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Near the beginning of his masterful treatise Literature, American Style: The Originality of 
Imitation in the Early Republic, Ezra Tawil asserts that his question “is not whether it is 
true or false that U.S. literature has distinct and identifiable qualities, but when that 
notional aspiration first arose, why it did, and most important, how it came to be 
lodged in style” (3). In probing this question, Tawil contends that the very notion of 
American literary novelty is strongly indebted to the European literary tradition. For 
writers of the early republic, style was the principal way of dealing with this cultural 
indebtedness in their pre-Romantic creation of “original imitations” (4) through which 
they “sought not to produce new literary forms but to put a local stamp on borrowed 
ones” (6). Tawil expertly traces this process from Noah Webster’s invention of an 
American variety of English (chapter 1) to J. Hector St. John de Crèvecoeur’s design of 
a rude, rural, authentic American voice in Letters from an American Farmer (chapter 2), 
to Charles Brockden Brown’s rewriting of the gothic romance (chapter 3), to the artless 
style and plainspokenness of Susanna Rowson’s Charlotte Temple, Hannah Webster 
Foster’s The Coquette, and Royall Tyler’s play The Contrast (chapter 4). In staging his 
arguments, Tawil revisits the scholarship of Leonard Tennenhouse and Elisa 
Tamarkin, who highlight the transatlantic, diasporic, and Anglophile origins of 
American novelty. 
 
One of the great advantages of Tawil’s approach already becomes apparent in the 
introduction: he does not seek to decide whether US literary independence is 
autochthonous or allochthonous but sets out to “grasp how Anglo-American literary 
culture sutured the fantasy of autochthony to the reality of cultural allochthony” (17) 
in a process of “negative affiliation” (17). A second major asset of the book under 
review is its razor-sharp focus on style understood not as a writer’s individual 
expression but in collective, national terms that Tawil traces back to Latin antiquity. 
Building on this notion of style, Tawil shows how arguments about literary form were 
made through literary forms.  
 
In discussing Noah Webster’s invention of what Tawil prefers to call “American-style 
English” (40) in chapter 1, he notes that the lexicographer’s taking aim at spelling 
follows a modal logic that will find its analogue in writers who set out to create an 
American style of writing literature. For Tawil, Webster is something less of a radical 
innovator than is commonly understood. Despite his oft-quoted nationalist 
pronouncements, Tawil shows, Webster consistently deferred to British cultural 
authorities on language and grammar other than Samuel Johnson and, above all, 
earlier, Renaissance language reformers even as he highlighted differences and 
pursued a different goal: to impose social stability on an emergent nation. Moreover, 
even as he insisted, against Johnson, that spelling must be adapted to pronunciation 
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instead of following etymological derivation, and even as he pronounced American 
English the purer form than Received Pronunciation, Webster was by no means the 
most radical of reformers. Another major difference between Webster and Johnson 
comes into view as a result of Tawil’s delving into the past: if Johnson’s aim was to 
stabilize (rather than perfect) the English language, Webster’s goal was to purify it, to 
make it adhere to primordial, Anglo-Saxon instead of modern, polyglot rules. What is 
particularly rewarding about Tawil’s treatment of eighteenth-century language 
debates is the historical depth he adds as he takes us back to arguments about spelling 
reforms of the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries to make us understand just how 
conservative Webster is, in the sense that he relied on pre-Johnsonian authorities on 
language reform.  
 
In chapter 2, Tawil builds on recent transnational readings of Crèvecoeur’s Letters from 
an American Farmer and Thomas Jefferson’s Notes on the State of Virginia to emphasize 
that both were written in response to a foreigner’s request: James’s English 
correspondent “Mr. F.B.” in Crèvecoeur’s case; François Marbois, the secretary of the 
French legation to the US, in Jefferson’s case. Both are, Tawil asserts, forms of 
transatlantic epistolary correspondence that seek to pass themselves off as 
spontaneous, unadorned, authentic texts. In doing so, Tawil shows, especially 
Crèvecoeur relies on a host of European writers and early aestheticians as he employs 
the humility topos, adheres to the middle style of the georgic, borrows his style and 
structure from Montaigne’s essays, and self-consciously makes a case for his 
unrefined, imperfect style as a sign of (American) vitality.  
 
Chapter 3 explores the “Americanness” of Charles Brockden Brown’s writings to show 
how he fashioned his nationalist agenda through European materials, chief among 
them “a longstanding European representation of the New World as a place of peculiar 
aesthetic power” (122) according to which gothic storytelling quite literally grows out 
of the sublime, untamed American landscape. Tawil notes that Brown’s claims to 
autochthony often take metafictional forms, stage forceful arguments for the novelty 
of his writings, and engage with European theorizings of aesthetic experience. Brown 
builds on European models even as he refigures British interior spaces such as castles 
as outdoor landscapes and, unlike his British precursors, refuses to set his novels in 
foreign locales like Otranto or Sicily. For Tawil, Brown’s “domestication” of the gothic 
finds its stylistic analogues in the first-person narration of most of his novels and in 
descriptions of rugged, irregular landscapes that we may just as well read as 
descriptions of his prose style.  
 
In his fourth chapter, Tawil turns to the sentimental novel of seduction to explore its 
“simplicity of style, authenticity of expression, and homespun virtue” (150) and trace 
the plain style less to the Puritans than to late eighteenth-century practitioners of it 
such as Rowson and Hannah Webster Foster. In these writers’ texts, repetition, 
typicality, and conventionality reign, and plainspoken heroines are confronted by their 
negative counterparts: excessively eloquent seducers. Similarly, while he did not write 
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traditional seduction narratives, Royall Tyler in The Contrast and The Algerine Captive 
uses “the seduction topos to lament the state of literature in his native country” (171). 
That lament also led him to advocate a homespun culture over literary imports said to 
corrupt the reader even as The Contrast emulates a British play, Richard Brinsley 
Sheridan’s highly popular The School for Scandal. In doing so, these authors, according 
to Tawil, “repackage manifestly borrowed cultural materials as unique signs of 
national originality” (180).  
 
Tawil’s substantial coda turns to early twentieth-century debates about whether US 
literature constitutes a body of texts sufficiently separate from English literature to 
review the major players in his own literary history: “American Anglophiles and 
British (and European) Americophiles” (184). What comes into view in the process is 
“the gap between nationalism and exceptionalism” (184) and a broadly shared 
conviction among both camps of critics—those who affirm discontinuity and those 
who stress continuity—that “America’s national literature was derived from Great 
Britain’s in the first place” (185), that, transplanted on the other side of the Atlantic, 
British stock is engrafted on a new soil. Individual critics differ in their emphases 
(Tawil’s examples are D. H. Lawrence and the American critic John Macy), but the 
dialectic between stock and soil remains. 
 
There is little to find fault with in Tawil’s excellent, learned study. On occasion, his 
work is a bit digressive, for instance when he discusses Montaigne’s sources before 
comparing Crèvecoeur’s Letters to his Essais, but this is fascinating in itself and hardly 
a fault. What I particularly appreciate is that, while focusing mainly on canonical texts, 
Tawil also considers less-examined work such as Michel René Hilliard d’Auberteuil’s 
Miss McCrea, Brown’s unpublished novel Sky Walk, and Brown’s parody of Ann 
Radcliffe’s brand of gothic fiction. Throughout, Tawil makes his arguments with great 
clarity and conviction. Overall, Literature, American Style makes a substantial 
contribution to the study of early national literary culture from which future scholars 
of the period will greatly profit. 
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