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Introduction 
 

 
 
Some of the most highly praised novels in American literature have been referred to as the Great 
American Novel.  What is a Great American Novel?  It is a fiction novel that vividly captures 
American life and culture in a specific time and place.  However, there is no single Great 
American Novel.  Rather, it is more of an honorific title informally bestowed upon some of 
America's most cherished works of literature that provide a rich portrayal of a part of American 
society.  People may disagree on which novels make the list, but very few deny the literary skill 
with which the most celebrated American authors have crafted their stories.  In this interactivity, 
use the NEXT button or the numbered tabs to explore several writers who have authored a Great 
American Novel. 
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James Fenimore Cooper 
 

 
 
James Fenimore Cooper was born in New Jersey in 1789.  His novel The Last of the Mohicans 
(1826) features life in colonial America during the French and Indian War when colonists and 
Native Americans regularly clashed in armed conflict. 
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Herman Melville 
 

 
 
Herman Melville was born in New York City in 1819.  His novel Moby-Dick (1851) takes readers 
sailing around the world aboard a whaling ship in the early 1800s.  However, the ship's captain is 
actually on a quest to seek revenge on a dangerous white whale. 
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Mark Twain 
 

 
 
Mark Twain was born in Missouri in 1835.  His most famous novel, Adventures of Huckleberry 
Finn (1884), is set in the antebellum South.  Its protagonist is a young boy who befriends a slave 
named Jim and helps him escape to freedom. 
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Jack London 
 

 
 
Jack London was born in San Francisco in 1876.  His novel The Call of the Wild (1903) was 
inspired by his experiences prospecting during the Klondike Gold Rush of the 1890s.  It features 
a sled dog who embraces his wild instinct in order to survive. 
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F. Scott Fitzgerald 
 

 
 
F. Scott Fitzgerald was born in Minnesota in 1896.  He is best known for his novel The Great 
Gatsby (1925), a tragedy set during the Roaring Twenties.  Its characters indulge in decadence 
and glamour yet become disillusioned with the American Dream. 
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John Steinbeck 
 

 
 
John Steinbeck was born in California in 1902.  His novel The Grapes of Wrath (1939) follows a 
poor family of Oklahoma farmers who migrate west during the Great Depression in hopes of 
escaping poverty and rebuilding their lives. 
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Richard Wright 
 

 
 
Richard Wright was born in Mississippi in 1908.  His novel Native Son (1940) features a man 
living in Chicago who inadvertently becomes entangled in crime and struggles to rise above a 
society bent against him. 
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Harper Lee 
 

 
 
Harper Lee was born in Alabama in 1926.  Her novel To Kill a Mockingbird (1960) is about 
racial tension in 1930s Alabama when an innocent man is accused of a crime.  The story is told 
through the eyes of his lawyer's young daughter, Scout. 
 


