the boat. 

Unable to tie the line fast to the boat for fear the fish would snap a taut line, the old man bears 

the strain of the line with his shoulders, back, and hands, ready to give slack should the marlin 

make a run. The fish pulls the boat all through the day, through the night, through another day, 

and through another night. It swims steadily northwest until at last it tires and swims east with 

the current. The entire time, Santiago endures constant pain from the fishing line. Whenever 

the fish lunges, leaps, or makes a dash for freedom, the cord cuts Santiago badly. Although 

wounded and weary, the old man feels a deep empathy and admiration for the marlin, his 

brother in suffering, strength, and resolve. 

On the third day the fish tires, and Santiago, sleep-deprived, aching, and nearly delirious, 

manages to pull the marlin in close enough to kill it with a harpoon thrust. Dead beside the 

skiff, the marlin is the largest Santiago has ever seen. He lashes it to his boat, raises the small 

mast, and sets sail for home. While Santiago is excited by the price that the marlin will bring 
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at market, he is more concerned that the people who will eat the fish are unworthy of its 

greatness. 

As Santiago sails on with the fish, the marlin’s blood leaves a trail in the water and attracts 

sharks. The first to attack is a great mako shark, which Santiago manages to slay with the 

harpoon. In the struggle, the old man loses the harpoon and lengths of valuable rope, which 

leaves him vulnerable to other shark attacks. The old man fights off the successive vicious 

predators as best he can, stabbing at them with a crude spear he makes by lashing a knife to an 

oar, and even clubbing them with the boat’s tiller. Although he kills several sharks, more and 

more appear, and by the time night falls, Santiago’s continued fight against the scavengers is 

useless. They devour the marlin’s precious meat, leaving only skeleton, head, and tail. Santiago 

chastises himself for going “out too far,” and for sacrificing his great and worthy opponent. He 

arrives home before daybreak, stumbles back to his shack, and sleeps very deeply. 

The next morning, a crowd of amazed fishermen gathers around the skeletal carcass of the fish, 

which is still lashed to the boat. Knowing nothing of the old man’s struggle, tourists at a nearby 

café observe the remains of the giant marlin and mistake it for a shark. Manolin, who has been 

worried sick over the old man’s absence, is moved to tears when he finds Santiago safe in his 

bed. The boy fetches the old man some coffee and the daily papers with the baseball scores, 

and watches him sleep. When the old man wakes, the two agree to fish as partners once more. 

The old man returns to sleep and dreams his usual dream of lions at play on the beaches of 

Africa. 

9.9 GLOSSARY 

Scarred: (of a person) damaged mentally or emotionally 

Ambiguities: the possibility of being understood in more than one way; something that can be 

understood in more than one way 

Constitute: to be one of the parts that form something; to be a part of something 

Probity: the quality of having strong moral principles; honesty and decency 

Metaphor: a figure of speech that makes a comparison between two unlike things, without 

using "like" or "as". It implies that one thing is another, often to highlight a shared characteristic 

or create a specific feeling 
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Rhetoric: a way of speaking or writing that is intended to impress or influence people, but is 

not always sincere 

Irony: an unusual or unexpected part of a situation, etc. that seems strange or amusing; or a 

way of speaking that shows one is joking or that one means the opposite of what one says 

Lost Generation: The "Lost Generation" refers to a group of American writers and artists who 

came of age during World War I and established their reputations in the 1920s. the term, 

popularized by Ernest Hemingway in his novel The Sun Also Rises, describes a generation 

disillusioned with traditional values, and feeling lost in the post-war world. They often found 

refuge and artistic inspiration in Europe, especially Paris 

Feminism: it is a range of socio-political movements and ideologies that advocate for the 

political, economic and social equality of the sexes 

Tall tale: an account that is fanciful and difficult to believe 

Boom time: a period of significant economic growth and prosperity, often characterized by 

increased business activity, high employment, and rising prices. It is a time when the economy 

is thriving. 

9.10 CHECK YOUR PROGRESS 

1. What do you understand by a novella? 

2. Write a short note on American literature during the Revolutionary War (1775 to 1781). 

3. Give a brief account of Hemingway as a writer. 

4. What do you know about Santiago in The Old Man and The Sea?  

9.11 LET US SUM UP 

In this unit, you learnt about:  

*The novel and novella as literary forms. 

*A brief history of the development of the novel in America. 

*Ernest Hemingway: his life, works, style and legacy. 

* The story of The Old Man and The Sea. 
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9.14 TERMINAL AND MODEL QUESTIONS 

1. What are the main features of a novel or novella? 

2. Give an account of American Renaissance literature that you have studied about. 

3. Write a note on Ernest Hemingway as a post-world war writer. 

4. Give a brief summary of The Old Man and The Sea. 
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10.1 INTRODUCTION 

In this unit you will study about a short novella by Ernest Hemingway, called The Old Man 

and The Sea, published on September 1, 1952. This is his most popular fictional work, and was 

awarded the Pulitzer Prize for Fiction in 1953. The Old Man and the Sea contains many of the 

themes that preoccupied Hemingway as a writer and as a man. This book led up to 

Hemingway's winning the Nobel Prize for Literature in 1954. 

 

10.2 OBJECTIVES 

After going through this unit, you will be able to:  

• Learn about the themes covered by Hemingway in the novella The Old Man and The 

Sea. 

• Understand and appreciate the story and plot structure of The Old Man and The Sea. 

• Learn about Hemingway's style with special reference to The Old Man and The Sea. 

• Develop an understanding about the characters in The Old Man and The Sea. 

• Identify the devices used by Hemingway that will help you in understanding The Old 

Man and The Sea.  

 

10.3 THE OLD MAN AND THE SEA: AN INTRODUCTION  

The Old Man and the Sea was Ernest Hemingway's sixth major novel, following The Sun Also 

Rises (1926), A Farewell to Arms (1929), To Have and Have Not (1937), For Whom The Bell 

Tolls (1940), and Across The River And Into The Sea (1950). Written between December 1950 

and February 1951, The Old Man and the Sea was the last major fictional work Hemingway 

published during his lifetime.  

Source of The Old Man and The Sea 

In the mid-1930s, a Cuban guide Carlos Gutiérrez had told Hemingway a story involving an 

old man and a giant marlin, and Hemingway retold it in Esquire Magazine in an essay titled 

"On the Blue Water: A Gulf Stream Letter".  This story was perhaps first told by a certain Cuban 

author in 1891 and was retold by fishermen over the years. Hemingway's own experience with 

the Gulf Stream also helped, where he sailed for thousands of hours in the decades before 

writing The Old Man and the Sea. He greatly enjoyed the sport of big-game fishing, 
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participating in and winning several tournaments, and he also became an avid amateur 

naturalist. 

It tells the story of Santiago, an ageing fisherman and his long struggle to catch a giant fish 

called a marlin. Hemingway began writing The Old Man and the Sea in Cuba, writing up to a 

thousand words a day, and completing the 26,531-word manuscript in six weeks. Life 

magazine published the full novella in its September 1, 1952 issue. Scribner's published the 

first edition on 8 September 1952. It was translated into nine languages by the end of 1952. In 

1953 it received the Pulitzer Prize for Fiction, and it was explicitly mentioned when 

Hemingway was awarded the Nobel Prize in Literature in 1954. 

10.4 THE OLD MAN AND THE SEA 

10.4.1 PLOT 

Santiago is an elderly fisherman who has not caught a fish in eighty-four days and is 

considered salao (very unlucky). Manolin, who had been trained by Santiago, has been forced 

by his parents to work on a different, luckier boat; Manolin still helps Santiago prepare his gear 

every morning and evening and brings him food. They talk about baseball and Joe Dimaggio, 

before the boy leaves and Santiago sleeps. He dreams of the sights and experiences of his youth. 

On the eighty-fifth day of his streak, Santiago takes his skiff out early, intending to row far into 

the Gulf Stream. He catches nothing except a small albacore in the morning before hooking a 

huge marlin. The fish is too heavy to haul in and begins to tow the skiff farther out to sea. 

Santiago holds on through the night, eating the albacore after sunrise. He sees the marlin for 

the first time—it is longer than the boat. Santiago increasingly appreciates the fish, showing 

respect and compassion towards his adversary. Sunset arrives for a second time and the 

fisherman manages some sleep; he is awoken by the fish panicking but manages to recover his 

equilibrium. On the third morning the marlin begins to circle. Almost delirious, Santiago draws 

the marlin in and harpoons it. He lashes the fish to his boat. 

A mako shark smells blood in the water and takes a forty-pound bite of the marlin. Killing the 

shark but losing his harpoon, Santiago lashes his knife to an oar as a makeshift spear and kills 

three more sharks before the knife blade snaps. Cursing himself for going out too far, he 

apologizes to the mutilated carcass of the marlin. He clubs two more sharks at sunset, but the 

marlin is now half-eaten. In the third night, the sharks come as a pack and leave only bones 
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behind them. Santiago reaches shore and sleeps in his shack, leaving the skeleton tied to his 

skiff. 

In the morning, Manolin cries when he sees Santiago's state. He brings coffee and sits with 

Santiago until he wakes. He insists on accompanying Santiago in the future. A fisherman 

measures the marlin at eighteen feet long, and a pair of tourists mistake its skeleton for that of 

a shark. Santiago goes back to sleep and dreams of lions on an African beach. 

10.4.2 SUMMARY 

Day 1: Santiago returns without catching a fish for the eighty-fourth day and dreams of lions 

playing on the beach. 

 

Santiago, an old fisherman, has gone eighty-four days without catching a fish. For the first 

forty days, a boy named Manolin had fished with him, but Manolin’s parents, who call 

Santiago salao, or “the worst form of unlucky,” forced Manolin to leave him in order to work 

in a more prosperous boat. The old man is wrinkled, with splotches on his face, and scarred 

from handling heavy fish on cords, but his eyes, which are the colour of the sea, remain 

“cheerful and undefeated.” 

Having made some money with the successful fishermen, the boy offers to return to Santiago’s 

skiff, reminding him of their previous eighty-seven-day run of bad luck, which led to their 

catching big fish every day for three weeks. He talks with the old man as they pull in Santiago’s 

fishing gear and expresses sorrow that he was forced to obey his father, who lacks faith and, as 

a result, made him switch boats. The pair stops for a beer at a terrace café, where fishermen 

make fun of Santiago. The old man does not mind. Santiago and Manolin reminisce about the 

many years the two of them fished together, and the boy begs the old man to let him provide 

fresh bait fish for him. The old man accepts the gift with humility. Santiago announces his 

plans to go “far out” in the sea the following day. 

Manolin and Santiago take the gear to the old man’s shack, which has nothing more than the 

barest necessities: a bed, a table and chair, and a place to cook. On the wall are two pictures: 

one of the Sacred Heart of Jesus and one of the Virgin of Cobre, the patroness of Cuba. The 

old man has taken down the photograph of his wife, which made him feel “too lonely.” The 

two go through their usual dinner ritual, in which the boy asks Santiago what he is going to eat, 



UTTRAKHAND OPEN UNIVERSITY                                                                      AMERICAN LITERATURE I 

                                                                                                     

145 
 

and the old man replies, “yellow rice with fish,” and then offers some to the boy. The boy 

declines, and his offer to start the old man’s fire is rejected. In reality, there is no food. 

Excited to read the baseball scores, Santiago pulls out a newspaper, which he says was given 

to him by Perico at the bodega. Manolin goes to get the bait fish and returns with some dinner 

as well, a gift from Martin, the café owner. The old man is moved by Martin’s thoughtfulness 

and promises to repay the kindness. Manolin and Santiago discuss baseball. Santiago is a huge 

admirer of “the great DiMaggio,” whose father was a fisherman. After discussing with Santiago 

the greatest ballplayers and the greatest baseball managers, the boy declares that Santiago is 

the greatest fisherman: “There are many good fishermen and some great ones. But there is only 

you.” Finally, the boy leaves, and the old man goes to sleep. He dreams his sweet, recurring 

dream, of lions playing on the white beaches of Africa, a scene he saw from his ship when he 

was a very young man. 

Day 2: Santiago wakes up Manolin on the morning of the eighty-fifth day and promises to 

catch a marlin before the day ends 

The next morning, before sunrise, the old man goes to Manolin’s house to wake him. The two 

go to Santiago’s shack, carry the old man’s gear to his boat, and drink coffee from condensed 

milk cans. Santiago has slept well and is confident about the day’s prospects. He and Manolin 

say goodbye, wishing each other good luck. 

The old man rows steadily away from shore, toward the deep waters of the Gulf Stream. He 

hears the leaps and whirs of the flying fish, which he considers to be his friends, and thinks 

with sympathy of the small, frail birds that try to catch them. He loves the sea, though at times 

it can be cruel. He thinks of the sea as a woman whose wild behavior is beyond her control. 

The old man drops his baited fishing lines to various measured depths and rows expertly to 

keep them from drifting with the current. He works with precision. 

The sun rises and Santiago drifts farther from the shore. He sees flying fish pursued by 

dolphins; a diving, circling seabird; Sargasso weed, a type of seaweed found in the Gulf Stream; 

the distasteful purple Portuguese man-of-war; and the small fish that swim among the jellyfish-

like creatures’ filaments. Rowing farther and farther out, Santiago follows the seabird that is 

hunting for fish, using it as a guide. Soon, one of the old man’s lines is pulled tight. He hauls 
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in a ten-pound tuna, which, he says out loud, will make a lovely piece of bait. He wonders 

when he developed the habit of talking to himself but does not remember. He thinks that if the 

other fishermen heard him talking, they would think him crazy. Eventually, he realizes that he 

has sailed so far out that he can no longer see the shore. 

When the projecting stick that marks the top of the hundred-fathom line dips sharply, Santiago 

is sure that the fish tugging on the line is of a considerable size, and he prays that it will take 

the bait. The marlin plays with the bait for a while, and when it does finally take the bait, it 

starts to move with it, pulling the boat. The old man gives a mighty pull, then another, but he 

gains nothing. The fish drags the skiff farther into the sea. No land at all is visible to Santiago 

now. 

All day the fish pulls the boat as the old man braces the line with his back and holds it taut in 

his hands, ready to give more line if necessary. The struggle goes on all night, as the fish 

continues to pull the boat. The glow given off by the lights of Havana gradually fades, so the 

skiff is the farthest from shore it has been so far. Again and again, the old man wishes he had 

the boy with him. When he sees two porpoises playing in the water, Santiago begins to pity his 

marlin and considers it a brother. He thinks back to the time that he caught one of a pair of 

marlin: the male fish let the female take the bait, then he stayed by the boat, as though in 

mourning. Although the memory makes him sad, Santiago’s determination is unchecked: as 

the marlin swims out, the old man goes “beyond all people in the world” to find him. 

The sun rises and the fish has not tired, though it is now swimming in shallower waters. 

Santiago cannot increase the tension on the line, because if it is too taut it will break and the 

fish will get away. Also, if the hook makes too big a cut in the fish, the fish may get away from 

it. He hopes that the fish will jump, because its air sacs would fill and prevent it from going too 

deep into the water. A yellow weed attaches to the line, helping to slow the fish. Santiago can 

do nothing but hold on. He pledges his love and respect to the fish, but he nevertheless promises 

that he will kill him before the day ends. 

Day 3: Santiago encounters a weary warbler and decided to rest after seeing the night sky 

A small, tired warbler (a type of bird) lands on the stern of the skiff, flutters around Santiago’s 

head, then perches on the taut fishing line that links the old man to the big fish. The old man 
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suspects that it is the warbler’s first trip, and that it knows nothing of the hawks that will meet 

it as it nears land. He tells the bird to rest up before heading toward shore. Just then the marlin 

surges, nearly pulling Santiago overboard, and the bird departs. Santiago notices that his hand 

is bleeding from where the line has cut it. 

Since he will need to keep his strength, he forces himself to eat the tuna he caught the day 

before. While he cuts and eats the fish with his right hand, his already cut left hand cramps and 

tightens into a claw under the strain of taking all the fish’s resistance. Santiago is angered and 

frustrated by the weakness of his own body, but the tuna, he hopes, will reinvigorate the hand. 

As he eats, he feels a brotherly desire to feed the marlin too. 

He waits for the cramp in his hand to ease and looks across the vast waters. A flight of ducks 

passes overhead, and he realizes that it is impossible for a man to be alone on the sea. The slant 

of the fishing line changes, indicating that the fish is approaching the surface. Suddenly, the 

fish leaps magnificently into the air, and Santiago sees that it is bigger than any he has ever 

witnessed; it is two feet longer than the skiff itself. He declares it “great” and promises never 

to let the fish learn its own strength. The line races out until the fish slows to its earlier pace. 

By noon, the old man’s hand is uncramped, and though he claims he is not religious, he says 

ten Hail Marys and ten Our Fathers and promises that, if he catches the fish, he will make a 

pilgrimage to the Virgin of Cobre.  

It is now the second day of Santiago’s struggle with the marlin. The old man alternately 

questions and justifies killing such a noble opponent. As dusk approaches, Santiago’s thoughts 

turn to baseball. The great DiMaggio, he thinks, plays brilliantly despite the pain of a bone spur 

in his heel. Santiago is not actually sure what a bone spur is, but he is sure he would not be able 

to bear the pain himself. (A bone spur is an outgrowth that projects from the bone.) To boost 

his confidence, the old man recalls the great all-night arm-wrestling match he won as a young 

man. Having beaten “the great negro from Cienfuegos (a town in Cuba),” Santiago earned the 

title El Campeón, or “The Champion.” 

Just before nightfall, a dolphin takes the second bait and Santiago hauls it in with one hand and 

clubs it dead. He saves the meat for the following day. Although Santiago boasts to the marlin 

that he is prepared for their impending fight, actually he is numb with pain. The stars come out. 

Santiago considers the stars his friends, as he does the great marlin. He considers himself lucky 
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that his lot in life does not involve hunting anything so great as the stars or the moon. Again, 

he feels sorry for the marlin, though he is as determined as ever to kill it. The fish will feed 

many people, Santiago decides, though they are not worthy of the creature’s great dignity.  

After “resting” for two hours, Santiago scolds himself for not sleeping, and he fears what could 

happen should his mind become “unclear.” He butchers the dolphin he caught earlier and finds 

two flying fish in its belly. In the chilling night, he eats half of a fillet of dolphin meat and one 

of the flying fish. While the marlin is quiet, the old man decides to sleep. He has several dreams: 

a school of porpoises leaps from and returns to the ocean; he is back in his hut during a storm; 

and he again dreams of the lions on the beach in Africa. 

Day 4: Santiago is woken up by a jerk in the line by the marlin and finally returns to his shack  

The marlin wakes Santiago by jerking the line. The fish jumps out of the water again and again, 

and Santiago is thrown into the bow of the skiff. The line goes out fast, and he brakes against 

it with his back and hands. His left hand, especially, is badly cut and he wishes that the boy 

was with him to wet the coils of the line, which would lessen the friction. Looking at his 

damaged hand, he says: “pain does not matter to a man.” He eats the second flying fish, hoping 

to build up his strength. As the sun rises, the marlin begins to circle. For hours the old man 

fights the circling fish for every inch of line, slowly pulling it in. He feels faint and dizzy and 

sees black spots before his eyes. The fish fights against the line, battering the boat with its 

spear. When it passes under the boat, Santiago cannot believe its size. He can feel that the fish 

is killing him and admires him for it, saying, “I do not care who kills who.” Finally, he pulls 

the fish onto its side by the boat and plunges his harpoon into it. The fish lurches out of the 

water, brilliant and beautiful in its death. When it falls back, its blood stains the waves. 

The old man pulls the skiff up alongside the fish and fastens it to the side of the boat. He 

wonders how much money he will be able to make from such a big fish, and imagines that 

DiMaggio would be proud of him. With the mast up and the sail drawn, man, fish, and boat 

head for land. In this situation, he wonders if he is bringing the fish in or vice versa. He watches 

the marlin carefully as the ship sails on. The old man’s wounds remind him that his battle with 

the marlin was real and not a dream. 
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An hour later, a mako shark arrives, having smelled the marlin’s blood. When the shark hits 

the marlin, Santiago sinks his harpoon into the shark’s head. The shark thrashes on the water 

but eventually sinks, taking the harpoon and the rope with it. It has bitten off nearly forty 

pounds of meat, so fresh blood from the marlin spills into the water, attracting more sharks. 

Santiago realizes that all will soon be lost. But, he muses, “a man can be destroyed but not 

defeated.” He reminds himself that he didn’t kill the marlin simply for food, but for pride and 

love as well, and wonders if it is a sin to kill something you love. But he does not feel guilty 

about killing the shark, because he did it in self-defence.  

Two hours later, a pair of shovel-nosed sharks arrives. The sharks attack, and Santiago fights 

them with a knife that he had tied to an oar as a makeshift weapon. He kills them both, but not 

before they take the best meat of the marlin. Again, Santiago wishes that he hadn’t killed the 

marlin and apologizes to it for having gone out so far, saying it did neither of them any good. 

Now Santiago cannot bear to look at the mutilated marlin. Another shovel-nosed shark arrives. 

He kills it, but loses his knife in the process. Just before nightfall two more sharks approach, 

but now he only has the club he uses to kill bait fish. He manages to club away the sharks, but 

not before they repeatedly bite the marlin. Stiff, sore, and tired, he does not wish to fight 

anymore. He hopes to reach home with the half-fish that remains. Again, he apologizes to the 

marlin carcass and tries to console it. He wonders how many sharks the marlin killed when it 

was alive, and vows to fight the sharks until he dies. Santiago believes that he challenged his 

luck when he sailed out too far. 

Around midnight, a pack of sharks arrives. In the darkness, Santiago hits out at the sounds of 

jaws and fins. Something snatches his club. He breaks off the boat’s tiller and tries to use it as 

a weapon. When the last shark tries to tear away the tough head of the marlin, Santiago clubs 

it and plunges the sharp edge into the shark’s flesh and it leaves. No meat is left on the marlin. 

The old man spits blood into the water, which frightens him for a moment. He asks himself 

what it was that defeated him and concludes, “Nothing . . . I went out too far.” When he reaches 

the harbour, all lights are out and no one is near. He notices the skeleton of the fish still tied to 

the skiff. He takes down the mast and begins to shoulder it up the hill to his shack. It is so 

heavy, that he is forced to sit down five times before he reaches home. Once there, he falls 

down and sleeps. 
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Day 5: Manolin brings coffee to Santiago, and he sleeps again, dreaming about the lion on the 

beach 

Early the next morning, Manolin comes to the old man’s shack, and the sight of his friend’s 

ravaged hands brings him to tears. He goes to fetch coffee. Fishermen have gathered around 

Santiago’s boat and measured the carcass at eighteen feet. Manolin waits for Santiago to wake 

up, keeping his coffee warm. When he wakes, he and Manolin talk warmly. Santiago admits 

that the sharks beat him, and Manolin insists that he will work with the old man again. He tells 

him that there had been a search for Santiago involving the coast guard and planes. Santiago is 

happy to have someone to talk to, and after he and Manolin make plans, the old man sleeps 

again. Manolin leaves to find food and newspapers for the old man, and to tell Pedrico that he 

can take the marlin’s head. That afternoon two tourists at the terrace café mistake the great 

skeleton for that of a shark. Manolin continues to watch over the old man as he sleeps and 

dreams of the lions. 

10.4.3 ANALYSIS 

Analysis of Day 1: The opening pages establish Santiago’s character and set the scene for the 

action of the novella. Even though he loves Manolin and is loved dearly by him, the old man 

lives as an outsider. The greeting he receives from the fishermen, most of whom mock him for 

his fruitless voyages to sea, shows Santiago to be an alienated figure. Such an alienated position 

is characteristic of Hemingway’s heroes; whose greatest achievements depend largely upon 

their isolation. In Hemingway’s works, only when a man is removed from the comforts and 

false boundaries of modern society he can confront the larger, universal truths that govern him. 

Yet, although The Old Man and the Sea is tragic in many ways, the story of Santiago and the 

destruction of his greatest catch is not. Santiago is not defeated in the end. The narrator 

emphasizes Santiago’s perseverance in the opening pages, mentioning that the old man’s eyes 

are still “cheerful and undefeated” after suffering nearly three months without a single catch. 

And, although Santiago’s struggle will bring about defeat—the great marlin will be devoured 

by sharks—Santiago will emerge as a victor. As he tells the boy, in order for this to happen, he 

must venture far out, farther than the other fishermen are willing to go. 

Analysis of Day 2: As Santiago sets out on the eighty-fifth day, we witness the qualities that 

earn him Manolin’s praise and dedication. The old man is an expert seaman, able to read the 



UTTRAKHAND OPEN UNIVERSITY                                                                      AMERICAN LITERATURE I 

                                                                                                     

151 
 

sea, sky, and their respective creatures like books that tell him what he needs to know. The 

flying fish, for example, signal the arrival of dolphins, and the huge tug on the line can only 

mean one thing: a marlin - a type of large game fish that weighs hundreds of pounds. Unlike 

the other fishermen, Santiago exercises extreme precision when fishing. He keeps his lines 

perfectly straight instead of letting them drift as the other fishermen do, so that he always knows 

exactly how deep they are. Santiago’s focus, his strength and resolve in the face of tremendous 

obstacles, as well as the artistic way in which he executes his tasks, make him a hero. Santiago 

is a model of the classical hero in two respects. First, he is determined to understand the 

universe, as is evident when he observes that the sea is beautiful and benevolent, but also cruel, 

because the birds who rely on the sea’s bounty are too delicate for it. Second, the old man 

possesses a tragic flaw that will lead to his downfall: pride. Santiago’s pride carries him far, 

not only metaphorically but literally - beyond his fellow fishermen into beautiful but ultimately, 

terribly cruel waters. As in classical epics, the most important struggle in Hemingway’s novella 

is a moral one. The fish itself is of secondary importance, for it is only a trophy, a material 

prize. 

 

Analysis of Day 3: Santiago's observation of the hawks waiting to kill the little warbler shows 

his feeling of deep connection with the bird. Though death is inevitable in this world, it is a 

vast, interconnected network of life. The warbler’s feeling of exhaustion and its ultimate fate 

reflect Santiago’s own eventual exhaustion and the marlin’s mutilation by sharks. The 

brotherhood between Santiago and the surrounding world is exemplified by his intimate 

connection to the marlin, and to the sea and stars. He constantly pledges his love, respect, and 

sentiment of brotherhood to the marlin. Hence, the fish’s death is not senselessly tragic. 

Santiago feels that since death must come in the world, it is preferable that it come at the hands 

of a worthy opponent. The old man’s magnificence—the honour and humility with which he 

executes his task—elevates his struggle to a spiritual level. Hemingway’s fiction presents a 

world of men—men who live most successfully in the world through displays of skill. Time 

and again, we see Santiago displaying the art and the rituals that make him a master of his 

trade. Only his lines do not drift carelessly in the current; only he braves waters so far from 

shore. Rules and rituals dominate the rest of his life as well. When he is not thinking about 

fishing, his mind turns to religion or baseball. Santiago’s frequent expressions of his feeling of 

kinship with the marlin suggests that their fates are linked. Although they are opponents, 

Santiago and the marlin are also partners, allies, and, in a sense, doubles. Thus, the following 

passage, which links the marlin to Christ, implicitly links Santiago to Christ as well: “Christ, I 
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did not know he was so big.” “I’ll kill him though,” (Santiago) said. “In all his greatness and 

his glory.” Because Santiago declares the marlin his “true brother,” they share a common fate. 

When sharks attack the marlin’s carcass, they attack Santiago as well, and their brotherhood is 

sealed. 

Analysis of Day 4: The magnificent final stage of the old man’s fight with the fish brings out 

two themes. The first concerns man’s place in nature, the second concerns nature itself. 

Santiago completely, honestly, and fully expresses himself only by sailing out farther than he 

has ever done before. By doing so, he has found his true place, which suggests that man’s 

greatest potential can be found when he returns to the natural world. Santiago embraces his 

unity with the marlin, thinking, “You are killing me, fish . . . But you have a right to . . . brother. 

Come on and kill me. I do not care who kills who.” This realization expresses the novella’s 

theory of the natural world. As Santiago’s exhausting battle with the marlin shows, he exists in 

a world where life and death go hand in hand. Everything in the world must die, and according 

to Santiago, only a brotherhood between men—or creatures—can reduce the sorrow of this 

fact. The death of the marlin proves this point, for as the fish dies it is not only transformed 

into something larger than itself, it is also charged with life: “Then the fish came alive, with 

his death in him.” In Hemingway’s conception of the natural world, beauty is deadly, age is 

strength, and death is the greatest example of vitality. 

Analysis of Day 5: The Old Man and the Sea ends on an optimistic note. Santiago is reunited 

with Manolin, who desperately wants to complete his training. All of the old man’s noble 

qualities and the lessons he draws from his experience, will be passed on to the boy, which 

means that the fisherman’s life will continue on, in some form, even after his death. The 

promise of triumph and regeneration is supported by the closing image of the book. For the 

third time, Santiago returns to his dream of the lions at play on the African beaches. It is an 

image that recalls the old man’s youth, so the lions symbolise the circularity of life. They also 

suggest the harmony (the lions are playing) that exists between the opposing forces of nature. 

 

The hope that Santiago clings to at the novella’s close is a hope that comes from experience, 

of something new emerging from something old, as a phoenix rises out of the ashes, when 

reflects that “a man can be destroyed but not defeated.” The destruction of the marlin is not a 

defeat for Santiago; rather, it leads to his redemption. Indeed, the fishermen who once mocked 

him now stand in awe of him. The sharks strip Santiago of his greater glory as they strip the 
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great fish of its flesh. But to view the shark attack as showing only loss is to see only half the 

picture. When Santiago says, “Fishing kills me exactly as it keeps me alive,” he is pointing to 

the tension that exists between loss and gain, triumph and defeat, life and death. 

10.4.4 CHARACTERS 

Santiago: The old man of the novella’s title, Santiago is a fisherman of Cuba, who is having 

a long run of bad luck. Despite being an expert and experienced fisherman, he has been unable 

to catch a fish for eighty-four days. He is humble, but takes a justified pride in his abilities. His 

knowledge of the sea and its creatures, and of his craft, is unparalleled, which helps him 

preserve a sense of hope regardless of his circumstances. Throughout his life, Santiago has 

been presented with contests to test his strength and endurance. The marlin with which he 

struggles for three days represents his greatest challenge. Paradoxically, although Santiago 

ultimately loses the fish, the marlin is also his greatest victory. 

The Marlin: Santiago hooks the marlin that is longer than his small boat on the first afternoon 

of his fishing expedition, and at the end of the novella we learn that it measures eighteen feet. 

Because of the marlin’s great size, Santiago is unable to pull the fish in, and the two become 

engaged in a kind of tug-of-war that often seems more like an alliance than a struggle. The 

fishing line serves as a symbol of the brotherly connection Santiago feels with the fish. When 

the captured marlin is later destroyed by sharks, Santiago feels destroyed as well. Like 

Santiago, the marlin is symbolically compared to Christ. 

Manolin: An adolescent boy, Manolin is Santiago’s apprentice and devoted attendant. He is 

almost like the son that Santiago never had. The old man first took him out on a boat when he 

was merely five years old. Due to Santiago’s recent bad luck, Manolin’s parents have forced 

the boy to go out on a different fishing boat. Manolin however, still cares deeply for the old 

man, to whom he continues to look as a mentor. His love for Santiago is unmistakable as the 

two discuss baseball and as the young boy takes help from the café owner and other villagers 

to improve the old man’s impoverished conditions. 

Joe DiMaggio: Although DiMaggio never appears in the novella, he plays a significant role 

nonetheless. Santiago worships him as a model of strength and commitment, and his thoughts 

turn toward DiMaggio whenever he needs to reassure himself of his own strength. Despite a 
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painful bone spur that might have crippled another player, DiMaggio went on to secure a 

triumphant career. He was a centre fielder for the New York Yankees from 1936 to 1951, and 

is often considered the best all-around player ever at that position. 

Perico: Perico, owns the bodega in Santiago’s village. He never appears in the novel, but he 

serves an important role in the fisherman’s life by providing him with newspapers that report 

the baseball scores. This act establishes him as a kind man who helps the aging Santiago. 

Martin: Like Perico, Martin, a café owner in Santiago’s village, does not appear in the story. 

The reader learns of him through Manolin, who often goes to Martin for Santiago’s supper. As 

the old man says, Martin is a man of frequent kindness who deserves to be repaid. 

10.4.4 THEMES 

Theme of Honour in Struggle, Defeat & Death: Santiago is characterized as someone 

struggling against defeat. He has gone eighty-four days without catching a fish—he will soon 

pass his own record of eighty-seven days. But the old man refuses defeat at every turn: he 

resolves to sail out beyond the other fishermen to where the biggest fish promise to be. He 

lands the marlin, after a brutal three-day fight, and he continues to ward off sharks from stealing 

his prey, even though he knows the battle is useless. 

It is the story of man’s place within nature. Both Santiago and the marlin display qualities of 

pride, honour, and bravery, and both are subject to the same eternal law: they must kill or be 

killed. As Santiago reflects while watching the weary warbler fly toward shore, where it will 

inevitably meet the hawk, the world is filled with predators, and no living thing can escape the 

inevitable struggle that will lead to its death. Santiago lives according to his own observation: 

“man is not made for defeat . . . man can be destroyed but not defeated.” In Hemingway’s 

portrait of the world, death is inevitable, but the best men (and animals) will nonetheless refuse 

to give in to its power. Therefore, man and fish will struggle till death, just as hungry sharks 

will lay waste to an old man’s trophy catch. 

 

Theme of Pride as the Source of Greatness & Determination: Santiago can be 

compared with the classic heroes of the ancient world. All of them exhibit great strength, 
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bravery, and moral certainty, but also possess a tragic flaw, or hamartia—a quality that 

eventually leads to their downfall. Pride is Santiago’s fatal flaw, but he is keenly aware of it. 

After sharks have destroyed the marlin, he apologizes again and again to his worthy opponent. 

He has ruined them both, he admits, by sailing beyond the usual boundaries of fishermen. But 

Hemingway does not condemn his protagonist for being full of pride. On the contrary, Santiago 

stands as proof that pride motivates men to greatness. Because the old man acknowledges that 

he killed the mighty marlin largely out of pride, and because his capture of the marlin leads in 

turn to his heroic defeat, pride becomes the source of Santiago’s greatest strength. Santiago’s 

pride also motivates his desire to transcend the destructive forces of nature. Throughout the 

novel, no matter how difficult his circumstances become, the old man exhibits an unflagging 

determination to catch the marlin and bring it to shore. It is this conscious decision to act, to 

fight, to never give up that enables Santiago to avoid defeat. Although he returns to Havana 

without the trophy of his long battle, he returns proudly and manfully. Hemingway seems to 

suggest that glory depends upon one having the pride to see a struggle through to its end, 

regardless of the outcome.  

 

Theme of Kinship & Connection: Throughout the story, Santiago forges connections with 

others, despite the solitary nature of fishing and Santiago’s own particular seclusion. For 

instance, he forms a deeply spiritual connection with the very marlin he wishes to catch. 

Santiago respects the marlin and feels grateful for its persistence, and is even willing to die 

instead of the marlin, should the marlin persist. The act of catching the marlin comes to feel 

like a collaborative experience in which both are active participants, even partners. Santiago 

also finds connection with Joe DiMaggio, for providing a framework for understanding the true 

nature of resilience. Thoughts of DiMaggio bring him comfort; he feels a kingship for this man 

he’s never met and imagines what it might be like to bring DiMaggio fishing while discussing 

baseball with Manolin, who likewise offers Santiago a sense of community. The bond they 

have is formed through fishing, and although Manolin has been forbidden from working with 

Santiago, it’s clear from how they reminisce about their time together that they mean a great 

deal to one another. After all, “The old man had taught the boy to fish and the boy loved him.”  

10.4.5 SYMBOLS 

The Marlin: Magnificent and glorious, the marlin symbolizes the ideal opponent. In a world 

in which “everything kills everything else in some way,” Santiago feels genuinely lucky to find 
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himself matched against a creature that brings out the best in him: his strength, courage, love, 

and respect. 

Joe DiMaggio: For Santiago, Joe DiMaggio serves as the ultimate inspiration. The iconic 

baseball legend symbolizes persistence and resilience, and his suffering parallels Santiago’s. 

Through each hardship, Santiago thinks about DiMaggio returning to baseball despite his 

painful bone spurs, and the knowledge that DiMaggio was able to endure enables Santiago to 

do so, too. He holds his idol in such high esteem that he wonders how DiMaggio, whose father 

was a fisherman, would fare against the marlin. Santiago assumes that he too must have grown 

up poor, and feels DiMaggio would understand him. This hero worship is empowering, as it 

allows Santiago to hold himself up to the highest standards possible. 

The Shovel-Nosed Sharks: The shovel-nosed sharks are enemies that thoughtlessly and 

gracelessly attack the marlin. As opponents of the old man, they stand in bold contrast to the 

marlin, which is worthy of Santiago’s effort and strength. They symbolize and embody the 

destructive laws of the universe. Because they are base predators, Santiago wins no glory from 

battling them. 

10.4.6 GLOSSARY 

Skiff: a small, light boat, typically used for rowing or fishing, often by a single person 

Salao: the worst form of unlucky 

Gaff: a pole with a hook on the end used to pull large fish out of the water 

Harpoon: a weapon like a spear that you can throw or fire from a gun and is used for catching 

large fish 

Sail: a large piece of strong material that is fixed onto a ship or boat. The wind blows against 

the sail and moves the boat along 

Mast: a tall wooden pole for a boat's sail 

Blotches: a temporary mark or area of different colour on skin 

Bonito: a small tuna fish with stripes on the back 
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Albacore: a large type of tuna of the warm seas 

Bow: the forward part of the hull of a boat or ship 

Stern: the back end of a ship or boat  

Warbler: any of the various species of small birds, some of which have a musical call 

Gulf Stream: The Gulf Stream is a powerful, warm and swift ocean current in the Atlantic Sea. 

It originates in the Gulf of Mexico and flows northward along the eastern coast of North 

America, eventually crossing the Atlantic towards Europe. 

Marlin: a large edible billfish of warm seas, which is a highly prized game fish 

Mako Shark: a large fast-moving oceanic shark with a deep blue back and white underparts    

 

10.5 CHECK YOUR PROGRESS 

1. Describe the character of Santiago. What are his defining traits and motivations? 

2. Explain the significance of the title The Old Man and The Sea in relation to the themes and 

events of the novel. 

3. Analyse the relationship between Santiago and Manolin. How does their bond contribute to 

the overall story? 

4. Discuss the symbolism of the marlin in the novel. What does it represent, and how does 

Santiago's interaction with it reflect the deeper themes of the story? 

5. Describe the significance of Santiago's dreams of lions on the African beach. What do they 

represent, and how do they connect to his past and present experiences? 

6. Analyse the relationship between Santiago and the sea. How does his connection to the ocean 

shape his identity and influence his actions? 

7. Explore the theme of ageing and mortality in the novel. How does Santiago's age and 

physical condition affect his journey and his outlook on life?  

8. Analyse the role of Nature in the novel. How does the natural world, including the sea and 

the creatures within it, contribute to overall narrative and theme? 
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9. Discuss the significance of Santiago's scars and their symbolic meaning. How do they 

represent both physical and emotional wounds? 

10. Analyse the ending of the novel. What is the significance of Santiago's return to the shore 

with only the marlin's skeleton? How does this conclusion bring out the themes and 

messages of the story?  

10.6 LET US SUM UP 

The Old Man and the Sea is the story of an old Cuban fisherman named Santiago who had gone 

eighty-four days without catching a fish and of what happened when he hooked a monster 

marlin on the eighty- fifth day. Alone in his little skiff, unable to fasten the line because the 

giant fish would break it if he did not lessen the strain with his own body and pay out more line 

when necessary, the old man endured days and nights of hunger, exhaustion and pain from the 

line cutting his hands. And finally he caught the fish and lashed it to the side of his skiff only 

to spend his return voyage fighting off sharks. 

The excitement and tension of the old man's adventure, the magnificence of the great marlin 

and the beauty of days and nights alone on the Gulf Stream are all well conveyed in The Old 

Man and the Sea. Hemingway excelled in describing physical adventure and the emotional 

atmosphere of it. And many of his stories have glorified courage in the face of danger. The old 

man is the very embodiment of dogged courage. "Man is not meant for defeat," says 

Hemingway. "A man can be destroyed but not defeated": that is if he has enough courage. In 

The Old Man and the Sea, the old fisherman is also an elementary character. He is not only 

courageous; he is humble and gently proud, aware of beauty and filled with a sense of 

brotherhood with nature, and he has a loving heart, therefore his ordeal is moving. 

10.7 REFERENCES 

1. Hemingway, Ernest. The Old Man and the Sea. United Kingdom. Penguin Random House. 

1984. Print. 

2. Sen, Krishna and Sengupta, Ashok (Eds.). A Short History of American Literature. 

Hyderabad. Orient Blackswan Private Limited. 2017. Print. 



UTTRAKHAND OPEN UNIVERSITY                                                                      AMERICAN LITERATURE I 

                                                                                                     

159 
 

3. Dutta, Nandana. Literary Contents. American Literature. Series Editor Pramod K. Nair. 

Hyderabad. Orient Blackswan Private Limited. 2016. Print. 

4. Ruland, Richard and Bradbury, Malcolm. From Puritanism to Postmodernism. A History of 

American Literature. New York. Penguin Books. 1992. Print. 

10.8 SUGGESTED READINGS 

1. Hemingway, Ernest. The Old Man and the Sea. United Kingdom. Penguin Random House. 

1984. Print. 

2. Sen, Krishna and Sengupta, Ashok (Eds.). A Short History of American Literature. 

Hyderabad. Orient Blackswan Private Limited. 2017. Print. 

3. Dutta, Nandana. Literary Contents. American Literature. Series Editor Pramod K. Nair. 

Hyderabad. Orient Blackswan Private Limited. 2016. Print. 

4. Ruland, Richard and Bradbury, Malcolm. From Puritanism to Postmodernism. A History of 

American Literature. New York. Penguin Books. 1992. Print. 

 

10.9 TERMINAL AND MODEL QUESTIONS 

1. Explore the theme of isolation in The Old Man and The Sea. How does Santiago's solitary 

journey on the sea highlight this theme? 

2. Discuss the theme of perseverance and determination in Santiago's character. How do these 

qualities help him face the challenges and obstacles throughout the novel? 

3. Discuss the concept of heroism in The Old Man and The Sea. How does Santiago embody 

the qualities of a hero, and what impact does his heroism have on the other characters? 

4. Discuss the narrative structure of the novel. How doe Ernest Hemingway use pacing and 

storytelling techniques to create tension and maintain the reader's interest? 

5. Explain the symbolism behind Santiago's struggle with the marlin. What does it represent in 

terms of his personal journey and the broader human experience? 

6. Explore the theme of man versus nature in The Old Man and The Sea.  
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7. Discuss the role of the sharks in the story. What do they symbolize and how do they 

contribute to the tension and conflict in Santiago's journey 
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  11.1.   INTRODUCTION 

Tennessee Williams (1911-1983) ranks among twentieth-century American dramatists such as 

Eugene O’Neill and Arthur Miller, notable for his poetic lyricism and emphasis on the inner 

lives of fragile, marginalised characters. Unlike O’Neill’s grand explorations of family and 

existential angst or Miller’s critiques of the American Dream, Williams probed the subjective 

domains of desire, memory, and vulnerability. His plays, set in evocative Southern settings, 

portray desperate, haunted figures and combine realism with “plastic theatre,” employing light, 

sound, and symbolism to convey emotional turmoil. Celebrated for their distinctive, musical 

dialogue, as critic Harold Bloom observes, Williams’s works explore repressed sexuality, 

illusion versus reality, loneliness, and the conflict between sensitive souls and a harsh world. 

His compassionate, poignant dramas transformed American theatre, leaving a lasting, 

emotionally powerful legacy. 

11.2.   OBJECTIVES 

 

After completing this unit, you will be able to: 

• Gain an understanding of Tennessee Williams’ life, family background, career, and 

major works. 

• Analyse his dramatic style, including poetic realism, symbolism, and “plastic theatre” 

techniques. 

• Explore key themes in his plays (illusion vs. reality, desire, loneliness, the decaying 

South, psychological fragility), providing examples and critical perspectives. 

• Compare Williams’ themes, characters, and techniques with those of Eugene O’Neill 

and Arthur Miller. 

• Explain Williams’ contributions to American drama, supported by critical assessments. 

• Identify how his personal life and Southern heritage influenced his creative output. 

 

11.3.   TENNESSEE WILLIAMS: LIFE AND BACKGROUND  

The life of Thomas Lanier Williams III was as dramatic, turbulent, and fraught with emotional 

complexity as any of the plays he would later write under his famous nom de plume, Tennessee 

Williams. Born into a family marked by conflicting cultural backgrounds and deep-seated 
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tensions on March 26, 1911, in Columbus, Mississippi, his upbringing provided a rich, albeit 

often painful, reservoir of material that he would mine throughout his career. 

His mother, Edwina Dakin Williams, the daughter of a genteel Episcopalian clergyman, 

embodied the image of the faded Southern belle, preoccupied with social proprieties and 

nostalgic for a more refined past that perhaps never truly existed. Her anxieties about status, 

her nervous energy, and her sometimes smothering attempts at maintaining appearances deeply 

influenced Williams’s portrayal of characters like Amanda Wingfield in The Glass 

Menagerie and Blanche DuBois in A Streetcar Named Desire. Edwina’s Southern sensibilities 

clashed sharply with the coarser temperament of Williams’s father, Cornelius Coffin (C.C.) 

Williams. A descendant of prominent Tennessee families (including the state’s first senator), 

Cornelius was a hard-drinking, profane, and often emotionally abusive travelling salesman. His 

work kept him away from home for long periods, but his presence was often marked by loud 

arguments, poker games, and a dismissive, even contemptuous, attitude towards his elder son's 

perceived sensitivity and artistic inclinations. Williams later recalled his father’s “violent 

energies” and depicted similar figures of aggressive, pragmatic masculinity, most notably 

Stanley Kowalski, who stand in direct opposition to the more delicate protagonists. This 

fundamental parental schism – refinement versus coarseness, aspiration versus pragmatism, 

spirit versus flesh – became a defining dialectic in Williams’s drama. 

Central to Williams’s emotional and artistic development was his intense, protective 

relationship with his older sister, Rose Isabel Williams (born 1909). As children, they were 

exceptionally close, sharing a private world often set apart from their parents’ conflicts. Rose, 

however, suffered from escalating mental health problems, eventually diagnosed as 

schizophrenia. Her behaviour became increasingly erratic, marked by periods of withdrawal 

and episodes that disturbed the family’s precarious sense of order. Williams felt a profound 

connection to her vulnerability and creativity. In 1943, while Williams was away pursuing his 

career, Edwina authorised a prefrontal lobotomy for Rose, a procedure then considered a 

potential cure but which resulted in Rose being permanently institutionalised and largely 

incapacitated. Williams was horrified by this act, viewing it as a brutal violation, and the event 

haunted him for the rest of his life, manifesting as guilt, rage, and a recurring fear of madness. 

Rose’s tragedy is widely seen as the emotional crucible from which emerged many of his most 

indelible female characters – Laura Wingfield, Blanche DuBois, Catherine Holly (Suddenly 

Last Summer) – figures embodying extreme sensitivity crushed by internal fragility or external 
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brutality. As Williams himself acknowledged, “I think that my sister's tragedy has been the 

loudest note in my life” (Quoted in Spoto, 1985, p. 115). 

His younger brother, Walter Dakin Williams (born 1919), maintained a more conventional life 

path, eventually becoming a lawyer and sometimes assisting Tennessee with legal and financial 

matters, though their relationship was often strained. 

Williams’s education was disjointed. After initial promise, he struggled at the University of 

Missouri, clashing with the ROTC program and eventually withdrawing. He worked for several 

years in the grim environment of the International Shoe Company warehouse in St. Louis, an 

experience he loathed but which provided material for characters trapped in mundane, soul-

destroying labour. He later returned to university studies, attending Washington University in 

St. Louis, where he began writing more seriously, before finally obtaining his B.A. degree from 

the University of Iowa in 1938, having benefited from their playwriting program. Around 1939, 

he adopted the professional name “Tennessee,” a gesture that connected him to his paternal 

ancestry and perhaps signalled a break from the difficult identity of “Tom.” 

The early 1940s were years of struggle, moving between cities (New Orleans, which became a 

key setting, New York, California), working odd jobs, and submitting plays with little success. 

He received crucial support from agent Audrey Wood, who recognized his unique talent. His 

breakthrough finally came with The Glass Menagerie. Its initial 1944 production in Chicago 

garnered critical acclaim, leading to a triumphant Broadway opening in 1945, winning the New 

York Drama Critics’ Circle Award and catapulting Williams to fame. 

The late 1940s and 1950s marked the zenith of his career. A Streetcar Named Desire (1947) 

was a cultural phenomenon, winning the Pulitzer Prize and solidifying his reputation as 

America’s leading playwright. This was followed by a remarkable string of successful and 

critically acclaimed plays: Summer and Smoke (1948), The Rose Tattoo (1951), Camino 

Real (1953 - a more experimental and controversial work), Cat on a Hot Tin Roof (1955 - 

another Pulitzer winner), Orpheus Descending (1957 - a reworking of an earlier play), 

and Sweet Bird of Youth (1959). Many of these were adapted into successful, if sometimes 

censored, films. 

However, the immense pressures of fame, relentless work schedule, and intense critical 

scrutiny took a toll. Williams was deeply sensitive to criticism, and as theatrical tastes shifted 

in the 1960s, his new works often met with hostile reviews. Plays like The Milk Train Doesn’t 

Stop Here Anymore (1963) and Kingdom of Earth (1968) were critical and commercial failures, 
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although Williams continued to experiment and produce work of interest, such as Small Craft 

Warnings (1972). Critics lamented what they perceived as self-imitation, excessive symbolism, 

or sensationalism, sometimes overlooking the continuing power and innovation in his later 

dramas. John Lahr, in his biography Tennessee Williams: Mad Pilgrimage of the Flesh, argues 

that critics often unfairly expected Williams to endlessly replicate his earlier triumphs (Lahr, 

2014). 

Throughout his adult life, Williams wrestled with significant personal demons. He was openly 

homosexual in private life from a young age, but the societal condemnation of the era 

contributed to his feelings of being an outsider. His romantic relationships were often intense 

but unstable. He suffered from bouts of severe depression, anxiety, and hypochondria, which 

he treated with a dangerous cocktail of alcohol and prescription medications, primarily 

barbiturates and amphetamines, leading to serious addiction problems. A period of intense 

crisis in the late 1960s led to a conversion to Catholicism (briefly) and treatment for his 

addictions, but he never fully escaped their grip. His Memoirs (1975), while candid about many 

aspects of his life, including his sexuality and addictions, were also criticised for their perceived 

inaccuracies and score-settling. 

His final years were marked by periods of creative resurgence interspersed with declining 

physical and mental health. He continued to write, but the critical reception remained largely 

negative. He died alone in his New York hotel room on February 25, 1983. The official cause 

was choking on a bottle cap, but the underlying context was one of chronic substance abuse 

and fragility. Despite the difficulties of his later career and personal life, Williams’s major 

works secured his place as a foundational figure in American theatre, a poet of the human 

heart’s complexities and vulnerabilities.  

 

Self-Assessment Questions I 

1.What were the full birth name and dates of Tennessee Williams? 

2. Describe the contrasting personalities and backgrounds of Williams’s parents, Edwina and 

Cornelius. 

3. Explain the significance of Williams’s sister, Rose, and the impact of her lobotomy on his 

life and work. 
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4. Where did Williams receive his B.A. degree, and what field did he study? 

5. What was the title of the play that marked Williams’s major breakthrough? 

6. Name two personal struggles Williams faced throughout his adult life. 

 

11.4. MAJOR PLAYS OF TENNESSEE WILLIAMS: AN       

INTRODUCTION 

Tennessee Williams’ reputation rests on his full-length dramas from his most productive years. 

Here’s a look at their enduring qualities: 

The Glass Menagerie (1944): Beyond autobiography, this memory play transformed American 

theatre with its “plastic theatre” techniques. Tom Wingfield narrates and acts, framing the story 

as subjective truth (“I give you truth in the pleasant disguise of illusion”). Gauze curtains, 

specific lighting (Laura’s “clear pool of light”), fragile theme music, and screen projections 

create a dreamlike mood. Amanda, Laura, Tom, and Jim embody illusion, entrapment, and 

fragile hope, blending pathos and desperation. 

A Streetcar Named Desire (1947): This raw, violent clash contrasts Blanche DuBois’ genteel 

illusions (“I want magic!”) with Stanley Kowalski’s brutal realism. Stella bridges their worlds. 

Sound (Varsouviana polka, blues piano) and light (Blanche’s paper lantern) heighten the 

psychological tension, culminating in tragedy as Stanley destroys Blanche. 

Summer and Smoke (1948): In Glorious Hill, Mississippi, Alma Winemiller (soul) and John 

Buchanan Jr. (flesh) embody a spiritual-physical divide. Their unfulfilled attraction shifts as 

Alma embraces desire and John matures. The stone angel fountain “Eternity” and anatomy 

chart reinforce the symbolism of repression and longing. 

The Rose Tattoo (1951): A comedic shift, this follows Serafina Delle Rose’s reawakening after 

discovering her late husband’s infidelity. Her lively romance with Alvaro Mangiacavallo 

celebrates passion and vitality, marked by rose tattoo symbolism. 

Cat on a Hot Tin Roof (1955): On a Mississippi plantation, the Pollitt family unravels amid 

“mendacity.” Maggie fights for love and survival, Brick drowns in alcohol, and Big Daddy 

confronts mortality. Subtext and tension explore truth, greed, and unspoken desires in a 

claustrophobic setting. 
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The Night of the Iguana (1961): At Maxine’s rundown Mexican hotel, Reverend Shannon, 

Hannah Jelkes, and Maxine grapple with despair and connection. The captive iguana mirrors 

their struggles, while the Chekhovian tone offers tentative hope through quiet moments. 

 

Self-Assessment Questions II 

1. Approximately how many full-length plays did Williams write? 

2. What are the titles of the two plays for which Williams won the Pulitzer Prize? 

11.5.    THEMES IN WILLIAMS’ PLAYS   

 

Tennessee Williams’s dramatic works create a cohesive universe, revolving around 

interconnected themes that mirror his personal history, Southern roots, and deep empathy for 

human struggles. A central theme is the clash between illusion and reality. His characters often 

find the harsh truths of life, ageing, loss, poverty, or failure, unbearable, crafting alternative 

realities from romanticised memories, fantasies, or denial as a shield. 

 

Blanche DuBois in A Streetcar Named Desire epitomises this, hiding her fragile mind and past 

behind Southern gentility and a paper lantern, insisting, “I don’t want realism. I want magic!” 

Likewise, Amanda Wingfield in The Glass Menagerie clings to nostalgic tales of her youth, 

forcing these illusions onto her children. Critic Judith J. Thompson notes that for them, 

“illusion is not merely escapism but a necessary strategy for psychological survival” 

(Thompson, 1987, p. 72). 

 

Yet, Williams shows these illusions as fragile. Reality, embodied by figures like Stanley 

Kowalski or the passage of time, shatters them, often leading to madness or tragedy. Unlike 

Arthur Miller’s Willy Loman, whose delusions tie to the American Dream, Williams’s 

characters’ illusions stem from personal trauma and aesthetic needs. 

 

Desire, sexual, emotional, spiritual, drives his plays with raw honesty. It brings vitality, as in 

Serafina Delle Rose of The Rose Tattoo, but more often torment, as with Blanche’s ruinous 

past or Alma Winemiller’s repressed longing in Summer and Smoke. Sexual desire, especially 

female or homosexual, clashes with societal norms, evident in Brick Pollitt’s turmoil in Cat on 
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a Hot Tin Roof. Compared to Eugene O’Neill’s Freudian focus, Williams zeroes in on the 

subjective pain of unfulfilled longing. 

 

Williams also champions the lonely and the outsider, dreamers like Tom Wingfield, sensitive 

souls like Laura or Blanche, or those with unconventional desires. Drawing from his own 

outsider status and his sister Rose’s fragility, he portrays their aching isolation and yearning 

for connection in a harsh world. Unlike Miller’s system-fighting protagonists, Williams’s 

misfits are set apart by their inherent sensitivity. 

 

The decaying South is more than a backdrop; it’s a symbolic clash of old aristocracy and 

modern pragmatism. Amanda and Blanche embody its fading grandeur, while Stanley 

represents the new order. Williams blends its charm with its stagnation and oppressive codes, 

using humid, claustrophobic settings to reflect his characters’ entrapment. 

 

Finally, psychological fragility and madness echo Rose’s tragedy. Characters like Blanche, 

descending into breakdown, or Laura, retreating into her glass world, reveal the pressures, 

trauma, repression, cruelty, that shatter delicate minds. Williams treats them with empathy, 

linking their vulnerability to their imagination and non-conformity, heightening the tragedy of 

their collapse. 

 

Self-Assessment Questions III 

1. Explain the significance of the conflict between illusion and reality in Williams’s work, 

using at least one character example. 

 

2. How does Williams typically portray human desire, and what are its potential 

consequences in his plays? 

 

3. Who constitute the “fugitive kind” in Williams’s dramas, and what is his attitude 

towards these characters? 

 

4. Beyond just a setting, how does the American South function symbolically in 

Williams’s plays? 
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5. What connection can be drawn between Williams’s personal life and the recurring 

theme of psychological fragility or madness in his work? 

 

11.6. WILLIAMS’ STYLE AND TECHNIQUE 

 

Tennessee Williams crafted a unique and influential theatrical style, stepping beyond strict 

realism to capture the depths of subjective experience and psychological truth. His approach, 

often called poetic realism, lies at the heart of his technique. His plays are rooted in carefully 

observed social settings, typically the American South, with characters using dialogue that 

reflects regional rhythms and realistic speech. 

Yet, Williams lifts this realism with poetic language. His protagonists often reveal their 

innermost feelings, memories, and obsessions through metaphor-rich, lyrical speeches. This 

heightened dialogue unveils their inner lives in ways naturalistic conversation cannot, 

intensifying emotional moments and enhancing the play’s mood and themes. 

His stage directions, unusually detailed and evocative, read like prose poems. They guide the 

reader and director towards the intended atmosphere and symbolic meaning. Central to his style 

is “plastic theatre,” where he uses all stage elements, light, sound, music, props, and movement, 

flexibly and expressively to reflect characters’ inner states. 

Williams explained in The Glass Menagerie’s production notes that this seeks “a closer 

approach to truth” beyond literal realism. Lighting shifts to mirror mood, spotlighting 

characters like Laura Wingfield in introspection, or contrasting harsh reality with illusion, such 

as Blanche’s paper lantern. Music and sound, like the Varsouviana polka tied to Blanche’s 

trauma or Laura’s delicate theme, act as emotional cues. 

Offstage noises, the blues piano from Elysian Fields, a train’s distant roar, or street vendors’ 

cries, deepen the atmosphere and themes. Settings and props also carry symbolic weight. The 

cramped Kowalski flat reflects emotional claustrophobia, Laura’s glass animals her fragility, 

and the tied iguana in The Night of the Iguana the characters’ entrapment. 

Williams choreographed movement and stage visuals for emotional impact, going beyond 

naturalistic staging. While Eugene O’Neill used expressionistic tools like masks, Williams 

blended symbolic elements smoothly into a realistic frame, merging inner psychology with 
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outer action. Arthur Miller’s fluid time shifts in Death of a Salesman differ, as Williams 

consistently harnesses theatre’s full sensory power for emotional states. 

Symbolism weaves through his plays, from objects to atmosphere, enriching themes and 

revealing characters’ subconscious. His mastery shines in complex, contradictory female 

protagonists, iconic in American theatre, alongside vivid secondary characters that enhance his 

dramatic world. 

Lastly, Williams excelled at conjuring atmosphere, immersing audiences in the heat, languor, 

decay, and tension of the Deep South. This setting becomes almost a character, shaping the 

lives within it. 

Self-Assessment Questions IV 

1. Define “poetic realism” as it applies to Williams’s dramatic style. 

2. Explain the core principle behind Williams’s concept of “Plastic Theatre.” 

3. Provide two specific examples of how Williams used lighting non-realistically or 

symbolically. 

4. Provide two specific examples of how Williams used sound or music non-realistically or 

symbolically. 

5. Discuss the importance of symbolism in understanding the deeper meanings of Williams’s 

plays. 

 

11.7.   SUMMING UP 

Tennessee Williams stands as a pivotal figure in American drama, a playwright whose unique 

voice combined poetic lyricism with unflinching psychological realism. Drawing inspiration 

from his Southern roots and tumultuous personal life, particularly the tragedy of his sister Rose, 

he created a body of work that explores the enduring themes of illusion versus reality, the 

complexities of human desire, the pain of loneliness and alienation, and the struggles of the 

sensitive individual – the “fugitive kind” – in a frequently indifferent or brutal world. 

His major plays, including The Glass Menagerie, A Streetcar Named Desire, and Cat on a Hot 

Tin Roof, are distinguished by their unforgettable characters, evocative atmosphere, and 

innovative use of “plastic theatre.” Williams moved beyond strict naturalism, employing light, 
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sound, music, and symbolism expressively to reveal the subjective inner lives of his characters. 

Compared to the often socially focused realism of Arthur Miller or the existential and familial 

epics of Eugene O’Neill, Williams offered a more intimate, intensely psychological, and 

poetically charged vision of the human condition. His profound empathy for the damaged and 

the marginalised, coupled with his mastery of dramatic technique, ensures his plays continue 

to be studied, performed, and debated, securing his legacy as one of America’s most important 

and influential playwrights. 

11.8.   ANSWERS TO SELF-ASSESSMENT QUESTIONS 

I 

1. Name/Birthplace: Thomas Lanier Williams III; Columbus, Mississippi. 

2. Parental influence: Mother (gentility) vs. Father (coarseness) created dramatic conflict. 

3. Rose Williams: Sister; mentally ill; lobotomy traumatised him; inspired fragile 

characters. 

4. Professional name: Tennessee; linked to roots/identity. 

5. Breakthrough play: The Glass Menagerie. 

6. Personal struggles: Depression, addiction, anxiety, homosexuality in a repressive era. 

II 

1. Three famous plays: The Glass Menagerie, A Streetcar Named Desire, Cat on a Hot 

Tin Roof. 

2. Other writings: Short plays, screenplays, fiction, poetry. 

III 

1. Three themes: Illusion vs. Reality, Desire & Frustration, Loneliness & the Outsider. 

2. Illusion as strategy: A necessary psychological defence against harsh reality. 

3. Outsider term: “Fugitive kind.” 

4. South’s role: Symbolises cultural decay, clash of past/present, atmosphere. 

5. Desire portrayal: Powerful, vital, but often destructive or frustrating force. 
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IV 

1. Style term: Poetic realism. 

2. Plastic Theatre principle: Using non-realistic stage elements expressively to show inner 

reality. 

3. Lighting examples: Special light on Laura; Blanche’s paper lantern. 

4. Sound/Music examples: Varsouviana polka; Glass Menagerie theme. 

5. Symbolism importance: Adds deeper meaning, reveals psychology/themes. 
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11.10.   TERMINAL AND MODEL QUESTIONS 
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Q 1. “Tennessee Williams’s family background and Southern roots are the main key to 

understanding his plays.” Discuss this idea, using details from his life and examples from The 

Glass Menagerie and A Streetcar Named Desire. 

Q 2. Explain Tennessee Williams’s idea of “Plastic Theatre.” How did he use light, sound, 

music, settings, and symbols to show his characters’ inner feelings? Give examples from at 

least two plays. 

Q 3. Compare how Tennessee Williams and Arthur Miller tackle illusion versus reality in their 

big plays. Look at where characters like Blanche DuBois and Willy Loman get their illusions 

and what they do for them. 

Q 4. Talk about the “outsider” or “fugitive kind” characters in Williams’s plays. Pick two or 

three examples, and explore why they feel out of place and what Williams thinks of them. 

Q 5. Look at how desire (sexual, emotional, spiritual) is shown in Williams’s plays. How can 

it be both a positive force and a cause of trouble or pain? Use examples from plays like Cat on 

a Hot Tin Roof, Summer and Smoke, or A Streetcar Named Desire. 

Q 6. Assess whether Tennessee Williams is mainly a “poet of the theatre” rather than a social 

critic like Arthur Miller or a deep thinker like Eugene O’Neill. Think about his words, themes, 

and stage techniques in your answer. 
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Unit 12: Tennessee Williams: The Glass Menagerie - Scene 1  
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12.1.   INTRODUCTION 

This unit delves into the opening scene of one of Tennessee Williams’s most celebrated and 

defining plays, The Glass Menagerie. As explored in the previous unit on Williams, his work 

often draws heavily on personal experience and utilises a unique blend of realism and poetic 

expression. Scene 1 is critically important as it establishes the play’s distinctive ‘memory play’ 

framework, introduces the central characters and their complex relationships, sets the 

atmospheric tone, and lays the groundwork for the major themes that will unfold. 

Understanding how Williams crafts this opening scene is essential to appreciating the play’s 

overall structure, style, and emotional impact. We will examine how Williams immediately 

draws the audience into the subjective world of the Wingfield family, highlighting their 

entrapment, illusions, and longings. 

12.2.   OBJECTIVES 

 

After completing this unit, you will be able to: 

• Understand the concept and function of the ‘memory play’ as introduced in Scene 1. 

• Identify the main characters introduced in Scene 1 and their initial presentation. 

• Recognise the key themes established in the opening scene (e.g., illusion vs. reality, 

entrapment, family conflict). 

• Analyse Williams’s use of stage directions, narration, and dialogue to create atmosphere 

and character. 

• Appreciate the significance of the opening scene in setting up the dramatic trajectory 

of The Glass Menagerie. 



UTTRAKHAND OPEN UNIVERSITY                                                                      AMERICAN LITERATURE I 

                                                                                                     

176 
 

12.3.  THE PLAYWRIGHT AND THE SCENE 

 

12.3.1. TENNESSEE WILLIAMS 

 

As discussed previously, Tennessee Williams (1911-1983) was a pre-eminent American 

playwright whose work often explored the lives of fragile, emotionally vulnerable individuals, 

frequently set against a Southern backdrop. The Glass Menagerie (premiered 1944/45) was his 

first major success and is widely considered to be heavily autobiographical, drawing 

significantly on his own family experiences – his relationship with his mother Edwina, his 

sister Rose, and his own sense of feeling trapped and longing for escape. Recognising the 

personal roots of the play enhances our understanding of the emotional currents within Scene 

1. 

12.3.2. SCENE 1: SETTING THE STAGE 

 

Scene 1 opens not with direct action, but with the character Tom Wingfield addressing the 

audience directly. He explicitly states that this is a “memory play,” immediately signalling its 

departure from objective realism. He introduces the setting – a cramped tenement flat in St. 

Louis during the late 1930s, overshadowed by social and economic hardship. The physical 

setting itself, with its constricting alley and prominent fire escape, becomes symbolic from the 

outset. The scene then moves into the Wingfield apartment during dinner, establishing the core 

family unit: Tom, his mother Amanda, and his sister Laura. Through their interactions and 

dialogue, the scene quickly establishes the central tensions: Amanda’s preoccupation with the 

past and her anxieties about her children’s futures (particularly Laura’s lack of “gentleman 

callers”), Tom’s frustration with his monotonous warehouse job and his mother’s nagging, and 

Laura’s extreme shyness and withdrawal. The absent father, represented only by a smiling 

portrait, also looms large as a symbol of escape and abandonment. The scene sets up the 

essential conflicts and character dynamics that will drive the rest of the play. 

Self-Assessment Questions I 

1. Which family members of Tennessee Williams are often seen as inspirations for the 

Wingfield family? 
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2. What specific term does Tom use in Scene 1 to tell the audience what kind of play The 

Glass Menagerie is? 

3.   Who are the three main family members we meet living in the apartment in Scene 1? 

4.   What object represents the absent father in Scene 1? 

 

 

12.4.   ANALYSING THE SCENE  

12.4.1. THEME: WHAT IS INTRODUCED? 

Scene 1 acts as a powerful thematic overture, introducing the key concerns that Williams will 

explore throughout The Glass Menagerie. The past versus the present, and the closely related 

theme of illusion versus reality, are immediately evident. Tom’s role as narrator inherently 

frames the action through the subjective lens of memory. Amanda, through her constant 

reminiscences about her Southern belle youth and seventeen gentleman callers at Blue 

Mountain, clearly lives more in an idealised past than in the difficult present. This establishes 

the central conflict between romantic illusion and the drab reality of their lives in the St. Louis 

tenement. The theme of entrapment is palpable in the descriptions of the cramped apartment, 

flanked by dark alleyways, and in Tom’s expressed frustration with his job and home life. The 

fire escape, mentioned prominently, immediately becomes a symbol of his conflicting desire 

for escape. Family dynamics, particularly the tensions arising from duty and expectation, are 

central. We see Amanda’s controlling nature and her attempts to impose her dreams onto her 

children, Tom’s resentment of his obligations as the family breadwinner, and Laura’s passive 

suffering within this environment. Finally, Laura’s profound shyness and physical slightness 

introduce the theme of fragility and the plight of the sensitive individual unable to cope with 

the demands of the external world. 

12.4.2. MEMORY PLAY ELEMENTS 

Williams uses several techniques in Scene 1 to reinforce the ‘memory play’ concept and its 

departure from strict realism. Tom’s function as both narrator and character, directly addressing 

the audience and commenting on the action, breaks the conventional ‘fourth wall’ and 

underscores the subjective nature of the presentation. He explicitly tells us, “I give you truth in 

the pleasant disguise of illusion,” alerting the audience that what they see is filtered through 

his memory and emotional perspective. Williams’s detailed stage directions call for specific 
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atmospheric effects, particularly the use of lighting. He envisioned dim, non-realistic lighting 

(“memory is seated predominantly in the heart”) and pools of light isolating characters, 

especially Laura, to emphasise their emotional states or significance in Tom’s 

memory. Music is introduced as a crucial element, with the recurring “Glass Menagerie” theme 

specified as light, delicate, and sad, underscoring Laura’s fragility and the play’s nostalgic 

mood. Williams also originally included the use of a screen device onto which images and titles 

related to the scene would be projected, further distancing the play from realism (though this 

device is often omitted in modern productions). These elements combine to create a dreamlike, 

subjective atmosphere where emotional truth takes precedence over literal fact.  

12.4.3. SIGNIFICANCE OF THE OPENING 

The opening of Scene 1, particularly Tom’s initial monologue, is vital for establishing the 

play’s unique contract with the audience. By having Tom step forward as narrator, Williams 

immediately signals that we are not watching objective reality unfold, but rather a subjective 

interpretation of past events shaped by memory and emotion. This framing allows Williams to 

employ the non-realistic techniques of his ‘plastic theatre’ more freely. Tom’s introduction 

establishes the play’s melancholic, reminiscent tone and introduces the central characters 

before we see them interact within the remembered scene itself. It highlights his perspective, 

coloured by guilt and nostalgia, and positions the ensuing action as an attempt to understand 

or exorcise the past. This opening immediately immerses the audience in a world where internal 

states are as important, if not more so, than external events, preparing them for the lyrical and 

emotionally focused drama to come. The initial dinner table confrontation that follows the 

monologue then grounds these remembered figures in a specific, tension-filled moment, 

making the abstract concept of memory concrete and dramatic. 

12.4.4. IMAGES AND SYMBOLS IN SCENE 1 

Even within the first scene, Williams introduces potent images and symbols that will resonate 

throughout the play. The Wingfield apartment itself, described as cramped and surrounded by 

the “implacable alleys” and “hive-like conglomerations” of urban life, immediately symbolises 

the family’s social, economic, and emotional entrapment. The fire escape, which provides the 

main entrance and exit, is explicitly labelled by Tom as a symbol of “the slow and implacable 

fires of human desperation.” It represents Tom's desperate yearning for escape from the 

suffocating environment of the apartment and his responsibilities. The portrait of the absent 
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father – “a telephone man who fell in love with long distances” – hangs prominently, 

symbolising abandonment but also the allure of escape and adventure that tempts Tom. His 

smile, Tom notes, is misleadingly cheerful, hinting at the perhaps illusory nature of the freedom 

he represents. While Laura’s glass menagerie itself may not be fully revealed or explained in 

Scene 1, Laura’s own fragility and withdrawal, often emphasised by lighting, begin to establish 

her connection to things delicate and easily broken. Amanda's references to Blue Mountain and 

her past life evoke the lost, perhaps mythical, world of the Old South, symbolising a vanished 

era of grace and social standing that contrasts sharply with their present reality. These initial 

images and symbols immediately begin to layer the play with meanings beyond the literal 

actions of the characters. 

Self-Assessment Questions II 

     1. Name two main themes that are introduced in Scene 1. 

2. What does the fire escape symbolise, according to Tom’s narration in Scene 1? 

3. How does Tom's role as both narrator and character affect how we see the events in Scene 

I? 

4. Give one example of how Williams uses lighting or music in Scene 1 to create a specific 

mood or effect. 

5. What does the Wingfield apartment setting symbolise in Scene 1? 

12.5.    ANALYSING THE CHARACTERS (AS INTRODUCED IN SCENE 

1) 

  

12.5.1. TOM WINGFIELD 

Tom is introduced in a dual capacity. As the Narrator, he stands slightly apart, older, looking 

back with a mixture of guilt, nostalgia, and poetic reflection. He controls the frame, guiding 

the audience’s perception. As the Character within the memory, he is presented as a young man 

chafing under constraint. He works a monotonous, unfulfilling job at a shoe warehouse (a direct 

echo of Williams’s own experience) to support his family, a duty he clearly resents. He is 

sarcastic and often short-tempered with his mother, Amanda, reacting defensively to her 

nagging and her romanticised view of the past. His longing for adventure, experience, and 

escape (“I’m going to the movies!”) is immediately apparent, symbolised by his frequent 
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retreats to the fire escape. He shows affection and concern for Laura, but also frustration at the 

situation that binds him. His poetic sensibility is hinted at in his narrative language. 

12.5.2. AMANDA WINGFIELD 

Amanda dominates the opening scene with her forceful personality and her preoccupation with 

the past and her children’s futures. She is presented as a woman clinging desperately to the 

faded ideals of her Southern belle upbringing, constantly reminiscing about her supposed 

triumphs at Blue Mountain and her seventeen gentleman callers. This contrasts sharply and 

often comically with the family’s current impoverished circumstances. She is deeply anxious 

about Laura’s prospects, projecting her own past social ambitions onto her painfully shy 

daughter. Towards Tom, she is nagging and critical of his perceived lack of ambition, his 

smoking, and his escapism, yet she also clearly relies on him as the family’s provider. Her love 

for her children is evident, but it manifests as a controlling, often suffocating, concern rooted 

in her own fears and disappointments. She represents both the tenacity and the potentially 

destructive power of illusion and maternal expectation.  

12.5.3. LAURA WINGFIELD 

Laura’s introduction in Scene 1 establishes her defining characteristics: extreme shyness, 

fragility, and withdrawal. She speaks very little, often appearing nervous or retreating when 

attention is focused on her. Her slight physical disability (a limp, which Amanda refuses to 

acknowledge as significant) is mentioned, symbolising her difference and vulnerability. She 

seems to exist in a world apart from the family’s arguments, often busying herself with her 

Victrola records or, implicitly, her glass collection (though its full significance is usually 

developed later). Amanda’s obsessive talk about gentleman callers immediately highlights 

Laura’s inability to meet conventional social expectations, positioning her as a figure of anxiety 

for her mother and concern for Tom. She is the quiet, delicate centre around which much of 

the family’s tension revolves, even in her initial passivity. 

12.5.4. THE FATHER’S PORTRAIT 

Though physically absent, the father is a significant presence in Scene 1 through his larger-

than-life photograph. He represents escape and abandonment – having left the family years 

ago. His smiling image contrasts ironically with the struggles of the family he left behind. For 

Amanda, he is likely a source of bitterness and perhaps explains her anxiety about her children 
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finding security. For Tom, he represents the freedom and adventure he himself craves, a figure 

who successfully escaped the “trap” of domestic responsibility, albeit through desertion. His 

presence serves as a constant, silent reminder of the family’s fractured past and Tom’s potential 

future path. 

 

Self-Assessment Questions III 

1. What is Tom’s attitude towards his job and home life as shown in Scene 1? 

2. What is Amanda Wingfield most preoccupied with in Scene 1? 

3. How is Laura Wingfield mainly characterised in Scene 1? (Give two qualities). 

4. What two contrasting things does the father’s portrait seem to represent for the family? 

 

12.6.   SUMMING UP 

Scene 1 of The Glass Menagerie functions as a masterful piece of dramatic exposition, 

achieving far more than simply introducing the plot. Williams immediately establishes the 

play’s unique ‘memory play’ framework through Tom’s narration, setting a subjective and 

melancholic tone. He introduces the central characters of the Wingfield family – the nostalgic 

and domineering Amanda, the trapped and resentful Tom, the fragile and withdrawn Laura, 

and the symbolically potent absent father – sketching their core personalities and the complex, 

often conflicted, dynamics between them. Key themes of illusion versus reality, the burden of 

the past, entrapment and the desire for escape, and the plight of the vulnerable individual are 

all effectively introduced. Through the careful use of dialogue, setting, and the initial elements 

of his ‘plastic theatre’ (lighting, music), Williams draws the audience into the emotionally 

charged, remembered world of the Wingfield apartment, laying the essential foundation for the 

unfolding tragedy. 

 

12.7.   ANSWERS TO SELF-ASSESSMENT QUESTIONS 

I 

1. His mother (Edwina), his sister (Rose), and himself. 

2. Tom calls it a ‘memory play’. 
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3. Tom, his mother Amanda, and his sister Laura. 

4. A large photograph of him. 

II 

1. Two main themes are: Illusion versus reality, and entrapment (others acceptable: past vs. 

present, family dynamics, escape, fragility). 

2. According to Tom, it symbolises human desperation and his desire for escape. 

3. It makes the events subjective, filtered through his memory and feelings (like guilt and 

nostalgia). 

4. Dim, non-realistic lighting is used to create a memory atmosphere, or the specific ‘Glass 

Menagerie’ theme music evokes nostalgia and Laura’s fragility. 

5. It symbolises the family’s entrapment (socially, economically, emotionally). 

III 

1. He is frustrated, resentful of his obligations, and longs for escape and adventure. 

2. She is preoccupied with memories of her Southern belle past and anxieties about finding a 

gentleman caller for Laura. 

 

3. She is characterised as extremely shy and fragile (also acceptable: withdrawn, quiet, 

sensitive). 

4. It represents both abandonment (he left them) and the possibility of escape/adventure 

(which tempts Tom). 
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12.9.   TERMINAL AND MODEL QUESTIONS 

 

         Q1. In Scene 1, Tom Wingfield is both the storyteller (narrator) and a character in the story. 

How does having him play these two roles affect the style and main ideas of the play? 

 

Q2. How is Amanda Wingfield shown to us in Scene 1? What do we learn about her personality 

and past, and why are these things important for the play’s conflicts? 

 

Q3. Look at how Laura Wingfield is introduced in Scene 1. How does Tennessee Williams use 

her words (dialogue) and the stage directions to show that she is very shy and fragile? 

 

Q4. What important ideas (themes) that Tennessee Williams often wrote about can you already 

see in Scene 1 of The Glass Menagerie? Give examples from the scene. 
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Q5. How does Williams use the physical setting and specific stage elements (lighting, music, 

props like the father’s picture) in Scene 1 to create a special feeling (atmosphere) and show 

meaning? Explain how this connects to his idea of ‘plastic theatre’. 

 

Q6. Think about how The Glass Menagerie begins. Compare its opening to the opening of a 

play by Eugene O’Neill or Arthur Miller. How do they introduce the mood, characters, and 

main ideas differently? 
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13.1.   INTRODUCTION 

Scene 2 of The Glass Menagerie marks a critical turn in the development of Tennessee 

Williams’s memory play. While Scene 1 introduces the key characters and sets the tone of 

nostalgic entrapment, Scene 2 draws us into the intimate psychological world of Laura 

Wingfield, a character whose presence is ethereal, vulnerable, and emotionally rich. This scene 

does not feature Tom directly in his narrator role, yet his absence is itself significant, allowing 

the unfolding domestic drama between Amanda and Laura to take centre stage. 

In this scene, the confrontation between illusion and reality—already firmly established in the 

play’s opening—is further complicated by Laura’s deception about her attendance at Rubicam’s 

Business College. Amanda’s discovery of this falsehood triggers a maternal crisis and an urgent 

need to restore control, not through empathy or understanding, but through the projection of 

new hopes and fantasies—namely, the prospect of a “gentleman caller.” Scene 2 thus deepens 

the portrayal of the Wingfield family’s psychic interiority while continuing to explore the larger 

themes of escapism, fragility, and familial expectation. 

13.2.   OBJECTIVES 

 

After completing this unit, you will be able to: 

• Analyse the character development of Amanda and Laura in Scene 2. 

• Understand how Tennessee Williams uses dramatic structure to explore psychological 

depth. 

• Interpret the thematic implications of deception, escape, and fragile identity. 

• Identify and assess the use of symbolic objects and motifs as narrative devices. 

• Appreciate how Williams extends the “memory play” format to scenes beyond direct 

narration. 

• Engage critically with the dialogue, stage directions, and emotional subtext of Scene 2. 

13.3.  SCENE SUMMARY AND DRAMATIC STRUCTURE 

Scene 2 begins with Amanda confronting Laura after visiting Rubicam’s Business College, 

where she learns that her daughter has not been attending for weeks. Laura, embarrassed and 

distressed, admits she dropped out after suffering a panic episode during a typing-speed test. 

Instead of attending classes, she has spent her days walking in the park, visiting the art museum 
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and the birdhouse at the zoo, and listening to music in the Jewel Box—a hothouse filled with 

tropical flowers. 

Amanda is initially shocked and dismayed. She sees Laura’s action as a threat to her future and 

as a reflection of her own maternal failure. Yet rather than process the emotional weight of 

Laura’s anxiety, Amanda immediately changes course: if education is not possible, perhaps 

marriage is. She resurrects the idea of a “gentleman caller”—a romantic ideal already 

introduced in Scene 1—and begins to fantasise about Laura’s prospects. 

Williams uses minimal staging, quiet dialogue, and subtle shifts in tone to explore the deep 

emotional distance between Amanda’s hopeful illusions and Laura’s frightened reality. 

 

Self-Assessment Questions I 

1. What revelation does Amanda make at the beginning of Scene 2? 

2. How does Laura explain her daily activities after leaving the business college? 

3. What immediate plan does Amanda devise upon hearing Laura’s confession? 

4. How does the tone of the scene shift during Amanda and Laura’s conversation? 

 

 

13.4.   THEMATIC ANALYSIS  

13.4.1. DECEPTION AND DENIAL 

The scene begins with Amanda returning home from her volunteer work at the D.A.R. 

(Daughters of the American Revolution) and learning that Laura has not been attending her 

typing course. Her visit to the college reveals not only Laura’s deception, but the fact that she 

had withdrawn weeks earlier due to extreme nervousness and embarrassment following a minor 

incident involving illness in the classroom. 

Laura’s deception is not driven by rebellion, but by fear and a desire to maintain peace within 

her family. The act of pretending is a survival mechanism. Similarly, Amanda’s decision to 

ignore the implications of Laura’s anxiety and retreat into planning a courtship reinforces a 

pattern of denial as a way to cope with uncomfortable truths. 
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In this sense, both characters are deceiving themselves as much as each other. Laura cannot 

confront her inability to adapt to the adult world; Amanda cannot accept that her daughter’s 

future may not align with her romanticised vision of Southern womanhood. Thus, the theme of 

deception in Scene 2 is not merely a plot point, but a philosophical reflection on the human 

tendency to invent consoling narratives when faced with adversity. 

13.4.2. THE BURDEN OF EXPECTATIONS 

The scene is also pivotal in illustrating the emotional burden Laura carries. Amanda, whose 

own life has not fulfilled its earlier promise, projects her anxieties and aspirations onto her 

daughter. She hopes to see in Laura the social successes she once enjoyed. Yet Laura’s 

personality and temperament are entirely unsuited to such expectations. Her emotional world 

is quiet, internal, and detached. 

Amanda’s response to Laura’s nervous breakdown at business college is not compassion but 

redirection. She announces her new plan with fervour: to find a gentleman caller. This idea, 

borrowed from her own youthful experiences, becomes the next structure into which Amanda 

pours her longing for validation and redemption. 

The tragedy, of course, lies in the mismatch between Amanda’s vision and Laura’s reality. The 

imposition of expectations that are fundamentally at odds with one’s nature is a key motif in 

Williams’s work. Here, the burden falls particularly heavily on Laura, whose silence and retreat 

signal the depth of her suffering.  

13.4.3. THE INVISIBLE TOM 

Although Tom does not appear in this scene as narrator, his absence creates a silence that 

echoes throughout. Without his framing presence, the scene feels more raw, immediate, and 

enclosed. This absence also emphasises the feminine domestic sphere—an emotionally 

claustrophobic space where Amanda and Laura enact patterns of dependence, fear, and hope. 

The lack of external commentary from Tom forces the audience to experience the drama 

without the protective veil of irony or reflection. In doing so, Williams heightens the emotional 

intensity and deepens the realism of the scene, even within the broader memory-play structure. 

Self-Assessment Questions II 
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1. Why does Laura choose to deceive Amanda about her attendance at business college, 

and what does this reveal about her emotional state? 

2. How is Amanda’s reaction to Laura’s withdrawal from college an example of denial? 

3. In what ways are both Amanda and Laura deceiving themselves as much as each other? 

4. What philosophical insight about human behaviour does the theme of deception in 

Scene 2 suggest? 

5. How does Amanda’s own past shape the expectations she places on Laura? 

13.5.   CHARACTER STUDIES  

 

13.5.1. LAURA WINGFIELD 

Laura becomes the emotional centre of Scene 2. No longer the quiet, almost spectral presence 

of Scene 1, she now speaks and confesses, revealing her inner turmoil. Her anxiety manifests 

in the lie she tells about attending business college—a lie rooted not in defiance but in fear and 

shame. 

Laura’s decision to visit places like the museum, birdhouse, and greenhouse is emblematic of 

her emotional life. She seeks quietude, distance, and beauty—safe havens from the demands 

of an unforgiving world. She is painfully self-aware of her difference, marked by both her limp 

and her social anxiety, and her retreat from the world is both psychological and symbolic. 

She continues to be associated with fragility and stillness, like the glass figures she tends. Yet 

there is a quiet dignity in her resistance—she does not explode or argue, but calmly asserts her 

inability to conform. Williams treats her not as pitiable, but as a tragic figure trapped in a world 

that cannot accommodate sensitivity and retreat.  

13.5.2. TOM WINGFIELD (AS AN ABSENT PRESENCE) 

 

Though Tom is not present in Scene 2, his absence is keenly felt. The lack of narration distances 

the audience from the memory-play structure and places Amanda and Laura in a more 

immediate, unmediated space. This absence reflects Tom’s emotional withdrawal from the 

family, even when physically present. 
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Scene 2 helps to contextualise Tom’s resentment and longing for escape seen in Scene 1. He 

is, in some ways, already gone—retreating to the movies, writing poems at work, or inhabiting 

his own fantasies. Amanda’s demand that Laura become self-sufficient or married off will later 

intensify Tom’s sense of entrapment. 

Symbolically, Tom’s absence in Scene 2 can also be interpreted as a foreshadowing of the 

play’s future events. As Amanda and Laura become more entwined in a fantasy of rescue, 

Tom’s inability to intervene marks his growing detachment from their illusions—and from his 

own obligations. 

 

13.5.3. THE ABSENT FATHER 

The smiling photograph of the father, still present from Scene 1, looms silently over Scene 2. 

Though not directly addressed in the scene, his absence remains symbolic. Amanda’s 

desperation and Laura’s fragility are, in part, the result of abandonment. Without a paternal 

figure to provide security or economic stability, Amanda assumes both parental roles, 

overcompensating through control and nostalgia. 

The father’s desertion acts as a precedent for Tom’s eventual departure, and his portrait serves 

as a cautionary symbol. His legacy is ambiguous—freedom at the cost of responsibility, joy at 

the expense of familial duty. His absence continues to shape the family’s actions and 

expectations in subtle but powerful ways. 

 

 

13.5.4. THE GENTLEMAN CALLER (AS ANTICIPATED FIGURE)  

 

Though he does not appear until later in the play (Scene 6), the gentleman caller begins to take 

on symbolic weight in Scene 2. Amanda’s sudden plan to find a suitor for Laura transforms 

this figure from a humorous memory into a future hope. He becomes a projected solution to all 

of Amanda’s anxieties about respectability, Laura’s fragility, and their economic uncertainty. 

As such, the gentleman caller functions as an ideal rather than a person—a vessel for Amanda’s 

romantic ideals and social expectations. For Laura, however, the idea of a caller is terrifying, 

not hopeful. The disparity between their responses sets the stage for later conflict and 

disappointment. 



UTTRAKHAND OPEN UNIVERSITY                                                                      AMERICAN LITERATURE I 

                                                                                                     

191 
 

 

 

 

Self-Assessment Questions III 

1. What does Laura’s choice to visit places like the museum and greenhouse instead of 

attending business college reveal about her character? 

2. How does Laura’s physical condition symbolise her emotional and psychological state? 

3. Although Tom does not appear in Scene 2, how does his absence influence the tone and 

structure of the scene? 

4. In what way does Tom’s absence foreshadow his future actions in the play? 

5. How does the presence of the father’s photograph contribute to the emotional dynamics 

of Scene 2? 

 

13.6.   SYMBOLS AND THEIR EXTENSIONS 

 

13.6.1. THE GENTLEMAN CALLER 

Although still unseen, the gentleman caller becomes a crucial symbolic figure in Scene 2. He 

transitions from a nostalgic memory in Amanda’s monologue in Scene 1 to an idealised 

projection for Laura’s future. This shift marks a transformation in Amanda’s fantasy: what was 

once a recollection of her youth becomes a strategy to escape present disappointments. 

Symbolically, the gentleman caller represents hope, societal success, and validation—

especially for Amanda, who equates a woman’s worth with her marital prospects. Yet for Laura, 

this figure is the embodiment of dread. The very idea of a suitor terrifies her, making the 

gentleman caller a symbol not of rescue, but of emotional exposure and inevitable failure. 

This dual symbolism—the same figure representing salvation for one character and 

psychological crisis for another—underscores the play’s central tension between illusion and 

reality, projection and perception. 

 

13.6.2. MUSEUMS, BIRDHOUSES, AND THE GLASS MENAGERIE 
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Laura’s choice of destinations after fleeing from the business college is deeply symbolic. The 

museum is a place of stillness, where beauty is preserved but not touched—much like Laura’s 

own existence. She lives in observation, not participation, and the museum becomes a metaphor 

for emotional distance and the desire for an unchanging world. 

The birdhouse represents a more delicate metaphor. Birds in a birdhouse are decorative and 

sheltered, but also confined. This dual symbolism mirrors Laura’s emotional life: she seeks 

protection, yet this protection isolates her. The birdhouse stands as a symbol of the paradox 

between safety and stagnation. 

The Jewel Box, a glass conservatory filled with exotic plants, deepens the symbolism. It is 

both beautiful and artificial, much like the glass menagerie itself. It suggests fragility, 

otherworldliness, and a controlled version of nature—another reflection of Laura’s own 

internal world. Her repeated visits here are acts of refuge, signalling a preference for carefully 

cultivated environments over unpredictable human interaction. 

 

13.6.3.  THE GLASS MENAGERIE (IMPLIED) 

While Laura does not interact directly with her glass animal collection in Scene 2, its symbolic 

resonance remains. The glass figures represent beauty, delicacy, and emotional fragility—

qualities that define Laura’s character. Her affinity for them is not merely aesthetic; it is 

existential. Like the figurines, Laura is inert, exquisitely sensitive, and at risk of shattering 

under even minor pressure. 

The glass menagerie also represents a private inner world that is difficult for others to access 

or understand. Amanda cannot enter this world; she dismisses it as escapism. Tom, though 

sympathetic, also cannot connect to it. Scene 2 reinforces this symbolic role by showing Laura 

retreating into similar spaces—suggesting that the glass collection is part of a broader psychic 

landscape of withdrawal and vulnerability. 

 

13.6.4. THE FIRE ESCAPE (ABSENT BUT SYMBOLICALLY PRESENT) 
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Though not physically used in Scene 2, the fire escape introduced in Scene 1 remains 

symbolically active. It continues to represent escape, both literal and metaphorical. In Scene 1, 

Tom retreats to the fire escape to smoke and reflect. In Scene 2, Laura cannot even approach 

it. Her method of “escape” is internalised—she retreats into nature, art, and fantasy, rather than 

physical flight. 

The absence of the fire escape from Scene 2 highlights its symbolic exclusivity to Tom. He is 

the one who longs for geographical and existential release. Laura, by contrast, seeks 

containment, which is reinforced by her attraction to symbolic enclosures like greenhouses and 

birdhouses. 

 

 

13.6.5. CLOTHING AND PRESENTATION 

Amanda’s reference to preparing Laura for callers, especially her comments about appearance 

and ladylike behaviour, brings in another symbolic motif: performance. The idea that a woman 

must be “dressed up” and “ready to receive” suggests a commodification of femininity rooted 

in outdated social scripts. 

Clothing, in this context, becomes a mask—another illusion to be worn. Amanda’s obsession 

with presentation is not merely vanity; it is symbolic of her internalised belief that worth is tied 

to outward appearance. In contrast, Laura’s discomfort with dressing up or being on display 

symbolises her rejection—or incapacity—to play such a role. 

 

Self-Assessment Questions IV 

 

1. Why is the gentleman caller a conflicting symbol for Amanda and Laura? 

2. How do the museum, birdhouse, and greenhouse each reflect aspects of Laura’s inner life? 

3.  In what way does the implied presence of the glass menagerie influence this scene? 

4.  How does the symbolism of the fire escape continue to operate, even though it is not 

physically present? 
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5.  What symbolic function does Amanda’s emphasis on appearance serve? 

 

13.7.   STAGING AND PLASTIC THEATRE 

13.7.1. LIGHTING AND FOCUS 

Lighting plays a crucial role in Scene 2. While Tom is absent as narrator, the lighting continues 

to reflect the subjective and emotional realities of the characters. Laura, in particular, is often 

isolated in soft pools of light—a visual technique introduced in Scene 1 and continued here to 

underscore her fragility. 

The contrast between Amanda and Laura is also reflected through lighting. Amanda may be lit 

more broadly or with warmer tones to signify her energy, vitality, and theatrical presence. 

Laura’s dimmer, cooler light reinforces her withdrawal from the world. Lighting becomes a 

visual extension of each character’s inner life. 

 

13.7.2. SILENCE, RHYTHM, AND PACING 

 

Williams uses silence as a dramatic tool in Scene 2. Pauses in Laura’s speech, the slow pacing 

of her responses, and her non-verbal hesitations all reflect her psychological state. The rhythm 

of the dialogue is halting and fragmented when Laura speaks—contrasting with Amanda’s 

breathless, urgent monologues. 

This difference in speech rhythm creates emotional tension on stage and reflects the characters’ 

differing views of reality. Amanda dominates the scene verbally, while Laura’s emotional truth 

is conveyed through stillness and silence. Williams’s use of rhythm, then, is not just naturalistic 

but expressive of inner conflict. 

 

13.7.3. SPATIAL ARRANGEMENT AND BLOCKING 
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Scene 2 takes place entirely in the apartment, yet the way space is used helps to convey 

emotional relationships. Amanda is physically dynamic—standing, moving, pointing—

whereas Laura remains seated or gently repositioned. This creates a stage dynamic where 

Amanda exerts energy outward while Laura retreats inward. 

Amanda’s dominance of the physical space mirrors her psychological hold over Laura. At the 

same time, Laura’s shrinking presence—physically minimal yet emotionally resonant—centres 

the viewer’s attention in a different way. This tension between motion and stillness is one of 

the quietest but most powerful effects of Williams’s staging. 

 

13.7.4. PROPS AND OBJECT INTERACTION 

While Scene 2 does not involve the prominent use of symbolic props like in later scenes (e.g., 

the glass unicorn in Scene 7), objects still matter. Amanda’s references to dresses, posture, and 

manners evoke an invisible preparation—what the scene lacks in visible props, it compensates 

for through imagined ones. 

The absence of Tom also strips away the screen device and meta-theatrical commentary present 

in Scene 1. What remains is a more intimate, realism-leaning plastic theatre, where the 

emotional weight is carried not by abstract symbols but by atmosphere and behavioural nuance. 

 

13.7.5. MEMORY PLAY WITHOUT NARRATION 

Scene 2 is unique in that it unfolds without Tom’s narration or structural commentary. This 

allows for a more immersive experience and underscores the emotional truth of the moment. 

Even without the formal tools of a memory play (direct address, screens, projected titles), the 

scene still feels like a memory—fragile, contained, slightly dim. 

This effect is achieved not through exposition but through tone. Williams’s directions ask for 

subdued, evocative staging—what he described as “non-realistic lighting” and a sense of 

“emotional atmosphere.” The absence of objective reality becomes itself a form of realism, one 

steeped in memory and mood. 

  Self-Assessment Questions V 
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1. How does lighting help reflect Laura’s emotional state in Scene 2? 

2. In what ways does silence function as a dramatic device in this scene? 

3. How do Amanda and Laura occupy physical space differently, and what does that suggest? 

4. What techniques does Williams use to maintain the tone of a memory play in the absence of 

narration? 

5. Why is rhythm and pacing important in differentiating Amanda’s and Laura’s speech styles? 

 

13.8.   SUMMING UP 

Scene 2 of The Glass Menagerie deepens the emotional and thematic threads introduced in 

Scene 1. Where the first scene used stylised narration and theatrical devices to introduce the 

memory play structure, Scene 2 relies on dialogue and interpersonal conflict. It is quieter, more 

confined, and emotionally intimate. Laura emerges as a figure of emotional fragility whose 

resistance to societal expectation is quietly tragic. Amanda, meanwhile, continues to impose 

her nostalgic illusions on a future that remains uncertain. 

The contrast between Amanda’s social optimism and Laura’s psychological retreat continues 

to drive the play’s central conflicts. Williams’s subtle use of symbols—such as the gentleman 

caller, birdhouses, and silent museums—underscores his preoccupation with the tension 

between external demands and internal realities. Scene 2 may lack the overt drama of later 

scenes, but its emotional insights are essential to understanding the play’s unfolding tragedy. 

13.9.   ANSWERS TO SELF-ASSESSMENT QUESTIONS 

I 

1. Amanda reveals Laura has not been attending business college. 

2. Laura says she spent time walking, visiting museums, and listening to music. 

3. Amanda decides to find a gentleman caller for Laura. 

4. It shifts from confrontation to fantasy and strained hope. 

 

II 

1. Laura lies out of fear and anxiety; it shows her emotional fragility. 
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2. Amanda ignores Laura’s distress and focuses on marriage plans. 

3. Amanda clings to fantasies; Laura hides from reality. 

4. It shows people create comforting illusions to cope with fear. 

5. Amanda’s romantic past drives her expectations for Laura’s future. 

 

III 

1. It shows her need for beauty, quiet, and emotional safety. 

2. Her limp mirrors her inner vulnerability and fragility. 

3. It creates a raw, enclosed, feminine emotional space. 

4. It hints at his later abandonment of the family. 

5. It symbolises loss, abandonment, and looming expectations. 

 

IV 

1. Amanda sees hope; Laura feels dread. 

2. Each reflects Laura’s longing for safety and detachment. 

3. It echoes Laura’s fragility and emotional retreat. 

4. It still symbolises escape—available to Tom, not Laura. 

5. It shows Amanda’s belief in appearance as social currency. 

 

V 

1. Laura is shown in soft, dim light to reflect her fragility. 

2. Silence expresses Laura’s fear and emotional distance. 

3. Amanda dominates space; Laura withdraws—showing control and retreat. 

4. Williams uses mood, lighting, and emotional realism. 

5. Amanda’s urgency contrasts Laura’s hesitancy, deepening their divide. 
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13.11.   TERMINAL AND MODEL QUESTIONS 

Q1. Scene 2 focuses exclusively on Amanda and Laura. How does this shift in focus help the 

audience understand both characters in more depth than in Scene 1? 

Q2. Amanda’s reaction to Laura’s deception is both emotional and strategic. Discuss how her 

turn to the idea of a “gentleman caller” reflects her relationship with the past and her fears 

about the future. 

Q3. In Scene 2, Laura admits to spending her time in museums, birdhouses, and greenhouses. 

What is the symbolic significance of these spaces, and what do they reveal about her 

emotional world? 

Q4. Explore how the theme of illusion versus reality continues in Scene 2. How does Williams 

use dialogue, stage directions, and character behaviour to reinforce this theme? 

Q5. Scene 2 does not include narration, music, or projected images. How does Williams 

nevertheless continue to use “plastic theatre” elements in the staging and atmosphere of 

this scene? 

Q6. Compare Amanda’s use of the “gentleman caller” story in Scene 1 (as memory) and Scene 

2 (as hope for the future). What does this shift tell us about her psychological state and the 

broader themes of the play? 
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14.1.   INTRODUCTION 

Scenes 3 through 7 of Tennessee Williams’s The Glass Menagerie form the pulsating core of 

this memory play, transitioning from the delicate introspection of Scene 2 into a tempestuous 

exploration of familial discord, fragile hope, and inevitable disillusionment. These scenes chart 

the disintegration of the Wingfield family—Tom, Amanda, and Laura—under the crushing 

weight of their individual illusions and collective burdens, culminating in the transformative 

yet devastating arrival of Jim O’Connor, the gentleman caller. Williams fuses lyrical realism 

with theatrical innovation, employing his concept of “plastic theatre” to delve into the 

psychological depths of entrapment, the fragility of dreams, and the haunting distortions of 

memory. This unit provides an exhaustive analysis of the dramatic progression, character 

development, an expansive array of thematic concerns, a rich tapestry of symbolic meanings, 

sophisticated staging techniques, and a detailed application of literary theory—psychoanalysis, 

formalism, and feminist perspectives—drawing on a robust body of academic scholarship to 

illuminate Williams’s artistry. 

C.W.E. Bigsby (1984) describes the memory play structure as “a fusion of past and present into 

a subjective narrative that defies conventional temporality” (p. 54), a technique that reaches its 

apex in these scenes. Philip C. Kolin (1998) asserts that Scenes 3–7 serve as “the crucible where 

Williams’s lyrical realism confronts the stark realities of human limitation” (p. 45), offering a 

narrative arc that is both intensely personal and universally resonant. From the explosive 

rupture of Scene 3 to the melancholic closure of Scene 7, Williams invites us to witness the 

unraveling of a family bound by love, guilt, and unattainable aspirations. 

 

14.2.   OBJECTIVES 

 

After completing this unit, you will be able to: 

• Understand the changing relationships between Tom, Amanda, and Laura in Scenes 3–

7 by looking closely at their thoughts, feelings, and behaviour. 

• See how Tennessee Williams builds dramatic tension using story structure, dialogue, 

stage directions, and other theatrical tools. 
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• Explore key themes like escape, illusion versus reality, fragile hopes, gender roles, 

memory, and responsibility, and see how these ideas fit into Williams’s larger vision as 

a playwright. 

• Study important symbols—like the glass animals, fire escape, gentleman caller, lights 

and candles, magician’s tricks, dinner table, and phonograph—and understand the 

deeper meanings behind them. 

• Learn how Williams uses “plastic theatre” techniques (such as lighting, space, sound, 

silence, props, screen images, and music) to express emotions and themes more 

strongly. 

• Use different literary theories—like psychoanalysis, formalism, and feminism—to 

analyse the play and uncover its psychological, structural, and social meanings. 

14.3.  SCENE SUMMARIES 

Scene 3 Summary 

 

Scene 3 marks a turning point in The Glass Menagerie, introducing open and escalating conflict 

that disturbs the already fragile peace within the Wingfield household. The setting remains the 

small, suffocating apartment, which symbolises the family’s emotional and economic 

entrapment. Tom begins the scene in his role as narrator, offering reflections that reveal the 

increasing strain between the characters, particularly in the wake of Amanda’s obsessive efforts 

to arrange a gentleman caller for Laura—a hope that, while rooted in maternal concern, has 

become a source of tension and denial. 

The central event of the scene is a volatile argument between Amanda and Tom. Amanda 

accuses Tom of being selfish and irresponsible, berating him for spending his evenings at the 

cinema, which she sees as an escape from his duties as the family's provider and protector. Her 

criticisms stem from both frustration and fear—fear for Laura’s future and for the family's 

precarious stability. Tom, pushed to the edge, responds with an outpouring of resentment. He 

condemns Amanda’s clinging to the past, her illusions of Southern gentility, and her 

unwillingness to acknowledge his dreams of freedom, adventure, and personal fulfillment. 

As the argument intensifies, it reaches a symbolic peak when Tom, in a fit of rage, throws his 

coat across the room. The coat knocks over and breaks one of Laura’s delicate glass animals, 

resulting in a heartbreaking cry from Laura, who has been silently witnessing the confrontation. 

This moment is not just a literal shattering—it stands as a metaphor for Laura’s emotional 
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fragility and the damage inflicted by the family’s dysfunction. Her cry cuts through the 

shouting, abruptly silencing the argument and forcing a moment of stillness. The scene ends 

with a sense of rupture and emotional exhaustion, leaving the characters—and the audience—

acutely aware of the growing cracks within the family structure. Laura’s silent suffering 

becomes the unspoken cost of the larger battles waged around her. 

 

Scene 4  

Summary 

Scene 4 begins in the quiet, uncertain aftermath of the previous night’s explosive argument. 

The mood is subdued, tinged with the emotional residue of guilt, regret, and unresolved tension. 

Tom returns home in the early morning hours, slightly drunk, having once again sought escape 

through the cinema—a symbol not only of physical withdrawal but also of his yearning for 

adventure, change, and a life beyond the narrow confines of the Wingfield apartment. 

Laura, ever gentle and forgiving, has stayed awake, waiting for his return. In their soft and 

intimate exchange, Tom confides in her about the magician he saw at the movies, describing a 

trick where a man escapes from a nailed coffin without disturbing a single nail. This metaphor 

becomes central to the scene—and to Tom’s character—as it encapsulates his desire to break 

free from the suffocating obligations of family life without causing harm to those he loves. He 

even presents Laura with a souvenir: the magician’s colourful scarf, a small token of wonder 

and symbolic transformation that contrasts sharply with the gloom of their reality. 

The moment is interrupted by Amanda, who enters the scene with a gentler, more conciliatory 

tone than before. She refrains from continuing their argument and instead pleads with Tom to 

stay with the family, urging him to think of Laura’s future and to help arrange a meeting with 

a suitable young man. Her appeal is driven by desperation as much as maternal devotion—her 

hope for Laura is wrapped in layers of illusion and denial. Moved by a mixture of guilt, 

obligation, and affection for his sister, Tom promises to bring someone home from the 

warehouse—Jim O’Connor—who might serve as the long-awaited gentleman caller. 

The scene ends on a note of fragile reconciliation. Amanda, relieved and hopeful, prays softly 

over her sleeping children, imagining a future where her dreams might still come true. Yet, her 

prayer is laced with delusion, revealing the deep divide between the family's hopes and the 

reality that continues to press in around them. The lingering silence at the end of the scene 

suggests that the underlying tensions remain unresolved, setting the stage for the emotional 

developments to come. 
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Scene 5  

Summary 

Scene 5 takes place in the gentle season of spring, symbolising renewal and the possibility of 

change. Tom, as both narrator and character, reveals that he has invited an old acquaintance, 

Jim O’Connor, to dinner—an action that seems casual but carries deep emotional consequences 

for the family. Amanda, filled with revived optimism, treats the upcoming visit as an 

opportunity to secure a future for Laura. She throws herself into preparations, turning the 

modest apartment into a kind of performance space for Laura’s social "debut." She fusses over 

every detail, from the lighting to Laura’s dress, determined to craft the illusion of a genteel, 

hopeful life. However, this carefully arranged façade begins to falter when Laura discovers that 

the expected guest is her former high school crush. Overcome by anxiety, she becomes 

physically ill and refuses to answer the door. Amanda, unwavering in her hopes, insists that 

Laura participate, unaware—or perhaps in denial—of the emotional strain she is placing on her 

daughter. As the scene closes, the Wingfield family teeters between the fragile promise of hope 

and the looming threat of disappointment, caught in the delicate balance between appearance 

and reality. 

Scene 6  

Summary 

In Scene 6, the long-anticipated arrival of Jim O’Connor takes place. Tom, again narrating, 

describes Jim as an “ordinary young man” with a likeable, confident personality—a stark 

contrast to the world of illusions that the Wingfields inhabit. The dinner itself is filled with 

social discomfort and unspoken tensions. Amanda, in her old-fashioned dress and exaggerated 

charm, performs the role of the gracious Southern hostess, her manners bordering on theatrical. 

Laura, paralysed by nervousness, avoids the dinner table entirely, retreating into the 

background. Meanwhile, Tom reveals to Jim—only after dinner—that he is unaware of 

Amanda’s romantic expectations for the evening. The disconnect between intention and reality 

deepens the underlying tension. Amanda, ever the hopeful matchmaker, arranges for Jim and 

Laura to spend time alone, believing this meeting might blossom into a courtship. The scene 

ends with the mood delicately balanced, as possibility hangs in the air, but so does the threat 

of emotional rupture. 

Scene 7  
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Summary 

Scene 7 marks the emotional climax of the play, focusing almost entirely on the intimate 

interaction between Jim and Laura. At first, Laura remains reserved and hesitant, but Jim’s 

warm and friendly manner gradually helps her open up. They talk, share memories from school, 

and eventually dance together in a fleeting moment of connection. In the course of their 

interaction, Laura’s prized glass unicorn is accidentally broken. Rather than being upset, she 

accepts the breakage with quiet grace, noting that the unicorn is now “just like all the other 

horses.” This moment becomes a powerful symbol of Laura’s own yearning to belong and be 

seen as “normal.” However, the delicate bond between them is quickly shattered when Jim 

reveals that he is already engaged to another woman. Laura’s brief spark of hope is 

extinguished, and the evening collapses into quiet devastation. Amanda, furious and 

disillusioned, turns her anger toward Tom, blaming him for misleading them. Unable to bear 

the guilt and frustration any longer, Tom leaves, both physically and emotionally. As he 

narrates his departure, he confesses that although he sought freedom, he remains haunted by 

the memory of Laura. The scene—and the play—closes with the symbolic act of him blowing 

out her candles, a poignant gesture of farewell, guilt, and enduring sorrow. 

  

Self-Assessment Questions I 

1. In Scene 3, why does the fight between Tom and Amanda become so intense, and how 

does Laura’s cry over the broken glass change the mood? 

2. How does Scene 4 show a quieter side of the family after Scene 3’s fight, and why does 

Tom’s talk about the magician’s scarf matter? 

3. Why does Amanda get so excited about Jim’s visit in Scene 5, and how does Laura’s 

fear of seeing him create tension? 

4. In Scene 6, how does Jim’s normal behavior at dinner contrast with Amanda’s fancy 

act, and why does Laura’s absence make the scene awkward? 

5. How does Scene 7 build hope during Laura and Jim’s talk, and why does Jim’s 

engagement news lead to the family’s sadness? 

 

14.4.   CHARACTER STUDIES  
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The character development in The Glass Menagerie is intricately woven through Scenes 3 to 

7, offering insight into Tennessee Williams’s portrayal of emotional entrapment, psychological 

struggle, and the clash between illusion and reality. Each character responds differently to the 

pressures of familial expectation, personal aspiration, and the looming presence of the past. 

Drawing on key scenes and critical scholarship, the following study offers a deeper 

understanding of Laura, Tom, Amanda, and Jim, whose interactions chart a tragic arc of hope, 

confrontation, and resignation. 

 

14.4.1. LAURA WINGFIELD  

Laura Wingfield emerges as the most delicate and emotionally exposed figure in the play. Her 

fragility is first made explicit in Scene 3, when she cries out upon hearing one of her glass 

figures break during Tom and Amanda’s heated argument. This sound, sudden and haunting, 

punctuates the emotional violence of the scene and, as Boxill (1987) puts it, marks “her soul 

fracturing” (p. 45). In Scene 4, Laura’s empathy toward Tom, who returns home drunk and 

confesses his desire for escape, highlights her own quiet sensibility. Falk (1978) interprets this 

moment as a further sign of her retreat from reality, noting that Laura’s compassion functions 

as a coping mechanism rather than a strength (p. 62). Her vulnerability is further laid bare in 

Scene 5, where her physical illness upon hearing that Jim O’Connor is the gentleman caller 

reveals her acute social anxiety. Bloom (1987) sees this reaction not as weakness but as a form 

of “quiet dignity” (p. 29), suggesting Laura retains a kind of strength in her self-protection. In 

Scene 7, she briefly opens up to Jim, speaking, laughing, and even dancing with him. When 

her beloved unicorn figurine breaks, she responds by saying it is now “like all the other horses,” 

hinting at a fleeting self-acceptance. Yet, when Jim reveals his engagement, she withdraws 

again into silence. Gazolla (2009) aptly describes this moment as revealing Laura’s “fragile 

strength” (p. 78)—a courage too delicate to withstand the weight of reality.  

14.4.2. TOM WINGFIELD 

 

Tom Wingfield, the narrator and central figure of the play, is caught in a state of psychological 

limbo—divided between familial duty and personal desire. In Scene 3, he explodes with rage 

at Amanda’s constant criticism, accusing her of crushing his dreams of becoming a poet or 

adventurer. His outburst, culminating in the symbolic shattering of Laura’s glass figurine, is 
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read by Leverich (1995) as “the artist’s rebellion” (p. 320), a desperate assertion of 

individuality against suffocating domestic expectations. Scene 4, in contrast, reveals a softer 

side to Tom. In his conversation with Laura, he presents her with a magician’s scarf and 

recounts a trick where the performer escapes a nailed coffin without disturbing the nails. This, 

as Thompson (2002) notes, reflects Tom’s inner “yearning” (p. 70) for a way to break free 

without hurting those he loves. However, by Scene 5, Tom’s emotional distance begins to 

increase. His invitation to Jim and his detached narration in Scene 6 suggest a growing removal 

from the household. Bigsby (1984) identifies this as a symptom of “guilt binding him” (p. 

60)—Tom remains physically present but is mentally and emotionally preparing to leave. His 

final departure in Scene 7 is both an escape and a tragedy. Though he walks away from his 

family, he remains haunted by the memory of Laura. Bloom (1987) poignantly refers to this 

moment as “freedom’s cost” (p. 25), underscoring the permanence of guilt and memory in 

Tom’s emotional life. 

 

14.4.3. AMANDA WINGFIELD 

Amanda Wingfield, the faded Southern belle and matriarch, is portrayed as a complex blend of 

delusion, determination, and maternal anxiety. Her role in Scene 3 is marked by controlling 

behaviour as she berates Tom for his perceived irresponsibility. Her criticisms are driven by 

nostalgia for a lost past and a desperate hope for Laura’s future. Tischler (1961) argues that 

Amanda’s accusatory stance acts as “her shield” (p. 92), protecting her from confronting the 

grim reality of their situation. In Scene 4, however, Amanda softens, entering with a tone of 

vulnerability as she pleads with Tom to help Laura find a suitor. Spoto (1985) views this 

moment as Amanda at her most sincere—her “truest” self (p. 138), stripped of theatricality. 

Yet in Scenes 5 and 6, Amanda reverts to her exaggerated performance of charm and genteel 

femininity, over-preparing the apartment and overplaying her Southern charm for Jim’s visit. 

Kolin (1998) captures this behaviour as “delusion incarnate” (p. 55), suggesting Amanda has 

fully retreated into fantasy as a way of resisting disappointment. When the gentleman caller 

turns out to be already engaged in Scene 7, Amanda’s emotional collapse is complete. Her rage 

at Tom and her devastation represents not just maternal disappointment, but the death of her 

illusions. Bigsby (1984) sees this as “hope’s end” (p. 56), a tragic recognition that her carefully 

constructed dreams cannot withstand reality. 
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14.4.4. JIM O’CONNOR 

 

Jim O’Connor, the long-awaited gentleman caller, appears only in the final two scenes, but his 

role is pivotal in unmasking the illusions of the Wingfield family. In Scene 6, he is introduced 

as an affable, optimistic young man whose very normalcy seems exotic to the Wingfields. 

Boxill (1987) characterises Jim as “normalcy’s mirror” (p. 50), reflecting the ordinariness that 

the Wingfields both yearn for and cannot attain. His friendly interaction with Laura in Scene 7 

momentarily lifts her out of her shell, providing her with a glimpse of connection and self-

worth. Yet the revelation of his engagement ultimately devastates her. While Jim’s intentions 

may be kind, his straightforward honesty has unintended consequences. Falk (1978) calls this 

dynamic “simplicity’s cruelty” (p. 68), highlighting how even unmalicious truth can cause 

profound emotional harm. Jim thus functions as both catalyst and reminder—disrupting the 

family’s carefully maintained illusions and reinforcing the starkness of their reality. 

 

Self-Assessment Questions II 

1. How does Laura’s cry over the broken glass in Scene 3 and her silence after Jim’s 

departure in Scene 7 show her mix of fragility and quiet strength? 

2. Why does Tom’s anger during the fight with Amanda in Scene 3 and his escape in Scene 

7 reflect his struggle between family duty and personal freedom? 

3. How does Amanda’s harsh criticism of Tom in Scene 3 contrast with her gentle plea in 

Scene 4, and what does this reveal about her dreams and fears? 

4. Why does Jim’s normal behavior in Scene 6 feel so different from the Wingfields’ lives, 

and how does his honesty in Scene 7 hurt the family? 

5. How do Laura’s empathy in Scene 4 and Tom’s rebellion in Scene 3 show their different 

ways of dealing with being trapped in the family? 

 

 

14.5.   THEMATIC ANALYSIS 

14.5.1. ENTRAPMENT AND ESCAPE 
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Tom’s Physical and Psychological Entrapment 

 

In Scene 3, Tom feels trapped in a tough spot, both by his boring job at the warehouse and by 

his mother Amanda’s constant demands. Their big argument shows how much he hates being 

stuck, as he yells about wanting more from life. He throws his coat in anger, breaking one of 

Laura’s glass figures, which shows how desperate he is to escape, but it also hurts Laura, 

making him feel guilty. Lyle Leverich (1995) calls this moment “a loud cry against the chains 

of home, a shout for freedom” (p. 312). This guilt keeps Tom tied to his family, even though 

he dreams of leaving. In Scene 4, we see him sneaking off to the movies at night, trying to find 

a break from his trapped life, but it’s only temporary. By Scene 5, he agrees to invite Jim 

O’Connor to dinner, but his grumpy attitude shows he’s still feeling stuck. In Scene 7, Tom 

finally breaks free, leaving home for good, as he says, “I left Saint Louis. I went down the fire-

escape one last time” (Williams, 1999, p. 96). But C.W.E. Bigsby (1984) points out that this 

freedom comes with a cost: “It’s freedom, but it’s heavy with guilt for leaving Laura behind” 

(p. 56). Tom’s struggle with being trapped and wanting to escape runs through all these scenes, 

showing how hard it is to break free without hurting others. 

 

Laura’s Passive Confinement 

 

Laura is stuck in a different way, not fighting back like Tom but hiding inside herself. In Scene 

4, we see her quietly listening to Tom’s dreams, but she doesn’t chase her own—she’s trapped 

by her shyness and weak body. Her cry in Scene 3 when the glass figure breaks shows how 

fragile she is, like she’s locked in a cage she can’t escape. Giovanna Gazolla (2009) says, 

“Laura’s body is her jail, showing how trapped she feels inside” (p. 72). In Scene 5, when she 

hears Jim, her old crush, is coming, she gets so scared she pretends to be sick, trying to avoid 

him. This happens again in Scene 6 when she skips dinner, hiding from the pressure to act 

normal. Scene 7 gives a tiny hope when she dances with Jim, feeling free for a moment, but 

when he says he’s engaged, she’s back to being silent and stuck. Unlike Tom, who runs away, 

Laura’s trap is her own fear, which keeps her locked in place across these scenes, making her 

story sadder because she can’t even try to escape. 

 

Amanda’s Self-Imposed Trap 

 

Amanda traps herself with her dreams of the past, thinking she can fix everything by living like 
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she did when she was young. In Scene 5, she gets super excited about Jim’s visit, decorating 

the house and dressing Laura up, believing it’ll make Laura’s future bright. Donald Spoto 

(1985) calls this “a fake sense of control, where her old dreams lock her in” (p. 138). She’s 

stuck thinking the past can save them, but it doesn’t work. Scene 6’s dinner shows this even 

more—she wears an old dress and acts super charming, but it feels forced, like a “fake happy 

cage,” as Gazolla (2009) says (p. 72). When Jim says he’s engaged in Scene 7, her plan falls 

apart, but instead of facing the truth, she blames Tom, showing she’s still trapped in her old 

ways. Amanda’s trap connects all these scenes, as her refusal to let go of the past keeps her 

from seeing the real world, hurting everyone around her. 

 

Illusion of Escape in Scene 7 

 

Scene 7 tricks us into thinking escape is possible, but it’s just a false hope. Laura dances with 

Jim and smiles, feeling free for the first time, like she might escape her shyness. She even says 

her broken unicorn is “ordinary now” (Williams, 1999, p. 83), showing she’s okay with being 

normal for a moment. But when Jim says he’s engaged, that hope crashes, locking her back in 

her quiet world. This moment pushes Tom to leave for good, as he narrates, “I didn’t go to the 

moon, I went much further” (Williams, 1999, p. 96). Bigsby (1984) explains, “Tom gets 

freedom, but it’s mixed with guilt for leaving Laura” (p. 56). This scene ties together everyone’s 

struggle—Laura’s fake escape and Tom’s real but painful one—showing that getting free often 

comes with a heavy price, linking back to the fights and dreams in Scenes 3 to 6. 

 

 

14.5.2. ILLUSION VERSUS REALITY 

 

Amanda’s Nostalgic Illusion 

 

In Scene 3, Amanda lives in a dream world, talking about her days as a young girl with lots of 

gentleman callers. This clashes with Tom’s real life of hard work and stress, causing a big fight. 

Nancy Tischler (1961) says this fight “breaks her dream, showing how she hides from the truth” 

(p. 89). Amanda’s stories about her past ignore their current problems, like being poor and 

stuck. In Scene 4, she keeps this dream alive, thinking a gentleman caller will fix everything 
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for Laura. Scene 5 turns her dream into a big show, decorating the house like it’s a fairy tale. 

By Scene 6, she’s acting like a young girl again at dinner, telling old stories that don’t fit today’s 

world. When Jim says he’s engaged in Scene 7, her dream falls apart, but she blames Tom 

instead of facing reality. Amanda’s fake world runs through these scenes, showing how her 

dreams hurt the family by keeping them from the truth. 

Tom’s Cynical Realism 

 

Tom sees the world as it is, not like Amanda’s dreams, and this shows up in Scene 4 when he 

agrees to invite Jim but doesn’t believe it’ll work. Harold Bloom (1987) says, “Tom’s truth 

shuts down Amanda’s made-up stories” (p. 23). His movie trips in Scene 3 are his way of 

escaping her fake ideas, choosing reality even if it’s tough. In Scene 5, he talks about inviting 

Jim like it’s no big deal—“I asked him casually” (Williams, 1999, p. 49)—showing he doesn’t 

buy Amanda’s hopes. Scene 6 has him watching Amanda’s over-the-top dinner act, making 

sarcastic comments that prove he sees through it. By Scene 7, when he leaves home, he’s fully 

in reality, saying, “I followed, from then on, in my father’s footsteps” (Williams, 1999, p. 96). 

Tom’s clear view ties these scenes together, fighting Amanda’s dreams but also making him 

feel alone. 

Laura’s Disruption 

 

Laura breaks Amanda’s dreams without meaning to, bringing reality into focus. In Scene 5, 

when she hears Jim is coming, she gets so scared she says she’s sick, ruining Amanda’s perfect 

plan. Philip C. Kolin (1998) calls this “a sign that old dreams are empty, as Laura’s real fear 

wins” (p. 52). Her cry in Scene 3 when the glass breaks already showed she can’t fit into 

Amanda’s fake world. In Scene 6, she hides from dinner, avoiding the act Amanda wants her 

to play. Scene 7’s quiet moment with Jim seems like it might work, but when he leaves, her 

silence shows she can’t live in Amanda’s dream. Laura’s real struggles connect these scenes, 

quietly proving that truth always beats illusion. 

Jim as Reality’s Agent 

 

Jim comes into Scene 6 as a normal guy, not part of Amanda’s big dreams, and his simple way 

of talking cuts through her fancy act. Bloom (1987) says, “Jim makes dreams fall apart by 
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being real” (p. 23). He doesn’t know Amanda’s plan, which Tom points out, making her efforts 

look silly. In Scene 7, when he tells Laura he’s engaged, it’s like a bomb going off, destroying 

all the family’s hopes. Jim’s real life—having a fiancée and regular plans—shows up in these 

scenes as the truth that ends Amanda’s and Laura’s dreams, tying together the story’s big clash 

between what’s fake and what’s real. 

 

14.5.3.  FRAGILITY OF HOPE 

 

Shattered Beginnings 

Scene 3 begins with a glass figure accidentally broken during a fight between Tom and 

Amanda. This moment shows that the family’s hope is fragile and can be destroyed easily. 

Judith J. Thompson (2002) explains that the broken glass stands for “beauty broken by 

accident,” showing how weak and delicate their hopes really are (p. 67). Laura’s cry when the 

glass breaks feels like a warning that their dreams may not last. This moment introduces the 

idea that the Wingfields' hopes are as fragile as glass, and this theme continues through the rest 

of the scenes as more things start to fall apart. 

Tentative Glimmers 

In Scene 4, there is a small sign of hope when Amanda prays for her children and Tom agrees 

to invite Jim to dinner. This feels like a new beginning after the big fight in Scene 3. However, 

Tom still seems frustrated and tired, which makes the hope feel uncertain. Donald Spoto (1985) 

describes this scene as “a thin layer of hope hiding a lot of sadness” (p. 134). When Amanda 

says, “Oh, be successful, Tom” (Williams, 1999, p. 36), it sounds positive, but the quiet mood 

and Tom’s habit of going to the movies instead of helping at home suggest that the hope might 

not last. This small moment of hope tries to repair the damage done in the previous scene. 

Inflated Expectations 

In Scene 5, Amanda becomes full of energy as she prepares the apartment for Jim’s visit. She 

sees him as the solution to all their problems. She puts up new curtains, chooses a pretty dress 

for Laura, and becomes very excited. However, Laura’s reaction is completely different. She 

becomes sick with fear when she learns that Jim is the same boy she liked in high school. This 

shows that their growing hope is not strong or stable. Giovanna Gazolla (2009) says that it is 
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“hope standing on the edge, ready to fall” (p. 75). The large amount of hope that Amanda shows 

builds on the small bit of hope from Scene 4, but it becomes too much to handle and leads to 

trouble in the next scenes. 

Crushed Climax 

In Scene 6, Jim finally arrives, and for a short time, it seems like their hopes might come true. 

He is friendly, polite, and seems genuinely interested in Laura. In Scene 7, Laura becomes more 

relaxed and even dances with Jim, feeling happy for the first time. But when Jim tells her that 

he is already engaged to someone else, all that hope comes crashing down. Albert J. Devlin 

(1986) describes this moment as “a sad song for hope that always gets broken” (p. 102). 

Amanda becomes angry, and Laura returns to her quiet sadness. The story ends with the same 

feeling that began in Scene 3—broken hopes and dreams that cannot survive in the real world. 

14.5.4. GENDER ROLES AND SOCIETAL EXPECTATIONS 

 

Amanda’s Imposition 

In Scene 3, Amanda tries to make Laura behave like a traditional young woman, just like she 

was in her youth. She wants Laura to be charming and attractive so that she can find a husband. 

This pressure becomes stronger in Scene 5, when Amanda makes Laura dress up nicely for 

Jim’s visit, believing that marriage is the only way Laura can have a future. Donald Spoto 

(1985) explains that Amanda’s actions are “a trap made of old rules, holding Laura back” (p. 

140). Amanda is stuck in her memories and tries to force Laura to follow the same path, even 

though the world has changed. This pressure continues throughout these scenes, showing how 

Amanda’s outdated beliefs control her view of what Laura’s life should be. 

Performative Femininity 

In Scene 6, Amanda acts like a young girl again. She wears an old dress from her past and tells 

flirtatious stories during dinner. Nancy Tischler (1961) calls this “an old-fashioned act that 

doesn’t fit today” (p. 95). Amanda is performing, trying to seem graceful and perfect, but her 

behaviour feels silly and out of place compared to Jim’s casual and honest way of speaking. 

This performance builds on her earlier excitement in Scene 5, where she was already planning 

everything for Jim’s visit. Amanda’s actions show how she is still holding on to old ideas about 

how women should behave, even though those ideas no longer fit in the present. 
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Laura’s Resistance 

In Scene 7, after Jim tells Laura that he is engaged, she stays quiet and calm. She does not react 

the way Amanda might expect. Nancy Tischler (1961) describes this as “a quiet fight against 

being what others expect” (p. 95). Laura’s earlier behaviour—hiding in Scene 5 and not joining 

the dinner in Scene 6—also shows that she does not want to take part in Amanda’s plans. 

Laura’s silence is not weakness, but a gentle way of saying no to the role Amanda wants her to 

play. Through these scenes, Laura resists the pressure to become someone she is not, quietly 

rejecting Amanda’s old-fashioned ideas about how women should live. 

 

14.5.5. MEMORY’S DISTORTION 

 

Tom’s Guilty Lens 

In Scene 3, Tom tells the story while looking back on the past, and we can see that he feels 

guilty. His guilt changes how he remembers the fight with Amanda. He says, “I was more 

faithful than I meant to be” (Williams, 1999, p. 19), which shows that even though he wanted 

to leave, he stayed longer than he planned. Robert A. Martin (2000) explains this kind of 

memory as “a mirror that mixes truth with feelings, making a story” (p. 150). Tom’s guilt affects 

how he tells the story in every scene, giving us his point of view, but with emotion shaping 

how we understand it. 

Romanticised Past 

Scenes 4 and 5 make the past feel soft and dreamlike. In Scene 4, Tom shows Laura a 

magician’s scarf, which stands for escape and transformation. Scene 5 takes place in spring, a 

season linked with new beginnings and old dreams. Amanda acts like her past is coming back, 

dressing up Laura and planning for Jim’s visit like it’s a big event. Tennessee Williams (1999) 

writes in the introduction, “Memory makes things gentler, adding feelings” (p. xv). These 

scenes show how memories of the past are not always true—they are shaped by feelings and 

hopes, and they connect through a dreamlike atmosphere. 

Eternal Haunting 
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In Scene 7, Tom finally leaves the family, but he cannot forget Laura. As he ends the play, he 

says, “Blow out your candles, Laura—and so goodbye” (Williams, 1999, p. 97). This makes 

Laura a symbol of memory—someone Tom cannot stop thinking about. She becomes more 

than just a person; she becomes a haunting part of his past. Martin (2000) says this is “truth 

turned into a story, haunting him” (p. 150). The way Tom remembers Laura links all the scenes, 

showing how memory can turn people into symbols that stay with us forever. 

 

 

 

14.5.6. THE BURDEN OF RESPONSIBILITY   

 

Tom’s Duty 

In Scene 3, Amanda tells Tom that he must take care of the family. She shouts, “You’re going 

to listen!” (Williams, 1999, p. 23), showing her frustration and expectations. Biographer 

Leverich (1995) describes this as “a heavy job that chokes him” (p. 315). Tom feels trapped 

between his duty to his family and his desire for freedom. This tension runs through the scenes 

and explains why he finally escapes in Scene 7, even though it leaves him with guilt. 

Amanda’s Maternal Load 

Amanda also carries a heavy burden. In Scene 4, she pleads with Tom to help Laura, and in 

Scene 5, she goes to great effort to prepare the apartment for Jim’s visit. She says, “I’ve had to 

struggle!” (Williams, 1999, p. 34), which shows how hard she works to keep the family going. 

Spoto (1985) sees this as “a mom’s duty to fix everything” (p. 138). Amanda’s actions in these 

scenes show that she feels completely responsible for her children’s futures, tying the scenes 

together with her constant efforts to save them. 

Laura’s Failure 

In Scene 6, Laura is expected to be cheerful and friendly for Jim, but she hides away and avoids 

the dinner. This creates problems for Amanda’s plan. In Scene 7, when Jim leaves, the plan has 

completely failed. Tom, feeling overwhelmed, walks out on the family. Bigsby (1984) writes, 

“Tom drops his duty, leaving Laura and Amanda to deal” (p. 60). Laura’s inability to meet 
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expectations and Tom’s final decision to leave show how the weight of responsibility is shared 

but also too much for each of them. These scenes together show how duty becomes a burden 

that breaks the family apart. 

 

Self-Assessment Questions III 

1. How does Tom’s need to escape in Scene 3 and his final departure in Scene 7 show the 

theme of entrapment and escape, and why does guilt make it complex? 

2. Why does Amanda’s obsession with her past in Scene 3 clash with Tom’s reality in 

Scene 7, and how does this reflect the theme of illusion versus reality? 

3. How does the broken glass in Scene 3 and the crushed hopes in Scene 7 show the 

fragility of hope, and why is this theme central to the play? 

4. Why does Amanda push Laura to be a traditional woman in Scenes 3 and 5, and how 

does Laura’s silence in Scene 7 resist these gender expectations? 

5. How does Tom’s guilty memory of Laura in Scene 7 connect to his fight in Scene 3, 

and why does this show the theme of memory’s distortion? 

 

 

14.6.   SYMBOLS AND THEIR EXTENSIONS 

14.6.1. THE GLASS MENAGERIE 

 

Fragility’s Emblem 

 

The glass menagerie is a powerful symbol of how fragile Laura and the whole Wingfield family 

are. In Scene 3, when Tom and Amanda fight, Tom throws his coat and accidentally breaks one 

of Laura’s glass figures. This moment shows how easily their hopes and feelings can shatter, 

just like the delicate glass. Judith J. Thompson (2002) explains, “The broken glass in Scene 3 

is a warning that the family’s dreams are weak and can break under pressure” (p. 70). Laura’s 

sad cry when it happens makes it clear she’s hurt, connecting the glass to her own breakable 

nature. This symbol carries through all the scenes, reminding us that the family’s life is as 
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delicate as Laura’s collection. For example, in Scene 5, Amanda’s big plans for Jim’s visit feel 

like they could crash, just like the glass, because Laura is too shy to handle it. The glass 

menagerie ties Scenes 3 to 7, showing how the family’s hopes are always at risk of breaking. 

Brief Normalcy 

 

In Scene 7, the glass menagerie takes on a new meaning when Jim and Laura dance and 

accidentally knock over her favorite glass unicorn, breaking its horn. Laura says it’s “ordinary 

now” (Williams, 1999, p. 83), which shows she feels a little normal for a moment, thanks to 

Jim’s kindness. Giovanna Gazolla (2009) calls this “a bridge to reality, a short moment where 

Laura feels like everyone else” (p. 78). This change in the unicorn connects to Scene 3’s broken 

glass, showing how Laura tries to step out of her fragile world, but it doesn’t last. When Jim 

says he’s engaged, Laura goes quiet, and the hope of being normal breaks, just like the glass. 

The unicorn’s brief change ties Scenes 3 and 7 together, showing how fragile and short-lived 

any escape from Laura’s delicate world is. 

 

14.6.2. THE FIRE ESCAPE 

 

Tom’s Refuge 

 

The fire escape is a symbol of Tom’s need to get away from his trapped life. In Scene 3, he 

steps out onto the fire escape during his fight with Amanda, showing it’s his place to breathe 

and dream of freedom. C.W.E. Bigsby (1984) says, “The fire escape is Tom’s way out, but 

Laura never uses it, showing their different paths” (p. 58). While Tom can go there to escape 

Amanda’s nagging or his boring job, Laura stays inside, stuck in her shyness. This contrast 

shows up again in Scene 5, where Tom talks about inviting Jim but doesn’t mention Laura 

going near the fire escape—she’s too scared to even think of leaving. The fire escape connects 

these scenes by highlighting Tom’s hope for escape while showing Laura’s inability to find 

one. 

Final Exit 



UTTRAKHAND OPEN UNIVERSITY                                                                      AMERICAN LITERATURE I 

                                                                                                     

219 
 

 

In Scene 7, the fire escape becomes the symbol of Tom’s real escape when he leaves home for 

good. He narrates, “I went down the fire-escape one last time” (Williams, 1999, p. 96), showing 

he’s finally free from his family and job. Lyle Leverich (1995) explains, “The fire escape is 

Tom’s final step to freedom, a path he takes alone” (p. 320). This moment links back to Scene 

3, where the fire escape was just a temporary hideout. Now, it’s his way out forever, but he 

feels guilty for leaving Laura, making his freedom bittersweet. The fire escape ties Scenes 3 to 

7, showing Tom’s journey from small escapes to a big, permanent one that still haunts him. 

 

14.6.3. THE GENTLEMAN CALLER 

 

Hope’s Projection 

The idea of a gentleman caller is a symbol of hope for Amanda, starting in Scene 4 when she 

begs Tom to find someone for Laura. In Scene 5, she gets super excited, decorating the house 

and dressing Laura up, thinking Jim O’Connor will save Laura’s future. Philip C. Kolin (1998) 

says, “The gentleman caller is Amanda’s dream of fixing everything, a hope she builds up” (p. 

60). This hope grows from Scene 4’s quiet talk to Scene 5’s big plans, showing how much 

Amanda believes a man can change their lives. It connects these scenes by turning a simple 

idea into a huge dream that drives the family’s actions, even though it’s based on Amanda’s 

old-fashioned ideas. 

Reality’s Disruptor 

In Scenes 6 and 7, Jim O’Connor, the real gentleman caller, breaks that hope. In Scene 6, he’s 

just a nice, normal guy at dinner, not knowing Amanda’s big plan, which makes her efforts look 

silly. In Scene 7, when he tells Laura he’s engaged, it destroys Amanda’s and Laura’s dreams. 

Harold Bloom (1987) calls this “the moment dreams fall apart, hit by reality” (p. 23). Jim’s 

normal life—having a fiancée—shows the truth that Amanda’s hopes can’t hold up. This 

change from hope to heartbreak links Scenes 4, 5, 6, and 7, showing how the gentleman caller 

starts as a dream and ends as a painful wake-up call. 
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14.6.4. LIGHTING AND CANDLES 

 

Harsh Conflict 

In Scene 3, the stage lighting is bright and harsh during Tom and Amanda’s fight, making the 

argument feel sharp and angry. Albert J. Devlin (1986) says, “The stark light in Scene 3 shows 

the family’s raw conflict, like a spotlight on their pain” (p. 108). This bright light matches the 

yelling and the broken glass, showing how their problems are out in the open. It sets up the 

story’s tension, connecting to later scenes where light changes to show different feelings, like 

hope or sadness. 

Fragile End 

In Scene 7, the lighting softens to candles during Laura and Jim’s talk, creating a gentle, hopeful 

mood. But when Tom blows out the candles at the end, saying, “Blow out your candles, Laura” 

(Williams, 1999, p. 97), it shows their dreams are gone. Tennessee Williams (1999) explains, 

“The candles fading out mean the end of hope, like a light going dark” (p. xv). This change 

from Scene 3’s harsh light to Scene 7’s soft candles, then darkness, ties the scenes together, 

showing how the family’s story goes from loud fights to quiet loss. 

 

 

 

14.6.5. THE MAGICIAN’S SCARF 

 

In Scene 4, Tom shows Laura a magician’s scarf from a show, talking about how it can change 

things, like his dream to escape his boring life. Judith J. Thompson (2002) says, “The scarf is 

Tom’s symbol of wanting a bigger, freer life” (p. 70). He tells Laura about the magic show with 

excitement, saying, “He changes water to wine” (Williams, 1999, p. 28), showing he wishes he 

could change his own life. This scarf stands out in Scene 4, connecting to Tom’s later escape 

in Scene 7, as it shows his hope for something magical to free him from his trapped world. 
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Self-Assessment Questions IV 

 

1. How does the glass menagerie in Scene 3 and the broken unicorn in Scene 7 symbolize the 

family’s fragile dreams, and why is Laura’s reaction important? 

2. Why does the fire escape show Tom’s desire to escape in Scene 3 and become his final exit 

in Scene 7, and how does it contrast with Laura’s life? 

3. How does the gentleman caller represent hope in Scenes 4 and 5 but turn into a harsh truth 

in Scenes 6 and 7, and why is this shift key? 

4. Why does the bright light in Scene 3’s fight differ from the soft candles in Scene 7, and how 

does this show the family’s emotional changes? 

5. How does the magician’s scarf in Scene 4 reflect Tom’s dreams, and why does it make his 

escape in Scene 7 feel both hopeful and sad? 

14.7.   STAGING AND PLASTIC THEATRE 

 

Lighting and Atmosphere 

 

The lighting in the play changes to match the family’s feelings, like a tool to show their hearts. 

In Scene 3, the bright, harsh light during Tom and Amanda’s fight makes everything feel tense 

and angry, like their problems are wide open. In Scene 7, the soft candlelight when Laura talks 

to Jim feels warm and hopeful, but when Tom blows out the candles, it’s dark and sad. Robert 

A. Martin (2000) says, “The light shifts from harsh to soft, showing the family’s ups and 

downs” (p. 145). This change ties Scenes 3 and 7, using light to show the story’s emotional 

journey from conflict to loss. 

Spatial Dynamics 

 

The stage feels small and tight in Scene 3, making Tom and Amanda’s fight feel like it’s trapped 

in a tiny space, just like their lives. In Scene 5, Amanda decorates the apartment to look fancy 

for Jim, but it still feels fake and cramped, hiding their real problems. Judith J. Thompson 
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(2002) says, “The small space shows their trapped minds, like a cage they can’t leave” (p. 73). 

This tight feeling connects Scenes 3 and 5, showing how the apartment keeps the family stuck, 

no matter how they try to change it. 

Sound and Silence 

 

The sounds in the play help show the story’s ups and downs. In Scene 3, Tom and Amanda’s 

loud shouting fills the stage, making their fight feel big and scary. In Scene 7, after Jim leaves, 

there’s a heavy silence when Laura stops talking, showing her sadness without words. Harold 

Clurman (1957) says, “The quiet moments are louder than the shouts, showing deep pain” (p. 

201). This mix of noise and silence links Scenes 3 and 7, using sound to show the family’s 

fights and their heartbreak. 

Props and Interaction 

 

The props—like the glass menagerie, magician’s scarf, and dinner table—are like characters, 

holding the family’s feelings. The glass breaks in Scene 3, showing Laura’s fragility, the scarf 

in Scene 4 shows Tom’s dreams, and the table in Scene 6 shows their fake togetherness. Gerald 

Weales (1971) says, “These objects are like people, carrying the story’s heart” (p. 89). These 

props connect Scenes 3, 4, and 6, making the family’s emotions feel real through things they 

touch and use. 

Screen Device 

 

Williams uses a screen on stage to show words or pictures, like a window into Tom’s memories. 

In Scene 3, it might show “Argument” to highlight the fight, and in Scene 5, it could show 

“Gentleman Caller” to focus on Amanda’s hope. Williams (1999) says, “The screen shows 

what’s inside Tom’s mind, making memories clear” (p. xiv). This screen links Scenes 3 and 5, 

helping us see the story through Tom’s eyes, like a memory coming alive. 

 

Musical Motifs 

 

Music in Scene 7, like the soft tune during Laura and Jim’s dance, adds a warm, happy feeling, 
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like a moment of hope. Martin (2000) says, “The music gives the scene a special mood, like a 

memory’s touch” (p. 152). This music contrasts with the silence in Scene 7 when Jim leaves, 

making the sadness stronger. It connects to Scene 5’s hopeful plans, using sound to show the 

family’s brief joy before their dreams break. 

 

  Self-Assessment Questions V 

 

1. How do the harsh lights in Scene 3 and soft candles in Scene 7 show the family’s shifting 

emotions, and why is lighting key to the play’s mood? 

2. Why does the small stage in Scene 3 and decorated apartment in Scene 5 feel cramped, and 

how does this reflect the family’s trapped lives? 

3. How do the loud shouts in Scene 3 contrast with the heavy silence in Scene 7, and why does 

this make the family’s pain more powerful? 

4. Why do props like the glass menagerie in Scene 3 and dinner table in Scene 6 carry the 

family’s feelings, and how do they connect the scenes? 

5. How does the screen device in Scenes 3 and 5 show Tom’s memories, and why does it make 

the play feel like a personal story? 

 

14.8.  LITERARY THEORY IN RELATION TO THE PLAY 

 

14.8.1. PSYCHOANALYTIC PERSPECTIVE  

 

Tom’s Oedipal Clash 

Psychoanalysis looks at hidden feelings, and in Scene 3, Tom’s big fight with Amanda shows 

a deep struggle, like he’s fighting against her control as a mother. Lyle Leverich (1995) says, 

“Tom’s anger is like a son pushing back against his mom’s rules” (p. 315). He yells, “I’m going 

to opium dens!” (Williams, 1999, p. 24), showing he wants to break free from her hold. This 
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fight connects to his escape in Scene 7, where he leaves but feels guilty, showing his mixed 

feelings about his mom. 

Laura’s Retreat 

Laura’s love for her glass menagerie, seen in Scenes 3 and 7, is like hiding in a safe, childish 

world. Signi Falk (1978) says, “The glass is Laura’s way to stay in a dream, away from the real 

world’s rules” (p. 62). In Scene 3, her cry when the glass breaks shows she’s scared to leave 

this safe place. In Scene 7, she shares the glass with Jim but goes quiet when he leaves, staying 

in her safe world. This retreat ties Scenes 3 and 7, showing Laura’s fear of growing up. 

Guilt’s Echo 

In Scene 7, when Tom blows out Laura’s candles, he’s haunted by guilt for leaving her, saying, 

“Blow out your candles, Laura” (Williams, 1999, p. 97). Harold Bloom (1987) calls this “guilt 

coming back, like a memory he can’t escape” (p. 25). This guilt links to Scene 3’s fight, where 

he hurt Laura by breaking the glass, showing his deep feelings of responsibility that follow him 

even after he leaves. 

 

14.8.2. FORMALIST PERSPECTIVE  

 

Structural Balance 

 

Formalism looks at how the play is built, and Scenes 3 to 7 are carefully planned. Scene 3 starts 

with a big fight, raising tension, while Scene 7 ends with Tom leaving, solving that tension 

sadly. Philip C. Kolin (1998) says, “The play’s structure matches the family’s chaos, starting 

high and ending low” (p. 48). Scenes 4 and 5 build hope with Jim’s visit, but Scene 6 shows 

cracks, leading to Scene 7’s end. This structure ties all the scenes, making the story feel like a 

complete journey. 

Imagery’s Unity 

The play uses images like glass and light to hold the story together. The glass menagerie in 

Scenes 3 and 7 shows Laura’s fragility, and the candles in Scene 7 show hope fading. Martin 

(2000) says, “These images weave the story into one piece, like a picture” (p. 152). The harsh 
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light in Scene 3 and soft candles in Scene 7 connect the scenes, using pictures to tell the family’s 

emotional story from start to finish. 

 

14.8.3. FEMINIST PERSPECTIVE 

 

Patriarchal Trap 

Feminist theory sees how old rules for women hurt the family. In Scene 5, Amanda makes 

Laura dress up for Jim, thinking she needs a man to be happy, following old ideas about women. 

Donald Spoto (1985) calls this “a trap from old male-led rules, holding Laura back” (p. 140). 

This trap starts in Scene 3 when Amanda pushes Laura to be charming and grows in Scene 5, 

showing how Amanda’s stuck in a world where women only matter if men like them. 

Laura’s Revolt 

In Scene 7, Laura stays quiet after Jim leaves, not fitting into Amanda’s plan to be a perfect 

lady. Nancy Tischler (1961) says, “Laura’s silence is a quiet fight against being what others 

want” (p. 95). Her hiding in Scene 5 and skipping dinner in Scene 6 show she doesn’t want to 

follow these rules. Laura’s quiet no connects these scenes, showing she’s pushing back against 

old ideas in her own way. 

 

 

  Self-Assessment Questions VI 

 

1. How does the psychoanalytic view explain Tom’s fight with Amanda in Scene 3 and 

his guilt in Scene 7, and why is it a struggle with control? 

2. Why does the feminist perspective see Amanda’s plans for Laura in Scenes 3 and 5 as 

old-fashioned, and how does Laura’s silence in Scene 7 resist them? 

3. How does the formalist view describe the play’s structure from Scene 3’s conflict to 

Scene 7’s end, and why does it feel like a complete story? 

4. Why does the psychoanalytic perspective say Laura’s glass menagerie in Scenes 3 and 

7 is a safe place, and how does this show her fear of reality? 
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5. How does the feminist view explain Laura’s refusal to follow Amanda’s rules in Scenes 

5–7, and why is her silence a form of strength? 

 

14.9.   SUMMING UP 

 

Scene 2 of The Glass Menagerie deepens the emotional and thematic threads introduced in 

Scene 1. Where the first scene used stylised narration and theatrical devices to introduce the 

memory play structure, Scene 2 relies on dialogue and interpersonal conflict. It is quieter, more 

confined, and emotionally intimate. Laura emerges as a figure of emotional fragility whose 

resistance to societal expectation is quietly tragic. Amanda, meanwhile, continues to impose 

her nostalgic illusions on a future that remains uncertain. 

The contrast between Amanda’s social optimism and Laura’s psychological retreat continues 

to drive the play’s central conflicts. Williams’s subtle use of symbols—such as the gentleman 

caller, birdhouses, and silent museums—underscores his preoccupation with the tension 

between external demands and internal realities. Scene 2 may lack the overt drama of later 

scenes, but its emotional insights are essential to understanding the play’s unfolding tragedy. 

 

14.10.   ANSWERS TO SELF-ASSESSMENT QUESTIONS 

I 

1. Tom and Amanda fight over his escapes and her control; Laura’s cry shifts mood to 

sadness. 

2. Scene 4 is calm with gentle talk; scarf shows Tom’s escape dreams. 

3. Amanda sees Jim as Laura’s future; Laura’s fear creates tension. 

4. Jim’s casual talk clashes with Amanda’s charm; Laura’s absence makes it awkward. 

5. Laura’s talk with Jim sparks hope; his engagement news crushes dreams. 

 

II 

1.  Laura’s cry shows fragility; silence shows quiet strength.  

2. Tom’s anger fights control; escape seeks freedom with guilt.  
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3. Criticism hides fears; plea shows hope for Laura’s future.  

4. Jim’s normalcy contrasts illusions; honesty shatters hopes.  

5. Laura listens kindly; Tom rebels, showing opposite responses. 

III 

1. Tom’s rebellion and escape show entrapment; guilt complicates freedom.  

2. Amanda’s past dreams clash with Tom’s reality, showing illusion versus reality. 

3. Broken glass and crushed hopes show fragile dreams, central to story.  

4. Amanda pushes old roles; Laura’s silence resists them.  

5. Tom’s guilt distorts Laura’s memory, showing memory’s twist. 

IV 

1. Glass shows fragile hopes; Laura’s calm acceptance shows strength.  

2. Fire escape is Tom’s refuge, then exit; Laura can’t use it.  

3. Gentleman caller is hope, then truth with engagement, crushing dreams. 

4. Bright light shows conflict; candles show hope, then loss. 

5. Scarf shows dreams; escape is hopeful but sad with guilt. 

V 

1. Harsh lights show anger; candles show hope, then loss, setting mood.  

2. Small stage feels trapping, like family’s stuck lives.  

3. Shouts show conflict; silence shows loss, deepening pain.  

4. Props carry emotions, linking fragility and fake unity.  

5. Screen shows Tom’s memories, making play personal, dreamlike. 

 

VI 

1.  Tom fights Amanda’s control; guilt shows struggle.  

2. Amanda’s plans follow old roles; Laura’s silence resists.  

3. Conflict to resolution makes complete, structured story.  

4. Glass is Laura’s safe retreat, showing fear of reality.  

5. Laura’s silence rejects rules, showing feminist strength. 
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14.12.   TERMINAL AND MODEL QUESTIONS 
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Q1. How does Scene 3’s conflict prefigure Tom’s escape in Scene 7, reflecting entrapment? 

Q2. Compare Amanda’s gender expectations in Scenes 5–6, using feminist theory.  

Q3. Discuss the glass menagerie and fire escape’s interplay across Scenes 3–7.  

Q4. How does Jim’s role in Scenes 6–7 reflect memory’s distortion, per psychoanalysis?  

Q5. Explore lighting and sound as plastic theatre, citing examples and sources. 

 


