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American Literature 

Periods of American Literature 

• The history of American literature 

stretches across more than 400 years. 

It can be divided into five major periods, 

each of which has unique 

characteristics, notable authors, and 

representative works. 

 

• The Colonial and Early National Period 

(17th century to 1830) 

• The first European settlers of North 

America wrote about their experiences 



starting in the 1600s. This was the 

earliest American literature: practical, 

straightforward, often derivative of 

literature in Great Britain, and focused 

on the future. 

In its earliest days, during the 1600s, 

American literature consisted mostly of 

practical nonfiction written by British 

settlers who populated the colonies that 

would become the United States. 

• John Smith wrote histories of Virginia 

based on his experiences as an English 

explorer and a president of the 

Jamestown Colony. These histories, 

published in 1608 and 1624, are among 

the earliest works of American 

literature. 

• Nathaniel Ward and John 

Winthrop wrote books on religion, a 



topic of central concern in colonial 

America. 

• Anne Bradstreet’s The Tenth Muse 

Lately Sprung Up in America (1650) may 

be the earliest collection of poetry 

written in and about America, although 

it was published in England. 

A new era began when the United States 

declared its independence in 1776, and 

much new writing addressed the 

country’s future. American poetry and 

fiction were largely modeled on what 

was being published overseas in Great 

Britain, and much of what American 

readers consumed also came from Great 

Britain. 

• The Federalist Papers (1787–88), 

by Alexander Hamilton, James Madison, 

and John Jay, shaped the political 

direction of the United States. 



• Benjamin Franklin’s Autobiography, 

which he wrote during the 1770s and 

’80s, told a quintessentially American 

life story. 

• Phillis Wheatley, an African woman 

enslaved in Boston, wrote the first 

African American book, Poems on 

Various Subjects, Religious and 

Moral (1773). Philip Freneau was 

another notable poet of the era. 

• The first American novel, The Power of 

Sympathy by William Hill Brown, was 

published in 1789. 

• Olaudah Equiano’s autobiography, The 

Interesting Narrative (1789), was among 

the earliest slave narratives and a 

forceful argument for abolition. 

By the first decades of the 19th century, a 

truly American literature began to 

emerge. Though still derived from British 



literary tradition, the short stories and 

novels published from 1800 through the 

1820s began to depict American society 

and explore the American landscape in an 

unprecedented manner. 

• Washington Irving published the 

collection of short stories and 

essays The Sketch Book of Geoffrey 

Crayon, Gent. in 1819–20. It 

included “The Legend of Sleepy 

Hollow” and “Rip Van Winkle,” two of 

the earliest American short stories. 

• James Fenimore Cooper wrote novels of 

adventure about the frontiersman Natty 

Bumppo. These novels, called the 

Leatherstocking Tales (1823–41), depict 

his experiences in the American 

wilderness in both realistic and highly 

romanticized ways. 
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