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The Transoceanic Studies series rests on the assumption of a one-world system.
This system—simultaneously modern and colonial and now postmodern and post-
colonial (global)—profoundly restructured the world, displaced the Mediterranean
mare nostrum as a center of power and knowledge, and constructed dis-centered,
transoceanic, waterways that reached across the world. The vast imaginary under-
girding this system was Eurocentric in nature and intent. Europe was viewed as
the sole culture-producing center. But Eurocentrism, theorized as the “coloniality
of power” and “of knowledge,” was contested from its inception, generating a rich,
enormous, alternate corpus. In disputing Eurocentrism, books in this series will
acknowledge above all the contributions coming from other areas of the world,
colonial and postcolonial, without which neither the aspirations to universalism put
forth by the Enlightenment nor those of globalization promoted by postmodernism
will be fulfilled.
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“The documents scrutinized in Jim Egan’s “In a thoroughly readable, adroitly argued
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previous scholars. But Oriental Shadows analysis, Jim Egan brilliantly demonstrates
does more than associate his colonial finds  continuity from colonial British America
to this heritage. More importantly—and to the early nineteenth century as major
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Through the use of several iconic early American authors (Anne Bradstreet, James Kirkpatrick,
Benjamin Franklin, and Edgar Allan Poe), Jim Egan’s Oriental Shadows: The Presence of the
East in Early American Literature explores the presence of “the East” in American writing.
The specter of the East haunted the literature of colonial British America and the new United
States, from the earliest promotional pamphlets to the most aesthetically sophisticated works
of art of the American Renaissance. Figures of Persia, China, Arabia, and other Oriental peo-
ple, places, and things played crucial roles in many British American literary works, serving
as key images in early American writers’ efforts to demonstrate that early American culture
could match—and perhaps even surpass—European standards of refinement. These writers
offered the East as a solution to America’s perceived inferior civilized status by suggesting
that America become more civilized not by becoming more European but instead by adopting
aesthetic styles and standards long associated with an East cast as superior aesthetically to
both America and Europe.

In bringing to light this largely overlooked archive of images within the American literary
canon, Oriental Shadows suggests that the East played a key role in the emergence of a
distinctively American literary tradition and, further, that early American identity was born as
much from figures of the East as it was from the colonists’ encounters with the frontier.

Jim Egan is associate professor of English at Brown University.
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