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Part 1
American Poetry of the Colonial Period:

The Poetry of Elizabethan Initiative,
Ingenuity, and Democracy

merican Puritanism was one of the most lasting influences on shaping

American thought and American literature, not only in the early period,
but also in the long years after. To American, it is not only a kind of religion
or a philosophy, but also a cultural heritage or a state of mind. Its position
in American culture can be compared with the Confucius in Chinese culture.
Without understanding it, it is almost impossible to understand American culture
and literature. The early American literature mostly is composed of Puritan
literature.

Puritans were originally members of a division of the Protestant Church.
They regarded the reformation of the church under Elizabeth as incomplete,
and called for further purification. Puritanism, as a religious reform movement,
appeared within the Church of England in the late 16th century. Under the
siege from church and crown, some of Puritans left their homeland in the third
and fourth decades of the 17th century to the northern English colonies in the
New World. A few of Puritans as the first group settling in America became
the founding father of the American nation, who laid the foundation for the
religious, intellectual, and social order of New England. Puritanism, however, was
not only a historically specific phenomenon coincident with the founding of New
England; it was also a way of being in the world—a style of response to lived
experience—that has reverberated through American life ever since. Doctrinally,
Puritans insisted on the five viewpoints of Calvinism enunciated by John Cotton,
one of the many powerful Puritan clerics in New England: (1) Unconditional
Election (God “saves” those he wishes—only a few are selected for salvation—

concept of predestination); (2) Limited Atonement (Jesus died for the chosen



American Poetry of the Colonial Period

only, not for everyone); (3) Total Depravity (through Adam and Eve’s fall, every
person is born sinful—concept of Original Sin); (4) Irresistible Grace (God’s
grace is freely given, it cannot be earned or denied. Grace is defined as the saving
and transfiguring power of God); and (5) Perseverance of the “saints” (those
elected by God has full power to interpret the will of God, and to live uprightly.
If anyone rejects grace after feeling its power in his life, he will be going against
the will of God—something impossible in Puritanism).

No matter what kind of reasons caused the first Puritans to migrate to the
New World, it should be remembered that they were a group of serious, religious
people, advocating highly religious and moral principles. They came to America
with a code of values, a philosophy of life, and a point of view, which, in time,
took root in the New World and formed the well-known American Puritanism.

The 17th.century American Puritans included two parts. One part of them
were the creators of the Plymouth Colony; they took the Mayflower ship to
the New World in 1620. They were called “Separatists”—they sought to escape
the religious persecution and were also determined to find a place where they
could worship in the way they thought true Christians should. They had gone to
extreme. The other part were the Englishmen at the Massachusetts Bay colony,
which was founded in 1630. Though they came later than those of Plymouth
Colony, they were richer and better-educated. They devoted themselves to the
reform of the Church of England and meant to clear away the rituals of the
Roman Catholic Church. In fact, the majority of the people in the colonies were
not Puritans, but the colony was rigidly controlled by the long-time governor,
John Winthrop, the Puritan clergy.

The early American regarded the Holy Bible as the guidebook of their
behaviors. Puritans’ lives were extremely disciplined and hard. People’s life was
only the course of moral training and that of his struggle between God and
devils. People had an austere and rigid way of life governed by the church. They
tended to regard joy and laughter as symptoms of sin; they did not dance, they
did not go to the theatre, but sang chant in church.

After undergoing the grim struggle for survival after their arrival in America,
they became more and more practical, as indeed they had to be. The Puritans

became more practical, tougher, and were ever ready for any misfortune and
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tragic failure, which might wait for them in the future. They were optimistic.
Puritanism encouraged people to struggle in their careers. If one’s business was
booming, it proved that he had gained God’s providence. Over the years Puritans
built a way of life that was in harmony with their somber religion, one that
stressed hard work, thrift, piety, and sobriety.

Although puritans tried their best to help build a new nation and changed
the wilderness into a civilized country, their offsprings have not always been
full of gratitude. Owing to their religious intolerance and bigotry, and their
austerity of taste and killjoy way of life, they have been criticized in the 19th
century and especially in the first few decades of the twentieth. The person who
wasn’t consistent to their belief would be persecuted, which is blamed by their
descendants. But we cannot negate their achievement. They did have a profound
influence on the early American mind. American Puritanism also had an enduring
influence on American culture. It had become, to some extent, so much a state
of mind, so much a part of the national cultural atmosphere, rather than a set of
tenets.

As to the influence of Puritanism on American literature, it will be more
clarified in later chapters. Roughly they are: American literature is based on
a myth, i.e. the Biblical myth of the Garden of Eden; the spirit of optimism of
Puritans facing difficulty had infiltrated the making of American literature; The
American Puritan’s metaphorical mode of perception was chief instrumental in
calling into being a literary symbolism which is distinctly American; simplicity
has left an indelible imprint on American writing.

The literature of this period is often termed as “colonial literature”. The
religious and cultural background of the Puritan writers was responsible for two
essential characteristics of the early American Literature: their religious subject
and imitation of English literary traditions.

First, most of the writers were born in Britain. Some were explorers, some
immigrants, and some colonialists. As their circumstances were hard and their
life was difficult, the newcomers were very busy. Relying mainly on physical
labor, they were not professional writers and did not mean to create a national
literature, they wrote only because the life of the new world was inspiring and

encouraging.
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Secondly, the time when American literature was born was just the period
when the Modern English developed and took shape. The early American literary
works, therefore, were not so difficult to understand as the early English literary
works. Certainly, it had some distinctions from present-day English, 'particularly
in the spelling and pronunciation of some words.

Thirdly, the principal ideological trend of this period was Puritanism besides
the ideological influence of the Church of England, the Roman Catholic Church, etc.

Moreover, in early Puritan writer’s works, English literary traditions were
faithfully imitated and transplanted. The American poets of the 17th century
adopted the styles of established European poets.

In addition, in the categories of literary works, there were “travel” diary,
and poem, etc., among which poetry and prose gained most achievements in this
period.

In this period, American Literature, apart from the religious content, mirrors
the history of America, and epitomizes the development of political, economic,
social and psychological institutions. Captain John Smith, the first American
writer, who was one of the founders of the first colony Jamestown, wrote The
General History of Virginia and described New England as a promising virgin
land, which came to the attention of many people in England and Europe and
drew many of them to the New World. William Bradford, the first governor of
Plymouth, who led the Mayflower in 1620 and established the Plymouth colony,
wrote The History of Plymouth Plantation. John Winthrop, who led first group
of Puritans in the Great Immigration in 1630 and was the first governor of the
Massachusetts Bay Colony, wrote A Model of Christian Charity. But in the sense
of literature, the greatest achievement in this period lies in poetry.

The theme of American poetry in the colonial period mainly focused on the
Puritan ethic. Anna Bradstreet, as one of the first recorded poets of the British
colonies, wrote poems of both religious experience and domestic intimacy.
Edward Taylor wrote poems elaborating Puritan virtues in a highly wrought
metaphysical style that can be seen as typical of the early colonial period.

The whole writing style of this period is fresh, simple and direct; the rhetoric
is plain and honest, with a touch of nobility often traceable to the direct influence

of the Bible. All these have left an obvious imprint on American writing.
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