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General Introduction

A hundred and fifty years ago, when California first captured the attention of

the wider world, it took months to get here. For gold seekers setting out from

Long Island, Hamburg, Canton, and Santiago, this was a little-known prov-

ince of Mexico, far removed from the centers of trade and government. From

those days until now, California has been perceived as a place apart: linked

by air and rail and asphalt to the rest of North America, yet somehow a sep-

arate region, with its own mystique and climate and economic history, its own

legend—ever tied to that first tumultuous era of settlement—and a crossroads

culture that grows increasingly complex. While geography still plays its role—

with the Pacific shoreline as the western edge, and the massive Sierra Nevada

range rising to the east—the physical boundaries that shape the place on the

map have come to contain a singular and always seductive place in the mind.

Over time this region has produced a distinct body of writings that are a

part of America’s literature, yet can also be considered separately. The 150th

anniversary of California’s statehood, coinciding as it does with the end of

one century and our entry into the next, is a fitting time to compile a literary

anthology more comprehensive than any heretofore attempted, one that looks

again at the sources of this region’s creative output and addresses the full

range of what has been accomplished.

Writers long familiar to the California canon are represented, from Richard

Henry Dana and Mary Austin to Robinson Jeffers, Raymond Chandler, and

John Steinbeck. These are joined by a number of earlier writers whose con-

tributions have been reassessed during the past twenty-five years or so, thanks

to a healthy climate of cultural reexamination. A growing body of scholarship

and commentary by Ishmael Reed, Shawn Wong, Ida Egli, Jo Ann Levy, Luis

Valdez, Gerald Vizenor, and others has reconsidered voices once thought

marginal. At the same time, our overview of the literature and its history has

been illuminated by Gerald Haslam, David Fine, Michael Kowalewski, and

Kevin Starr, whose vast multivolume study of California culture has redefined

our understanding of the state. To these have been added a shelf of significant

works brought back into to print for contemporary audiences by writers such

as Pablo Tac, the Luiseño neophyte trained in Rome in the 1830s; Louise

Amelia Smith Clappe, who chronicled the Gold Rush; John Rollin Ridge (Yel-
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low Bird), the first American Indian novelist; María Amparo Ruiz de Burton,

the first Mexican American novelist; Yone Noguchi, the late-nineteenth-

century Japanese traveler and poet; Sui Sin Far, the Eurasian short story pi-

oneer; Jaime de Angulo, the Spanish expatriate storyteller; and the L.A. nov-

elists John Fante and Chester Himes. During this same period a new

generation of voices has emerged, broadening our sense of this region’s cul-

tural richness, past and present, offering new ways of perceiving history, com-

munity and oneself.

In short, the last quarter of the twentieth century has witnessed a sea

change, and the time is ripe for the state’s literary map to be redrawn.

The literature did not begin with statehood, of course. It began long before

the word “California” had been heard along these shores. Until 1769, this

was a world of disparate tribes, each with its own language and mythology.

They did not have one name for it all, as we do now. They had thousands of

names for the thousands of places between Oregon and what has become the

Mexican border, and each of these places had a story. Every mountain and

river and valley and bay and point of land had a song or a prayer or a memory

that over time became a legend. For countless centuries, these were passed

from one generation to the next within the hundred and more tribes inhab-

iting a huge and varied terrain. In this anthology, their rich oral tradition

holds an essential place, having preceded all that has followed. The tribal

songs and legends draw on features of the natural world still familiar to us—

the hawks, the peaks, the ocean shore, the floods, the fearful shakes and

shudders of earthquake country. Yet it is only in hindsight that we presume

to call these songs and prayers and legends “Californian.” In the tribal mind

and in the tribal world, such a place did not exist. California began somewhere

else.

It began as a novelist’s invention. Long before the name appeared on maps,

California had a place in the European mind. The vision of a legendary land

glittering at the farthest edge of the known world was planted some two and

a half centuries before this coast was explored overland by the first Spanish

expedition. The Adventures of Esplandian by Garcí Ordóñez de Montalvo is a

tale of chivalry and preposterous exploits by a bold Spanish knight. It has

survived into postmodern times only because one of the knight’s adventures

takes him to an exotic island ruled by a queen named Calafia. Montalvo’s

description seems eerily prophetic:

Know then, that on the right hand of the Indies, there is an island called California, very

close to the side of the Terrestrial Paradise, and it was peopled by black women, without 
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any man among them, for they lived in the fashion of Amazons. They were of strong

and hardy bodies, of ardent courage and great force. Their island was the strongest in

all the world, with its steep cliffs and rocky shores. Their armaments were all of gold,

and so was the harness of the wild beasts which they tamed and rode. For in the whole

island there was no metal but gold.

This novel was published in Madrid in 1510, twenty-five years before Her-

nando Cortés, or one of his officers, sighted and named what is now the tip

of Baja California. The name has no Indian source, nor is it Spanish. It is a

Spanish-sounding word that has beguiled etymologists for years. One nine-

teenth-century researcher asked, Could cali, like calor, refer to heat? Could

fornia have come from fornax, the Latin root for furnace? Recent scholarship

suggests that Montalvo, whose hero does battle against the Moors, may have

been playing with the Arabic term khalifa, or caliph—a successor to Moham-

med. Whatever the origins, in the end it was an invented and fantastical name,

the kind science fiction writers conjure up today for worlds a million light-

years out in space.

In all likelihood Cortés had read Montalvo’s novel, since it is the only

known source for this name. Even so, why would conquistadors on a mission

to claim land for God and Spain depart from the Christian habit of christening

newfound sites for saints and holy days? John Steinbeck may provide an

explanation. In 1940 he sailed the Baja coast. In The Log from the Sea of Cortez,

he describes the look of the lower peninsula: “As we moved up the Gulf the

mirage we had heard about began to distort the land.. . .As you pass a head-

land it suddenly splits off and becomes an island and then the water seems

to stretch inward and pinch it to a mushroom-shaped cliff, and finally to

liberate it from the earth entirely so that it hangs in the air.” Perhaps Cortés,

sailing north from Acapulco, thought he had reached a place as strange and

improbable as the island Montalvo had invented. When Juan Cabrillo moved

the Spanish exploration farther north in 1542, the name came with him.

What then does it tell us, this vision of Montalvo’s? It tells us California

is an island. It tells us it is filled with gold. It also tells us the dream came

first. The place came later. His novel was a concoction that actually fed the

hopes of the region’s earliest explorers. And this sequence, the dream pre-

ceding the reality, has influenced the life and the ways it has been written

about ever since.

California was not the first place to get such advance billing. Explorations

of every kind have been fueled by heady visions and inflated hopes. An es-

sential feature of this region’s history is the extent to which its many endow-

ments—splendid climate, spectacular landscape, abundant resources—lived 
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up to some of the visions and fleshed out the hopes for a promised land.

When gold was discovered in 1848—when this distant frontier actually deliv-

ered pockets and seams of the fabled ore so many had dreamed about—the

imagination of the entire world had a new touchstone. There was an Eldorado

after all. And the Gold Rush was to become California’s formative event,

economically, politically, symbolically, mythologically.

For every success story there were several tales of disillusionment, loss or

disaster, none more notorious than that of the Donner Party, a parallel event

from the 1840s, a kind of prologue to the Gold Rush from the same mountain

range. Starting late from Missouri, they fell prey to squabbling along the trail,

entered the Sierra past the season when it was considered wise to cross, and

found themselves trapped in the early winter of 1846. It is a saga not only of

seekers pushed past their limits, who devoured human flesh in order to sur-

vive. It is a cautionary tale from a place where the weather can turn on you

in an hour, where landscape is no longer a bountiful provider, in which nature

is an adversary, or a mentor you can never afford to take for granted.

These twin legends from the early years of settlement tell us the Land of

Promise is really a Land of Two Promises, where fertile possibilities and the

potential for disaster coexist in the elements themselves. But that is not how

the myth of California has come down to us. Even now, 150 years later, the

Donner Party saga gets bleached out by the blinding light of the boom times

so many prefer to remember, the great example of the dream coming true. It

continues to be news when things go wrong in the Golden State, for a great

many who live here, as well as for many who regard it from afar.

The California Dream, it should be pointed out, has seldom been promoted

by serious fiction and poetry. Chambers of commerce have done this, along

with popular songs, quick-draw journalism, and ad campaigns for railroads,

sports cars, and real estate. Among the first influential books about the West

Coast was The Emigrant’s Guide to Oregon and California by the Ohio lawyer

Lansford Hastings. In the years just before the Gold Rush it was the Bible

for transcontinental travelers. Hastings had led his first wagon party west in

1842 and returned with visions of a California republic, like Texas, free from

Mexican control and led by himself as president. An early promoter and land

developer, he also had plans to subdivide and sell land along the banks of the

Sacramento River. A guidebook celebrating the region, he hoped, would lure

west the Americans he needed to help his personal dream come true. Here

is the California he was selling to the folks back east: “The purity of the

atmosphere is most extraordinary and almost incredible. So pure it is, in fact,

that flesh of any kind may be hung in the air for weeks together, in the open 
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air, and that too in the summer season, without undergoing putrefaction. . .

disease of any kind is very seldom known in any portion of the country. Cases

of fever of any kind have seldom been known.”

What literary writers have provided time and again is counterpoint, playing

under or against such promotional copy—exploring the ironies, looking

around the edges of the promise where so many Donner Passes have lurked

right beside the seams of gold. Among the first to do so was Louise Smith

Clappe (Dame Shirley), who traveled to San Francisco with her physician

husband by way of Cape Horn in 1850. Hers is the first original voice to

emerge from the writings of that era. Her husband set up shop along the

North Fork of the Feather River, above Marysville, and from there she com-

posed a series of letters addressed to her sister in Massachusetts. They were

first published in the 1850s in San Francisco’s earliest literary journal, The

Pioneer. As one of four women in an isolated mining community of several

hundred men, she brought a rare perspective to this sudden-growth world.

In “Letter 15th” she writes:

Our countrymen are the most discontented of mortals. They are always longing for “big

strikes.” If a “claim” is paying them a steady income, by which, if they pleased, they

could lay up more in a month than they could accumulate in a year at home, still they

are dissatisfied and, in most cases, will wander off in search of better “diggings.” There

are hundreds now pursuing this foolish course, who, if they had stopped where they

first “camped,” would now have been rich men.

In two years, Dame Shirley witnessed hangings, stabbings, amputations,

births and burials, runaway drunkeness, and Anglos and Hispanics pitted

against one another. The daily drama was acted out in an amphitheater of

stunning Sierra scenery, where trout wriggled in the gurgling stream and

quilts of wildflowers bloomed in springtime. Attentive to nature’s gifts and

to the pathos of human ambition, she conveys more effectively than any other

writer of her era the bizarre reality of the gold country adventure.

Dame Shirley’s Letters foreshadow many later stories. For one thing, she

inhabits a world of immigrants who have only been in California a year or

two. And in her epistles she takes great pains to make this new land mean-

ingful to the sister three thousand miles away. It is a frequent situation, in

writing from the far West, that a character’s present will be played against a

past from another region, or another country: the East Coast, or the South,

or Mexico, or China. In writing from the American South, a frequent theme

is the play between the present and some resonant moment in history, often

the Civil War. It has been a feature of the West Coast that people arrive 
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continually from somewhere else, with high hopes or no hopes, to start over

or to play the final card. The edge of the continent looms as a kind of psy-

chospiritual border, so that the dialogue between California and realms left

behind is among several recurring themes.

A related theme has been the struggle for control of the land and for shares

of its vast resources. California’s much-heralded economic success has gone

hand in hand with a century and a half of land abuse, exploitation, enormous

theft, and epic encounter. Implicit in the greed of the miners among whom

Dame Shirley lived, this struggle is at the heart of California’s first large

narrative, The Life and Adventures of Joaquín Murieta (1854) by John Rollin

Ridge. From that time onward the conflict propels story after story, from

Helen Hunt Jackson’s Ramona (1884) and Frank Norris’s The Octopus (1901)

to Upton Sinclair’s Oil! (1927) and Luis Valdez’s ingenious actos, satirical one-

act dramas first performed from flatbed trucks during the Central Valley farm-

workers’ strikes of the 1960s.

Coastal harbors, fertile croplands, water, timber, huge reserves of oil and

gas—endowments such as these have fueled fortunes and also helped to

fuel the deathless legends of what the far West holds in store. First there was

the legend of mineral riches, later the legend of golden opportunities and

the Golden Gate, the legend of open space and oranges, a land of promise

where you can change your luck or change your life, a land of new beginnings.

Some say California is the final haven for the ancestor of all such legends,

the great American Dream. The atmosphere of possibility has appealed to

religious cults and to generations of spiritual seekers as well as to the entre-

preneurs who created the new boomtown called Silicon Valley. High expec-

tations can move people to try things they might not otherwise try, and some-

times achieve things they might not otherwise achieve. At the same time,

large hopes can also lead to particularly sharp, often crippling disappoint-

ment.

In Nathanael West’s The Day of the Locust (1939), Tod Hackett, a Hollywood

set designer from the East Coast, is working on an enormous painting he

calls “The Burning of Los Angeles.” It is an apocalyptic crowd scene that

shows the city on fire, the result of communal arson, a final rebellion of

frustrated and dissatisfied multitudes who feel deceived by the mythologies

of filmland. West was in the first wave of literary writers drawn to the West

Coast by the huge prices being paid for scripts. Like others before and after

him, he was driven by the artificial and contradictory world he had entered

to explore it in fiction. He found in Hollywood a potent metaphor for the

underside of the American Dream. Written in the midst of the Great De-
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pression, this novel offers an eerie foreshadowing of the explosive night of

fire half a century later, when South Central Los Angeles went up in flames

after the jury’s first decision in the 1992 Rodney King case. West’s prophetic

vision suggests that a volatile tension was already in the air above the city,

keyed to a sense of betrayal that runs so much deeper when the place itself

seems to promise opportunities that have somehow passed us by.

If any one feature of the Western world has provided a distinct theme or

thrust for California writing, it has been the Pacific shoreline. Much more

than a thousand-mile scenic wonder, it has acquired the high symbolic role

of Outer Limit and Farthest Edge, where land ends and dreams are put to

some final test. Just as early Indian songs imagined dancing on the brink of

the world, this fateful presence has loomed in the mind of writer after writer.

In Slouching toward Bethlehem (1968), Joan Didion notes, “The mind is trou-

bled by some buried but ineradicable suspicion that things had better work

here, because here, beneath that immense bleached sky, is where we run out

of continent.” Beat poet Lew Welch wrote, in “The Song Mount Tamalpais

Sings”:

This is the last place. There is nowhere else to go.

This is why

once again we celebrate the

Headland’s huge, cairn-studded fall

into the sea.

No writer voiced this perception more passionately and deliberately than Rob-

inson Jeffers. Like so many from the 1840s to the present day—from John

Muir and Mary Austin to Jane Hirshfield and Robert Hass—he paid tribute

to the far West’s natural blessings and expansive terrain. For him, the meeting

of shore and sea was a scene of wild and holy magnificence. It was also the

cultural edge, where cross-continental destinies were somehow completed.

Jeffers moved west from Pennsylvania in 1903, eventually settled in Carmel,

and for half a century, in poem after poem, laid claim to the wind-torn Big

Sur coastline. His view of it was announced in his famous “Continent’s End”

(1924). The title itself tells much of the story, helping readers of his generation

begin to grasp not only the work of Jeffers but an essential feature of this

region and its literature. The image was also used twice elsewhere as a title—

twenty years apart—by San Francisco literary editors to characterize collec-

tions of breakthrough writing in California, most notably in 1944 by the critic

and bookman Joseph Henry Jackson to name the first important West Coast 
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anthology. In addition to Jeffers, Jackson’s landmark collection included

works by William Saroyan, M. F. K. Fisher, Josephine Miles, and Kenneth

Rexroth.

This picture of the western shore has its place in the broader picture of a

continent that has been settled from east to west. As “the farthest edge,” its

meaning derives in part from a long history of travel, migration, and settle-

ment that began in Europe five centuries ago. It is a Eurocentric view, rein-

forced explicitly and implicitly by the literature of the last 150 years, because

until recently most of the prominent writers associated with the West Coast

originated in Europe—or their ancestors did. What this picture tends to leave

out are the waves of people who continue to arrive from other directions. For

Asian American writers such as Toshio Mori, Carlos Bulosan, David Wong

Louie, Marilyn Chin, Lawson Inada, Cynthia Kadohata, and Amy Tan, history

has been pushing toward this coastline eastward, from across the Pacific. For

them—or their forebears—this is not the end of the line. It is the point of

arrival in the new world.

Maxine Hong Kingston was the first American writer of Asian ancestry to

appear on the front page of the New York Times Book Review. The occasion

was the publication of Woman Warrior in 1976. Subtitled A Memoir of a Girl-

hood among Ghosts, it tells of a young woman coming of age in a valley town

inland from San Francisco, much influenced by the tales and transplanted

beliefs of her Chinese mother: “After I grew up, I heard the chant of Fa Mu

Lan, the girl who took her father’s place in battle. Instantly, I remembered

that as a child I had followed my mother about the house, the two of us singing

about how Fa Mu Lan fought gloriously and returned alive from war to settle

in the village. I had forgotten this chant that once was mine, given me by my

mother, who may not have known its power to remind.” In Kingston’s trans-

pacific tale, an old chant has crossed the ocean from a village near Canton,

in southern China, where the mother first heard it, to empower the daughter-

writer growing up in Stockton, in the delta lands of the San Joaquin.

While Asians have moved from west to east, other generations of travelers

and settlers trace their lineages to such places as Chile, Guatemala, Guada-

lajara, and Michoacán. In the works of Chicano writers like Luis Valdez, Gary

Soto, Ana Castillo, Lucha Corpi, Alurista, and Francisco Alarcón, the famous

coastline is neither an end nor a beginning. It parallels the long line of an

archetypal journey, laid out by the earliest overland explorers and reenacted

in family after family, as well as in fiction and nonfiction, from José Antonio

Villareal’s short novel Pocho (1959) and Ernesto Galarza’s classic auto-
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biography Barrio Boy (1971) to the multigenerational epic Rain of Gold (1991)

by Victor Villaseñor.

In his essay “Nothing Lasts a Hundred Years,” Richard Rodriguez de-

scribes growing up in Sacramento in a household where the north-south

continuities are a feature of daily life:

After mass on Sunday, my mother comes home, steps out of her high-heel shoes, opens

the hatch of the mahogany stereo, threads three Mexican records onto the spindle. By

the time the needle sinks into the artery of memory, my mother has already unwrapped

the roast and is clattering her pans and clinking her bowls in the kitchen.

It was always a man’s voice. Mexico pleaded with my mother. He wanted her back.

Mexico swore he could not live without her. Mexico cried like a woman. Mexico raged

like a bull. He would cut her throat. He would die if she didn’t come back.

My mother hummed a little as she stirred the yellow cake.

Meanwhile, in stories and poems by American Indian writers such as Greg

Sarris, William Penn, Wendy Rose, and Louis Owens, ancestry pushes

straight up from the soil beneath their feet. In his historical memoir, “Dia-

mond Island: Alcatraz,” Darryl Babe Wilson (of the Atsugewi/Atchumawi

tribes) describes a grandfather’s shack in the flat country east of Redding, at

the upper end of the Great Central Valley: “It was like a museum. Everything

was very old and worn. It seemed that every part of the clutter had a history—

sometimes a history that remembered the origin of the earth, like the bent

pail of obsidian that he had collected from Glass Mountain many summers

before, just in case.”

If El Dorado is California’s first large metaphor, continent’s end is the

second. In recent years a third has risen into view as a way of describing this

region’s place on the map and in the mind. Pacific Rim suggests a circle. The

term itself locates the western shoreline not at the outer edge of European

expansion—or rather, not only there—but also on a great wheel of peoples

who surround a basin, an ocean whose shores touch the South Pacific, Asia,

and Latin America. The term is geographical, and it also speaks to California’s

extraordinary cultural mix. This has been a culturally diverse region since

1769, when the Portolá expedition started up the coast from San Diego—a

band of explorers that happened to include European Spaniards, mestizos

(men of mixed blood), and soldiers of African descent. But only in the past

quarter century or so have we begun to see a literature that truly reveals this

region’s multiple histories and diversity.

California is a kind of borderland where the continent meets the sea, where
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Asia meets America, where cultures and subcultures touch, collide, ignite,

and sometimes intermingle. And like the life, the writing nowadays moves

in many directions at the same time. This is due in part to the continuing

influx of people from so many backgrounds, in part to the so-called open

society for which the far West is noted, in part to the sheer multitude of

writers. More live here—roughly along the corridor between Mendocino and

the Mexican border—than in any other part of the country, save a similar

corridor that includes Boston, New York and Washington, D.C. In and of

itself, this does not make California a worse or a better place, a poorer or a

richer place. It does mean an abundance of prose and poetry and drama has

been produced here, of every imaginable kind. For a century and a half writers

have been drawn here by the action, or by the climate, or by the movies or a

campus job. As often as not they have lived here and written about other

climes, other countries, sometimes other planets and galaxies.

To compile a comprehensive collection of the literature, where then does

one begin? How do you chart a path through this mass of material? In our

view, it is not so much a matter of an author’s birthplace or time in residence

as it is the nature of the writing itself. We have looked for works that in content

or in method or in sensibility have some relevant tie to or engagement with

the region’s past or present life. Thus our selections are chosen from the

range of significant works that in one way or another bear on the experience

of California, the lives lived, the dreams dreamed, the various histories that

have crossed and gathered here.

Some of the writers included here are internationally known and read.

Some, such as Pablo Tac, are anthologized for the first time. There are writers

born in California—Robert Frost, to take a famous example—whose work

would have little relevance in this collection. Others native to the state have

found here their inspiration and best material. Gertrude Atherton was not

only born in San Francisco in 1857, but she spent most of her writing life on

this coast. In a dozen novels and two volumes of stories, she drew on the lore,

legends, and terrain of her home region. An early voice in the debate on

gender and society, Atherton was during her lifetime one of the most widely

read novelists in the United States.

Among the numerous writers who arrived from somewhere else, Chester

Himes was one who did not remain for long. Born in Missouri and raised in

Ohio, he came to Southern California at the age of thirty-one. Four years later

he departed for New York, and he spent most of his later writing life in

Europe. But in his short time in California he started a semiautobiographical

novel that it is now a classic. In If He Hollers Let Him Go (1945), Himes told 
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a story no one else was telling, about black Americans caught between the

legend of new opportunity and the social and political ironies of World War

II Los Angeles.

With guidelines such as these in mind, we have divided the collection into

two volumes. This first volume follows four broad stages of development.

Part 1 deals with the stories, legends, and songs of the indigenous tribes,

a collective cultural bedrock for later work by writers of Indian ancestry, who

are represented throughout volumes 1 and 2.

Part 2 presents letters, diaries, reports, and travel narratives that trace a

century of discovery, exploration and conquest—from the diaries of Fray Juan

Crespí, traveling with Portolá, to the passionate essays of Clarence King and

the reports of the California Geological Survey. While they offer an early

expression of some recurring themes, these accounts also serve as a kind of

prologue to the literary flowering that begins in the 1860s.

Part 3 opens with Mother Lode tales by Mark Twain and Bret Harte, stories

that made their early reputations and also signaled an emergence of themes,

forms, and relationships specific to California terrain and its cultural milieu.

During the next half-century, we see the first signs of a California poetry, the

rise of narrative by California women (Atherton, Ruiz de Burton, Mary Hal-

lock Foote), the inspirational nature writing of John Muir and Mary Austin,

the earliest prose from the West Coast by writers of Asian background, and

the maturing fiction of Jack London and Frank Norris, now regarded as sig-

nificant in the American literature of the era.

Part 4 covers the period between the world wars, when California literature

came into its own. From the continent’s edge, Robinson Jeffers began to speak

of this region in an original poetic voice. He was soon joined by a new gen-

eration of distinctive poets, among them Yvor Winters, Hildegarde Flanner,

and Josephine Miles. In fiction, Dashiell Hammett and Raymond Chandler

were inventing the hard-boiled private eye and the new detective novel, while

Horace McCoy, Nathanael West, F. Scott Fitzgerald, and others were shaping

the novel of filmland. In the 1930s, John Steinbeck emerged from the Salinas

Valley, writing the stories that would eventually earn him the Nobel Prize. By

the mid-1940s a cluster of works appeared by Carlos Bulosan, Toshio Mori,

Chester Himes, and Jade Snow Wong that now seems prophetic, anticipating

the diversity of voices and backgrounds that would characterize the literature

from the 1970s onward.

Presented in chronological sequence, the selections in these four parts can

be read for their individual values and at the same time allow us to track

interweaving features of the aesthetic and cultural history. While we follow 
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the development of predominant themes—as noted in this introduction—

and the emergence of ethnic voices from the waves of settlement that have

shaped the state, we also trace the rise of various geographical subregions.

The first was San Francisco, launchpad for the Gold Rush, home of the first

journals and presses west of the Mississippi, and a literary center ever since.

Helen Hunt Jackson’s Ramona (1884) might be called the first Southern Cal-

ifornia novel. As Los Angeles grew from a pueblo into the largest city in the

West, it spawned literary traditions of its own, advanced in the early 1900s

by the editor and historian Charles Fletcher Lummis, by the enormous pop-

ularity of L. Frank Baum, and later the fiction of Upton Sinclair, Wallace

Thurman, John Fante, and James M. Cain. In the years before World War I,

Bay Area writers discovered Carmel and Big Sur, “the Seacoast of Bohemia”

that ignited Jeffers and figured in later works by Henry Miller, Jack Kerouac,

and others. In the 1930s the Central Valley, the state’s agricultural heartland,

began to take its place on the literary map in the San Joaquin poems of

William Everson (Brother Antoninus), the Fresno stories that made William

Saroyan a celebrity, and Steinbeck’s epic The Grapes of Wrath.

The reach of volume 1, then, is from precontact tribal times to 1945. Look-

ing forward briefly to Volume 2: it will cover the second half of the twentieth

century, during which California became one of the most active literary

regions on earth. From the days of the San Francisco Renaissance onward,

California was increasingly seen as an oasis for aesthetic innovation, populist

politics, and alternative styles of living. During the 1950s the Bay Area was a

headquarters for the poets and novelists of the Beat Generation, a movement

officially ushered in with Allen Ginsberg’s performance of “Howl” at the leg-

endary Six Gallery reading in San Francisco in November 1955. Shapers of

the counterculture which soon followed, their influence is still being felt,

nationally and internationally. Volume 2 will include the broadening range

of ethnic voices since the 1970s, the evolution of the Los Angeles novel, and

the impact of film on fiction, as well as the complex role of nature in the

nation’s most populous and fastest-growing state. The works themselves tes-

tify to the flavor, vitality, and variety of contemporary writing—from lyrical

meditation to standup performance poetry, from bioregional essay to bilingual

drama and cross-cultural memoir, from retold Coyote fables to high-tech vi-

sions of the apocalypse. The volume will conclude with three original essays

by editors James D. Houston, Maxine Hong Kingston, and Al Young, bringing

their individual perspectives to the literary situation as we contemplate the

new millennium.

California is an intricate mosaic of subcultures, subregions, and microcli-
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mates, easy to locate yet hard to find, it seems, in part because there are so

many layers and so many ways of seeing it. There is the California of the

evening news, with the emphasis on catastrophe and urban mayhem. There

is the California of the guidebooks, where a thousand opportunities are listed

for recreation, nightlife, and travel. There is the California of polls and statis-

tics (it leads the nation in Nobel Prize winners, cars per capita, uninsured

motorists, border guards). There is the mythical California still referred to in

magazines and in Sunday feature headlines as a ‘‘Paradise’’ that has somehow

been ‘‘lost.’’ Meanwhile, it has been the role of literature to give us something

else, to go behind the headlines and underneath the numbers, to provide a

window into the hearts and visions and obsessions and quirks and passions

of a people—in this case, of the many peoples who have inhabited a state that

continues to be both a region of the earth and a region of the mind. This

collection brings together a unique body of work, gathered here in the belief

that there can be a meaningful relationship between a place and the forms of

expressions it produces. A place can bear upon the stories and the essays, the

plays and the poems, and these in turn help us to grasp the place, to see it

with clearer eyes.


