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Part I American Literature During the Colonial
and Revolutionary Periods

st e

Early Native American Literature

Before the New World called “America” existed, the
large area of land was home to many groups of people of
different cultures. Several thousand years before
Christopher Columbus (1451 - 1506), many groups of
people had already come to this area from Asia. These
people were the first “natives” on the American continent.

The first “Americans” were following animals across
Siberia. They probably crossed over into what is now
known as Alaska. Walking on the ice, they came looking
for more food and greener pastures. Nobody is sure, but
the first group probably came to the Americas about fifteen
thousand years ago. Some of these people stayed in the
North, and people know them today as Inuit. A few
groups moved further south into the middle of the
continent. Some of these groups stayed in the woods, like
the Iroquois in the northeast woodlands of America and
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I- American Literature During the Colonial and Revolutionary Periods

Canada. There were some who lived on the plains, like the Cheyenne in the middle
of North America. Others stayed in the Southwest and built cities on the
mountainsides, like the Pueblo Indians. More groups moved even farther south into
present-day Mexico and South America. The Aztecs lived in Mexico, the Maya in
Central America, and the Inca in South America. These groups, the first
“Americans”, lived here long before the Europeans came to take the land from
themn. They also had a very advanced civilization. There were at least five
hundred, and as many as two thousand, different spoken languages among the
different groups of people, many of them very sophisticated. The Inuit language,
for example, has several dozen words for the one English word “snow.” There
were several written languages as well. The Maya (of Mexico) had a picture
system of writing. They also had a yearly calendar far more advanced than
anything used in Europe at that time. The Indians were much more than just
farmers and hunters. We need to start any study of American literature with a look
at the literature of the Indians.

Most of these older cultures, however, had only an oral literature. Though we
can learn a little about the history of these Indians groups, there is very little of
their written literature to study. Most of their history was preserved in tales and
songs. When family and friends gathered for the harvest, or before they went
hunting, they repeated these stories. Virtually all Indian tribes had a rich store of
oral literature in the forms of songs, prayers, spells, charms, omens, riddles, and
stories. Their stories range from origin myths through trickster and hero tales to
prophecy. From the little recorded literature that remains, we have learned that
the Indians thought deeply about Nature. An important virtue of the Indian is
courage. Life in the freezing north and the burning south is not easy. People have
to be courageous. In one poem (by an Qjibwa Indian) the writer speaks of dying in
a strange land. The poet says “thunder and wind are the same wherever we go.
/We do not need to be afraid of dying in a strange land./ In the nature that
surrounds us, /we can always find something familiar. / We are never alone.” It is
interesting that this is the same idea that would be learned hundreds of years later
by different groups of Americans. When we look at the literature of the Puritans,

the Transcendentalists, the Naturalists, and even the Moderns, when we read
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Literature of Colonial American -I

Anne Bradstreet (c. 1612 — 1672), Emily Dickinson (1830 — 1886), Stephen
Crane (1871 — 1900), and Ernest Hemingway (1899 — 1961), we find similar
themes.

We do not know what became of many Indian civilizations, but they had a
well-established culture before the Europeans came, and that should be considered
the beginning of American culture and Native American Literature. We can only
imagine from the remaining literature what those first native American writers were
like. As Daniel B. Shea states, “The native voice in American literature is
indispensable. There is no true literary history of the United States without it.”

Literature of Colonial American

Early Settlers

European explorers came to the vast American continental area to seek a
fortune and a new paradise. The earliest settlers were Dutch, Swedish, French,
German, Spanish, Portuguese, and Italian.

It was not until early in the seventeenth century that the English began their
settlement of the North American continent. There were three important groups
who came to the New World from Europe at first. These groups have helped
establish this place we call “America.”

The first group of Europeans to come to America were business people. They
were hoping that they could establish companies in the New World. These
companies would send food and wood products back to Europe. In 1606, three
ships left England sponsored by the London Company. These first travelers
intended to settle some place north of a Spanish settlement in Florida and south of a
French settlement in Canada. In April 1607, they came to Chesapeake Bay, at the
mouth of a river. They named the river Jameé for the king who sponsored their
ships. This was the beginning of Jamestown Colony (1607), the first English

settlement in the New World, a settlement established not for religious but for

commercial purposes. It was a dangerous undertaking. Thirty-nine of the original
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l- American Literature During the Colonial and Revolutionary Periods

144 people died even before they arrived in the New World, and within two years
there were only thirty-eight left in the little settlement.

Several years later, another group of settlers also arrived in the New World.
This group was looking for the Jamestown settlement. However, because of bad
navigation, they landed at Plymouth (1620), Salem (1628), and Massachusetts
Bay (1630). They were also coming to the New World with dreams of success, but
their goal was different from those in the Jamestown settlement. This group
wanted to start a new world governed by the Bible. They were called Puritans
because they wanted to live a better life by making themselves pure. These two
groups, those with commercial interests and those with a religious purpose, have
important differences. Essentially, one group was in America for business, the
other for religion. These two groups have affected the growth of the entire New
World. These two groups are opposites in many ways. Their ideals, their
lifestyles, and their cultures are completely different. The differences in these two
groups can still be seen today in the northern and southern parts of America.

A third group of settlers also began to develop, mainly made up of people who
ocould not, or did not want to join the two original groups in the South and North.
From these two groups the Middle Colonies emerged in New York, Pennsylvania,
Maryland, and Delaware. We can clearly see these three groups today: strength in
education is found in the North, well established agriculture in the South, and
highly developed commerce in the Middle States. The names of different towns in
the colonies tell of their origins. New York was founded by people from York,
New Hampshire by those from Hampshire. The whole northern part of the East
Coast is known as New England. This means, of course, that everyone was
originally from England. Other town and state names tell us who started them in
the past, and almost all are from other countries.

These settlers formed the earliest colonial forces. They wrote about their
voyage to the new land, about adapting themselves to unfamiliar climates and
crops, about dealing with Indians. They wrote in diaries and in journals. They
wrote letters and contracts. John Smith (1580 — 1631), one of their leaders,
understood the hardships they would have in the new land, and he wrote about
many of the difficulties in True Relation of Virginia (1608), and Description of
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Literature of Colonial American am I

New England (1616). However, his writing was more like an advertisement than
a warning. As Bode states, “The first American literature was neither American
nor really literature. It was not American because it was the work mainly of
immigrants from England. It was not literature as we know it—in the form of
poetry, essay, or fiction—but rather an interesting mixture of travel accounts and

religious writings. ”

Puritanism and its Literary Forms

The first settlers came to America for various reasons: some to escape from
religious and political oppression and persecution, others because of the desire for
greater economic opportunity, for more land, and for adventure. Those who felt
that the Church had become too complicated and believed in a simpler church,
simpler ways of life, and simpler forms of literature were called “Puritans,” so
named because they wished to “purify” the rituals, the religious practice of the
church and to lessen the authority of bishops. To them, religion had the highest
priority and man should live, think, and act in a way which tended to the glory of
God. However, the Puritan’s cleaning efforts were not well received by the Church
of England and the Puritans were severely oppressed. They were forced to escape to
a new land to avoid facing increasing persecution in England. Finally, they arrived
on the Mayflower and settled in Plymouth with a promising hope of creating a new
paradise. They soon established their own religious and moral principles. Over the
years in the new homeland the Puritans built a way of life that stressed hard work,
thrift, piety, and sobriety. They were practical idealists. This is the group we
usually think about when we talk about the “first Americans.” These enthusiastic
advocates of highly religious and moral principles brought with them beliefs that
were to become known as American Puritanism, which became a dominant factor
in American life and one of the most enduring influences in American thought and
American literature. Without some understanding of Puritanism, there can be no
real understanding of America and its literature.

Literature of the Early Settlements

The most important type of literature from the Puritans has an interesting
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I- American Literature During the Colonial and Revolutionary Periods

background. Their literature was based on a myth, the Biblical myth of the Garden
of Eden. So American literature grew out of commonplace origins. Diaries,
biographies, histories, journals, letters, travel books, sermons, autobiographies,
and poems occupy a major position in the literature of the early colonial period. The
Puritans believed that they should spend all their free time studying the Bible.
They thought that because they should be studying the Bible, other forms of
enjoyment were unacceptable. Even though they enjoyed dancing and singing,
people often considered poetry to be an inferior form of writing and not totally
acceptable to Puritan thinking. Pbetry did not allow man to think about God.
Therefore, many poems written during this time were hidden. We do not know
how many poems have been lost because the people who wrote them often did not
want other people to read them. Although early poems such as The Bay Psalm
Book (1640), The Day of Doom (1662),and New England Primer (1683) were
all clumsily religious, they were kept. Early poets like Anne Bradstreet and
Edward Taylor were in fact servants of God. The poetry of colonial America shows
a rich variety in type and manner. But for writing with a plain style, which is
fresh, simple and direct, without unnecessary ornament and without references,
the best example was the sermon.

Edward Taylor (1645 — 1729), for example, was unknown in his day. He
was discovered in the 1930s. He hid all the poems he wrote because he felt writing
poetry was not acceptable for a Puritan teacher and considered writing his poems
just as a mental exercise. His finest poems, filled with vivid imagery, were found
many years later and the book, The Poems of Edward Taylor was published in
1961. He was a meditative poet, a Puritan poet, concerned about how his images
speak for God. The following poem, “Huswifery” is a good example as Taylor
describes a simple daily incident and uses a lot of metaphors.

Huswifery

Make me, O Lord, thy spinning wheel complete.
Thy holy word my distaff make for me.
Make mine affections thy swift flyers neat,
And make my soul thy holy spool to be.
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My conversation make to be thy reel,
And real the yarn thereon spun of thy wheel.

Anne Bradstreet (c. 1612~ 1672) was one of the most significant poets of this
period. Fortunately, women were considered different from men at that time, so
she could write ponderous verses on personal subjects. Her book of poetry, The
Tenth Muse Lately Sprung Up In America (1650), which was the first book of
New World poems published in England, reflects the concerns of women who came
to settle in the colonies. It was her brother-in-law John Woodbridge who brought
Ann’s manuscripts to England and published it without Ann’s permission.
Bradstreet used the plain style of writing that is typical of many early Puritan
writers. Her poems are about simple living and about faith in the Puritan way of
life. Many of her poems are personal in subject, often pondering on domestic topics
from a religious point of view, and about her family. One poem talks about the love
she had for her husband and his love for her. Another Bradstreet poem tells of an
accident on July 10, 1666, the burning of her house. In all her poems, however,
she shows her strong belief in God. Her talent and skill to capture the colonial
experience in poetry set her in place as one of America’s most outstanding early
writers and as an important woman poet in the first two hundred years of American

literature.
To My Dear and Loving Husband

If ever two were one, then surely we.

If ever man were loved by wife, then thee;

If ever wife was happy in a man,

Compare with me, ye women, if you can.

I prize thy love more than whole mines of gold,
Or all the riches that the east doth hold.

My love is such that rivers cannot quench,

Nor aught * but love from thee give recompense.
Thy love is such I can no way repay,

* aught = anything
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I- American Literature During the Colonial and Revolutionary Periods

The heavens reward thee manifold, I pray.
Then while we live, in love let’s so persever, *

That when we live no more, we may live ever.

Another important form of writing from this period is histories. These books
are important because they tell us about life at the time of the Puritans. The stories
help us understand a little about what life must have been like for those new
settlers. The clearest history of the Puritans’ journey to the New World is found in
History of Plymouth Plantation by William Bradford (c. 1590 ~ 1657). This book
tells of the Puritans’ difficulties with the Indians, the first deadly winter when half
the people died, and then about their initial successes. The history is written in the
Puritan’s “plain style” of writing. The language is often difficult for us to read
today, but it is still much easier than the “ornate style” used by most officials then.
Though the plain style was only used by the earliest Puritans, it has survived in
other American writers: Benjamin Franklin (1706 —1790), Emily Dickinson(1830
—1886), Mark Twain (1835 — 1910), and Ernest Hemingway (1899 — 1961),
among others, have all used this style of writing in their work.

The Puritans had several kinds of literature. By far the most common form is
writing related to Biblical teachings, or sermons, that the church leaders wrote.
The Puritans believed that they were in the New World because God had brought
them there for a special purpose. The Puritans went to church regularly to study
the Bible so that they could learn more about this way of life. The church leaders
would speak about the meaning of life in the New World and would give an
interpretation from the Bible. Some of their sermons have survived to this day.
The most celebrated one is by Jonathan Edwards (1703 — 1758), Sinners in the
Hands of an Angry God (1733). In this sermon, Edwards talks about God’s
kindness even though He has a right to be angry with man.

* persever= persevere ([t was read [ pssevs] at that time to rhyme with “ever”. )
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American Revolutionary Literature

A War of Words

At the end of the eighteenth century the English government began
demanding more from the colonies. These demands came in the form of taxes. The
war of words began in 1763 with the introduction of the Stamp Act. When the
Americans complained and demonstrated about the Stamp Act, the English stopped
the tax. Then the English started a new tax, the Townshend Acts in 1767. After
several years and more angry words, the English government sent eight hundred
soldiers into Boston on March 4, 1770. Five people were killed in what became
known as the Boston Massacre. Another tax in 1773, this time on tea, prompted
the people of Boston to throw their English tea into the harbor. This was called the
Boston Tea Party. During the years before the actual fighting and killing began,
there was a constant flow of words across the ocean, and written statements of
protest continued from the American colonists. Among the most renowned is the
work of Thomas Paine (1737 — 1809). Common Sense, a forty-seven page
pamphlet by Paine, appeared on January 10, 1776. The pamphlet helped complete
the debate that resulted in America’s separation from England. One of the most
famous lines in the war of words comes from another Thomas Paine pamphlet called
Crisis (1776), and talks of the difficult situation the American colonies were
experiencing: “These are the times that try men’s souls.” Another oft-quoted line
from this period of American history has been attributed to Patrick Henry (1736 —
1799), a politician from Virginia. In one speech, he said, “I know not what
course others may take; but as for me, give me liberty or give me death!” His
meaning is clear, Americans wanted to gain freedom from England or to die trying.

Though many people died fighting in the American Revolution, it was really a
war of words. The most important document from this period was a single sheet of
paper called The Declaration of Independence, written mainly by Thomas
Jefferson (1743 — 1826). Even though the content of the Declaration is not
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