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History of New York Washington Irving is a fascinating tale that intertwines the life of one of America's
earliest and most celebrated authors with the rich and diverse history of New York City. Irving, born in
1783, is often regarded as the first American writer to achieve international fame. His works have not only
shaped the literary landscape of the United States but also reflect the cultural and historical milieu of early
19th-century America. This article will delve into Irving's life, his literary contributions, and the enduring
impact of his works on New York and American literature as a whole.

Early Life of Washington Irving

Washington Irving was born on April 3, 1783, in New York City, the youngest of eleven children in a
merchant family. His parents were of English descent, and they instilled in him a love for literature and
storytelling. Despite the challenges of growing up in a post-Revolutionary America, Irving's formative
years were marked by a vibrant cultural environment that included a burgeoning interest in American
identity and literature.

Education and Early Influences

Irving's formal education was somewhat erratic, as he spent much of his youth exploring the city and its
surroundings. He attended various schools but was primarily educated at home. His love for literature was
sparked by the works of classic authors such as Shakespeare and the romantic poets. By the age of 16, he
began writing letters and essays that later contributed to his career as an author.

Irving's Literary Career

Irving's literary career began in earnest in the early 1800s when he started publishing essays and sketches
under the pseudonym "Jonathan Oldstyle." However, it was his first major work, "A History of New
York," published in 1809, that garnered attention and established him as a serious writer.

A History of New York

- Publication Year: 1809
- Pseudonym: Diedrich Knickerbocker
- Content: A satirical history of New York from its Dutch colonial beginnings to the early 19th century.



"A History of New York" was a comedic take on historical writing, blending fact and fiction and imbuing
the narrative with Irving's witty and charming style. The book was well-received and played a pivotal
role in shaping the literary identity of New York City. The character of Diedrich Knickerbocker became
synonymous with the city, and the name continues to be associated with New York culture.

Rip Van Winkle and The Legend of Sleepy Hollow

Irving's most famous stories, "Rip Van Winkle" and "The Legend of Sleepy Hollow," were published in
1819-1820 as part of a collection titled "The Sketch Book of Geoffrey Crayon, Gent." These tales not only
solidified Irving's reputation as a master storyteller but also reflected the American spirit and the changing
societal landscape of the time.

- Rip Van Winkle:
- Plot: The story follows a man who falls asleep in the Catskill Mountains and awakens 20 years later to a
radically changed world.
- Themes: The passage of time, the effects of the Revolutionary War, and the transformation of American
identity.

- The Legend of Sleepy Hollow:
- Plot: A tale of Ichabod Crane, a schoolteacher, who encounters the legendary Headless Horseman in the
haunted town of Sleepy Hollow.
- Themes: Superstition, folklore, and the clash between the rational and the supernatural.

These stories not only showcase Irving's narrative prowess but also highlight the rich folklore and cultural
heritage of the Hudson River Valley, a region that greatly influenced his work.

Irving's Influence on New York and American Literature

Washington Irving's contributions to literature went beyond his own writings. He played a crucial role in
the establishment of a distinctly American literary voice, paving the way for future generations of writers.
His works captured the essence of American life, culture, and history, making him a foundational figure in
the canon of American literature.

Promotion of American Culture

Irving was a staunch advocate for American culture and identity during a time when European literature
dominated the literary scene. He sought to create a unique American narrative, drawing inspiration from
the country's landscapes, history, and folklore. His stories celebrated American values, such as independence



and resilience.

Literary Legacy

Irving's influence can be seen in the works of later American authors, including:

- Nathaniel Hawthorne: Known for his exploration of American themes and moral complexity.
- Edgar Allan Poe: A master of the gothic and macabre, whose works often reflect the darker aspects of
human nature.
- Mark Twain: Celebrated for his humor and keen observations of American society.

Irving's ability to blend humor, fantasy, and social commentary laid the groundwork for the diverse
literary movements that followed, including Romanticism and Realism.

Washington Irving's Later Years

In his later years, Irving continued to write and travel extensively. He served as the United States
ambassador to Spain from 1842 to 1846, during which time he immersed himself in Spanish culture and
history. His experiences in Spain inspired several works, including "Chronicle of the Conquest of Granada"
and "The Life of Christopher Columbus."

Return to New York

After his diplomatic service, Irving returned to New York City, where he lived in a charming home
called "Sunnyside" along the Hudson River. This residence became a gathering place for intellectuals,
artists, and writers, further cementing his status as a cultural icon. He continued to write until his death on
November 28, 1859, leaving behind a rich literary legacy.

Conclusion

The history of New York Washington Irving is a testimony to the power of storytelling and the enduring
spirit of American culture. Irving's works not only captured the essence of his time but also laid the
groundwork for future generations of writers. His ability to weave together history, folklore, and humor
has made his stories timeless, resonating with readers for over two centuries. As we reflect on Irving's
contributions, it is clear that his influence on New York and American literature remains profound,
reminding us of the importance of preserving and celebrating our cultural heritage.



Frequently Asked Questions

Who was Washington Irving?
Washington Irving was an American author, biographer, and historian born in 1783, best known for his
short stories 'The Legend of Sleepy Hollow' and 'Rip Van Winkle'.

What role did Washington Irving play in American literature?
Washington Irving is considered one of the first American writers to gain international fame, helping to
establish a distinct American voice in literature during the early 19th century.

What are some of the key themes in Irving's works?
Key themes in Irving's works include the exploration of American identity, the tension between tradition
and modernity, and the use of folklore and myth.

How did Washington Irving contribute to the history of New York?
Irving was instrumental in promoting New York's cultural heritage through his writings, and he helped
popularize the city's early history and folklore.

What was the significance of 'The Legend of Sleepy Hollow'?
'The Legend of Sleepy Hollow' is significant as it reflects early American romanticism and has become a
quintessential part of American folklore, symbolizing the intersection of myth and reality.

Did Washington Irving have any influence on later American writers?
Yes, Irving's style and themes influenced many later American writers, including Nathaniel Hawthorne,
Edgar Allan Poe, and Mark Twain.

What was the historical context during Irving's life?
Irving lived during a time of significant change in America, including the War of 1812, the westward
expansion, and the emergence of a national literature.

How did Irving's travel experiences influence his writing?
Irving's travels in Europe and his exposure to different cultures enriched his writing, allowing him to
incorporate a broader perspective and themes into his stories.



What is 'A History of New York' and why is it important?
'A History of New York' is a satirical work by Irving published in 1809 that provides a humorous take on
New York's early history, establishing him as a prominent writer and critic of society.

What legacy did Washington Irving leave behind?
Washington Irving's legacy includes his contributions to American literature, the establishment of New
York as a literary hub, and his role in shaping the American cultural narrative.
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