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Abstract

The American Revolution facilitated the emergence of Poems of
Prospects in the late eighteenth century and early nineteenth century. The
prosperity of Poems of Prospects during the revolutionary period exerted great
influences on the construction of American national identity. Historically and

- culturally, these poems marked the beginning of the cultural independence
of the new nation. Relevant poets took up the mission to create an America
which was rooted in their patriotism. Such a creative impulse is usually
conceptualized as cultural nationalism. Meanwhile, the epic style of the
poems added much to their thematic grandeur and artistic value.

Different from the modern concept of a nation-state, however, the
image of America in Poems of Prospects is only an imagined cultural and
political space. These poets held the belief that the dawn would arrive
through a long-drawn night, and suggested the very openness of the future
nation. Therefore, the brightness of a full hope for a new Republic and the
darkness of apprehension and fear about the reality coexist in these poems.
The two kinds of prophecies, opposite in conclusion, are ultimately those in
their imaginative extremity. Since there was not yet an America against
which to validate a prophecy, the poets could only project both their
expectation and fear upon an unformed polity and an imagined landscape on
the basis of the Puritan background. The ideal images and worries of the new
nation can both be detected in these poems concurrently.

This book takes Poems of Prospects in American revolutionary period as
its subject for research, focusing on Philip Freneau (1752—1832) , Timothy
Dwight ( 1752—1817 ) and Joel Barlow ( 1754—1812), with their
contemporaries John Trumbull (1750—1831) and David Humphreys
(1752—1818) as supplements. The study discusses three pairs of conflicts
in the process of the literary creation of an imagined nation: European
immigrants versus the natives, British colonizers versus Americans, and



great expectation for the new Republic versus unsatisfactory reality. However, this study is
not meant to provide ready solutions to these conflicts. It takes the Puritan heritage as a
point of departure to scrutinize the confrontation and compromise in the process of forming
the cultural concept of the new nation. This book selects three main aspects to discuss the
transformation of Puritanism in American revolutionary period and the conflicts in Poems of
Prospects.

The first chapter explores the confrontation between European immigrants and the
natives through Columbus’ discovery of America in Poems of Prospects. It focuses on the
conflicts between the two during the period of the colonizers’ conquest and exploration.
The poets made Columbus, a European adventurer, a national hero and an archetype
through their construction of the future nation. In their literary imagination, the poets
positioned themselves and Columbus as colonizers and the natives as the colonized. On the
one hand, their Puritan background intensified their sense of superiority when the
European immigrants, particularly the white, encountered the natives. On the other hand,
the Puritan heritage was remonstrative against the cruelty inflicted by the immigrants on the
natives in their conquest and exploration in America.

These poets treated the natives as the Other and positioned them directly in opposition
to such an “Orientalist” tradition. They made their efforts in building up an America with
Columbus’ discovery of America as the beginning. This America is rooted in the blueprint
of the future nation of their Puritan ancestors and in the poets’ prospects, America turned
out to be a powerful empire which set an example for the other nations in the world. The
poets aimed to foreground the contribution of the European immigrants to the making of
American history. By doing so, they depicted Columbus as a national hero. Nevertheless,
the embeddedness of Columbus as an archetype poses a dilemma that quite a few European
immigrants are still in when facing the natives today.

The second chapter presents the rising glory of the future nation in Poems of Prospects
in the revolutienary period. This is the reification of combining the poems with the glory of
Puritan thoughts. In the middle of the eighteenth century, the national consciousness in
the colonies called forth the American Revolution. In the late eighteenth century and the
early nineteenth century, patriotism and a quest for political independence reached the
climax. Despite the sympathetic attitude of the poets towards the American natives, the
implication of colonialism and imperialism can be obviously picked up. The concept of
Manifest Destiny, as the core of Poems of Prospects, was deeply implanted in the mind of
the descendants of the European colonists. With optimistic narration of the future nation,
the poems encouraged the Americans to strive for liberty and independence and to build a
new nation.

The concept of the future nation in their narration was the transformation of the



Puritan ancestors’ ideal of “the city upon the hill” and *“New Jerusalem.” Despite the
development of economy, politics and culture, Puritanism as a religious faith had faced
constant challenges and experienced the process of secularization in the revolutionary
period. But the Puritan concept of America as “New Canaan” seemed to take its root in
the consciousness of Furopean immigrants and ultimately evolved as the groundwork of
American Founding Myth. In other words, the poems participated in and impelled the
founding of the nation together with other political texts.

The third chapter discusses the relationship between American jeremiad and Poems of
Prospects and the ambivalence in the poets’ imagination of the future nation. The
American jeremiad is the Puritans’ innovation in the early American colonies and the
product of American tradition. It “reassures the Puritan origin of the American self”.
Besides, American jeremiad is “the ritual which unites various social ideologies and is the
symbol of American nation”. It appears as a fundamental structure in American expression
and brings up American culture.

These poems echo the American jeremiad and borrow its ritualistic form to call for a
return to a former innocence and the optimistic vision of the future nation in the early years
of the Revolution. But post-revolutionary period is a hard time for the poets who
experienced both excitement and despondence. On the one hand, they were excited about
their political independence and the founding of the new Republic. On the other hand,
they were dissatisfied with the reality after the Revolution. A sense of disillusionment in
these poems exerts great influences upon American literature in the following years. The
warning to remind people of their national dreams was derived from their Puritan
forefathers in American colonization. The Puritan heritage haunted these poets from the
beginning to the end of their writing. In the same way, this background and tradition
would foreshadow the later prosperity of American literature.

To reveal the interrelations among the conflicting issues, this study concludes with a
diachronic summary of the formation of the vision of the new nation in the revolutionary
period. It is an imaginative form of transformation from Puritan utopian Eden in the eyes of
the European immigrants into a secular “New Canaan” for the people after the American
Revolution. This literary imagination of the new nation still exists both in American culture
and in American literature. It functions as an undercurrent and contains the seeds of
national and social ideals as well as literary themes. The themes inspire both the content
and the form of American literature. It can be summarized that Poems of Prospects,
together with other texts in American revolutionary period, link two periods—American
colonial period and American Renaissance and promote the inheritance and development of

Puritanism in American literature.



A List of Abbreviations

PPF ;: Poems of Philip Freneau
Pictures; The Pictures of Columbus
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Introduction

This study onginated from the interest in the image of America, a result of the study
in the forming process of “ America” as a nation in the revolutionary period. Though the
embryo of the image can be traced back to the colonial period in American history, the
Revolution procured its maturity and the founding of the new Republic. The poems in the
revolutionary era offered the future prospects of a new nation with religious faith and
secular enthusiasm, which helped the formation of the image of the new nation.

The revolutionary poems, together with the contemporary rhetoric, “function within a
culture” which “reflects and affects a set of particular psychic, social, and historical
needs” (Bercovitch, “The American Jeremiad” xi). The effort of putting literature in a
social context is “not to ask whether literature accords with history, but to read in order to
discover history” ( Bercovitch and Jehlen 9). A further research of the neglected poems in
the revolutionary period might help understand history better. @

This book takes three poets, Philip Freneau ( 1752—1832), Timothy Dwight
(1752—1817) and Joel Barlow (1754—1812), as its main subjects. In the poems, they
presented their imagination of the future nation on the Puritan soil, and the images of the
new nation experienced great changes in the revolutionary period. The poets provided their
prospects about the new nation in their own ways. Despite the different views of politics
and literature, these poets were popular for their patriotism and optimistic prospects in
their works at that time. Philip Freneau passionately committed to the American cause and
launched violent attacks on England. As a questioner of authority from his youth, he spent
much of his literary energy and public life defending Jefferson’s republic policies.
Philosophical and religious uncertainty kept disturbing Freneau and he held the view that
people would cast off the trappings of Christian theology. However, he could not be

(@©The author of the book has discussed this with Professor Emory Elliott in December 2003. He shared the view and
believed that these neglected texts are a good subject for further research.
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divorced from his former religious training in his literary creation. Timothy Dwight was the
most conservative among the three poets and embraced religious and social traditions and
beliefs. He greeted the Revolution with enthusiasm and reacted to the moral decay and
social turmoil of the post-war period with fiery language in his works. Joel Barlow
underwent changes of the mind that led him from his early conservatism at Yale to
radicalism. Optimistic and ambitious, he was convinced that he was living at the start of a
new age, though finally he experienced regression to the Puritan heritage.

The three poets were nurtured in the Puritan culture. They experienced the
transitional period from the colony to the new Republic and manifested the same feeling
from excitement to disappointment with the changes of the social environment.
Furthermore, there were some other poets worth mentioning in this significant period. But
due to the length of the book, only some of their poems are to be mentioned. ®

In an attempt to conduct a research on the poets and their works, two terms are to be
made clear. One that recurs throughout this book is the term “Puritanism” , which is used
to refer to a point of view, a way of life rather than a religious belief. It foregrounds its
social and cultural codes and .emphasizes the power of the European tradition and its
influence on the formation of the new Republic. The definition of the term is borrowed
directly from Perry Miller, a scholar on Puritan studies, and is applied in this book.

Puritanism may perhaps best be described as that point of view, that philosophy of
life, that code of values, which was carried to New England by the first settlers in the
early seventeenth century. Beginning thus, it has become one of the continuous factors
in American life and American thought. Any inventory of the elements that have gone
into the making of the “ American mind” would have to commence with Puritanism.
(Miller 1)

The tradition of Puritanism stipulates American political and social life from the
colonial period to the present time. It makes American nation the unique one in the world.
It can be concluded, as Perry Miller did, “Without some understanding of Puritaniem it
may safely be said, there is no understanding of America” (Miller 1). The book attempts
to search for an implied link between the Puritan vision and nation building in the early

(DBesides the three major poets, other poets also created poems that were full of optimistic prospects. They are John
Trumbull (1750—1831) with his poem “Prospect of the Future Glory of America” (1770) and David Humphreys
(1752—1818) with his poems “The Glory of America” (1783) and “ A Poem on the Industry of the United States of
America” (1804). They are also in the field of this book, and will be discussed in Chapter Two. Other poems of these
poets could not be discussed in detail in this book and they will be the future aim of this academic research.



American history through the revolutionary poems. ©

The second term which is frequently used in the study is “Poem(s) of Prospects”. @
Poem(s) of Prospects is a piece of writing in which the words are chosen for the images
and ideas of expectations they suggest, especially the ideas of future success. In this book
it refers to the poem(s) written during the revolutionary period and provides a vision of
future success in America in terms of politics, economy and arts. The pioneering
immigrants from Europe came to the new land with expectations, dreaming of prosperity
and fortune. Their religious dream of a new millennium was transferred into a secular
vision of a new Eden in America. Their concept of America was more or less the
transformation of the “New Canaan” chosen by God. Optimism was an evident feature in
these poems.

In a series of Poems of Prospects, Philip Freneau, Timothy Dwight and Joel Barlow
predicted the future glory of a new era in America. They proclaimed that the political and
economic system of a new nation would be the most successful one and would make
glorious progress in the future. They also called for the cultural independence coming
together with the political independence. Under these circumstances, Dwi’g}‘lt‘ composed
The Conquest of Canaan (1785), and Greenfield Hill ( 1794) ;. Joel Barlow wrote The
Columbiad(1807) (based on The Vision of Columbus) ; Philip Freneau’s The Rising Glory
of America (1772) and The Pictures of Columbus (1786) were the products of the
optimistic spirit. They composed these patriotic poems to celebrate the founding of the new
Republic. Full of hope, they expected the establishment of the new Republic and the
advent of the ascendance of the arts in the new nation.

The poets combined their works with political and moral tasks. Joel Barlow expressed

(DBut it is too subjective to interpret Puritanism as a monolithic entity which will bring about some questionable
assumptions; that American Puritanism is so different from the European Reformed tradition, especially in England, as
to create an origin for a distinctive' American mode; that American Puritanism is a unified system of thought and belief,
and as such remains intact in later years; and that the post-colonial history of American culture and literature can be
traced exclusively from the New England Puritans, without attaching mueh importance to other different geographic,
religious, and ethnic traditions. Therefore, in Puritanism in America(1973), Larzer Ziff casts doubts on the rightness of
s0 many positive claims for Puritanism’s influence, “I would want... to be misunderstood as offering a modem version of
the silly theory that the real history of America is the history of the spread on the continent of Anglo-Saxon habits and
Anglo-Saxon ideals. The influence Puritanism exerts on modem life is great, but it is far from exclusive, and here I say
so explicitly” (1973 xi). In this book there is no judgment on the Puritan influence upon these poets.

@Here the present author is indebted to Professor Emory Elliott. In his book Columbia Literary History of the United
States there are three similar names for this kind of poetry; the prospect poem, the vision poem and the rising glory
poem. It is “an oratorical prophecy, between 200 and 600 lines in length, written in heroic couplets or (less
frequently) blank verse”. See more in Elliott, Emory. Columbia Literary History. of the United States. New York:
Columbia University Press, 1988, 159.

“«
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the seriousness clearly in the preface in The Columbiad.

My object is altogether of a moral and political nature. | wish to encourage and
strengthen, in the rising generation, a sense of the importance of republican
constitutions; as being the great foundation of public and private happiness, the
necessary aliment of future and permanent meliorations in the condition of human
nature. (Preface xix)

By the mid-1790s these writers had come to realize that their hope could only be an
unattainable dream. This can be seen from their changing attitudes and the contrast between
their early and later works. The best example to illustrate this was Joel Barlow’s change. The
sharp contrast between the optimism in Barlow’s early poem, The Prospect of Peace (1778)
and the discouragement he expressed in his deathbed poem Advice to a Raven in Russia
(1812) fully demonstrated the disillusionment of many writers during the two decades.

Finally, “ideological reading” is supposed to be defined. As Myra Jehlen put it,

The emergence of ideological literary criticism as an approach in its own right
represents a special coincidence between a sense that “social context” was both
illuminating and problematical in the study of literature and the development of an
analytical method that rendered ideology as an interpretive, indeed a linguistic,
construction in many ways analogous to literature itself. ( Bercovitch & jehlen 4-5)

The word “ideology” deserves clarification since. the study is the ideological reading
of the poems.® Its various definitions account for its r;'omplex background. Louis
Althusser’s illustration as “a whole form of material practice, woven into the texture of
everyday life” was further elaborated into “the Gramscian notion of hegemony” (qtd. in
Yang 13). Raymond Williams stated his conception of the word as “a living system of
meanings and values—constitutive and constituting—which as they are experienced as
practices appear as reciprocally confirming ... a sense of absolute because experienced
reality beyond which it is very difficult to move” . Thus for Williams, this implies that
ideologies are “ dynamic rather than static and consensual, always in conflict with one

another” (qtd. in Yang 13). @ The word “ideology” here is as Yang Jincai put it,

@The ideological literary criticism was defined and elaborated from its origin to the present practice in Ideology and
Classic American Literature, eds. Sacvan Bercovitch and Myra Jehlen ( New York: Cambridge University Press, 1986,
1-15) and{in Yang Jincai, Herman Melville and Fmperialism( Nanjing: Nanjing University Press, 2001, 14, 13-15) he
also did a thorough elaboration on the term “ideology” and the ideological approach. The author of this dissertation
borrowed several ideas from these two books. )

@Yang Jincai set a proper example of the ideological reading of literature in Herman Melville and Imperialism and in
the introduction of his book he presented his thorough understanding of the word “ideology”. Here the author of this
study is indebted to him for his insightful argument and discussion on this point.



Ideology ... seeks its realization specifically by mobilizing such institutions as
schools, the family, the law, the religion, arts, literature, ans culture. It works to
- legitimate inequality and exploration by representing the social order which perpetuates
these things as unchangeable and immutable—as decreed by God or more simply by
nature. (Yang 14)

A close ideological reading of the revolutionary poems may facilitate understanding of
the American Founding Myth and provide a systematic set of social and political ideas.
Meanwhile, Sacvan Bercovitch in The American Jeremaid argued, “Myth may clothe
history as fiction, but it persuades in proportion to its capacity to help people act in
history. Ultimately, its effectiveness derives from its functional relationship to facts”
(xi).

Thus, an ideological reading establishes a cultural link between history and literature
because ideology has become a term that “mediates the finite entities of text and context,
and also of individual author and cultural history” ( Bercovitch & Jehlen 10). Above all,
at the transitional moment in history, the revolutionary poems contained many complicated
social and cultural codes that need urgent interpfetations. Consequently, the study of the
poems can better shed some light on that part of history, or, even, the poems participated
in making the history in the revolutionary period.

A research on Poems of Prospects may be preceded by some questions. Why was
there the existence of Poems of Prospects in the revolutionary era? How did these poets
exercise their imagination of the future nation on the Puritan soil? How can it be that
Puritan heritage exerted a great influence on Poets of Prospects? Is there any possibility for
the poets to express both hopes and fears about the future nation in their works? These
questions are so significant that they prompted the present author to view these poems in a
different light and called for a systematic study of Poems of Prospects.

In these poems, the literary imagination of the new nation foreshadowed the
establishment of a powerful empire. It is easy to associate this future empire with the
present nation—the United States. But the relationship between the Puritan imagination of
the future nation and Poems of Prospects has rarely been explored since the poems were
published.

According to Proquest Digital Dissertation Abstract, from 1916 to 2003 there were
268 dissertations on Puritanism, but most of them were associated with religion and
history. Only 12 dissertations were related to Puritanism in American literature among
which none particularly covered this period. From 1941 to 2002 there were 32
dissertations on Timothy Dwight, but none on his long poems; from 1927 to 1997 there
were 16 on Joel Barlow and from 1897 to 2003 there were 21 on Philip Freneau, among



