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Genres in American Literature
The fi rst novels read in the USA were often by British authors – America’s fi rst bestseller was 
probably Charles Dickens’ A Tale of Two Cities (1859). Today, book readers can enjoy works 
by American authors in every genre1 on the planet. Here are six genres that American writers 
have mastered. / BETH GREEN (USA)

raising journeys are Jack London’s (1876-1916) The 
Call of the Wild (1903), and White Fang (1906), set 
in the Yukon during the gold rush4 in the late 1800s. 
Nowadays, American authors write about adventures 
all over the world. Try Elizabeth Kostova’s The 
Historian (2005) – it’s about a university professor 
and his daughter who are searching for Count 
Dracula’s tomb5. 

Fantasy

Do you ever think life would be better with 
a little magic in it? Read a fantasy novel 
and you might change your mind. As fans 

of the bestselling A Song of Fire and Ice 
series (adapted into the TV series Game 

of Thrones) will tell you, American 
author George R. R. Martin doesn’t 
make life easy for the characters in his 
fantasy series! He’s famous for killing 

his fans’ favorites. The first book in the 
bloodthirsty series is A Game of Thrones 
(1996). If you love fantasy elements and want 

a book with more magic and less violence6, try 
Laini Taylor’s Daughter of Smoke 
& Bone (2011), which has scenes in Prague. 

Dystopian fiction

Dystopian fiction7 takes place in a world where 
everything has gone wrong and people of the world 
suffer8. Dystopian novels usually feature a strong 
main character who tries to become a hero. The 
novels are often written in trilogies or longer series 
and are so popular that many of them become 
movies or television series. The following series are 
all good examples of dystopian fiction: The Hunger 
Games (2009 - 2010) by Suzanne Collins, Divergent 
(2011 - 2013) by Veronica Roth, and The Maze 
Runner (2009 - 2011) by James Dashner. 

Adventure

Some of the best books in classic American literature 
are adventure novels. Authors were inspired by the 
wild frontiers2 of the growing USA and they traveled 
to distant places to seek3 inspiration for their stories. 

American readers all know Mark Twain’s (1835-
1910) novels The Adventures of Tom Sawyer 
(1876) and Adventures of Huckleberry Finn 
(1884), which tell exciting stories about two 
boys and their friends growing up along the 
Mississippi River. Other best-loved tales of hair-
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•  Name fi ve genres and describe them. Give examples.

•  Which is your favorite genre? Why?

•   Speak about a book by an American author you 
have read. Mention these:

• The author, the genre

• It’s set … (where and when?)

• The main characters are …

• The plot11 is about …

MATURITA QUESTIONS

Sometimes people talk about the “great American 
novel”. This isn’t a real book, but rather the idea of 
a book that perfectly shows life and society in the USA 
during a period of time. Some books that are some-
times called “great American novels” are Twain’s 
Adventures of Huckleberry Finn, F. Sco�  Fitzgerald’s The 
Great Gatsby (1925), and, more recently, Jonathan 
Franzen’s Freedom (2010).

1 genre [ˈʒɒnrə] – žánr
2 frontier [ˈfrʌntɪə] – hranice
3 to seek [siːk] – hledat
4 gold rush [ɡəʊld rʌʃ] – zlatá horečka
5 tomb [tuːm] – hrobka
6 violence [ˈvaɪələns] – násilí 
7  dystopian fi ction [dɪsˈtəʊpiən ˈfɪkʃn] 
– dystopická (antiutopická) literatura

8 to suff er [ˈsʌfə] – trpět
9 to deal with (something) [diːl wɪð] – zabývat se (něčím)
10  to focus (on something) [ˈfəʊkəs] 

– zaměřit se (na něco)
11 plot [plɒt] – děj, zápletka

D I D  Y O U  K N O W ?
The fi rst text published in the USA wasn’t in English – 
it was in German!

V O C A B U L A R Y   

Contemporary fi ction

Contemporary � ction is realistic; it deals9 with the 
modern day and characters are usually normal people 
who have ordinary lives. Sounds boring? Not really! 
Authors in this genre tell fascinating stories about 
people’s lives, and o� en, loves. John Green’s bestselling 
novel � e Fault in Our Stars (2012), about teenagers 
who have cancer, is a good example of this genre. Or 
try the romance Eleanor & Park (2013) by Rainbow 
Rowell. It’s named a� er the two main characters: 
Eleanor has a bad home life and is o� en bullied by her 
high school classmates; Park just wants to be le�  alone. 
Comic books and music help bring them together.

Horror

American author Edgar Allen Poe (1809-1849) is 
widely considered to be the father of the detective story, 
but many readers know him for his horror stories. Even 
though they were written more than 150 years ago, his 
stories can still scare readers. Other widely respected 
American horror authors include Stephen King and 
R. L. Stine. King’s novel It (1986) may be the scariest 
story you’ll ever read! Stine focuses10 on horror stories 
for younger readers, such as Goosebumps (1992). From 
a TV adaptation, you may know another American 
short story with horror elements: Washington 
Irving’s � e Legend of Sleepy Hollow (1820). Horror 
stories can include anything terrifying, for example 
zombie tales like Max Brooks’ World War Z: An Oral 
History of the Zombie War (2006). Unlike the 2013 
movie adaptation with Brad Pitt, the book follows 
characters from all over the world who tell the story in 
a way that makes the zombie war seem very real. 

Southern Gothic

Readers who love horror novels may also enjoy the 
uniquely American genre called Southern Gothic. 
Books in this style take place in the American South 
and o� en include mystery, violence and supernatural 
events. � e scenery and characters may be creepy 
or grotesque - for example, vampires. Additionally, 
stories in this genre o� en touch on social issues in an 
ironic way. Charlaine Harris’ Southern Vampire series 
featuring vampires, fairies and werewolves became 
familiar to readers around the world when it was 
adapted as the TV show True Blood. � e � rst novel in 
this series is called Dead Until Dark (2001). 
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