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[Professor Sealts, a Founding Member of the Emerson Society, has received the prestigious Jay B. Hubbell Awardfor
achievement in American literature, as reported in our Fall 1992 issue. Presentation took place at the annual luncheon of the

American Literature Section of the Modern Language Association in New York on 28 December 1992. ESP is honored to publish
Professor Sealts's remarks on that occasion.]

In mid-March of 1941 a young graduate student in New Haven
received a letter from the Chairman of the Editorial Board of

American Literature telling him that his very first submission
had been accepted by tlie Board for printing in the May number.
The Chairman was Jay B. Hubbell of Duke University and I was
the delighted graduate student. Now, more than fifty years later,
I am once again delighted: this time to be honored as the 1992
recipient of the Jay B. Hubbell medal. I never supposed that the
election might someday light on me, and I thank those who
decided that in this year of 19921 should join the august line of
worthies that began with Professor Hubbell himself in 1964.

The kindness of both Jay Hubbell and his Managing Editor,
Clarence Gohdes, in welcoming me as a contributor to our still-
flourishing journal is typical of the encouragement I received
from the generation of scholars that preceded mine. My mentors
at Wooster and Yale not only awakened my interest in literature
and the life of the mind but—equally important—inspired me to
continue learning on my own initiative and to develop my own
strategies as a scholar and teacher. Along with the incomparable
Stanley Williams, with whom I studied at Yale, other Amer
icanists such as Willard Thorp, Perry Miller, Bmce McElderry,
Leon Howard, Arlin Turner, and my late Wisconsin colleagues
Henry Pochmann and Harry Hayden Clark—I could go on—
stood as exemplars of the best in American literary scholarship
and became my generous sponsors and good friends as well.

None of us can ever repay the debts we owe to predecessors
such as these, but we can at least strive to do the best we can with

what talents we have—and certainly we should help and encour
age our successors just as our elders generously helped and
encouraged us when our own careers were developing. Now that
I can look back over more than half a century as a student and
teacher, it seems clear to me that for those tmly professional men
and women I have admired most, there has been no essential

dichotomy between their teaching and their scholarship, that
scholarship meant for them not only distinguished original

research but at the same time keeping abreast of the research and
interpretation of others as well, and that their teaching and
learning took place both in the classroom and beyond it, as they
spoke to and wrote for members of the public as well as their
students and professional colleagues.

Wlien 1 decided, in the late 1930s, to concentrate chiefly on
American rather than on British literature, which had been the

staple of my formal study, it was still the fashion in some quarters
to regard American writings as aesthetically inferior cultural
artifacts, to be treated as historical documents rather than as

literary works. But as the so-called New Criticism taught us the
value of close reading, the significance of metaphor and symbol,
the importance of stmcture and tone, emphasis among Amer
icanists began to shift from historical backgrounds and biogra
phies of authors to the literary qualities of the texts we were
reading and teaching. Scholars of today have come to think that
the pendulum of change actually swung too far at that time. Even
so, when Matthiessan's American Renaissance appeared in 1941
it struck many of us as a powerful vindication—not only of the
aesthetic values of the works it dealt with but of our own

widening and deepening understanding of our practice as pro
fessionals.

Continual openness to enlightenment, from whatever quar
ter it may come, should mark every true teacher and scholar. In
the changing climate of scholarship in tlie 1990s, with New
Criticism replaced by New Historicism, close reading trans
formed into deconstruction, and aestlietic considerations giving
way—for some at least—to various cultural, ideological, and
even overtly political goals, I can only hope that the pendulum
of change has not once more swimg too far, lest our professional
widening and deepening be foreclosed, either by too-narrow
specialization or by shallow propagandizing for extra-literary
causes. Being first and last a lover of literature as literature, I still
hold firmly to a more open and liberal conception of our chal
lenging role, now and in the future.


