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Introduction

I

The poems in this collection were written over a period of approxi-
mately forty years by the “Venerable, Learned, and Pious Pastor of
the Church of Christ” in the small frontier town of Westfield,
Massachusetts. Here the Congregational minister Edward Taylor
labored from 1671 until his retirement in 1725, ministering to the
souls and the bodies of his parishioners (he was a physician as well
as a preacher of the gospel), helping to organize defenses against
Indian attack, farming to provide for his large family, preaching
lengthy sermons at least once a week, and writing thousands of
lines of poetry. His best verses are a kind of secret diary, a record
of his spiritual experiences, his communion with God. Like his
New England spiritual heir, Emily Dickinson, he did not write
for publication. Indeed, there was a tradition among his descend-
ants that he forbade publication of his poems.1

Edward Taylor was born in Sketchley, Leicestershire, England,
during the English civil wars, probably in the year 1642. There is
no entry in the Burbage parish church register concerning his
birth or baptism and it is probable that none will be discovered.
The Burbage register, which includes the records for Sketchley, is
incomplete. During the civil disturbances of the sixteen forties,
church records were frequently destroyed or not kept at all. How-
ever, the wills of Taylor’s father, William Taylor, and of his eldest
brother, Richard, are extant, and they provide us with information
concerning the poet’s childhood and early youth.2 He was brought
up in the family of a midland yeoman farmer who was somewhat
more prosperous than the average man of his class. The poet’s
father owned a two-story house with barn and garden. At the time

1. There is no document by Taylor to prove the truth of this tradition.
Perry Miller's statement in The American Puritans (New York, 1956), p. 302,
that Taylor “left instructions in his will that nothing ever be published” is
incorrect. Taylor died intestate. See Francis Murphy, “Edward Taylor's Atti-
tude Toward Publication: A Question Concerning Authority,” American
Literature, 34 (1962), 393-94.

2. See Donald E. Stanford, “The Parentage of Edward Taylor,” 4dmerican
Literature, 33 (1961), 215-21,

xi



Xii INTRODUCTION

of his death in 1658 he possessed fifty sheep as well as hogs, pigs,
calves, horses, bees, and a store of barley, malt, corn, and peas.
Taylor undoubtedly took an active part in the independent hardy
life of the seventeenth-century English yeoman. The Taylor family
brewed their own ale, sheared and spun their own wool, raised
their own honey, poultry, meat, milk, and vegetables. The village
of Sketchley, a hamlet of less than forty inhabitants, lay in the
beautiful green rolling fields of Leicestershire which maintain
much of their rural character to this day, and where the spire of
the Burbage parish church still dominates the landscape. The
images of farm life and rural landscape which appear in Taylor’s
poetry written long after he left England are probably, in part,
recollections of his Leicestershire childhood. Also, frequent refer-
ences of the poet to the art of weaving and a score or so of technical
terms used in weaving suggest his familiarity with the new indus-
try of the neighboring town of Hinckley, where frame knitting
began in 1640 and where the hosiery industry flourished after 1670.
It is probable that Taylor worked in a Hinckley weaver’s shop.

Leicestershire was a hotbed of non-conformity during the seven-
teenth century, and dissenters of the generation of the poet’s father
had vivid memories of the Cavalier Prince Rupert’s storming of
Leicester in 1645. Taylor’s dislike of Anglicanism began early. He
was educated under a non-conformist schoolmaster, receiving a
good foundation in theology and in the learned languages. The
typical curriculum of that time included the Westminster Cate-
chism, Calvin's Institutes and Epistles, the New Testament in
Greek, Augustine’s Soliloquies in Latin, elementary Hebrew, and
studies in Job and Canticles. Verse writing in Latin was standard
practice for grammar school students, but English poets were also
studied—Francis Quarles and George Herbert being considered
particularly suitable for Leicestershire students.3 Thus Taylor
was introduced at an early age to two of his favorite poets, who
were to have a lasting influence on him—the author of Canticles
and the author of The Temple, George Herbert.

3. See Foster Watson, The English Grammar Schools to 1660: Their Cur-
riculum and Practice, Cambridge, 1go8; M. Claire Cross, The Free Grammar
School of Leicester, Leicester, 1953.
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At the time of the Restoration in 1660 Taylor was about
eighteen years old. His puritan character and convictions had been
formed during the regime of Oliver Cromwell. With the return
of Charles II to the throne of England, the young man faced a
bleak future. He was qualified to teach, and for a short time he
kept a school at Bagworth, Leicestershire. But he would not sub-
scribe to the Act of Uniformity of 1662.4 His religious convictions
prevented him from taking the oaths necessary to procure a li-
cense to continue his teaching. This refusal was the turning point
of his career. He could not preach, teach, or attend the universities
of Cambridge or Oxford. He and his friends were harried and
persecuted. Their difficulties are hinted at in the diary Taylor
kept on his voyage to America:

After dinner, I reading the fourth chapter of John in Greek,
was so sleepy that when I had done I lay down, and dropping
into a sleep, and dreaming of my brethren, was so oppressed
with sorrow that I had much to do to forbear weeping out.5

On April 26, 1668, Taylor embarked from Execution Dock,
Wapping, for a new country and a more hopeful life. Delayed for
many days by unfavorable winds, Taylor’s ship did not reach the
open sea until the 21st of May. During the rough ocean journey,
the poet “exercised” from Scripture for the edification of the
passengers, read his New Testament in Greek, and kept a journal
which is a curious mixture of religious piety, “scientific’’ observa-
tion, and folk superstition:

We saw a pair of sunfish lie flapping on the water. They
say that this kind of fish is thus that it cannot sink while the
sun shines.

Land was sighted on July 4th with “Plymouth on the left, and
Salem on the right.” On July 5th, seventy days after he boarded
ship at Execution Dock, he disembarked at Boston.

4. 3¢ Taylor’s obituary in the Boston News Letter for August 7-14, 1729.

5. Taylor’s diary is in the Redwood Library and Athenaeum, Newport, R.L.
It has been published in Proceedings of the Massachusetts Historical Society, 18
{1880), 5-18.
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Taylor was well received in Boston. He lodged for two nights
with the famous Increase Mather and for over two weeks with
John Hull, mintmaster and one of Boston’s most important mer-
chants, before enrolling as an upperclassman in Harvard College;
there he was invited to stay over night in the house of the president
of the college, Charles Chauncy. During his three years at Harvard,
Taylor was the college butler, responsible for keeping account of
kitchen and dining room utensils, for providing candles for prayer
and supper, and for collecting weekly payments for food and
drink. The position was usually given to a mature and responsible
upperclassman. The award of this position and his favorable re-
ception by Mather, Hull, and President Chauncy indicate that
Taylor was held in good repute by his superiors. When he gradu-
ated in 1671, he was chosen one of four seniors to declaim in Col-
lege Hall. His declamation was a long poem full of fantastic
conceits and diction which was supposed to demonstrate the su-
periority of English to the learned languages.

After his graduation, Taylor decided to remain at Harvard. In
the fall of 1671 he settled in college and was instituted scholar of
the house. However, the arrival of Thomas Dewey from Westfield
changed his plans. Dewey, upon the advice of Increase Mather,
offered the pastorship of the Congregational Church of Westfield
to Taylor who, after considerable hesitation, accepted the call.
On November 27 Dewey and Taylor set out on horseback on the
difficult hundred-mile journey through deep snow to the frontier
town near the Connecticut River, reaching it four days later.

The settlement in which the new minister took up his duties
was a farming community of about twenty-five or thirty families
occupying a township of forty square miles in the valley of the
Westfield River. Each family was given allotments of meadowland
and plowland. Taylor eventually received at least three separate
lots and a parsonage built, in all probability, of unhewn logs. The
first meeting house in which he preached and administered the
Lord’s Supper was a fortified building, square in shape, with a
pyramidal roof, on top of which was a turret used as a watch
tower during Indian troubles. His congregation was summoned
to worship by the roll of a drum.

This congregation was made up of housewives and farmers of
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little learning. Of the original settlers, only two were distinguished
in the Westheld town records by the term “Mr.” Only one “li-
brary” is mentioned—that of John Root, who owned twenty-two
books with such titles as Groans of the Damned, T hirsty Sinner,
and Heavenly Passtime.$ After the intellectual companionship he
enjoyed at Harvard, Taylor must have felt somewhat isolated in
his new environment. He was discouraged with the task of organ-
izing a church in a frontier town, and in 1673 several members of
his congregation requested that David Wilton, a distinguished
citizen of Northampton, be allowed to settle in Westfield “for
further encouraging of Mr. Taylor.” Solomon Stoddard, North-
ampton’s pastor, refused the request.?

In 1674 Taylor married Elizabeth Fitch, daughter of the Rev-
erend James Fitch of Norwich, Connecticut. During their fifteen
years of married life she bore him eight children, five of whom
died in infancy. Mrs. Taylor died in 168g. Approximately three
years later, Taylor married Ruth Wyllis of Hartford, Connecticut.
They had six children, all of whom grew to maturity. One of his
daughters, Keziah, married Isaac Stiles of New Haven. She was
the mother of Ezra Stiles, who became president of Yale College.

Shortly after Taylor’s first marriage, in 1675, King Philip’s War
broke out. Upon the shoulders of the minister fell much of the
responsibility for organizing the defense against Indian raids. It
was probably Taylor who was instrumental in making the decision
to keep the townspeople in Westfield rather than to remove them
to Springfield or Hartford for their protection. The decision turned
out to be the right one. Westfield survived as an independent
town, and although there was widespread devastation throughout
the Bay Colony, Westfield suffered very little from Indian attacks.

With the termination of King Philip’s War, Taylor was at long
last able to organize his congregation into “a church state.” Foun-
dation services were held on August 27, 1679. Taylor was ordained
minister, and he then preached his foundation sermon, “A Par-
ticular Church is God’s House.”

6. John H. Lockwood, Westfield and Its Historic Influences (2 vols. Spring-
ficld, Mass., 1922), 1, 98.
7. Donald E. Stanford, The Poems of Edward Taylor (New Haven, 1960),

P- 513-
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For the next forty-six years, Taylor carried on his public duties
as a small town minister, preaching sermons with learned allusions
that few in his congregation could understand,® and in the secrecy
of his study (which contained a substantial library)? writing poems
in the metaphysical style of a previous generation. He retired in
1725, an invalid, worn out with his labors. No extant poems bear
a date later than this year. According to the testimony of his life-
long friend, the diarist and witchcraft judge, Samuel Sewall, and
according to a family tradition, Taylor was almost completely in-
capacitated, mentally and physically, during his final years. He
died June 24, 1729, and was interred in the old burying ground
at Westfield where his tombstone still stands.

Ezra Stiles was only two years old when his grandfather Edward
Taylor died, and he therefore could not have remembered him.
However, Stiles collected considerable information about his an-
cestor and composed the best description we have of Taylor. He
says that Taylor was “a man of small stature, but firm; of quick
Passions, yet serious and grave. Exemplary in Piety, and for a very
sacred Observance of the Lord’s Day.” He was “Very curious in
Botany, Minerals and Natural History. He was an incessant stu-
dent. He was a vigorous Advocate for Oliver Cromwell, civil and
religious Liberty. A Congregationalist in opposition to Presbyte-
rian Church Discipline.” He “greatly detested King James [II],
Sir Edmond Andross, and Randolph: gloried in King William
and the Revolution of 1688.710 Taylor’s diary, letters, and sermons
substantiate Stiles' description. In a curious love letter in which
he tells his first wife that he cannot give her all his heart because
the greater part of it is promised to Christ, Taylor pushes piety
to the verge of the ludicrous.11 His later years were disturbed by
difficulties with his townsmen which reveal Taylor to have been
a stubborn disciplinarian, set in his ways. In a sermon on church

8. See Norman Grabo, Edward Taylor’s Christographia (New Haven, 1962).

9. Books in Taylor’s library are listed in Thomas H. Johnson, The Poetical
Works of Edward Taylor (Princeton, 194%), pp. 204—20.

10. Written by Ezra Stiles in blank leaves of Taylor's manuscript book
“Metallographia,” in the Yale Library.

11. See W. B. Goodman, “Edward Taylor Writes His Love,” New England
Quarterly, 27 (1954), 510-15.
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discipline preached in 1714 he relates how he sternly suppressed
a faction in his church by withholding the sacrament of the Lord's
Supper, and admonishing them as follows:

I here in the name and Magisty of Christ Commande you to
repent of these your Sins and greate Evill, And to manifest
your Repentance to the Church in due time that you may beg
them to forgive you, and this I charge you to do upon your
perill as you shall answer it at the day of Jesus Christ.12

We learn from Sewall’s diary and from the town records that there
was a long protracted struggle concerning the location of the new
Westfield meeting house. When the matter was settled and the
church completed in 1721-22 Taylor put up considerable re-
sistance to preaching in it. He preferred the location of the old
meeting house and wanted to preach there.13 Stephen Williams,
pastor of Longmeadow Church, who knew Taylor during his de-
clining years, refers in his journal to a dispute that Taylor had
with his townspeople over the choice of a constable. “Old
Mr. Taylor is very fond of his own thoughts and I am afraid will
make a very great difficulty and division in the town.” Taylor’s
stubbornness caused “a mournfull countenance among the people
again. Their Spirits Seem to be quite Sunk and depressed, and I
fear the ruine (i.e. in a great measure) of Town and church by
reason of the old Gentleman’s resolution.” 14

Taylor, then, seems to have been endowed with most of those
qualities usually connoted by the word puritan. He was learned,
grave, severe, stubborn, and stiff-necked. He was very, very pious.
But his piety was sincere. It was fed by a long continuous spiritual
experience arising, so he felt, from a mystical communion with
Christ. The reality and depth of this experience is amply wit-
nessed by his poetry.

12. In the Prince Collection, Boston Public Library, p. 66.

13. “The Letter Book of Samucl Sewall,” Collections of the Massachusetts
Historical Society, 6th ser., 2 (1886-88), 145—46.

14. See Alexander Medlicott, Jr., “Notes on Edward Taylor from the Diaries
of Stephen Williams,” A merican Literature, 34 (1962), 270-74.
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Taylor’s first poems, composed in England, copied into a com-
monplace book, and bound up with the manuscript of his diary,
are of biographical and historical interest but of little literary
value.15 A letter to his brother Joseph expresses commonplace
pious ejaculations in the ingenious acrostic form which fascinated
seventeenth-century poets: it is the first of a series of acrostic poems
by Taylor. “The Lay-man’s Lamentation” attacks the Act of Uni-
formity of 1662; a poem on Maypole dancing attacks that custom
as being both pagan and Popish; another poem places the respon-
sibility for the London fire of 1666 on the Catholics. Taylor’s life-
long aversion to the church of Rome is expressed in hundreds ot
lines of verse in his Metrical History of Christianity, a poem of
over 21,000 lines, paraphrased mainly from the Latin of the Prot-
estant church history of the sixteenth century known as the Magde-
burg Centuries.16

Taylor is at his best, however, when, instead of attacking others,
he is expressing his own doctrine in Gods Determinations, and his
spiritual experience of communion with Christ in the Preparatory”
Med:tations. These are the poems which have established Taylor
as America’s first major poet and as the last important representa-
tive of the metaphysical school of poetry founded by John Donne
and continued by George Herbert, Richard Crashaw, and Henry
Vaughan. The doctrine which informs Taylor’s verse is funda-
mentally Calvinistic. It is in accord with the Westminster Cate-
chism and Confession, Calvin’'s Institutes, the sermons of the
Mather dynasty, and Michael Wigglesworth’s Day of Doom.
Taylor, in the age of Newton and Locke, still believed in the God
of Calvin—an all powerful sovereign deity who, before the founda-
tions of the world were laid, arbitrarily decided to save and glorify
certain souls (the elect) from the just punishment of original sin.
Christ, God’s only begotten son, purchased by his active and pas-

15. See Donald E. Stanford, “The Earliest Poems of Edward Taylor,” 4meri-
can Literature, 32 (1960), 136-351.

16. See Donald E. Stanford, “Edward Taylor's Metrical History of Christian-
ity,” American Literature, 33 (1961), 279-95; A Transcript of Edward Taylor’s
Metrical History of Christianity (Cleveland, Micro Photo Inc., 1962).



