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Read More

In 1868, a little-known writer by the name of John William

DeForest proposed a new type of literature, a collective

artistic project for a nation just emerging from an existential

con�ict: a work of �ction that accomplished “the task of

painting the American soul.” It would be called the Great

American Novel, and no one had written it yet, DeForest

admitted. Maybe soon.

A century and a half later, the idea has endured, even as it has

become more complicated. In 2024, our de�nition of literary

greatness is wider, deeper, and weirder than DeForest likely

could have imagined. At the same time, the novel is also

under threat, as the forces of anti-intellectualism and
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