Patrick Erben
Literature of Exploration, Contact, and Colonization
The Big Question:  What did Europeans coming to America and meeting Native Americans expect, what did they “see,” and how did they talk (i.e. write) about their experiences, hopes, dreams, actions?  WHAT DID “AMERICA” (it’s land, it’s people) MEAN TO THEM?
F. Scott Fitzgerald, The Great Gatsby (1926):
Most of the big shore places were closed now and there were hardly any lights except the shadowy, moving glow of a ferryboat across the Sound.  And as the moon rose higher the inessential houses began to melt away until gradually I became aware of the old island here that flowered once for Dutch sailors’ eyes—a fresh, green breast of the new world.  Its vanished trees, the trees that had made way for Gatsby’s house, had once pandered in whispers to the last and greatest of all human dreams; for a transitory enchanted moment man must have held his breath in the presence of this continent, compelled into an aesthetic contemplation he neither understood nor desired, face to face for the last time in history with something commensurate to his capacity for wonder. 
What “dream” does Fitzgerald (through the voice of the narrator, Nick Carraway) refer mean?  Can we be more specific than just “the American dream”?
What exactly did the “Dutch sailors” (or any other early European explorer in America) see?  What were they looking for?  What does the gendering of America (or, in this case Long Island) as a “fresh, green breast” say about this dream?
What was different about the “new world”?  
Why the sense of loss, implied by “transitory enchanted moment” and “last time in history”?  Why is this moment of wonder transitory, and what does “Gatsby’s house” have to do with i
What, according to this passage, then, was “man’s” stance toward this “new world”?  What does Fitzgerald mean by “an aesthetic contemplation he neither understood nor desired”?  
Define “wonder”!  What, then, did America do to the early explorers’ “capacity for wonder”?  Why was there an end to “wonder” about/in America?  

John Donne (1572-1631), “Elegy 19, To his Mistress Going to Bed”
	[. . .]
	Licence my roving hands, and let them go
	Before, behind, between, above, below.
	O my America, my new found land,
	My kingdom, safeliest when with one man manned,
	My mine of precious stones, my empery,
	How blessed am I in this discovering thee!
________________________________________________________________________
WHAT ARE THE FUNCTIONS, GOALS, AND PURPOSES OF THE LITERATURE OF EXPLORATION AND CONTACT?
1. Defining the SELF by showing difference between “self” (i.e. means one’s own people, race, nation, religion, or simply an individual) and “other.”
a. Questions asked: 
i. Who are we as Christians, Europeans (Spaniards, French English)?
b. Historical contexts:
i. American colonization and the formation of European nationalism/empires
ii. Reconquista in Spain (concluded with the conquest of Granada in 1492!)
iii. Fight against the Turks in Eastern Europe
iv. Expulsion of the Jews from Spain in 14th century 
v. The Spanish Inquisition
vi. The Protestant Reformation
2. Projecting HOPES and DESIRES (imperial, material, utopian, religious, sexual, etc.)
a. Questions asked: 
i. Can America fulfill lost or even impossible dreams of European civilization?
b. Historical/literary contexts:
i. Marco Polo’s Travels 
ii. Christian millennialism (belief in the return of Christ and 1000-Year rule on earth)
iii. Ten Lost Tribes of Israel
iv. Thomas More’s Utopia
v. El Dorado/Atlantis
vi. Fountain of Youth, etc.
3. Projecting FEARS (religious, racial, cultural, etc.)
a. Questions asked:
i. Is the America “the devil’s dominion”? (problem: it was not mentioned in the Bible…)
ii. Do the Indians share a common descent from Adam and Eve (single creation theory) or are they evidence of a separate creation?
iii. Do they have a soul?
iv. What does exposure (especially long-term, over several generations) to American climate/land/people do to Europeans? (fears of degeneration, declension)
4. Reconciling KNOWN with the UNKNOWN:
a. Questions asked:
i. How can we represent things/experiences for which there are no words?
ii. How can one express a sense of wonder to readers/individuals at home without having anything to compare it to?  (How to describe the incomparable?) 
iii. Balancing the marvelous/the unknown with the familiar?
b. Historical/literary contexts:
i. Invention of moveable type and printing press by Johannes Gutenberg => advent of the print revolution (late 15th century)
5. Establishing SUPERIORITY	(real and imagined; cultural, religious, technological, moral, agricultural, military)
a. Questions asked:
i. How can texts wield power?
6. JUSTIFYING expansion, colonization, treatment and conversion of the Native American population?
a. Questions asked:
i. How does colonization impact the “mother country”?
ii. What are the legal, international (right of dominion vs. right of discovery) guidelines that govern territorial expansion?
7. PROMOTING the colonial enterprise
a. Question: 
i. Who is the audience and how can a text serve to convince that audience to support further exploration and colonization?

OUR LARGER QUESTION FOR READING LITERATURE OF EXPLORATION AND CONTACT:
NOT: Is the account authentic?  Does it reveal the “truth” about early America and its inhabitants?  (Can we ever know, since Native Americans did not leave a written record?)
BUT RATHER: 
What does this literature reveal about European hopes, expectations, agendas, and prejudices?
How does the practice of representing the new, the different, the strange, the terrible, the “other” work in these accounts?  
TEXT—POWER—EXPERIENCE
Is a text perfectly in control of its subject (the things and experiences it tries to represent)?
Or: Where are the disjunctions between the purpose of representation (e.g. to get more money for another journey) and actual experience?
	I.e. are there any disjunctions between the things writers/texts want us to see 
and the things we actually see?
For example: Where does an author’s experience of the people conflict with the agenda to describe them as two-dimensional beings who are either
- Innocent, meek children who may easily be swayed by affection or cheap gifts
- Savages who have to be subdued through force
	Is there any evidence of Indians as complex human beings? 
