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CHAPTER ONE

The Colonial and Revolutionary Period
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The first American literature was created by the
colonists who came from England and other Euro-
pean countries and settled along the eastern coast of
North America in the early 17th century. The colonies
in Virginia and New England produced the most im-
portant writings in thel7th century.

In 1620, a group of English Protestants called
Puritans founded the New England Colonies. The
Puritans faced persecution in England and came to
America mainly to seek their religious freedom.
These people respected learning, and soon after ar-
riving, they began founding schools and writing and
printing books. They wrote histories, sermons and
poetry. Cotton Mather, a leading Puritan minister
and the greatest of the Puritan historians in colonial
New England, wrote more than 400 published works,
most of them sermons and histories. In his sermons
he preached on how to know and serve God, and

taught that individuals must have an inward, personal
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experience with God to be saved, and that they must
lead lives devoted to acts of goodness. Mather also
wrote a history of Christianity in New England in the
17th century. The greatest philosopher, preacher and
theologian in New England was Jonathan Edwards.
In his most important book Freedom of Will Edwards
defended the doctrine of predestination, the idea that
God has chosen certain souls to be saved.

American literature, in the true sense of the
word “literature”, began with a group of poets. The
first volume of original poetry written in the Ameri-
can Colonies was The Tenth Muse Lately Sprung
Up in America, composed by Anne Bradstreet, and
published in London in 1650. Bradstreet’s best poems
describe home life in colonial New England. They
include “Contemplations”, “The Flesh and the Spirit”
and “On the Burning of Her House”. Bradstreet also
wrote sensitive poetry to her husband and children,
including “To My Dear and Loving Husband” and
“Before the Birth of One of Her Children”.

Edward Taylor was another finest of early
American poets. A clergyman, Taylor wrote a series
of poems on his reading of the Bible, and intended
them to prepare his mind for his duties as a minis-
ter. Taylor filled his poems with vivid images and
achieved his complex thought in a few words. His
work shows the influence of the learned style of the
English metaphysical poets of the 17th century. Like
them, he mingled everyday words and examples from
everyday life with complex metaphors.

Michael Wigglesworth, a Puritan minister and
doctor, is best known for his somber poem The Day
of Doom. As a warning to the New England colonists,

the poem describes how people who are disobeying
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God will be sentenced to hell on Judgment Day. Wig-
glesworth’s crude but dramatic ballad presented the-
ology to the colonists in a form they could easily read
and memorize. The Day of Doom became the most
popular poem of colonial times.

In the early 18th century, as Philadelphia devel-
oped into the largest city in the American Colonies,
it replaced Virginia and New England as the literary
center of the American Colonies. During the century,
a greater number of people learned to read, and the
essay, satire, and novel became important literary
forms.

It was the scientist, inventor, statesman and writ-
er Benjamin Franklin who helped make Philadelphia
a center of intellectual life. His Autobiography, prob-
ably the most famous American autobiography, is the
faithful record of the colourful life of the first self-
made man in America. His Poor Richards Almanack,
published from 1732 to 1757, provided many sayings
of Poor Richard, which praised hard work, thrift,
prudence, common sense, and honesty. These sayings
became standard American proverbs.

During the years of the Revolutionary War
in America (1775-1783), much of the literature of
America dealt with issues relating to American inde-
pendence.

Thomas Paine, an immigrant from England,
became famous for his fiery essays in support of the
American patriots. His pamphlet Common Sense at-
tacked the idea of monarchy and called for complete
independence from Great Britain. It became the most
widely read pamphlet in American history to that
time. In a series of pamphlets called The American

Crisis, Paine encouraged the American army with
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bold, clear words during the darkest days of the Rev-
olutionary War.

Both Franklin and Paine wrote in a direct, plain,
dignified and vigorous style, like many writers of the
18th century. This style reached its peak in the writ-
ings of Thomas Jefferson, especially in the ringing
eloquence of the Declaration of Independence. The
historic document was so well-written, and the words
expressed each point so forcefully, that many parts of
it have been remembered and quoted by millions of

people throughout the world ever since.

(R=EN]

1. Benjamin Franklin

Benjamin Franklin (1706-1790) was the most
famous American of the 18th century and one of the
most famous and influential Americans who have
ever lived. He was a printer, diplomat, philosopher,
scientist, and a statesman, as well as a writer. As one
of the key Founding Fathers of the United States, he
helped greatly in winning the Revolutionary War and
the independence of the Amenrican people.

Franklin was born on in Boston, and was a child
in a family of 17 children. His father made candles
and soap and did not earn very much. Franklin attend-
ed school in Boston for only two years. At ten, he was
taken into his father’s business, and at 12, he began
to learn from his brother James to be a printer. While

working, Franklin devoted his spare time to reading.
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Through self-teaching, Franklin later made
himself one of the best-educated persons of
his time. After a while, he began to write
articles for his brother’s newspaper, and
signed them “Mrs. Silence Dogood”, and
slipped them under the door of his brother’s
shop at night. James admired the articles,
and printed some of them. But he refused
to print any more when he discovered that
Benjamin had written them. At 17, Benja-
min left Boston and went to Philadelphia, which was
then the largest city in the American Colonies. From
1723 to 1730, Franklin worked for various printers in
Philadelphia and in London, England. When he was
24, he became an owner of a print shop. He began
publishing The Pennsylvania Gazette, writing much
of the material for this newspaper himself. His name
gradually became known throughout the colonies,
and The Pennsylvania Gazette developed into one of
the most successful newspapers in the colonies.

But Franklin achieved even greater success with
Poor Richard’s Almanack than with his newspaper.
He wrote the almanac under the name of Richard
Saunders, an imaginary astronomer and published it
for every year from 1733 to 1758. It not only con-
tained the calendar, weather, and other practical in-
formation that a typical almanac of the period would
contain, but also had poems, humor, and wise and
witty sayings of Poor Richard. Many of these sayings
reflect Franklin’s ideas on thrift, duty, hard work,
common sense, and honesty, and became standard
American proverbs. In 1757, Franklin prepared an
essay “The Way to Wealth” as the preface to the 25th

anniversary issue of the almanac. In this essay he

AR - BEZRHR

kit @AY B
2 AR JE SR AE B 2k
A2 I A 2 A
Z—s A, MITUEH
BF B BN R (1) 4R 4R 5 3
=, B4 “WMRITEKR
N7, EEHHGEER
[ 8 2o T f 4 B 2
vEEFE AT . AW
i B X e 3 EE,
VT JLR. {H4f R SCTE AN
HEK, RAEET. 1758, &
BB IF i o, 25 e SR IR
M B K T B IR AR . A 1723 4F
B 1730 4F, & LRk AL H
B ED R P . 24 2R, Al
BT EHOMERIFT. fhITFIRENT (5
LAY , HAHSEHE
HEHCKRERS. MG &R #irE
KT R, (RAZRBEAMRY th
R P B M B R AR 4K 2 —
HEZRHREREH (S H)
CHFEAFY) WAt 73 3R 4CH
5 7 E KM X1 CA—AN
MR R B « BT 4 X
5, M 1733 2| 1758 4£, MK
— M. BEIAERETE. KMy
i BT [y AR (Al S F AR, T
HEH IR, FiGLL Kk “55HAm” i1
WENEA. FEREEAIRMTE
ZRMANKR TG THE. B9,
I 5 IS B LA, R v 1) 3 [
Eif. 17574, BLXRAMKRET — 5
XE (BB 1R 25 FE

5



A Guided Tour of American Literature

IR EEEXS

organized a large number of sayings into a speech
given by “Father Abraham” to a group of people.
Father Abraham quotes from Poor Richard witty and
often satiric sayings, such as “A penny saved is a
penny earned.” “Up, Sluggard, and waste no life; in
the grave will be sleeping enough.” “God helps them
that help themselves.” “Little strokes fell great oaks.”
Some of the sayings reflect a shrewd understanding
of human nature. “He’s a fool that makes his doctor
his heir.” “He that falls in love with himself will have
no rivals.” Franklin also coined dozens of the say-
ings, including “Early to bed and early to rise, makes
a man healthy, wealthy and wise” and “In this world
nothing can be said to be certain, except death and
taxes”.

Besides Poor Richards Almanack, Franklin’s
most important work is his Autobiography. This
unfinished record of his own life, written on and off
from 1771 to 1790, and published after his death, has
become one of the most famous and influential exam-
ples of autobiography ever written.

When writing his Autobiography, Franklin
wished to give his son and other young people a
model they could imitate, so they could succeed and
be well known. Though many of the most significant
parts of Franklin’s life—especially his contributions
to the Revolutionary War effort — are not dealt with
in his Autobiography, his rise from “rags to riches”
through hard work and self-improvement became a
model for American success. Franklin’s writings em-
phasized practical intelligence and material success,
balanced by charity and public service. His worldli-
ness differed greatly from the earnest spirituality of
the Puritans.
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Autobiography

This account of his life covers only his early
years. It is divided into four parts. Part one tells the
story of Franklin’s grandfather, uncles, and father and
mother, and deals with his own childhood, his fond-
ness of reading, and his serving as an apprentice to
his brother James, a Boston printer and the publisher.
After improving his writing skills through study of
the Spectator by English writers Joseph Addison and
Sir Richard Steele, he begins to write. After a quarrel
with his brother, he runs away from Boston to Phila-
delphia at the age of 17. He works and studies hard,
and becomes a successful printer and the publisher
of the Pennsylvania Gazette, making the newspaper
extremely profitable. The second part first gives a
detailed account of his public library plan, then de-
scribes how he carries out his plan to improve himself
morally. He lists thirteen virtues he wishes to perfect
in himself. He creates a book with columns for each
day of the week, in which he marks with black spots
his offenses against each virtue. He finally realizes
that perfection is not to be attained, but feels himself
better and happier because of his attempt. The last
two parts describe how Franklin publishes his suc-
cessful Poor Richard s Almanack, how he studies lan-
guages, how he devotes himself to the public service
and improvement of the city, and how he works as a

scientist and politician.
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