Washington Irving
(1783-1859)

Many people in Europe and England felt that
America would never develop a literary
voice of its own. But then came Washington
Irving, the youngest and not-too-well-educated
son of a pious hardware importer and his ami-
able wife. Irving, who was from New York City,
had a genius for inventing comic fictional narra-
tors. (In fact, he did not sign his real name to
his work until he was over fifty.) The first of
these narrators Irving called Jonathan Oldstyle,
Gent.—a caricature of those British writers
who could not accept the simple values of the
new nation.

Irving’s second invented narrator was called
Diedrich Knickerbocker. Irving pretended that
Knickerbocker was the author of a book called
A History of New York, from the Beginning of the
World to the End of the Dutch Dynasty. The mys-
terious Knickerbocker is supposed to have left
the manuscript to his landlord in payment of
back rent. This fake and comical history, in
which the entire American past is ridiculed, es-
tablished Washington Irving as the foremost
New York satirist.

All this time Irving was enjoying the literary
societies that were popular then in New York.
His interest in law, which he practiced half-
heartedly, was lukewarm. In 1815, he was sent
off by his father to Liverpool, England, to look
after the failing overseas branch of the family
business. Irving found the business beyond re-
pair, but he loved the British literary scene and
stayed abroad for seventeen years. He was par-
ticularly attracted to the works of the Romantic
novelist Sir Walter Scott (1771-1 832), who
gave Irving advice that was to make his reputa-
tion. Scott told the younger writer to read the
German Romantics and find inspiration in folk-
lore and legends.

Now Irving made the decision he had previ-
ously lacked the courage to make. He decided
against putting further energy into business and
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its “sordid,
dusty, soul-killing
way of life.” He
would now give
himself entirely
to writing. In
1817, Irving
began to write
the first drafts of
stories based on
German folk
tales. These
were narrated by
yet another of
Irving’s comic :
voices, Geoffrey Washington Irving (1809) by John
Crayon, and the Wesley Jarvis (1780—1840). Oil on
stories were col- wood panel (33" x 26).
lected under the

title The Sketch Book (1819—1820). This book
carried Irving to the summit of international
success.

Something about Irving's comic narrators
touched a responsive chord in the American
public. Even though Irving borrowed openly
from a European past, he brought to his ma-
terial a droll new voice, as inflated as a
preacher’s or politician’s at one moment, self-
mocking the next. It was a voice the new nation
recognized as its own.

Irving gave his country its first international
literary celebrity. This was a role Irving enjoyed
exploiting to the fullest. He had always loved
parties and people and praise. Now he had
access to the literary circles of the world. It was
a remarkable achievement for the unpromising
child of a middle-class American family.

Irving never again wrote anything that
matched the success of the two great comic
tales in The Sketch Book. Today we remember
Irving for Rip Van Winkle who slept through
the American Revolution, and the Headless
Horseman who plagued the lovelorn Yankee
schoolteacher Ichabod Crane in the dreamy
glen of Sleepy Hollow, in New York’s lush
Hudson Valley.

Historic Hudson Valley, Tarrytown, New York.
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