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Series Introduction

e

Research Guide to American Literature is a series of handbooks for students and
teachers that recommends strategies for studying literary topics and frequently
taught literary works and authors. The rationale for the series is that success-
ful study is predicated on asking the right questions and then devising a logical
strategy for addressing them. The process of responsible literary investigation
begins with facts and usually ends with opinions. The value of those opinions
depends on the ability of the reader to gather useful information, to consider it
in context, to interpret it logically, and finally to decide what the interpretation
means outside the confines of the literary work. Often the answers to questions a
sophisticated reader asks about a literary topic are subjective, involving a reader’s
perception of an author’s or a character’s motive; always the search for the answer
to a meaningful question involves a process of self-education and, in the best of
circumstances, self-awareness.

RGAL is intended as a resource to assist readers in identifying questions to
ask about literature. The seven volumes in this series are organized chronologi-
cally, corresponding to generally accepted literary periods. Each volume follows
this general pattern:

Part I provides the social and historical context for a literary period, explain-
ing its historical boundaries, describing the nature of the literary output of the
time, placing the literature in its social and historical contexts, identifying literary
influences, and tracing the evolution of critical approaches.

Part II comprises ten study guides on general themes or topics related to
the period, organized alphabetically. Each guide first provides necessary back-
ground information, then suggests questions or research topics that might be
fruitfully considered, and with suggestions of specific primary and secondary
works that students will find useful. Each guide also includes an annotated
checklist of recommended secondary works and capsule identifications of
people mentioned.

Part III comprises some thirty study guides for particular literary works or
authors, organized alphabetically by the author’s name. Each guide begins with a
brief overview of the author’s career to provide context, and then suggests some
half-a-dozen topics for discussion and research, with advice about how to begin
investigating the topic. These topics are meant to facilitate classroom discussion
as well as to suggest interesting ideas for research papers. Each guide includes an
annotated checklist of recommended secondary works.

xiii
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Part IV is an annotated general bibliography recommending the most useful
general works of literary history, literary criticism, and literary reference pertinent
to the period.

Part V is a glossary of terms used in the volume.

A keyword index is included in each volume.

The purpose of RGAL is not to tell students what literature means but to
help them determine the meaning for themselves by asking significant questions
and seeking answers diligently and thoughtfully. That is how learning that mat-
ters takes place. The method is as old as Socrates.

—Richard Layman
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Boundaries of the Period

This book of study guides covers the years 1607-1776, the almost century-and-
three-quarters period during which English-speaking people sailed to, settled in,
and flourished in America. Although by 1607 there had been numerous accounts
of North America—by explorers from Spain (Cabeza de Vaca and others),
France (the Italian Giovanni da Verrazano, the Frenchman Jean Ribault, and
others, including Jacques Cartier), Holland (Adriaen van der Donck and oth-
ers), Sweden (David Pieterszoon De Vries and others), and England (Richard
Hakluyt and others)—none of them originated in or reported on a permanent
English-speaking settlement, because there was none before Jamestown. The
earliest date for this study guide, 1607, is when Captain Christopher Newport
and approximately a hundred colonists founded Jamestown as the first permanent
English-speaking settlement in North America, though had it not been for the
efforts of John Smith, another English explorer and the man who named New
England, the community might not have survived. (The Mayflower, carrying the
Pilgrims, landed at Plymouth thirteen years later, in 1620.) The latest date, 1776,
is when the Declaration of Independence was adopted by the Second Continental
Congress. This document, written mainly by Thomas Jefferson, begins as follows:
“When in the Course of human events it becomes necessary for one people to dis-
solve the political bands which have connected them with another and to assume
among the powers of the earth, the separate and equal station to which the Laws
of Nature and of Nature’s God entitle them, a decent respect to the opinions of
mankind requires that they should declare the causes which impel them to the
separation.” And declare the causes the document does. It levels charges against
George III; then, it separates America from Britain, and, on the grounds that
Americans’ unalienable rights had been violated, justifies the Revolutionary War,
which had begun in 1775. The satisfactory completion of this conflict led to the
establishment of the United States of America.

WHY STUDY THIS PERIOD AND THESE WRITERS

This period is of supreme importance because it came first: it is when English
settlement began in North America; when the initially small but slowly increasing
English population was confronted with, but ultimately overcame, often-difficult
conditions, including harsh weather, lack of necessities, and conflict with the
Indians, whose land the English had usurped and continued usurping; when the
majority of New Englanders believed that their presence and success in America
were ordained by God and that their experiment in New England would appear,
in the words of John Winthrop, as “a Citty upon a Hill,” a place observed by
many as a beacon unto the world, a symbol of American exceptionalism; when
the dominant culture in the North, the Puritans, faced what it considered
threats from within, threats that it quashed confidently and often severely; when
people holding religious views at odds with the prevailing faith were persecuted,
though they persevered and even flourished, as is the case with the Quakers,
who, under William Penn, established Pennsylvania; when New England lost a
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benign charter and saw it replaced with one that imposed royal governors; when,
around the year 1700, a swelling of the population, with its attendant diversity
of views and values, caused the culture in Massachusetts in particular to become
significantly less religious and more secular than previously, though the culture,
including the Congregational church, adapted to this change; when Enlighten-
ment ideas from England—especially those formulated by Sir Isaac Newton and
John Locke—influenced the American intelligentsia and further weakened the
influence of religion; when these same new ideas influenced many of the most
advanced American thinkers essentially to abandon theology for deism, which
offered a rational way of considering the universe; when religious lassitude led to
a revival of old-time belief augmented by emotionalism in a movement known
as the Great Awakening; and when the population at large but especially in
Massachusetts objected so strenuously to onerous laws imposed by George III
that the colonies declared their independence and became a new country, with
a government answerable not to a monarch of another country but solely to the
citizens of this new one. Imperfect by definition (slavery was an obvious blight
and many people, including women, did not have the franchise), democracy in
America had begun.

During its growth from a handful of English-speaking people in 1607 and
another handful in 1620 to millions of inhabitants in 1776, America produced an
impressive body of writing, from Smith and William Bradford early in the period
to John Trumbull and Mercy Otis Warren at the time of the Revolution. Despite
the abundance of works published during this time, almost all still available, these
creations are not widely known. Yet, the era, which constitutes the beginning and
early development of American literature in English, produced some writing of
lasting aesthetic value as well as an abundance of historically significant works. Not
only is this literature important as documentation of early American life, values,
accomplishments, and taste, but some of it inspired such later and now canoni-
cal nineteenth-century authors as Washington Irving, James Fenimore Cooper,
Nathaniel Hawthorne (especially Hawthorne), and Herman Melville, as well as
such twentieth-century writers as William Carlos Williams, Stephen Vincent
Benét, and Robert Lowell—and even such an English writer as D. H. Lawrence.

MOVEMENTS AND SCHOOLS ACTIVE DURING PERIOD

Puritanism was the dominant force in seventeenth-century New England, as is
reflected in the writing of this time and place. The early Puritans in particular
shared several beliefs and attitudes. While they followed the teachings of John
Calvin, Martin Luther, and others, they also had an aversion to the Church of
England because they considered it impure; and because they did, they would not
be forced to attend church and be Anglicans. As a result, they were persecuted in
their homeland, England, and needed a residence where they could worship as
they wished. This place was New England.

Yet, Puritanism was not monolithic; even at the beginning of Puritan life in
America there were distinctions to be made. This was especially the case with
the initial two groups of Puritans. The first, known as the Pilgrims, settled at
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Plymouth in 1620. These people are also known as Separatists because they
separated not only physically but also theologically from the Church of England,
which they thought irredeemably corrupt. The next group of Puritans landed
at Salem in 1630 and soon established Boston. While these people separated
physically from the Church of England, they remained, technically, members of
it, believing that it could possibly be reformed from within. This belief was more
an abstraction than a call for action, though, because these people, living an ocean
away from their homeland, were in no position to reform the Church. In 1691,
the Boston group absorbed the one from Plymouth.

After these groups became established, they had to adapt to changing con-
ditions. The Half-Way Covenant of 1662 is an important example of Puritans
confronting a problem and altering positions and beliefs in order to resolve it.
The issue was inspired by declining church membership, which the Puritans
attempted to reverse by offering partial membership to some people, though
these semimembers were not permitted to receive the Lord’s Supper.

Though most American publications of the seventeenth century were
written by Puritans and frequently concerned religious topics, the new century
brought a new worldview. In general, it was more secular and urbane than that
of the seventeenth century, and these qualities became more pronounced as
the eighteenth century progressed; still, Congregationalism—the church of the
Puritans—continued as the dominant faith of New Englanders, even though
other faiths were represented, including the Puritans’ nemeses, Anglicans
and Catholics.

Despite the importance of New England and Puritanism during the colo-
nial period, all America was not located in New England, and not all influence
was Puritan. Quakers gravitated to Pennsylvania, which also welcomed other
faiths. Anglicanism was a major force in such areas as Virginia, Maryland (which
also had a large Catholic presence), and the Carolinas; Lutherans settled in and
influenced New York, New Jersey, and Pennsylvania; Presbyterians resided in
Delaware and elsewhere. Of the colonies, New York was especially pluralistic.
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Dominant Genres and Literary Forms

With the exception of the novel, colonial America produced literature in all the
genres that were then popular in England. The first book published in English in
the New World of which a copy is known to exist is The Whole Booke of Psalmes
Fuithfully Translated into English Metre (1640), better known as the Bay Psalm
Book. 1t initiated the publication of religious texts that predominated in the
seventeenth century, though most of them were sermons, not psalters, which is
understandable. The original English settlers in New England were religiously
devout and believed that the way to understand God was through the Bible,
which ministers helped them interpret. Therefore, ministers not only delivered
sermons but disseminated them widely by having them published. People read
them, as may be documented not only by the number of them but also by numer-
ous references to them in such a work as Samuel Sewall’s diary.

Beginning with John Smith, colonists wrote histories. Puritans were inspired
to compose them because they viewed their experiences in America as reflect-
ing God’s will: a careful recording and examining of historical events, therefore,
informed them about what they considered the most important of all topics.
Eighteenth-century historians did not generally hold to this interpretation of
history, and those in the South definitely did not.

Perhaps surprisingly to readers unfamiliar with colonial American letters,
colonists wrote verse prolifically. In the early years in New England a predict-
able amount of poetry was religious in nature, though not all of it was. Some
focuses on nature, some deals with domestic issues, some is elegiac, some is his-
torical. Some poets wrote about the Indians, others about classical themes; some
addressed love, while others addressed warfare; some composed acrostics, others
composed satires. In time, the example of Alexander Pope not only influenced
American poets, but dominated them to the degree that most eighteenth-century
American verse is neoclassical in nature. As the century progressed and as revo-
lutionary fervor grew, Americans wrote political poems.

Biographical and autobiographical writing, including journals and diaries,
was popular for much the same reason that histories were valued. In the eigh-
teenth century, such writing was modified to create a new genre, the Indian cap-
tivity narrative, often, but not exclusively, written by women.

Drama came haltingly to the colonies. Dramatic performances were first
presented in the South and were popular there; a few were given in New England,
but were banned there in the middle of the eighteenth century. The first profes-
sional production of a play composed by an American did not occur until 1767.
Several closet plays with a political theme were published in the 1770s, as the
Revolution approached.

Belletristic essays came into prominence in the 1720s. As most eighteenth-
century verse was influenced by the poetry of one person above all others, Pope, so
were the urbane essays composed early in the century similarly influenced, by the
sophisticated creations of Joseph Addison, as published in England in The Tutler
and The Spectator. As tensions developed between the colonies and the Crown,
some Americans wrote polemical essays.
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DOMINANT WRITERS

Although seemingly most seventeenth-century and many eighteenth-century
ministers published sermons, some sermons are more important than others,
and some of these are of paramount significance. One of the most essential and
famous sermons of the colonial era was composed and delivered by John Win-
throp, who was primarily a political leader. Sometime before landing in America
in 1630 (before departing England or at sea aboard the Arbella) he delivered A
Modell of Christian Charity, a sermon in which he presciently depicts America
as “a Citty upon a Hill,” a phrase that has resonated ever since as a statement of
American exceptionalism. John Cotton was one of the crucial first-generation
Puritans in America. Among his numerous published sermons is God’s Promise to
His Plantation (1630), which he delivered to the passengers of the Arbella before
it departed England. In this sermon, he emphasizes the emigrants’ ability to wor-
ship in America as they desire, while justifying the taking of land belonging to
the Indians. Cotton’s contemporary Thomas Hooker—they arrived in America
together in 1633—is generally considered one of the most effective American
ministers of the seventeenth century; his sermons, written in a plain style, were
so admired that many were published. Among his notable sermons are seven
from the 1630s, collected in The Saints Dignitie, and Dutie (1651), that deal with
the Antinomian Controversy. As the century progressed, Solomon Stoddard’s
sermons proved important, even though published later, because in some of them
he expresses views that challenged the Congregational status quo. One such is
Sermon on Paul’s Epistle to the Galatians (delivered in 1690), which details his view
that the Lord’s Supper is a converting ordinance. Perhaps no sermon of the colo-
nial era by a resident of America was more influential than Sinners in the Hands
of an Angry God (1741), composed by Stoddard’s grandson, Jonathan Edwards. It
helped inspire the Great Awakening. Even before the Great Awakening, many
ministers evolved away from the religious certainties of the Puritan fathers, a
tendency that became more pronounced after midcentury when such a minister
as the liberal Jonathan Mayhew overtly attacked the conservative beliefs of col-
leagues and reflected, in keeping with the times, a rational approach to religion.
Histories, poetry, biographies, drama, and essays are treated in detail in the
study guides, so here I give them abbreviated notice. The two most important his-
tories of the colonial era are William Bradford’s Of Plymouth Plantation (written
in the seventeenth century but published in 1856) and Cotton Mather’s Magnalia
Christi Americana (1702). The first tells the story of the Pilgrims in Europe, at sea,
and in the New World; the second relates the main religious events of and details
the main people in seventeenth-century America. The dominant poets of the era
were Anne Bradstreet, Michael Wigglesworth, and Edward Taylor. Bradstreet is
mostly valued now for her personal poems, including love poems to her husband,
that were published only posthumously, in Severa/ Poems (1678). In the threaten-
ing, harsh “The Day of Doom” (published in 7%e Day of Doom, 1662), his major
creation, Wigglesworth depicts his interpretation of the realities of Judgment
Day in an attempt to halt the backsliding nature of the times. Like Bradstreet,
Taylor was a private poet, one who did not intend for his verses to be published.
Over four decades, he composed more than two hundred poems that constitute
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his major work, Preparatory Meditations; he wrote them to prepare himself for
administering the Lord’s Supper.

The major biographers of colonial America were Increase Mather, Cotton
Mather, and Ebenezer Turell. The first wrote a biography of his father, The Life
and Death of That Reverend Man of God, Mr. Richard Mather (1670); Cotton
Mather wrote one of his father, Increase Mather, in Parentator (1724), as well as
biographies of many others in his mammoth Magnalia Christi Americana (1702);
Turell details the life of his late wife in Memoirs of the Life and Death of the Pious
and Ingenious Mrs. Jane Turel] (1735) and of her father in The Life and Character
of the Reverend Benjamin Colman, D.D. (1749).

Because playwriting came late to America, few Americans wrote plays during
the colonial period. Of them, Thomas Godfrey and Mercy Otis Warren are most
important. He composed The Prince of Parthia (published 1765), the first play by
an American to be performed professionally (in 1767); in the 1770s she wrote
closet plays dealing with political issues of the day.

Beginning in the 1720s, some Americans wrote belletristic essays in the
manner of Addison. They were published in the relatively new medium of
newspapers. The major essayists were sixteen-year-old Benjamin Franklin (the
Dogood papers) and three men who collaborated under the pseudonym Proteus
Echo: John Adams (died 1740), Matthew Adams, and Mather Byles. Other
writers composed essays of a political nature. These grew in number as revolu-
tionary fervor increased. The major political essayists writing before the Decla-
ration of Independence were John Dickinson and, at the beginning of his career,
Thomas Paine. Dickinson’s Letters from a Farmer in Pennsylvania, to the Inhabi-
tants of the British Colonies (1768) encourages vigilant monitoring of British
rule; Paine’s Common Sense (1776) calls for a declaration of independence,
which was forthcoming.
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Historical and Social Context

KEY HISTORICAL EVENTS OF THE PERIOD

Because of the long, formative nature of the colonial era, many historical
events are important, from the establishment of Jamestown in 1607 to the
Declaration of Independence in 1776. An event with enormous repercussions
occurred in Jamestown in 1619. This was the arrival of slaves from Africa.
Although no contemporaneous written comment about it is known to exist,
later in the century organizations and individuals began protesting the institu-
tion of slavery, not only in Virginia but throughout the colonies. The first such
expression was by a group of Germantown Friends in 1688; Samuel Sewall
wrote against slavery in The Selling of Joseph, a Memorial (1700). In time, an
abolitionist movement formed (the initial abolitionist society was established
in Philadelphia in 1775), the Civil War was fought, and slavery was ended in
the United States.

The first major event after the establishment of Jamestown and the intro-
duction of slavery was the landing at, establishment of, and development of
Plymouth by the Pilgrims in 1620. Not only did their leader, William Brad-
ford, write the history of the group in Of Plymouth Plantation (1856), but some
of its details form the basis for aspects of American mythology, such as the
landing of the Pilgrims at Plymouth and the celebration of the first Thanks-
giving, though Bradford barely alludes to the latter. In New English Canaan
(1637), Thomas Morton responds not to Bradford’s history but rather to the
actions of the Pilgrims, who destroyed his Merry Mount community and
forced him to return to England. Nathaniel Hawthorne used this conflict as
the basis for the tale “The May-Pole of Merry Mount” (1836); it also figures
in Robert Lowell’s Endecott and the Red Cross, a 1965 play revised in 1968, as
well as in other artistic works.

The beginning of the great migration of Puritans to America in 1630 is
important because in settling Massachusetts Bay these people established a soci-
ety based on religious principles, ones that not only governed people’s lives but
that also generated discussion and debate among the most imposing American
intellects of the century. Because these intellects—mostly ministers—wrote about
the issues they confronted, an impressive record of their thoughts and positions
exists. John Cotton and Roger Williams disagreed on the issue of freedom of
conscience, for example. Williams embraced it, but Cotton did not. They debated
this issue openly in a series of publications during the 1640s and 1650s. Winthrop
explained Puritan political theory in his 1645 speech to the General Court. When
numerous people wanted the Congregational church to assume a Presbyterian
nature, ministers met to discuss the issue and rejected it in A Platform of Church
Discipline Gathered out of the Word of God (1649), better known as the Cam-
bridge Platform, written mainly by Richard Mather. No American fiction writer
addressed Puritanism more effectively than Hawthorne. Not only did he compose
one of the most important of all American novels, The Scarlet Letter (1850), but
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he set it in Puritan times, with Puritan characters, including some actual ones. He
also wrote several stories dealing with Puritan issues, such as “Young Goodman
Brown” (1835).

Trials of supposed witches were held in Salem in 1692. Although such
trials were not unique to Salem—many had been held in Europe—those in
Salem, which resulted in the execution of twenty people, left a permanent
mark on what might be called the American psyche. Some of the most impor-
tant people of the time supported the trials, including Cotton Mather. His
Memorable Providences, Relating to Witcherafts and Possessions (1689) helped
establish a climate in which the witchcraft frenzy could develop. When the
trials began, he urged the judges’ caution but recommended, in The Return of
Several Ministers (1692), that the judges prosecute witches fully. That same
year, he published a narrative of the trials in The Wonders of the Invisible World,
which was ridiculed in 1700 by Robert Calef in More Wonders of the Invisible
World. Cotton Mather’s father, Increase, believed that the Salem trials should
be held, but thought that reliance on spectral evidence alone was inadequate
for convicting someone, an opinion expressed in Cases of Conscience Concerning
Ewil Spirits (1692). One of the trial judges was John Hathorne, whose partici-
pation in the proceedings apparently so affected a great-great-grandson that
guilt became a major theme in his fiction, such as 7The House of the Seven Gables
(1851). This writer was Hawthorne, who changed the spelling of his surname.
Arthur Miller’s play The Crucible (1953) is probably the most famous literary
work dealing directly with the trials.

In the decade or so before the middle of the eighteenth century, religion
underwent a transformational change, initially in Massachusetts but ultimately
almost everywhere in America. This phenomenon was based on the serious,
philosophical writings of Jonathan Edwards, including the terrifying sermon
Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God (1741), writings that promoted an emo-
tional approach to religion. Encouraging such an approach in compositions
is one thing; disseminating it is another. Popularizing his ideas fell not to
Edwards but primarily to George Whitefield, an English evangelist who, upon
arriving in America in 1739, propagated them. His magnetism and oratorical
skills, combined with his message of opening oneself to religious affections,
resulted in a great awakening of religious awareness and conversion. This
ecstatic response concerned Edwards, who pondered the genuineness of some
people’s religious affections. He expressed his thoughts about this and other
issues, including the revivals themselves, in A Treatise Concerning Religious
Affections (1746). Major figure though Edwards was as a religious thinker, his
ideas—and their popularization—did not go unchallenged. His most formid-
able opponent was Charles Chauncy, who, as a result of believing in a reasoned,
rational approach to religion, thought that people stirred by Whitefield were
largely delusional. He presented his positions in such works as An Unébridled
Tongue a Sure Evidence, That Our Religion is Hypocritical and Vain (1741), The
New Creature Describ'd, and Consider'd as the Sure Characteristick of a Man’s
Being in Christ (1741), Enthusiasm Described and Cautiond Against (1742), and
Seasonable Thoughts on the State of Religion in New-England (1743), his most
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significant work. In the mid 1740s, the intensity of the Great Awakening
began to diminish.

Soon after the lessening of religious fervor, religious concerns continued but
became secondary to many people as political realities intruded on their lives. Spe-
cifically, in the mid 1760s, Parliament began passing a series of acts intended to
generate revenue. These included the Sugar Act (1764), the Currency Act (1764),
the Quartering Act (1765), the Stamp Act (1765), the Declaratory Act (1766), the
Townshend Acts (1767), the Tea Act (1773), the Coercive Acts (1774), and the
New England Restraining Act (1775). Many Americans objected to these acts (“no
taxation without representation”), increasingly so as time passed. Event led to event,
and in 1675 the Revolution began; the Declaration of Independence was written
the next year, thereby concluding the colonial era in American history. The politics
of the time generated an outpouring of writing, which helped drive events. One
of the earliest protesters against England was James Otis, who, though he did not
actually call for revolution, presented his views on natural rights in four publications,
including A Vindication of the House of Representatives (1762) and The Rights of the
British Colonies Asserted and Proved (1764). Stephen Hopkins wrote in favor of the
American cause in The Rights of Colonies Examined (1765), a pamphlet answered by
the Tory Martin Howard in A Letter from a Gentleman in Halifax, to His Friend in
Rhode Island (1765). In A Dissertation on the Canon and Feudal Law (1765), future
president John Adams places the dispute between America and England in the
context of realities of classical Greece and Rome. Mercy Otis Warren, sister of James
Otis, wrote several anti-British plays beginning in 1773. Benjamin Franklin satirized
the English attitude toward America in “An Edict by the King of Prussia”’and “Rules
by Which a Great Empire May Be Reduced to a Small One” (both 1773), as did
Francis Hopkinson in 4 Pretty Story (1774). At the beginning of his literary career,
Philip Freneau satirized the English in several poems, including “General Gage’s
Soliloquy,” “General Gage’s Confession,” and “A Political Litany” (all 1775). Few
works were as effective in influencing opinion against the British as John Dickinson’s
Letters from a Farmer in Pennsylvania, to the Inhabitants of the British Colonies (1768),
though one did exceed its impact: Thomas Paine’s Common Sense (1776), which, in
its call for political independence, helped generate broad support for the American
Revolution, already in progress.

MAJOR SOCIAL ISSUES

Social issues also generated literary responses. Once the Puritan experiment
in New England was on solid footing, education became an issue. This was so
because the Puritans required a ministry to preach and help people interpret
God’s word as expressed in the Bible. In order to produce young men who could
do these things, in 1636 they established in Newe Towne (Cambridge) the first
American college; in 1639 it was named Harvard College in honor of John Har-
vard, who endowed the enterprise and left the college his impressive collection of
books. The college fulfilled its purpose, as seemingly most seventeenth-century
New England ministers reared in America studied there. The college inspired
writing almost immediately. In 1643, the year after the first class was graduated,
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a tract promoting settlement in America was published in England. Among the
inducements presented in New Englands First Fruits is Harvard College; the
publication describes the building, identifies the president (Henry Dunster),
details the curriculum, and explains the rules. Yet, in time Harvard became the
object of ridicule in some quarters. In 1722, sixteen-year-old Benjamin Franklin
derided it and its graduates in the fourth Dogood paper, published in 7he New-
England Courant, the newspaper of his brother James. In this essay, the widow
Silence Dogood tries to decide whether to send her son to college. In a dream she
observes that most young men who attend this school are dunces, that a majority
of them are incapable of learning, and that many are plagiarists. When she relates
this dream to her boarder, Clericus, he says that she has accurately described
Harvard. Although she does not indicate whether she will send her son there,
surely she will not. Phillis Wheatley treats the school more respectfully in “To the
University of Cambridge, in New-England” (1773). Numerous fictions—novels
and stories—have been written about or involve Harvard, beginning with Justin
Jones’s The Belle of Boston: or, the Rival Students of Cambridge (1844). Others
include Louisa May Alcott’s Kizty’s Class Day (1868), Owen Wister’s “Philosophy
47(1901), and George Santayana’s The Last Puritan (1935).

As the seventeenth century neared the two-thirds point, Congregationalists
confronted the serious issue of declining church membership: children of the
church founders often lacked the religious fervor of their parents and could not
evidence saving grace. The Congregationalists decided that such children could
be admitted to church membership by virtue of having been born to church mem-
bers. But what of the third generation, children born to church members (second
generation) who were unable to demonstrate evidence of saving grace? A synod
met in 1662 to resolve this issue, which it did in what is known as the Half-Way
Covenant. This document permitted children of the unregenerate second genera-
tion to be baptized and subjected to church discipline, as long as these people
knew the Bible, but did not permit them to receive the Lord’s Supper or vote.
That is, they became half-way members. In time, largely because of the think-
ing and efforts of Solomon Stoddard, who considered communion a converting
ordinance, children of unregenerate parents were permitted full membership. Yet
this liberal position was reversed in the mid eighteenth century by Stoddard’s
grandson, Jonathan Edwards, who required evidence of saving grace for church
membership. Much was written about the issue of church membership. Richard
Mather addressed it in A Disputation Concerning Church-Members and Their Chil-
dren, in Answer to XXI. Questions (1659) and, with Jonathan Mitchell, in 4 Defence
of the Answer and Arguments of the Synod Met at Boston in the Year 1662. Concern-
ing the Subject of Baptism, and Consociation of Churches (1664). Charles Chauncy
favored the recommendations of the synod, as may be observed in Anti-Synodalia
Scripta Americana (1662). Thomas Shepard detailed his support of such member-
ship in The Church-Membership of Children, and Their Right to Baptisme (1663).
A leading opponent of the recommendation was John Davenport, who expressed
his opinion in Another Essay for Investigation of the Truth (1663), which includes
a lengthy preface by Increase Mather, who also opposed it. Stoddard wrote about
church membership in The Doctrine of Instituted Churches Explained and Proved
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from the Word of God (1700) and An Appeal to the Learned (1709). Edwards pub-
lished his views in An Humble Inquiry into the Rules of the Word of God Concerning
the Qualifications Requisite to a Compleat Standing and Full Communion in the Vis-
ible Christian Church (1749).

At the same time that Benjamin Franklin was writing the Dogood papers,
Boston was being devastated by a smallpox epidemic that began the previous
year, 1721. It was not the first such epidemic there, but it was the most severe.
Long after the fact, the issue of inoculation seems unarguable; then, it was a new
concept and caused controversy. A debate raged between people favoring inocu-
lation against the disease and those opposing it. Those endorsing the procedure
included the doctor Zabdiel Boylston, the minister Benjamin Colman, and, per-
haps ironically, two men who had endorsed the witchcraft trials of 1692, Increase
Mather and Cotton Mather. All the other doctors and some other ministers
opposed it, as did James Franklin, publisher of 7he New-England Courant. Several
publications resulted from this dispute. In 1721 Colman wrote about the issue
in Some Observations on the New Method of Receiving the Small-Pox by Ingrafting
or Inoculation, as did Increase Mather in Several Reasons Proving That Inoculating
or Transplanting the Small Pox, Is a Lawful Practice, and That It Has Been Blessed
by God for the Saving of Many a Life and Sentiments on the Small Pox Inoculated;
Cotton Mather expressed his views in The Angel of Bethesda (1722); Boylston
addressed inoculation in An Historical Account of the Small-pox Inoculated in New
England (1726). William Douglass was the doctor probably most adamantly
opposed to inoculation; he expresses his views in Inoculation of the Small Pox as
Practised in Boston (1722). This controversy indicates, among other things, that
ministers steeped in seventeenth-century Puritanism, such as the two Mathers,
could adapt to changing times and embrace science, even when its findings might
not yet have been widely accepted.

DEVELOPMENTS WITHIN PUBLISHING THAT
AFFECTED LITERARY PRODUCTION

One measure of the value American Puritans placed on reading and books is that
in 1638—less than two decades after the landing of the Mayflower—a printing
press was imported from England and was put to use probably that year in Cam-
bridge. Neither of the first two publications of this press exists—7%he Freeman’s
Oath and an almanac—though the third publication does: The Whole Booke of
Psalmes Faithfully Translated into English Metre (1640), better known as the Bay
Psalm Book. From this point forward, Americans were able, at least theoretically,
to produce their own reading material, which in the early years was mostly reli-
gious in nature, though because printing of the Bible was the prerogative of the
Crown’s printers in England, Americans were forbidden to publish a Bible during
colonial times. Printing spread slowly throughout the colonies. Pennsylvania had
a functioning press by the 1680s, as did Maryland; New York had one in the next
decade. Connecticut did not have a press until the first decade of the eighteenth
century; the first one in Rhode Island dates from the 1720s. Presses were estab-
lished in South Carolina and Virginia in the 1730s, though there was an earlier
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effort to establish one in Virginia in the 1680s. Printing in New Hampshire, New
Jersey, and North Carolina began in the middle of the eighteenth century, while
that in Delaware, Georgia, and Louisiana was initiated in the 1760s. One effect
of the availability of presses was that America could accommodate new forms of
publication when necessary, as was the case with newspapers and magazines in
the eighteenth century. Although there was no American copyright law during
the colonial era (the first was enacted in 1790), Americans could not then publish
books copyrighted in England.
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Literary Influences

FOREIGN INFLUENCES

For the entirety of the colonial period in America, all literary influence was
foreign. This is true not only because the early writers had no American ante-
cedents, but also because a native literary culture did not emerge until after the
era concluded.

The sermons of early American Puritans were influenced by sermons pres-
ent in the Bible (such as by Christ and Paul), by sermons they recalled by fellow
but nonemigrating English Puritans (such as Richard Sibbes and John Dod), and
manuals about preaching and sermons (such as The Arte of Prophesying [1592] by
William Perkins and The Faithfull Shepheard [1607] by Richard Bernard). For
example, Perkins, who believed that the proper subject of sermons is Christ, pro-
poses a logical development in sermons, a development that moves from present-
ing a biblical text to clarifying it to providing examples illustrating its meaning
to applying doctrine plainly and clearly to worshippers. John Cotton, who heard
Perkins preach in England, is one minister who adopted Perkins’s recommen-
dations. Another English divine, William Ames, introduced Puritan ministers
to the logic of Petrus Ramus, a French martyr who recommended structuring
arguments or positions by categories that can be divided and subdivided, which
is what many Puritan ministers did. As a result, worshippers could easily follow
and, if they wished, outline the sermons as ministers delivered them.

Early American biographers followed the example of seventeenth-century
English Puritan biographies such as those collected by Samuel Clarke in 4 Gen-
eral Martyrologie (1651) and The Lives of Sundry Eminent Persons in This Later Age
(1683). They were also inspired by such English Puritans as John Bunyan—who
depicts trials overcome in Grace Abounding to the Chief of Sinner (1666), an auto-
biography, and Pilgrim’s Progress (1678, 1684), an allegory—and Richard Baxter
with his autobiographical Reliquie Baxteriane (1696). Seventeenth-century
American biographies are largely hagiographic in nature. They describe lives
lived well—which is to say, piously—in order to provide examples for readers to
emulate. They are utilitarian, instructional, and didactic, as were many English
biographies. Not only were American biographers influenced by their English
predecessors, but a subject’s departure from England was a frequent topic in the
stories of American lives, as, for example, in John Norton’s The Life and Death
of the Deservedly Famous Mr. John Cotton (1657) and Increase Mather’s The Life
and Death of That Reverend Man of God, Mr. Richard Mather (1670). American
biographies of people who led exemplary lives continued being written in the
eighteenth century, especially in the first half of the century by Ebenezer Turell
in Memoirs of the Life and Death of the Pious and Ingenious Mrs. Jane Turell (1735),
about his wife, and The Life and Character of the Reverend Benjamin Colman, D.D.
(1749), about his former father-in-law.

The major early American poets were influenced by authors and books from
abroad. The first of them, Anne Bradstreet, was most indebted to the French poet
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Guillaume Du Bartas’s La Semaine; ou, Création du Monde (1578), which Brad-
street knew in a translation by Joshua Sylvester. She learned from Du Bartas how
to unify various areas of knowledge in poems, areas that include science, religion,
and history; she accomplished this in her quaternions. Someone familiar with the
works of both poets cannot help but notice her indebtedness to him. Nathaniel
Ward is one person who did, calling her, in a poem prefatory to Bradstreet’s 7he
Tenth Muse Lately Sprung up in America, “a right Du Bartas Girle.” Further, Brad-
street acknowledges Du Bartas’s greatness, and her inferiority to him, in what is
probably her most famous poem, “The Prologue”; additionally, she composed a
poem titled “In Honour of Du Bartas.” Both these Bradstreet poems appear in
The Tenth Muse. Bradstreet was also influenced by Helkiah Crooke’s medical book
Microcosmographia, or a Description of the Body of Man (1615) and, as was the case
with all the major seventeenth-century American poets, the Bible; she was also
familiar with works by Edmund Spenser, Sir Philip Sidney, and numerous other
authors, though the degree to which they influenced her is open to question.

Michael Wigglesworth’s main foreign influence was the Bible. Although it
was the most important book for all Puritans, it was foreign in the sense that the
King James Version was translated by Englishmen and published in England;
the Crown did not permit its publication in America during Wigglesworth’s
era. In depicting Judgment Day, “The Day of Doom,” Wigglesworth’s major
poem, draws on apocalyptic books of the Bible, such as Daniel in the Old
Testament and especially Revelation in the New. The Puritans also used the
sixteenth-century Geneva Bible, translated in Switzerland, which includes a
great number of annotations, or marginal glosses. Wigglesworth uses glosses in
“The Day of Doom” and Meat out of the Eater, the latter of which is Wiggles-
worth’s longest work, a series of meditations. When Christ rejects infants’ claim
of innocence in stanza 181 of “The Day of Doom,” for example, Wigglesworth
cites three Bible verses to support Christ’s position, Romans 3:19 paramount
among them. Throughout his poems, Wigglesworth uses biblical language.

Edward Taylor’s major poems are in two series, titled Preparatory Meditations.
He composed every one of these poems (over two hundred of them) to prepare
himself for administering the Lord’s Supper. Each begins with a Bible verse,
which serves as the subject of the poem. In addition to being inspired by the
Bible, Taylor was influenced by other foreign texts. These include verses by some
of the English metaphysical poets, including John Donne (metaphysical conceits,
as evidenced in Taylor’s “Huswifery”) and George Herbert (metrical experimen-
tation, noticeable in many of Taylor’s poems). In writing meditative poems, Taylor
was probably influenced by English divine Richard Baxter’s The Saints Everlasting
Rest (1650), which reflects on meditation, as well as on life temporal and eternal;
in what has become known as The Metrical History of Christianity, Taylor drew
inspiration from Ecclesiastica Historia (known in English as the Magdeburg Cen-
turies), by Matthias Flacius and others.

When, in the eighteenth century, American life became more cosmopolitan,
poets—some of them ministers—were influenced by sophisticated English poets,
especially Alexander Pope. American poets began writing in heroic couplets,
for example, though never with the skill of the master. This form of versifying
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predominated until the Revolution. Also, following Pope’s example, the colonial-
ists began writing about worldly issues, occasionally with a satirical edge, and
sometimes addressed aesthetic issues. At least one American poet, Mather Byles,
went so far as to initiate a correspondence with Pope, one that was only moder-
ately successful. As a result of emulating the most accomplished English poets
of the day, Byles and others, including John Adams (died 1740), introduced neo-
classical verse to America in the 1720s. In “An Address to the Supreme Being,”
Adams expresses the literary values of the time:

Thro’ all my Works, let Order clearly shine,

And let me know the Reason of each Line.

Give me to trace out Nature in each Thought,

And let each Piece be to Perfection brought;

A Subject for my Genius fit to chuse,

Not vainly light, nor yet prophanely loose,

But innocent, at least, if not sublime,

And let my Numbers smoothly flow in Rhyme.
May each Production, writ with Strength and Ease,
The Ear, the Judgment, and the Fancy please.

Clearly, this statement reflects a new aesthetic in American verse.

Byles, Adams, and others, including Jane Colman Turell, were also influenced
by The Creation, a philosophical epic by English poet and physician Sir Richard
Blackmore. In it, he establishes an aesthetic, the religious sublime, in which poetic
descriptions of supernatural events and objects cause readers to comprehend
God’s design and thereby feel awe. The major American poem in this mode is
Adams’s “On Society.”

As the eighteenth century progressed, American poets, inspired by Jonathan
Swift but also Pope, wrote satirical poems. Perhaps the most important of these
poets is John Trumbull, whose The Progress of Dulness (1772, 1773) satirizes edu-
cation and the clergy and whose M Fingal (1776, 1782) satirizes primarily the
British. M Fingal shows the direct influence of Samuel Butler’s Hudibras. Poems
by others published in 1774 and 1775 satirize the royal governor of Massachu-
setts, General Thomas Gage, and some published in 1776 satirize his successor,
General William Howe.

The earliest plays performed in English-speaking America were all foreign
because no American is known to have written a play by then. Among the plays
performed around the middle of the eighteenth century were Shakespeare’s
Romeo and Juliet, Othello, Richard III, Hamlet, and The Merchant of Venice; Joseph
Addison’s Cato; George Farquhar’s The Beaux Stratagem; John Gay’s The Beggar’s
Opera; Richard Steele’s The Conscious Lovers; Nicholas Rowe’s Tamerlane; and
Colley Cibber’s The Careless Husband. In the early years of drama in America,
touring troupes of English actors performed plays. The initial groups were led by
Lewis Hallam and David Douglass. Few Americans wrote plays during the colo-
nial era. This is probably so because they lacked an incentive to write them—even
had they wished to compose some—because of the availability of a large number

of sophisticated British plays, plays that had often been performed professionally



18 Colonial Literature, 1607-1776

in England. The first real play composed by an American and produced profes-
sionally is Thomas Godfrey’s The Prince of Parthia (published 1765, produced
1767), a five-act tragedy indebted primarily to the plays of Shakespeare. The
most important American dramatist of the colonial era is Mercy Otis Warren,
who wrote closet plays in the 1770s. The title page of her The Adulateur (1773)
includes a quotation from Addison’s Cazo; especially in the naming of characters,
she is indebted to such a British playwright as Richard Brinsley Sheridan.

Early in the eighteenth century, such a minister as John Wise wrote essays
on religious topics. In the 1720s, though, some Americans began writing bel-
letristic essays patterned after those of Addison, in particular, as published in
The Tutler and The Spectator in London. The colonists’ creations coincided with
the appearance of newspapers that published literature, in addition to news. The
first American to create them was sixteen-year-old Benjamin Franklin in his
witty Dogood papers, published in 1722 in The New-England Courant. During
1727-1728, Matthew Adams, John Adams (died 1740), and Byles wrote a series
of fifty-two such essays in Samuel Kneeland’s The New-England Weekly Journal.
Similar essays were published elsewhere, including Philadelphia, where in 1729
Franklin and Joseph Breintnall published the Busy-Body series in thirty-two
issues of the American Weekly Mercury. Essays appeared in Southern newspapers.
They are featured in The Maryland Gazette (Annapolis), The Virginia Gazette
(Williamsburg), and The South-Carolina Gazette (Charleston). All these essays
were inspired by Addison’s creations.

Beginning around the time of the 1765 Stamp Act, as the Revolution
approached, many writers wrote political essays, some published in newspapers
and others as pamphlets. In Letters from a Farmer in Pennsylvania, to the Inhabit-
ants of the British Colonies (1768), John Dickinson’s speaker, a farmer who wants
the best for mankind, has antecedents as far back as Horace, while the author’s
political ideas are derived from several Europeans, including the Frenchman
Montesquieu, the Englishman John Locke, and the Scotsman David Hume.
These dozen letters, which are as much essays as letters, were first published in a
newspaper, 7he Boston Chronicle, before being published as a pamphlet. Franklin’s
satirical essays, such as “An Edict by the King of Prussia,” are indebted to the
writing of Swift. Many of the ideas in Paine’s Common Sense (1776), a pamphlet,

are derived from Locke’s political theories.

THE AUDIENCE

Because the early settlers came to New England primarily for religious reasons,
they welcomed religious publications, which started appearing in Cambridge in
1640 with the Bay Psalm Book. The community’s desire for something akin to
religious purity led the translators of this book to render the Psalms as literally as
possible. When, in time, this translation proved too artless, Henry Dunster and
Richard Lyon attempted a new, more euphonic, more artful translation, one more
congenial to the community’s needs. This revision is titled The Psa/ms Hymns and
Spiritual Songs of the Old and New Testament, Faithfully Translated into English
Metre (1651).
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The issue of literacy bears on the nature of the audience for writing during
the colonial period. Literacy was important to the Puritans because it permitted
people to read the word of God, as revealed in the Bible. To prepare young men
for the ministry, they established the Boston Latin School in 1635 and Harvard
College the next year. In 1642 the Massachusetts Bay General Court made
parents responsible for teaching their children to read; the 1647 General School
Law forced communities to create schools and assume responsibility for teaching
their residents to read and write. (Alone among the New England colonies in
the seventeenth century, Rhode Island did not enact laws pertaining to reading
instruction.) Also in the 1640s, dame schools were established; while not particu-
larly focused on education, they nonetheless helped children learn to read, which
was especially important for girls, who did not have access to more formal schools.
Around age seven, boys began grammar school, which had a classical curriculum.
Many children learned to read by studying catechisms, such as John Cotton’s
Milk for Babes (1646). The New-England Primer (probably first published in the
early 1680s), which went through many editions that produced millions of cop-
ies, helped generations of children learn to read by offering easily memorized
two-line rhymes, beginning, for the letter A, with “In Adam’s Fall/We Sinned all.”
Because of the religious beliefs of the early settlers of Massachusetts Bay and the
importance they placed on reading, it was, by far, the most literate colony during
the colonial era. Another reason for this is that newspapers originated in Massa-
chusetts during the early years of the eighteenth century; they encouraged literacy,
if only for practical reasons because people wanted to know the news. Further, a
sizable, educated mercantile class aspired to cultivation, so these people welcomed
and possibly influenced the creation of polite letters—primarily Addisonian
essays—in colonial newspapers. By 1754, ninety percent of the colony’s men and
forty percent of its women were literate. Also in the eighteenth century, literacy in
other areas, especially New York and Philadelphia, increased markedly, primarily
among men, to a lesser degree among women. Although this resulted in large part
from the proliferation of schools, it was also aided in cities by a growing number
of libraries, the increasing amount of printed material, and discussions in taverns,
clubs, and coffeehouses. Because of this high rate of literacy, especially in Boston,
New York, and Philadelphia, but increasingly in smaller communities and in the
hinterlands, a large number of literate people lived in the various colonies. As a
result, authors could arrange to have their creations published by colonial printers,
who knew that at least the potential for adequate sales existed.
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Evolution of Critical Opinion

CRITICAL APPROACHES TO COLONIAL LITERATURE

Criticism of early American literature began in the nineteenth century. For the
half-century after 1829, various scholars interpreted the literature and published
books of selections from it. In general, approaches to colonial literature matured to
the degree that by 1878 sophisticated criticism had begun, setting a high standard
for later scholars. Nineteenth-century—and early twentieth-century—criticism
was ad hoc in nature, in the sense of scholars working largely unsupported on
what amounted to labors of love. Beginning around the middle of the twentieth
century, universities not only encouraged but demanded literary criticism of its
professors, while supporting scholarly enterprises with presses, journals, research
assistants, reduced teaching assignments, funds for traveling to conferences, and
so forth. Criticism became professional.

Samuel L. Knapp wrote what is probably the first study of colonial American
literature. After addressing the subject in a series of fifteen talks, he published
them in 1829 as Lectures on American Literature, with the goal of validating
American literature and providing details about the American “mind.” That same
year, Samuel Kettell published Specimens of American Poetry. In the first of three
volumes, he devotes approximately two hundred pages to colonial American verse.
He provides information—often substantial—about each author’s life and literary
productions, followed by selections from the author’s poetry. Most subsequent
nineteenth-century anthologies of early American literature follow this format,
though typically with less impressive introductions than Kettell’s. In 7%e Poets
and Poetry of America (1842), Rufus W. Griswold presents what he considers the
development of American verse. He treats colonial poetry in the introduction,
subtitled “From the Landing of the Pilgrims to the Revolution.” Here, Griswold
includes selections from such colonial poets as Anne Bradstreet, Urian Oakes,
Benjamin Tompson, and Michael Wigglesworth, though he is dismissive of all
the verse of the period. He begins the main part of the book—where he presents
what he believes is the major American poetry—with selections from Philip Fre-
neau and John Trumbull. Griswold is only slightly more generous with colonial
authors in The Prose Writers of America (1847), in which he provides information
about Jonathan Edwards and includes several light compositions of Benjamin
Franklin. In both of these books, Griswold’s commentary is often brief and
superficial. The Duyckinck brothers—Evert and George—are far more accepting
of the early writers than is Griswold. In The Cyclopedia of American Literature
(1856), which was enlarged in editions after the first, they attempt to document
American literature from the beginning, dividing their work into three sections,
one dealing with the colonial period, to which they devote approximately 350
pages of commentary about the authors and selections from the authors’ works.
Their approach, though, is similar to Kettell’s and Griswold’s: information about
the authors, followed by selections from their writings. Serious study of early
American literature began with two, two-volume books by Moses Coit Tyler,
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initially of the University of Michigan and then of Cornell University. The first,
A History of American Literature, 1607-1765, was published in 1878. In this book
of literary and cultural history, Tyler includes excerpts from colonial works only
to augment the points he makes. His book is not an anthology or a casual survey
of the literature of the period. Comprehensive, elegantly written, opinionated,
mature, and supremely intellectual, it alone of the nineteenth-century studies
of the early period warrants serious consideration today, despite opinions that
have long been challenged and dismissed. He succeeds in his goal of provid-
ing an understanding of colonial Americans through a study of their literature.
Approximately half of Tyler’s next book, The Literary History of the American
Revolution, 1763—1783 (1897), treats the colonial period. It shares the qualities of
the earlier study. The antithesis of Tyler’s studies is Library of American Literature
(1887-1890), by Edmund Clarence Stedman and Ellen Mackay Hutchinson. The
editors devote the first two-and-a-half volumes of their eleven-volume series of
books to writers of colonial America. In order to permit readers to make their
own literary judgments, however, the editors include, in addition to literary selec-
tions, only the authors’ birth and death dates; they include no commentary. Most
of the studies mentioned in this paragraph value colonial American literature for
its “firstness”—for initiating the American literary tradition—while generally
dismissing its value as art.

Twentieth-century criticism of colonial American literature began much as
in the nineteenth century, with a serious study that would seem dated half a cen-
tury later. In American Verse, 1625-1807 (1909), William Bradley Otis surveys
the poetry of the period, focusing on how it informs its culture and how it elu-
cidates history; reflecting some earlier critical opinion, he does not argue for the
aesthetic quality of the verse because he believes it is largely artless. Published in
four volumes from 1917 to 1921, The Cambridge History of American Literature,
edited by William Peterfield Trent, et al., was a major accomplishment in that
notable scholars contributed significant, intelligent essays on various aspects of
colonial American letters. Similar in concept to the fourteen-volume Cambridge
History of English Literature, these books helped establish American literature
as an area of study independent of English literature. In the 1920s, two creative
writers made idiosyncratic studies of American literature, focusing at least to a
degree on the colonial period. In Studies in Classic American Literature (1923),
Englishman D. H. Lawrence addresses Benjamin Franklin. He is most often
perceived as a beloved wit, ingenious inventor, successful diplomat, and amiable
autobiographer, among other things. Yet, Lawrence’s Franklin sees life simplis-
tically; he does not honor, because he does not comprehend, humans’ multiple
selves, individuals’ depth, people’s souls. Lawrence admires, but does not like,
Franklin, whom he considers too limiting in his various pronouncements. In In
the American Grain (1925), the poet William Carlos Williams tries to determine
literary and historical realities that are concealed because they are misnamed,
mislabeled. His technique usually is to print original documents and com-
ment on them. He compares the accounts of the Merry Mount community by
William Bradford and Thomas Morton, for example, and sides with Morton,
because of the Pilgrim community’s overreaction to Morton’s sexual activities—
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activities that should not have concerned the Pilgrims. During the early twen-
tieth century, numerous works from the colonial period were retrieved. These
included creations by Benjamin Tompson (and other Tompsons), John Wilson,
and Samuel Danforth in Kenneth B. MurdocK's Handkerchiefs from Paul (1927)
and especially the poems, previously unknown, of Edward Taylor in Thomas
H. Johnson’s The Poetical Works of Edward Taylor (1939). The beginning of the
change in the general approach to literature from mostly historical to mainly
literary began with the publication of two books by I. A. Richards: Principles
of Literary Criticism (1924) and Practical Criticism (1929). In time, they were
augmented by Cleanth Brooks and Robert Penn Warren’s Understanding Poetry
(1938) and John Crowe Ransom’s The New Criticism (1941). The scholar who
provided the most comprehensive understanding of the intellectual history of
the colonial period was Perry Miller. In several intellectual histories that reflect
enormous reading, assimilation, and study, he debunked many previous notions
about the Puritans in particular and influenced every serious scholar of the
period who came after him, even though, in time, some of his own approaches
and interpretations were challenged. His books include Orthodoxy in Massachu-
setts (1933), The New England Mind: The Seventeenth Century (1939), The New
England Mind: From Colony to Province (1953), and Errand into the Wilderness
(1956), as well as a biography, Jonathan Edwards (1949). The Literary History
of the United States, edited by Robert Spiller, et al. (1948), replaced The Cam-
bridge History of American Literature as the comprehensive study of the entirety
of American literature, including the colonial period. New approaches to early
American literature did not end with Miller; they continued, and continue,
unabated. Among the many major post-Miller scholars of the period are Sacvan
Bercovitch, Robert Daly, Richard Beale Davis, Emory Elliott, Philip F. Gura,
David D. Hall, J. A. Leo Lemay, Jill Lepore (a historian), David S. Shields, and
Kenneth Silverman. Established in 1966, the journal Early American Literature
Newsletter (which continues as Early American Literature) provided a depend-
able outlet for scholars’ work, including studies that offered new approaches to
the field. Expansion of the early American canon evolved over time, with Davis’s
mammoth Intellectual Life in the Colonial South (1978) standing as perhaps the
major contribution to this trend. The Heath Anthology of American Literature
(1990), edited by Paul Lauter, was a new kind of anthology in that it focused on
expanding the canon by including selections by writers previously ignored, such
as women and blacks, as well as by presenting translations of works by early
French and Spanish authors, among others. As the twentieth century drew to a
close, two new histories of the literature of the colonial period were published,
with different approaches from earlier histories: Columbia Literary History of the
United States (1988), edited by Elliott, and The Cambridge History of American
Literature, volume 1, 1590-1820 (1994), edited by Bercovitch. The first of these
books acknowledges no consensus about the history of American literature and
therefore presents only the opinions of the various contributors; the second
focuses on American literatures (plural), which include writings similar to
those represented in the Heath anthology. The authors of the various essays in
these volumes incorporate into their studies the most current critical thoughts
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of the time, as do the scholars who contribute to The Oxford Handbook of Early
American Literature (2008), edited by Kevin J. Hayes, a book that reflects the

expanding canon of early American literature.

DOMINANT SCHOOLS OF CRITICISM TREATING
COLONIAL LITERATURE

Many twentieth-century schools of criticism have examined early American
literature and culture. One of the earliest, a socioeconomic approach, is perhaps
best exemplified by Vernon Louis Parrington’s three-volume Main Currents of
American Thought (1927-1930). The author considers the uneasy mingling of lib-
eral politics and conservative theology in colonial America by examining various
early American authors, including John Cotton, Roger Williams, Nathaniel Ward,
Samuel Sewall, and the Mathers, among others. In discussing the effect of later
immigration on colonies outside New England, he addresses such authors as Sarah
Kemble Knight, William Byrd, Jonathan Edwards, and Benjamin Franklin.

When Parrington wrote Main Currents of American Thought, the poems of
Taylor were unknown. After Johnson discovered them and, in the late 1930s, pub-
lished Taylor’s poetical works, the poet attracted immediate attention from scholars
approaching him from various critical perspectives. Not only did they have substan-
tial (in quality and quantity) poems to examine, but an excitement attended such
study because of the seemingly miraculous appearance of a previously unknown
major Puritan writer from the late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries.

The timing of the discovery of Taylor’s poems was propitious: they appeared
when American literature was emerging as a serious area of study and the so-
called new criticism was becoming perhaps the dominant critical approach to
literature, one that retained primacy through the 1950s and into the 1960s. The
new critics considered a poem an organic creation that should be read primarily in
order to understand how it works, as by examining its unifying elements and iro-
nies. Because they were previously unknown and so seemingly important, Taylor’s
verses attracted this kind of analysis. While such close readings provided valuable
insights, the new critical approach served Taylor less well than some other early
poets, such as Anne Bradstreet, because Taylor’s poems are probably best consid-
ered not as individual entities but rather as part of the context in which he wrote
them, as in preparing to administer the Lord’s Supper, for example.

Inspired by the ideas of Sigmund Freud and the practice of psychoanalysis,
some critics take a psychological approach to literature, one that seeks and finds in
a text insight about its author. Taylor attracts such critics. Some find in his work
evidence of schizophrenia, despair (in the context of salvation), anality, homo-
eroticism, and sexual confusion.

Taylor has drawn the attention of critics interested in sources of writers’ ideas
and techniques. They have found him most obviously indebted to the Bible but also
to the metaphysical poets, the baroque style, medieval traditions, classical authors,
the Cambridge Platonists, biblical typology, emblem books, science, and so forth.

Taylor’s work, like that of many colonial artists, has also been approached
from the perspective of reader-response, archetypes, semiology, anthropology,
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structuralism, post-structuralism, deconstruction, and more—from seemingly all
significant twentieth-century critical approaches to literature. This reality—that
various critical schools have found value in him and other colonial authors—indi-
cates the seemingly endless fecundity of the body of American literature created
before the establishment of the United States of America.
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Biography

When discussing colonial American biographies, definition becomes an issue.
Biographical information appears in histories (by such as William Bradford),
as well as in journals (John Winthrop), diaries (Samuel Sewall), eulogies
(Benjamin Colman), letters (Roger Williams), and autobiographies (Thomas
Shepard); so all these genres are biographical to a degree. For the purposes of
this study guide, however, I discuss only narratives that focus on the life and
accomplishments of a person other than the author.

By the middle of the seventeenth century, New Englanders had published
sermons, promotional tracts, poems, journals, histories, almanacs, and other forms
of writing. Biographies came late, having then, in the few years around 1650, just
begun. This tardy appearance can probably be attributed to the fact that few of
the Puritan fathers died before midcentury, and these men who had established a
religious society to which others were heirs were those whose lives, though imper-
fect because all lives are imperfect, were considered exemplary and instructive,
and therefore worthy of documentation, study, and emulation. Because the much
respected John Cotton was one of the first of these men to die, it is not surpris-
ing that the earliest known biography by an American focuses on him: Samuel
Whiting’s “Concerning the Life of the Famous Mr. Cotton” (1653), composed the
year following Cotton’s death but not published until over a century later. Although
Whiting’s brief biography—fewer than one thousand words—remained unpub-
lished until 1769, the manuscript was known and consulted, not least of all by John
Norton, who incorporated much of Whiting’s information into The Life and Death
of the Deservedly Famous Mr. John Cotton (1657), published the next year in London
as Abel Being Dead yet Speaketh, by which title it is better known. Norton’s biogra-
phy is a much fuller account than Whiting’s of Cotton’s life. In this first biography
published in America, Norton explains why Cotton came to the New World and
tells about his life in Boston. In showing similarities between Cotton’s experiences
and events in the Bible, Emory Elliott has observed, Norton established a model
for later biographers.

In depicting his father in a manner similar to that of Norton’s treatment of
Cotton, Increase Mather, in The Life and Death of That Reverend Man of God, Mr.
Richard Mather (1670), helps prove Elliott’s point. Both biographies illustrate
what William J. Scheick identifies as the main theme of Puritan biographies: “the
progressive unfolding of divine will through the spiritual fathers of the Puritan
community.” Neither of these early biographies, though, reveals much about the
physical being or personal lives of the subjects, especially in the “tell-all” manner
that modern readers have come to expect; Norton and Increase Mather provide,
rather, respectful and instructive spiritual biographies, ones focusing on religion
and morality and tending toward the hagiographic. Despite the seriousness of
these biographies, Increase Mather, for one, was not averse to lightening the mood
when making a serious point about his father, as may be observed in an anecdote
involving Mr. Gillebrand, who, upon hearing Richard Mather preach for the first
time, asked the minister’s name. When told that it is Mather, he responded, “Nay
(said Mr. Gillebrand ) call him Matter, for believe it this man hath Substance in
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him.” (This biography of Richard Mather includes the first engraving published
in America, John Foster’s woodcut likeness of the subject.)

As Increase Mather wrote a biography of his father, so did Richard
Mather’s grandson, Cotton Mather, write one of his father, Increase. Titled
Parentator, it was published in 1724, the year following Increase Mather’s death
and four years before Cotton Mather’s. Like the biographies of John Cotton
and Richard Mather, Parentator depicts a life well worth emulating; unlike
the previous biographies, Cotton Mather’s book provides glimpses into the
subject’s personality, perhaps because readers in 1724 had different expecta-
tions from readers of half-a-century earlier, but also possibly because of Cotton
Mather’s own psychological quirks. Another significant difference between the
two Mather biographies is that, as Scheick observes, Increase Mather does not
intrude in the biography of Richard Mather, while Cotton Mather does when
relating his father’s life.

Parentator is the last of Cotton Mather’s biographies; the first is one of John
Eliot titled The Triumphs of the Reformed Religion, in America (1691). Between
these two, he wrote many others and published them in his major work, Magna-
lia Christi Americana (1702). They constitute the most significant biographical
studies of the colonial era. Some brief, others quite long, they depict numerous
Puritan divines and other figures important to colonial America, among whom
are such men as William Bradford, John Winthrop, Simon Bradstreet, and Sir
William Phips. Although Mather intended the biographies to inspire readers at
the beginning of a new century, when New England was becoming increasingly
secular, they serve as a rich source of biographical and historical information, as
is especially the case with the life of Phips.

The numerous biographies in Magnalia Christi Americana might be read as
a collective biography because Mather intended them all “to be studied, admired,
and imitated . . .,” as Christopher R. Reaske suggests. Reaske also notes that as
the eighteenth century progressed, “biography was trying to move toward longer
sketches of particular individuals, toward a fuller examination of a single life, and
away from the collective biographies such as . .. Mather’s Magnalia.”

Ebenezer Turell composed two longer sketches. In the first, Memoirs of the
Life and Death of the Pious and Ingenious Mrs. Jane Turel] (1735), he records, in
sixty-one pages, the life of his late wife and includes her poems, as well as letters
to her from her father, Benjamin Colman. Parts of the text indicate that societal
secularization continued after Cotton Mather’s Magnalia Christi Americana. In
recounting meeting Jane Colman for the first time when she was approximately
nineteen, for example, Turell states that “I was suprizd and charmd to find her
so accomplished. I found her in a good measure Mistress of the politest Writers
and their Works; could point out the Beauties in them, and had made many of
their best Tho'ts her own: And as she went into more free Conversation, she
discoursd how admirably on many Subjects!” Primarily, he was smitten by her
intellectual sophistication, an impression reinforced by the word “ingenious” in
the title of this biography. Not long before this time, a widower—especially a
minister, like Turell—probably would have recorded, possibly accurately, that he
was first attracted to his late wife because of her devotion to religion.
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Turell’s other biography, of his late father-in-law in The Life and Character
of the Reverend Benjamin Colman, D.D. (1749), helps support Reaske’s point
about the emergence of extended biographies in eighteenth-century America.
At 238 pages, it is a real book, not a biographical sketch, as was occasionally
the case with some previous biographies, including several in Magnalia Christi
Americana. Like earlier biographers, Turell presents his subject as worthy of
emulation, and he supports many of his claims by providing documentary evi-
dence in the form of letters and such.

Another substantial eighteenth-century biography is Samuel Hopkins’s
The Life and Character of the Late Reverend Mr. Jonathan Edwards (1765). Of the
279 pages, 98 constitute the biography, while Edwards’s sermons fill the other
pages. Longer than seventeenth-century biographies, Hopkins’s life of Edwards
is similar to earlier ones in arguing for something like his subject’s perfec-
tion. Hopkins states his intention: “to inform in what way, and by what means
[Edwards] attained to such an uncommon stock of knowledge and holiness; and
how, in the improvement of this, he did so much good to mankind; that others
may hereby be directed and excited to go and do likewise.” In other words, this
biography is intentionally hagiographic.

TOPICS FOR DISCUSSION AND RESEARCH

1. Emory Elliott posits that the Puritans trusted accounts of past events only as
depicted in the Bible; yet, they wrote numerous accounts of the past, including
histories and biographies. Why was this so? Were the Puritans hypocrites on this
issue? Did they reflect a compelling human need to know about the past, even
if renderings of it are imperfect? Or did they have other reasons for attempting
to understand and learn from possibly unreliable history? Elliott addresses these
questions in The Cambridge Introduction to Early American Literature.

2. Perry Miller and Thomas H. Johnson state that “the art of formal biography”
in America began with Increase Mather’s biography of his father and Cotton
Mather’s of his. What constitutes a formal biography? What are its character-
istics? How does it differ from an informal biography? To answer these ques-
tions, students should familiarize themselves with some Puritan biographies,
trying to discern differences on their own. For assistance, though, consult
Miller and Johnson’s The Puritans.

3. “Less concerned with factual detail and more toward presentation and image,”
notes Steven R. Serafin, “the majority of [American Puritan] biographical
writing was either commemorative or hagiographic.” Why are many early
biographies hagiographic? Puritans believed that as descendants of Adam, all
mortals are imperfect. Because even the most serious and moral people are
human (as evidenced, for example, by the diary of Michael Wigglesworth),
no one would actually believe that a human could live life flawlessly. Does
this human reality undercut the hagiographical impulse, as realized in the
biographies mentioned above? Did authors anticipate readers’ willing suspen-
sion of disbelief? Does the adjective in the term “spiritual biography” assume
importance within this context? Any study of the Puritan biography will
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address aspects of this issue. See, for example, Serafin’s “Biography” and Mason
I. Lowance Jr.’s “Biography and Autobiography.”

4. The three generations of Mather ministers—Richard, Increase, and Cotton
—constitute something of an early American religious dynasty. Often, the
Mathers agreed on issues (Increase and Cotton on smallpox inoculation);
occasionally, they did not (Richard and Increase on the Half-Way Covenant).
While there are obvious similarities between Increase Mather’s biography of
Richard and Cotton Mather’s of Increase, there are also significant differ-
ences, other than those about the details of the subjects’ lives. One reason is
that they were written in different eras, the first in the seventeenth century;
the second, in the eighteenth. A student of these two biographies, William J.
Scheick, argues that the two works are “as much about their authors as about
their subject, and within this mutual concern lies their fundamental differ-
ence.” What does Scheick mean by this and what evidence does he present
to support his claim? Is his statement convincing?

5. In the introduction to his life of Benjamin Colman, Ebenezer Turell com-
ments on the nature of biography, hoping that his study differs from the
typical one. In particular, he wants to avoid depicting his subject as perfect in
every regard; he desires rather to humanize Colman, to show “those particu-
lar excelling Qualities which distinguish him from others.” Did Turell suc-
ceed in doing this? Reading a few of his chapters and comparing them with
some biographies in Cotton Mather’s Magnalia Christi Americana will lead
to an answer. If Turell’s treatment of Colman is significantly different from
the handling of subjects in previous biographies, how is it so? For guidance,
consult Christopher R. Reaske’s introduction to The Life and Character of the
Reverend Benjamin Colman, D.D.

RESOURCES
Criticism
Emory Elliott, The Cambridge Introduction to Early American Literature (Cam-
bridge, England: Cambridge University Press, 2002).

In telling “the story of the literature of the New England Puritans,” Elliott dis-
cusses personal narratives.

Mason I. Lowance Jr., “Biography and Autobiography,” in Columbia Literary
History of the United States, edited by Elliott, et al. (New York: Columbia
University Press, 1988), pp. 67-82.

In discussing colonial American biographies and autobiographies, Lowance notes

that most of them were written by New Englanders and observes that they have

“cohesive, didactic, and spiritual purposel[s].”

Perry Miller and Thomas H. Johnson, Introductions, The Puritans, edited by
Miller and Johnson (New York: American Book Company, 1938).

Comments authoritatively on various types and subjects of Puritan writing,

including biographies, and provides generous selections from Puritan authors.
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Kenneth B. Murdock, Introduction, Magnalia Christi Americana, Books I and II,
by Cotton Mather, edited by Murdock (Cambridge, Mass.: Belknap Press of
Harvard University Press, 1977).

Surveys the life of Cotton Mather and discusses issues relating to Magnalia

Christi Americana.

Christopher R. Reaske, Introduction, The Life and Character of the Reverend
Benjamin Colman, D.D. (1749), by Ebenezer Turell (Delmar, N.Y.: Scholars’
Facsimiles and Reprints, 1972).

Identifies problems Turell confronted when writing his biography of Colman and

discusses biography as genre.

Steven R. Serafin, “Biography,” in Encyclopedia of American Literature, edited by
Serafin (New York: Continuum, 1999), pp. 98-100.

Discusses the nature of American biographies published from the seventeenth

century through the twentieth.

William J. Scheick, Introduction, Two Mather Biographies: Life and Death and
Parentator, edited by Scheick (Bethlehem, Pa.: Lehigh University Press,
1989).

Discusses issues relating to biographies by Increase Mather (of Richard Mather)

and Cotton Mather (of Increase Mather).

PEOPLE OF INTEREST

Simon Bradstreet (1603-1697)
Wias active in the political life of Massachusetts Bay, including serving as gover-
nor. His first wife was Anne Bradstreet, who wrote him moving love poems.

John Eliot (1604-1690)
The Apostle to the Indians, was dedicated to converting Indians to Christianity,
going so far as to translate the Bible into Algonquian (1663).

Samuel Hopkins (1721-1803)
Was a minister who was heavily influenced by the ideas of Jonathan Edwards,
whose biography he wrote.

John Norton (1606-1663)
Helped draft the Cambridge Platform and was an ardent opponent of Quakerism; at
the suggestion of John Cotton, he succeeded Cotton at the First Church in Boston.

Sir William Phips (1651-1695)

Was a military man who became the first royal governor of Massachusetts, as
which he established the court that oversaw the Salem witchcraft trials. He was
the first American to be knighted.

Thomas Shepard (1605-1649)
Minister and a founder of Harvard College, is best known as the author of 7he
Sincere Convert (1641).
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Ebenezer Turell (1702-1778)
Harvard College class of 1721, was minister of the church at Medford, Mas-
sachusetts, for over half a century; he was married to Jane Colman Turell, now

valued as a poet.

Samuel Whiting (1597-1679)

Minister of the church at Saugus (soon named Lynn), Massachusetts Bay, com-
posed what is believed to be the first biography by an American, one of John
Cotton, though it was not published until 1769.
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Dissent

Permanent English-speaking presence in New England began as a result of dissent
—protest against religious requirements in England. In 1608, religious persecution
caused a group of English men and women to flee to Holland, where they lived
before returning briefly to England, in 1620, to sail to America on the Mayflower.
One of the men, William Bradford, details these experiences and attendant events
in a manuscript written in America and ultimately published as Of Plymouth Plan-
tation. From the establishment of the Pilgrim community in 1620 and the Massa-
chusetts Bay Colony a decade later, dissent was a feature of American colonial life,
often, for a century, against the practices of the original dissenters and their progeny,
but also, as time passed, against British rule and the institution of slavery.

Two of the earliest important examples of dissent within the Puritan com-
munity occurred in the 1630s. Roger Williams, a Puritan minister, protested
against the belief that Englishmen had a right to the American land they inhab-
ited; in so doing, he questioned the charter that governed the colony. Further, his
belief that church and state should be separate entities struck at the heart of the
colony’s government, which was theocratic. To keep Williams from causing civil
unrest, the General Court ordered him to return to England. Instead, he fled the
colony and founded Providence, Rhode Island, as a place of religious toleration
where church and state were separate institutions. Williams defended his posi-
tions in a published debate with John Cotton in the 1640s and 1650s.

Cotton was also involved in the other great dissension of the 1630s, that
known as the Antinomian Controversy. It involved Anne Hutchinson, a parish-
ioner of Cotton’s in England and Boston. She propounded the belief, which
she thought she learned from Cotton, that good works (sanctification) do not
constitute evidence of saving grace (justification). Her views found an audience
and threatened established society. In emphasizing the indwelling of the Holy
Spirit, which implies that people possessing it need not obey the Ten Command-
ments because they are already assured of salvation, she jeopardized the smooth
functioning of Boston society by eliminating sacred instructions for moral living.
Part of her situation implied an issue central to Williams’s case: the separation of
church and state. Even if her religious views are incorrect, should a civil court have
jurisdiction over religious beliefs? After defending herself at a trial during which
Cotton essentially betrayed her, she was exiled to Rhode Island.

Seemingly all religions have internal doctrinal disputes, and such was the case
with the Congregationalists. A major development occurred in 1677, for example,
when Solomon Stoddard, in Northampton, Massachusetts Bay, dissented against
the practice of limiting Holy Communion to people who could demonstrate
evidence of saving grace. Because he believed that the sacrament is a converting
ordinance, one that causes salvation, he began offering it to all adults who wished
to partake of it, as long as they subscribed to the articles of faith and behaved well.
In doing so, he incurred the wrath of the Congregational establishment, including
Increase Mather and Cotton Mather, as well as the disapproval of Edward Taylor.
In this instance, one individual’s dissent changed the establishment, for in time all
Congregational churches viewed the Lord’s Supper as a converting ordinance. An
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irony attends Stoddard’s interpretation of the sacrament, however, because Jonathan
Edwards, Stoddard’s grandson and successor in the Northampton pulpit, dissented
against Stoddard’s practice by limiting the Lord’s Supper to those who could
provide evidence of saving grace, as had been the case in Congregational churches
before Stoddard objected to the practice. Edwards also dissented against the estab-
lished Congregational rational approach to religion by emphasizing the importance
of emotion in the conversion experience, a concept that, when disseminated primar-
ily by George Whitefield, led to the Great Awakening of the 1740s.

Although colonial governments were relatively stable until the mid eighteenth
century, rebellions occurred. As Williams was dissatisfied with the government of
Massachusetts Bay, for example, so was Nathaniel Bacon with that of Virginia in
1676. He and other settlers feared the Indians, who lived on land protected by
treaty. Hoping to avert war, Governor William Berkeley forbade the attacking of
Indians. Disregarding the governor’s wishes, Bacon and his men attacked them.
This defiance of authority forced Berkeley to call a special election, one effect of
which was the limiting of the governor’s power. Bacon’s Rebellion was the first
settlers’ uprising against governmental authority in colonial North America.

It was not the last. Other rebellions followed. These include a farmers’ revolt
against customs duties in South Carolina (1677), Leisler’s Rebellion in New York
City (1689), and the Protestant Association’s taking over the Catholic government
of Maryland (1689). In all cases, the colonists’ dissent resulted primarily from dis-
satisfaction with local representatives of the Crown, not from disagreement with
the concept of English rule itself. For many people, this acceptance of rule from
abroad began changing no later than 1764, when England imposed the Sugar Act
on the colonies. Attempting to reduce its debt following the French and Indian
War, Britain enforced taxation on the trading of sugar, without the colonists’ con-
sent. Numerous colonial assemblies protested the Sugar Act, but before they could
dissent officially, England imposed the more onerous Stamp Act (1765), which
affected all colonists and led to the ultimate colonial dissent.

The Stamp Act taxed various printed documents. Before the act became
effective late in the year, colonists reacted to it quickly and sometimes violently,
going so far as to attack the homes of officials charged with enforcing the act.
Representatives of the colonies met in the Stamp Act Congress to formulate a
response to it. Their dissent against it was one factor in its repeal the next year.
Still needing money, Parliament passed the Quartering Act in 1765 and the
Townshend Acts in 1766, both requiring financial outlay by the colonies. Again
the colonists dissented, this time to the degree that animosity between them and
the Crown intensified, culminating in the Boston Massacre (1670). Continued
colonial dissent against other Parliamentary actions inspired events, such as the
Boston Tea Party (1773), that led to the outbreak of hostilities between the colo-
nists and British at Lexington and Concord in 1775 and to the full-blown Ameri-
can Revolution. Sustained dissent resulted, ultimately, in independence from the
Crown and the establishment of the United States of America.

Religious doctrine and matters of state were not the only issues to generate
serious dissent in colonial America. So did the institution of slavery, even though
a significant number of dissenters did not develop until the nineteenth century.
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The earliest American document known to oppose the institution is German-
town Friends Protest against Slavery (1688, though published much later); the
first published manumissionist tract is probably Samuel Sewall’s The Selling of
Joseph, a Memorial (1700). The beginning of what became the abolitionist move-
ment possibly dates from the Quakers’ forbidding members from owning slaves
(1750s) and Quaker John Woolman’s dissenting against the institution in Some
Considerations on the Keeping of Negroes. Recommended to the Professors of Christi-
anity of Every Denomination (1754). Slowly, in the 1760s and 1770s, antislavery
sentiments began being published. James Otis calls the institution into question
in his Rights of the British Colonies Asserted and Proved (1764), for example, while
Benjamin Rush identifies it as “a national crime” in An Address to the Inbabitants of
the British Settlements in North America (1773). The Quakers established the first
abolitionist society in the 1770s. In time, the dissenters against slavery, initially
few in number, proved successful when the Thirteenth Amendment to the United
States Constitution (1865) forbade it.

Of the dissenting positions mentioned here, all except Edwards’s views about
Holy Communion have been vindicated by history. The United States separates
the state and religion (Williams, Hutchinson), Protestant faiths typically view the
Lord’s Supper as a converting ordinance (Stoddard), colonial rule was overthrown
(Bacon and many other colonists), and slavery is not permitted (Quakers).

TOPICS FOR DISCUSSION AND RESEARCH

1. Although the issue continues generating debate, the separation of church
and state is a bedrock principle of the United States. In the context of being
persecuted by a Puritan theocracy, Roger Williams and Anne Hutchinson
were the first residents of American to argue or at least imply that one should
have religious freedom, that church and state are separate entities, and that
religious beliefs should not be controlled by the state. Over time, this position
gained adherents to the degree that such a separation is guaranteed in the First
Amendment to the Constitution (1791). Students might beneficially chart the
development of Williams’s and Hutchinson’s thought from the dissent of two
individuals to its becoming a hallmark of American life. Many books discuss
the separation of church and state. A reliable one dealing with Williams is
Edwin S. Gaustad’s Liberty of Conscience; for information about Hutchinson as
dissenter, see Amy Schrager Lang’s Prophetic Woman.

2. Students wishing to investigate aspects of events surrounding the American
Revolution will be faced with an enormous amount of material, mostly historical
or political in nature. Numerous books have been written about the Stamp Act,
for example. Students would benefit from reading reliable summaries of issues
relating to the Revolution but also from investigating how serious literary figures
of the following century deal with the issue of dissent as it occurred around the
time of the Revolution. Two readily available nineteenth-century stories treat
it—Washington Irving’s “Rip Van Winkle” (1819) and Nathaniel Hawthorne’s
“My Kinsman, Major Molineux” (1832)—as do novels, including James Feni-
more Cooper’s The Spy (1825) and Herman Melville’s Israe/ Potter (1855).
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3. Students might reasonably ask why the Quakers were the first American organi-
zation to oppose slavery. Their position was moral. What aspects of the Quaker
faith might have caused them to adopt their position? Are these aspects also
present in other faiths, all of which sanctioned slavery at least into the 1770s? If
so, why did these other religions not dissent against slavery as early and vocally as
the Quakers? Does geography come into play? Self-interest? Satisfaction with
the status quo? Further, by what logic could Americans argue against their
political enslavement by England—going so far as to fight a war to liberate
themselves—while permitting slavery to flourish in America? Any reputable
history of slavery will discuss these issues. See, for example, Ira Berlin, Many
Thousands Gone, and Gary B. Nash, Race and Revolution. For an early state-
ment of the Quaker position, consult John Woolman’s Some Considerations
on the Keeping of Negroes and Considerations on Keeping Negroes, as well as an
examination of his position in Thomas P. Slaughter, The Beautiful Soul of John
Woolman, Apostle of Abolition.

RESOURCES
Biography
Thomas P. Slaughter, The Beautiful Soul of John Weolman, Apostle of Abolition (New
York: Hill & Wang, 2008).
The most detailed, comprehensive, and convincing study of Woolman’s life and
thought.

Criticism

Ira Berlin, Many Thousands Gone: The First Two Centuries of Slavery in North Amer-
ica (Cambridge, Mass.: Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 1998).

Considers the complexities of American slavery, arguing that slavery meant dif-
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Edwin S. Gaustad, Liberty of Conscience: Roger Williams in America (Grand Rap-
ids, Mich.: Eerdmans, 1991).

Discusses the issues with which Williams was involved and places them in his-

torical context.

Amy Schrager Lang, Prophetic Woman: Anne Hutchinson and the Problem of Dissent
in the Literature of New England (Berkeley: University of California Press,
1987).

A full discussion of Hutchinson as dissenter that considers the symbolic value of

her story.

Gary B. Nash, Race and Revolution (Madison, Wis.: Madison House, 1990).
In a series of three essays, discusses slavery during the Revolutionary era.

James Otis, The Rights of the British Colonies Asserted and Proved (Boston: Edes
& Gill, 1764).
Strongly defends colonial rights.
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Benjamin Rush, An Address to the Inhabitants of the British Settlements in North Amer-

ica on the Slavery of the Negroes in America (Philadelphia: ]. Dunlap, 1773).
Attacks the institution of slavery.

John Woolman, Some Considerations on the Keeping of Negroes. Recommended to the

Professors of Christianity of Every Denomination (Philadelphia: James Chattin,
1754).

Woolman, Considerations on Keeping Negroes; Recommended to the Professors of

Christianity, of Every Denomination, Part Second (Philadelphia: B. Franklin
& D. Hall, 1762).

Argues for the abolition of slavery.

PEOPLE OF INTEREST

James Otis (1725-1783)

Lawyer, pamphleteer, and brother of the author Mercy Otis Warren, was a promi-
nent proponent of colonial liberty.

Benjamin Rush (1745-1813)

Was a Pennsylvania physician who signed the Declaration of Independence.
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Drama

One of the glories of classical Greece and the English Renaissance, drama was
slow becoming established in New England. The primary reason was moral.
Following the lead of the English Puritans, who closed the London theaters
in 1642 at the beginning of the English Civil War, the Puritans who settled
in America viewed plays as, among other things, untrue and therefore sinful
and dangerous to society. For the entirety of the colonial era, they and their
progeny—and their attitudes—dominated Boston and environs, the cultural
center of the English-speaking New World. Their antidrama bias resulted
in the banning of plays (1750) and became especially pronounced during the
Revolutionary era when the occupying British forces staged plays: not only
were plays corrupting, but they were admired by the colonists’ arch enemies.
Although plays met resistance elsewhere, including Philadelphia and New York,
these other cities were more accepting of drama than Boston and therefore have
an early history of theatrical productions. The Boston ban was not rescinded
until 1793.

The history of American drama probably begins in 1665 with the per-
formance of William Darby’s Ye Bare and Ye Cubbe at a tavern in Accomac
County, Virginia, though no copy of the play is known to exist. There is little
information about American plays performed during the next quarter century.
In 1690, Gustavus Vasa by Benjamin Colman, later an important Congrega-
tional minister, was performed by Harvard students. It was possibly the first
play written by an American to be performed. Theatrical activity increased
early in the new century when students at William and Mary College recited a
colloquy for the Virginia governor (1702) and the British actor Anthony Aston
performed in Charleston, South Carolina (1703). The first play written and
published in America is Androboros (1715), by Robert Hunter, the governor of
New York. The next year, the first known American playhouse was constructed
in Williamsburg, Virginia. Performed in New York in 1730, Romeo and Juliet
is the first Shakespearean play produced in America. The Dock Street Theatre
in Charleston opened in 1736, the same year students at William and Mary
presented several plays, including Joseph Addison’s Cazo, one of the plays most
frequently performed throughout the colonies.

In the same year that Massachusetts banned theatrical performances, 1750,
the English professional actors Walter Murray and Thomas Kean performed
Richard III and other plays at the Nassau Street Playhouse in New York; the
next year, these players opened their own playhouse in Williamsburg, where, in
1752, the company of Lewis Hallam performed The Merchant of Venice, which
young George Washington is said to have attended. As societal unrest began
and intensified in response to acts imposed on the colonies by England (such as
the Stamp Act of 1765), theatrical activity increased. In 1766, Robert Rogers’s
Ponteach; or the Savages of America became the first play written by an Ameri-
can and with an American subject to be published. The Douglass company’s
1767 production of Thomas Godfrey’s The Prince of Parthia at the Southwark
Theatre, Philadelphia, was the first professional performance of a play by an
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American. This same year, the John Street Theatre opened as the first perma-
nent playhouse in New York. In the early 1770s, as political tensions increased,
Mercy Otis Warren wrote several closet plays with a political theme, all critical
of the Tories. Acknowledging the importance of political strife, in 1774 the
First Continental Congress encouraged seriousness among the citizenry and
discouraged such an extravagance as the theater. During the siege of Boston,
British general John Burgoyne established a theater in Faneuil Hall (1775) and
had his play The Blockade of Boston performed the next year. The year 1776 was
also the date of publication of plays by Hugh Henry Brackenridge (7%e Battle
of Bunkers-Hill) and John Leacock (The Fall of British Tyranny, or American
Liberty Triumphant); the title of the latter proved prophetic.

TOPICS FOR DISCUSSION AND RESEARCH

1. Some of the earliest American theatrical performances occurred in Virginia
(William and Mary College) and South Carolina, southern colonies. Even
though Charleston was an important port city, these were not major popula-
tion centers, as were Boston, New York, and Philadelphia. Ordinarily, one
might expect the theater to have originated and flourished in large urban areas
because of the number of people living there and the probable sophistication
of a sizable educated class. What was the audience for plays in the South? Stu-
dents might ponder why areas of the southern colonies were receptive to plays.
Were the performances professionally acted? Or were the players amateurs?
How might southern societal, including cultural, attitudes have differed from
those in Boston, for example, which banned this form of entertainment in the
eighteenth century? For help in answering these questions, consult Richard
Beale Davis’s Intellectual Life in the Colonial South.

2. Truly professional American drama is generally considered to have begun with
the arrival of Lewis Hallam and his company from England in 1752. Why are
they and not the team of Walter Murray and Thomas Kean—who antedated
Hallam and established their own theater—so credited? Why is the company
of David Douglass—who produced plays at the same time as Hallam, who led
Hallam’s actors following Hallam’s death, and who, in 1761, introduced profes-
sional theater to New England—not considered the father of the professional
American theater? In other words, what differentiates Murray-Kean, Hal-
lam, and Douglass? For assistance in answering this question, consult, among
other sources, Glenn Hughes’s 4 History of the American Theatre and Howard
Taubman’s The Making of the American Theatre.

3. When Douglass introduced professional theater to New England in 1761, he
did so in Newport, Rhode Island. Because of New England antipathy toward
the theater, he needed to present himself and his company as upstanding and
engage in subterfuge to produce Othello without having it appear to be a play.
Understanding the specifics of his ordeal will help students comprehend some
of the serious cultural problems companies confronted. What did Douglass do
to ease his acceptance in Newport? How did he advertise Ozhello? How did he
guarantee that playgoers interpreted Shakespeare’s play as moral in nature? He
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succeeded to the degree that he soon erected, in Newport, a theater at which
he gave some performances “for the benefit of the poor” in order to appear
respectable if not altruistic. Details about his activities in Newport may be
found in Barnard Hewitt’s Theatre U. S. A. and Glenn Hughes’s 4 History of
the American Theatre.

4. The Prince of Parthia, the first play by an American to be professionally pro-
duced, includes few American elements. Its author, Thomas Godfrey, was
obviously influenced by English plays, especially those of Shakespeare. Why
might he have shunned local color in favor of established dramatic conven-
tions, themes, and techniques, such as the murder of a king, revenge, and so
forth? For information about Godfrey’s dramatic borrowings, consult Wil-
liam E. McCarron’s Bicentennial Edition of Thomas Godfreys “The Prince of
Parthia.”

RESOURCES
Criticism
Jared Brown, The Theatre in America during the Revolution (Cambridge, England:

Cambridge University Press, 1995).
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by Don B. Wilmeth and Christopher Bigsby (Cambridge, England: Cam-
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(Knoxville: University of Tennessee Press, 1978), pp. 1280-1306.
Describes the history of the drama in the colonial South.

Joel D. Eis, A Full Investigation of the Historic Performance of the First Play in
English in the New World—the Case of Ye Bare & Ye Cubbe, 7665 (Lewiston,
New York: Edwin Mellen Press, 2004).

Scrutinizes seemingly every detail relating to the first play known to have been

performed in British North America.

Michael T. Gilmore, “The Drama,” in The Cambridge History of American Lit-
erature, Volume I: 1590-1820, edited by Sacvan Bercovitch (Cambridge, En-
gland: Cambridge University Press, 1994), pp. 573-590.

Examines American drama of the Revolutionary and Early National periods.

Barnard Hewitt, Theatre U. S. A., 1668 to 1957 (New York: McGraw-Hill,
1959).

A history of the American theater from the beginning to the mid twentieth
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Arthur Hornblow, 4 History of the Theatre in America: From Its Beginnings to the
Present Time, volume 1 (1919; New York: Benjamin Blom, 1965).
A history of the first two centuries of the American theater.
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Glenn Hughes, 4 History of the American Theatre, 1700-1950 (New York: S.
French, 1951).

A history of the American theater from the beginning to the mid twentieth

century.

William E. McCarron, Bicentennial Edition of Thomas Godfrey’s The Prince of
Parthia, A Tragedy (7765), edited by McCarron (Colorado Springs, Colo.:
United States Air Force Academy, 1976).

Provides an authoritative text of Godfrey’s play and discusses the author’s use of

dramatic conventions.

Howard Taubman, The Making of the American Theatre (New York: Coward
McCann, 1965).
Surveys the history of the American theater.

William C. Young, Documents of American Theater History, Volume 1: Famous Ameri-
can Playhouses, 1716-1899 (Chicago: American Library Association, 1973).
Discusses American playhouses established through the nineteenth century and
reproduces documents relating to them; for the colonial period, treats twelve the-
aters, from the first one in Williamsburg, Virginia (1716), to the Church-Street

Theatre in Charleston, South Carolina (1773).

PEOPLE OF INTEREST

Joseph Addison (1672-1719)
Was a British politician, poet, playwright, and essayist whose contributions to 7%e
Tatler and The Spectator influenced eighteenth-century American essayists.

Hugh Henry Brackenridge (1748-1816)
A Princeton graduate and Pennsylvania jurist, wrote plays and political discourses,
though he is best known for his novel Modern Chivalry.

John Burgoyne (1722-1792)
A British army officer, was a general in Boston during the siege of 1775-1776.

William Darby (dates unknown)

Was an Englishman who in 1659 apparently sailed from Bristol for Barbados,
though he disembarked on the Eastern Shore of Virginia; he wrote Ye Bare and
Ye Cubbe, the first dramatic production known to have been performed in British
North America.

Thomas Godfrey (1736-1763)

A Philadelphian, was mentored by Benjamin Franklin, Benjamin West, and Wil-
liam Smith; he wrote The Prince of Parthia while a factor in North Carolina; he
also wrote poems in the neoclassical mode.

Robert Hunter (1666-1734)
Respected governor of New York and New Jersey (1710-1719) and later of
Jamaica, was, in addition to his military and political activities, an author whose

work appeared in The Tatler.



42 Colonial Literature, 1607-1776

John Leacock (1729-1802)

A Philadelphia silversmith and goldsmith,was the probable author of The Fall
of British Tyranny, or American Liberty Triumphant (1776), a play by “Dick Rifle”
that encourages Americans to support the Patriot cause.

Robert Rogers (circa 1731-1795)

Was a Massachusetts native who sympathized with the Indians.
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Essays and Newspapers

Some early settlers in America wrote poems, and the number and quality of
them increased as the seventeenth century progressed. American drama probably
dates from the 1665 performance of William Darby’s Ye Bare and Ye Cubbe at a
tavern in Virginia, though the first professional performance of a play written by
an American did not occur until the production of Thomas Godfrey’s The Prince
of Parthia in 1767. The first American novel, written by William Hill Brown,
was not published until after the colonial period. Another major genre of belles-
lettres, the urbane essay, initially was published in America in the 1720s.

The primary reason the essay was not published before then is that an appro-
priate vehicle for it was not available. By definition, an essay is relatively short,
which means that one would not likely be published in book form. Conceivably,
one could appear as a broadside. The best medium for an essay is a periodical. The
first American magazines were published in 1741 (Andrew Bradford’s American
Magazine and Benjamin Franklin's General Magazine, and Historical Chronicle);
newspapers were published earlier, though essays did not immediately appear
in them. The initial American newspaper to have more than one number, The
Boston News-Letter, began publication in 1704; the second, The Boston Gazette,
first appeared in 1719. These were news papers, ones that provided information
to their readerships: local, regional, and international (much delayed) news; social
items; shipping facts; current prices of goods; and other such reports, including
many advertisements. They were the mass media of the time. With the next
newspaper, James Franklin's 7he New-England Courant (initially published in
1721) and especially with the one following his, Samuel Kneeland’s 7he New-
England Weekly Journal (which began publication in 1727), newspapers featured
essays. These were generally not just dry, formal compositions with a thesis, body,
and conclusion. Instead, the most engaging of them were either witty or satirical
or both, and they were intended both to entertain and delight. That is, the authors
of these essays emulated the sophisticated English essays of the early eighteenth
century, especially those composed for The Tutler and The Spectator by Joseph
Addison.

Some authors wrote not just an occasional essay but a series of essays in
the manner of some in English periodicals. The first, most witty, and most
accomplished of these series was written in 1722 by a sixteen-year-old, who
composed fourteen essays for publication in his brother’s newspaper. This person
was Franklin, whose creations are known as the Dogood papers because they
consist of compositions supposedly written by the widow Silence Dogood. She
criticizes drunkenness and fashion and poetry, the last as represented by funeral
elegies; institutions receiving the widow’s barb include government, religion,
and education—especially education, and particularly the education offered, she
implies, by Harvard College. The sophistication and wit of adolescent Benjamin
Franklin prefigure such of his later essays as “The Witch Trial at Mount Holly”
(1730), “The Speech of Polly Baker” (1747), and “An Edict by the King of Prus-
sia” (1773).
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The Dogood papers were not the only essays published by 7he New-En-
gland Courant. It also published some by the Couranteers, a group of writers
that included Benjamin Franklin, Matthew Adams, and others. Adams also
contributed to the second series of American essays. Proteus Echo, which
appeared on the front page in fifty-two consecutive issues of 7he New-England
Weekly Journal in 1727 and 1728, was the enterprise of him, his nephew John
Adams, and Mather Byles. Similar to The Spectator in consisting of a club of
members, in using epigraphs, and in addressing such topics as pride, society,
religion, and literary theory, Proteus Echo was more ambitious and far ranging
than the Dogood papers. It also has societal importance. John Adams and Byles
were young ministers when they and Matthew Adams wrote these essays. This
assumes significance in the context of characterizing the decade of the 1720s.
By then, the religious zeal of the original American Puritans had diminished to
the degree that such ministers as Adams and Byles could write the occasional
light, even whimsical essay and in their more serious essays deal not with
religion so much as with ethics and morals. This reality may be understood in
the context of the essay Byles composed for his master’s degree at Harvard in
1727, the year Proteus Echo began: in it, he argues that “polite literature is an
ornament to a theologian” (Shipton), a sentiment he and John Adams obviously
believed. Ministers were becoming more worldly, more accommodating of the
secular arts than their predecessors.

Boston was not the only colonial American city with newspapers featuring
essays. In Philadelphia in 1729, Benjamin Franklin and Joseph Breintnall pub-
lished the Busy-Body series in thirty-two issues of the American Weekly Mer-
cury. It addresses topics similar to those treated by Proteus Echo, though it also
engaged in a feud with Samuel Keimer, for whom Franklin once worked and
who in 1728 started The Universal Instructor in All Arts and Sciences in order to
hinder Franklin’s effort to begin a newspaper. Franklin and Breintnall’s attacks
were so effective that within a year Keimer sold his newspaper to Franklin and
his partner Hugh Meredith; the new owners changed its title to The Pennsyl-
vania Gazette.

Essays appeared in Southern newspapers. They are featured in The Mary-
land Gazette and The Virginia Gazette, both begun by William Parks; the for-
mer in Annapolis in 1727, the latter in Williamsburg in 1736. The Maryland
Guazette published an essay series, the Plain-Dealer. Of the ten essays, only the
first two are original; the others are from the English newspaper The Free-
Thinker, operated by poet Ambrose Phillips and a partner. Like the Busy-Body
series, the Plain-Dealer treats topics similar to those in Proteus Echo, as does
the Monitor series published in The Virginia Gazette. The Monitor essays were
probably composed by officials at the College of William and Mary. Essays also
appeared The South-Carolina Gazette, begun in Charleston in 1732.

The essays mentioned here share certain features because they all derive
from the same source: the cultivated English essay as published in 7he Tatler
and The Spectator, especially as composed by Addison.
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TOPICS FOR DISCUSSION AND RESEARCH

1. In the fullest examination of American essay series, Bruce Granger states that
“early southern serials . . . remind us that eighteenth-century Annapolis, Wil-
liamsburg, and Charleston were culturally closer to London than to Boston
and Philadelphia. Essay writing seems to have come naturally and easily to the
southerner whose mood is sunnier and less partisan than the northerner.” What
does he mean by this? What evidence does he present? Essayists from both parts
of the country were inspired by the same source, so how, specifically, do essays
composed in the North and South differ? Granger quotes generously from
essays. Students would benefit from reading representative excerpts and consult-
ing Granger’s commentary in American Essay Serials from Franklin to Irving.

2. In the Dogood papers, Benjamin Franklin speaks through the character of
Silence Dogood. Why did this sixteen-year-old not speak in his own voice?
What were the immediate circumstances that might have forced him to conceal
his identity? From a literary point of view, what did he gain from having a woman
as his speaker? Does it matter that she is a widow? Might recent events in and
around Boston have inspired him to create a widow as his speaker? Did the sub-
jects of the papers influence his decision to create the widow Dogood? For help
in answering these questions, consult Richard E. Amacher’s Benjamin Franklin.

3. Some essayists of the colonial period address the issue of literary criticism, or
literary theory. Franklin treats it in the seventh Dogood paper; so do Mather
Byles and John Adams address it in several Proteus Echo essays, notably in the
third (by Byles) and the tenth (by Adams). Both Proteus Echo essayists want
to foster good writing, and they do so by focusing on the prose of characters
they create. Byles distinguishes between grubstreet and bombastic writing
(by George Brimstone); Adams creates Dick Grubstreet, who personifies and
writes grubstreet prose. What do Byles and Adams mean by bombastic and
grubstreet? (In his 1755 Dictionary, Samuel Johnson defines grubstreet: “origi-
nally the name of a street in Moorfields in London, much inhabited by writers
of small histories, dictionaries, and temporary poems; whence any mean pro-
duction is called grubstreet.”) What are their impressions of it> How do these
styles help the authors encourage good writing? Assistance in answering these
questions may be found in The Other John Adams, by Benjamin Franklin V.

4. In writing about the Plain-Dealer essays, Elizabeth Christine Cook notes
that the prevalence of “allegory, vision, dream literature of all sorts” is almost
as common in eighteenth-century American periodicals as in homilies of the
fourteenth century. She believes that this reality calls into question the belief
that the eighteenth century is purely an age of reason. What examples does
she use when supporting her claim? Is her finding convincing? Consult her
Literary Influences in Colonial Newspapers.

5. Cook also notes that the Addisonian essay is easily imitated, which is an
important reason why such essays proliferated in colonial American news-
papers. Other than their being easily composed, why else might newspaper
editors have been interested in publishing such essays? Frequently, newspapers
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carried essays—and poems, too—on the front page. What does this indicate
about the newspaper readership, or the editors’ impressions of it? For help in
answering these and related questions, consult CooK’s Literary Influences in
Colonial Newspapers.
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A detailed, wittily written survey of Byles’s life based in part on archival
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Discusses American newspapers and magazines published through the American
Revolution; topics include “the business of newspapers,” “freedom of the press,”
and “the Stamp Act crisis.”

PEOPLE OF INTEREST

John Adams (1705-1740)
Harvard class of 1721, was a poet and essayist who failed in his Newport
ministry.

Matthew Adams (circa 1694-1753)

Wias the uncle of John Adams and an essayist for The New-England Courant and
The New-England Weekly Journal; he lent books to his friend Benjamin Franklin,
as Franklin acknowledges in his Autobiography.

Joseph Addison (1672-1719)
Wias a British politician, poet, playwright, and essayist whose contributions to 7%e
Tutler and The Spectator influenced eighteenth-century American essayists.

Joseph Breintnall (died 1746)
A Quaker, was a member of Benjamin Franklin’s Junto Club; he was also a scriv-
ener, merchant, engraver, and sometime poet.

William Hill Brown (1765-1793)
Was a poet, essayist, playwright, and novelist. His The Power of Sympathy (1789)

is the first American novel.

William Darby (dates unknown)

Was an Englishman who in 1659 apparently sailed from Bristol for Barbados,
though he disembarked on the Eastern Shore of Virginia; he wrote Ye Bare and
Ye Cubbe, the first dramatic production known to have been performed in British
North America.

Thomas Godfrey (1736-1763)
A Philadelphian, was mentored by Benjamin Franklin, Benjamin West, and Wil-
liam Smith; he wrote The Prince of Parthia (1765) while living in North Carolina;

he also wrote poems in the neoclassical mode.

Ambrose Phillips (1674-1749)
Was an English poet who published essays in The Free-Thinker, a newspaper he
and Hugh Boulter began in 1718 and that lasted until 1721.
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Histories

Historical writing about the English experience in America dates from near
the beginning of English presence in the New World. John Smith was the first
Englishman to write about North America, including New England, an area
he named. Over time, he wrote several books about his experiences in America,
which began with his arrival in Virginia in 1607. The titles of his works indicate
their contents: A True Relation of Such Occurrences and Accidents of Noate as Hath
Hapned in Virginia since the First Planting of That Collony (1608), A Map of Vir-
ginia. With a Description of the Countrey, the Commodities, People, Government and
Religion (1612), A Description of New England or, the Observations and Discoveries
of Captain John Smith (1616), The Generall Historie of Virginia, New-England, and
the Summer Isles (1624), and The True Travels, Adventures, and Observations of
Captaine John Smith (1630). While these books are historical and documentary,
significant parts of them are dramatic because of the outsized nature of Smith’s
personality and ego and because of his numerous exploits. One captivating and
now mythic episode, for example, concerns his being saved from possible death by
Pocahontas, an event he recounts in New Englands Trials (1622). In addition to
describing what he saw, relating his experiences, and presenting himself as heroic,
Smith’s histories serve as promotional tracts, ones that, he hoped, would inspire
the English to settle in America, especially in Virginia.

Puritans in New England composed histories primarily to record their
experiences, which they viewed as reflecting God’s will, so, if their works were
published, succeeding generations could learn from the experiences and adjust
their behavior as necessary to avoid problems similar to those about which they
read. Although their histories sometimes include dramatic events, they lack the
flamboyance of Smith’s histories, at least partly because the authors, while present
in the text, do not focus on themselves. Further, unlike Smith, they typically wrote
in a plain style that did not attract attention to itself, that gave the impression that
the author is writing transparently, and that led readers to think, therefore, that the
events depicted are represented faithfully. In other words, such writing gives the
impression of truth plainly told.

The glory of American Puritan histories is William Bradford’s Of Plymouth
Plantation, arguably the most important, most impressive book of any kind writ-
ten during the entire colonial period, though it was not published until 1856.
Before beginning his narrative, Bradford announces that he will write in a plain
style, as is indeed the case. The tone of the book is consistently measured. An air
of modesty pervades the text: when Bradford refers to himself, for example, he
uses the third person. He acknowledges but does not belabor difficulties within
the Plymouth Plantation that he long served as governor; his characterization of
Thomas Granger’s bestiality is a case in point. He cites numerous positive expe-
riences but does not gloat, as when telling of overcoming severe adversity—the
voyage to America on the Mayflower and surviving a hostile winter during which
half the Puritans died—and having the Plymouth colony survive. Unlike some
other Puritan historians, he seldom claims that events occur because of God’s
involvement in or judgment on human affairs. The most detailed account of the
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Pilgrim experience in Europe and America, Of Plymouth Plantation is a humane
book: balanced, understanding, contemplative, humble, moving.

Although John Winthrop did not write an actual history, in the sense of a
book-length historical narrative, his journal records information he expected to
transform into a history. He details life primarily in Boston for the two decades
before the middle of the seventeenth century, from the landing of the Arbella at
Salem in 1630 until his death in 1649. He writes about things large and small,
important and seemingly insignificant. As chief prosecutor of Anne Hutchin-
son, he writes from a privileged position about her trial during the Antinomian
Controversy, for example, a crisis that he believed threatened the very nature of
Puritan society. In keeping with the Puritan belief that God causes everything
and therefore a historian must record as much as possible, he notes seemingly
innocuous events that assume great importance. An example of this occurs
when Winthrop tells about a mouse eating a snake, which the minister John
Wilson interpreted as God’s people devouring the devil.

A measure of the importance of Bradford’s and Winthrop’s manuscripts
is that several historians writing subsequent to them consulted their work and
used many of their episodes and facts. A measure of Bradford’s and Winthrop’s
skill may be observed by comparing their work with that of some historians
who consulted their manuscripts, such as Bradford’s nephew Nathaniel Mor-
ton, author of New-Englands Memoriall (1669), and William Hubbard, who
borrowed from Winthrop when writing 4 General History of New England
(composed in the seventeenth century but published in 1815). In discussing
Morton’s borrowings from Bradford and Hubbard’s from Winthrop, Perry
Miller and Thomas H. Johnson state that the work of neither later author
“contributed anything worth much in itself; the chief value of both books came
from the fact that the authors had access to unpublished manuscripts by the
two great governors of the colonies at the time of the respective settlements.
Morton and Hubbard did little more than plagiarize . ..” (Miller and Johnson,
The Puritans). Observation, skill, artistry, and accomplishment resided with the
originators, not with later users of this material. (Bradford was governor of the
Plymouth Colony; Winthrop, of the Massachusetts Bay Colony.)

As Bradford and Winthrop are major historians of the Puritan experience
in New England, so is Cotton Mather, who, in Magnalia Christi Americana
(1702), takes as his subject the church’s history in America to the time of his
writing, the 1690s. In his effort to record as much as possible, he is similar to
Winthrop. His voluminous work consists of seven parts: the founding of New
England, lives of governors, lives of ministers, a history of Harvard College, a
discussion of church polity, a recording of events that reveal God’s pleasure or
displeasure (in this, he is again like Winthrop), and a survey of the difficulties
the church confronted and overcame. Praised (for its scope and detail) and
derided (for lacking unity and objectivity), it is an indispensible book, a judg-
ment acknowledged when, as Babette M. Levy reminds us, in 1963 scholars
selected it as one of approximately 1,800 books from the entirety of American
writing for inclusion in the White House library, the only colonial American
book so honored.
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Other histories of New England were published as the eighteenth century
progressed. Yet, there are two notable historians of the colonial era who do not
focus on religion or write from a religious perspective. Their histories are also less
expansive than those by Bradford and especially Mather. These men are Thomas
Morton and William Byrd II.

Morton was not a Puritan; he was an Anglican, which is important to consider
when reading New English Canaan (1637) because the Puritans were in New En-
gland partly to escape persecution by Anglicans in England. His book is divided
into three sections: one focuses on Indians (he depicts them generally positively),
another details the area’s natural resources (he wants to encourage English settle-
ment of the area), and the last concerns his interactions with the Puritans.