F.O. MATTHIESSEN

Method and Scope

The starting point for this book was my realization of how great a number
of our past masterpieces were produced in one extraordinarily concentrated
moment of expression. It may not seem precisely accurate to refer to our
mid-nineteenth century as a re-birth; but that was how the writers themselves
judged it. Not as a re-birth of values that had existed previously in America,
but as America’s way of producing a renaissance, by coming to its first
maturity and affirming its rightful heritage in the whole expanse of art and
culture.

The half-decade of 1850-55 saw the appearance of Representative Men
(1850), The Scarlet Letter (1850), The House of the Seven Gables (1851), Moby-
Dick (1851), Pierre (1852), Walden (1854), and Leaves of Grass (1855). You
might search all the rest of American literature without being able to collect
a group of books equal to these in imaginative vitality. That interesting fact
could make the subject for several different kinds of investigation. You might
be concerned with how this flowering came, with the descriptive narrative of
literary history. Or you might dig into its sources in our life, and examine the
economic, social, and religious causes why this flowering came in just these
years. Or you might be primarily concerned with whar these books were as
works of art, with evaluating their fusions of form and content.

By choosing the last of these alternatives my main subject has become
the conceptions held by five of our major writers concerning the function
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and nature of literature, and the degree to which their practice bore out their
theories. That may make their process sound too deliberate, but Emerson,
Thoreau, and Whitman all commented very explicitly on language as well as
expression, and the creative intentions of Hawthorne and Melville can be
readily discerned through scrutiny of their chief works. It has seemed to me
that the literary accomplishment of those years could be judged most
adequately if approached both in the light of its authors’ purposes and in that
of our own developing conceptions of literature. The double aim, therefore,
has been to place these works both in their age and in ours.



