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Chapter One Early American
Literature

(1620-1820)

Early Colonial American Literature

Christopher Columbus discovered the American Continent in
1492, but the United States became an independent country in
1776, nearly three centuries later.

The development of colonial America into the United States
was recorded by explorers and colonizers from Europe in a litera-
ture that began as accounts of exploration and colonization. They
wrote of what they saw and what they felt in the New World, and
thereby they created a literature that was amazingly rich.

However, the early settlers thought of themselves as Europe-
ans instead of Americans. They observed European customs and
habits, and remained European in their ways of thinking and writ-
ing. So much of their literature is not uniquely American. It is not
really literature either because much of it told people how to do
things and was written in the forms of letter, diary and report. A-
mong the early colonial American writers, there were some descrip-
tive writers who contributed significantly to the development of the

nation’s literature, including Captain John Smith (1580-1631) and
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William Bradford (1500-1657).

Captain John Smith was among the members of a small band of
settlers who founded the first permanent English settlement in
North America—Jamestown, Virginia in 1607. He was born in
England of poor farmers, and ran away as a youth to become a
merchant soldier. When the Jamestown settlers faced immense dif~
ficulties, Smith became their leader, and saved their colony from
ruin. He forced the settlers to build defense, plant crops, and
trade with the Indians. He started Jamestown on its way to surviv-
al. In 1609, he returned to England, and five years later, he was
sent back to America by merchant investors to search for gold, col-
lect furs and kill whales for oil. After the voyage, he returned to
the Old World, where he spent most of his remaining years writing
and rewriting his histories and reports.

His first published work was a letter he had sent from Virginia
to a friend in England, where it was printed in 1608 as A True Re—
lation of Occurrences and Accidents in Virginia. This account of
exploration has been described as the first distinctive American lit-
erature to be written in English. In 1616 he published A Descrip-
tion of New England. In 1624 he published his most important
work The General History of Virginia.

“Strongly shaped by a New World consciousness, Smith’s de-
scriptions of America were filled with themes, myths, images.,
scenes, cha-racters, and events that were a foundation for the
nation’s literature, He portrayed English North America as a land

of endless bounty, a land of nourishment and redemption. ”® This

@ George McMichael, et. , ed. Anthology of American Literature. New
York: McMillan Publishing Co. » Inc. » and London: Collier Macmillan Publish-
ers. 1980, p 2.



confirmed the European dream of America as an earthly paradise.
“His delectable vision helped lured many English settlers to Ameri-
ca, among them the Pilgrims and Puritans who saw themselves as
new saints with a spiritual mission to flee the Old World and create
a New Israel, a New Promised Land, in the America that John
Smith had described. ”®

William Bradford was one of the Pilgrims on the ship “May-
flower”, which sailed to America in 1620. They landed at Cape Cod
and founded the Plymouth Colony. Bradford was chosen as the
governor many times, serving almost continuously from 1621 to
1656. But all through his life, he remained a humble man who
sought neither personal glory nor riches. Instead, he held fast to
his faith in the divine mission of the Pilgrims. His life is an epitome
of determination and self-sacrifice that are characteristic of his peo-
ple.

He began writing his history of the Pilgrims in 1630, which
was published posthumously as Of Plymouth Plantation, a book
that has been regarded as one of the great works of colonial Ameri-

ca.

Literature of Puritan New England

The Plymouth Colony was the oldest, but remained one of the
poorest of the New England colonies. In 1691 it was absorbed by
the large and prosperous Massachusetts Bay Colony centered at

Boston.

@ George McMichael, et. , ed. Anthology of American Literature. New
York: McMillan Publishing Co. » Inc. » and London: Collier Macmillan Publish-
ers. 1980, p 2.
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The Massachusetts Bay Puritans were a group of serious reli-
gious people who advocated strict religious and moral principles.
They believed that the priests and bishops of the Church of Eng-
land had too much power and too little respect for the teachings of
the Bible which, they regarded as the revealed word of God. They
believed that people should take the Bible as their guide to all as-
pects of life, the Church of England should be purified of its er-
rors, and church worship should be restored to the pure and unspot-
ted condition of its earlier days. “For their ceaseless efforts to ‘puri-
fy” the English Church, to purge it of corruption, they earned the
name ‘Puritans’, 7@

The Puritans adhered to their basic religious beliefs, which
had been strongly shaped by the teachings of Martin Luther (1483~
1546) and John Calvin (1509-1564). They agreed with Martin Lu-
ther who asserted that priests and bishops should not be regarded
as a privileged class that had the right to impose their law upon the
Christians, and all true believers were equally divine. “From
Calvin’s great work, The Institutes of the Christian Religion
(1536-1559), the New England co-lonists derived their basic theo-
logical doctrines: of total depravity, that because of the original sin
of Adam and Eve, all mankind was born corrupt and prone to e-
vil”; of limited atonement, that Jesus’ sacrifice had earned God’s
forgiveness, or grace, only for the elect, a limited few; of irresisti-
ble grace, that salvation was ordained by God, and one could nei-
ther win nor lose salvation by his own acts; of predestination, that

God had predestined all events and selected all those who would be

@ George McMichael, et. , ed. Anthology of American Literature. New
York: McMillan Publishing Co. » Inc. » and London: Collier Macmillan Publish-
ers. 1980, p 5.



saved in heaven, and all those who would be lost in hell. 7 @ These
doctrines, which may appear harsh, were received with joy and
comfort by the Puritans.

The Puritans set an example to the Christian world with their
absolute dedication to religious principles. They developed a tradi-
tion of preaching and sermon. Sermons were by far the most popu-
lar literature of the time and the dominant literary form for the ma-
jor writers of New England although sermons were more like
lengthy exercises in logic than works of literary arts.

The Massachusetts Bay colonists were devoted to sermons and
Bible study, and therefore they placed great emphasis on educa-
tion. As a result, their colony soon became the educational and cul-
tural center of the English colonies in North America. They foun-
ded the first American co-llege, Harvard, at Cambridge in 1636,
established the first colonial press also at Cambridge in 1638, and
published the first colonial newspaper in Boston in 1690.

In the Puritan period, many of the people who were writing
were politically and religiously powerful. This group that ruled was
called theocracy. Among them was a minister, John Cotton (1584~
1652), who joined the Massachusetts Bay Colony and became a re-
ligious leader. He wrote many works on the church, and some of
them were very influential. The Keyes of the Kingdom of Heaven
(1644) became the standard congregational guide in New England.
Cotton and his group preached for the Puritan church authority.

Toward the middle of the 17th century, there emerged another
group of writers who were more sectarian and pragmatic. Then
came the Puritan controversy between the two writers, John Cot-

ton and Roger Williams (1603-1683). Cotton’s autocratic views on

@ Ibid., p 5.



