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The land was ours before we were the land's

She was our land more than a hundred years

Before we were her people. She was ours

In Massachusetts, in Virginia,

But we were England's, still colonials,

           (Robert Frost, From The Gift Outright, 1942)
Introduction
The story of American letters has its beginnings in Europe, for the roots of American culture are grounded in the life of the Old World. Only in their surroundings were the seventeenth-century immigrants American. In race and in civilization they were merely transplanted Europeans, who brought to the colonies unchanged Old World speech, manners, politics, and religion. The Colonists thought as Europeans; and, when they wrote, they discussed issues of interest in Europe, and followed European models of style. Yet the influence of the New World surroundings was constantly at work, molding the immigrant material into American forms. Colonial literature was, therefore, the product of two basic forces: the European cultural heritage and the American environment. 
A. The literature of Exploration (Virginia)
Much of the literature of exploration was written for purely practical ends with little thought of finish or literary beauty. The early literature of exploration is made up of diaries, letters, travel journals, ships’ logs, and reports to the explorers’ financial backers. Interspersed with this is the work of a few English scholars who made a brief sojourn in the new land and then flitted back across the ocean. The writings of the period may be roughly gathered into four groups:
1. Letters to friends in England: These, written often in haste, with no thought of literary finish, are full of observations on the strange scenes and surroundings into which the lives -of their writers had fallen. They are of value now only so far as they throw light on the history, society, and spirit of the age that produced them.

2. Descriptions of the Indians, of the geography of the country, of the new flora and fauna, and of the history of the early days of the settlement. Captain John Smith's A True Relation of Virginia (1608) and A Map of Virginia (1612); and Alexander Whitaker's Good News from Virginia (1613) are the best examples of this class of literature.
3. Legal letters and reports to the Companies in England, as, for example, Captain John Smith's Answers to the Seven Questions (1624), etc.
4. Scholarly works written by Englishmen of leisure sojourning for a time in America.

B. Puritanical Literature (New England)
Many of the settlers in the 1600s were Puritans. Puritans were a group of English Protestants who had sought to purify the Church of England and return to simpler ways of worshiping. Their efforts had been most unwelcome in England, however, and many left the country for America to escape persecution.

Puritan settlers believed themselves chosen by God to create a new order in America. John Winthrop, for example, wrote in 1630 that “we must consider that we shall be as a City upon a hill. The eyes of all people are upon us.” Puritans’ values directed every aspect of their lives.  They saw human struggle with sin as a daily mission and believed, above all else, that the Bible would help them through the torments of human weakness. Although they felt that humans were essentially sinful, they believed that some, the “elect,” would be spared from eternal punishment by God’s grace.

Hard work, thrift, and responsibility were therefore seen as morally good, a sign that God was working within. The thriving settlements and financial success that grew from these qualities were thought to be a mark of God’s approval. However, Puritanism had a dark side as well. Puritans tended to be inflexible in their religious faith and intolerant of viewpoints other than their own. They fiercely assailed the Quakers; they drove Roger Williams and Anne Hutchinson into the wilderness, and in another famous case, the Salem witchcraft trials (1692), a whole community fell victim to the hysteria of the witch-hunt, ending with more than 19 people dead by execution.

1. Basic Puritan Beliefs
a. The Puritans believed that God was working in their daily lives.

b. The Puritans would “search” their daily lives in order to find any symbols from God.

c. The urge to succeed and exceed: the belief that hard work is a necessary ingredient of happiness and an earthly indicator that they are the chosen people.

d. Total Depravity: through Adam and Eve's fall, every person is born sinful; concept of Original Sin.
e. Unconditional Election: God "saves" those he wishes; only a few are selected for salvation (concept of predestination).

2. The Puritan Tradition

Puritan writers had their own purposes for recording history. They believed writing should be useful, a tool to help readers understand the Bible and guide them in their daily lives. For this reason, logic, clarity, and order were more prized in writing than beauty or adornment. One Puritan compared adorned writing to stained-glass windows. “The paint upon the glass may feed the fancy, but the room is not well lighted by it.” Using a familiar, down-to-earth metaphor such as this to make a deeper point is a common feature of Puritan writing. The direct, powerful, plain language of much of American literature owes a debt to the Puritans.
a) sermons and other theological works
Sermons were by far the most common sort of literature in puritan Colonial communities totally controlled by the church. Dozens of ministers published the sermons that they had written, the best known being those of Nathaniel Ward, John Cotton, Thomas Hooker, Increase Mather, etc. Meant to convince the congregation and to be later discussed and reflected upon, they had to be clear and well-constructed and were usually written in the plain and straightforward style which is so often considered characteristic of Puritan writing. But the influence of the Bible often made for eloquence and sometimes even rhetorical ingenuity and extravagance. 
Typical Representative Writings
Nathaniel Ward's The Simple Cobler of Aggawam in America (1647)
John Cotton's The Way of the Churches of Christ in New England (1645) and The Way of Congregational Churches Cleared (1648)
Thomas Hooker's A Survey of the Summe of Church Discipline (1648)
Increase Mather's Case of Conscience Concerning Evil Spirits Personating Men (1693)
John Winthrop's Sermon Preached on the Way to the New World
b) captivity narratives (jeremiads)
Captivity narrative is a uniquely American literary genre that recounts the experience of a white European or, later, an American, during his or (more usually) her captivity and eventual release from hostile enemy captors (generally Native Americans). Enormously popular since their inception in the seventeenth century, captivity narratives influenced the development of both autobiographical writings and the novel in America. Like any other literary genre, the Indian-captivity narrative has characteristic elements. These include sudden, fierce Native American attacks on frontier settlements; innocent, defenseless prisoners (usually women and children); hardship as the Indians move from camp to camp; and eventual rescue of the captives. 

A Jeremiad is a form usually associated with second generation Puritan sermons but which is also relevant to many other kinds of Puritan writing. Drawing from the Old Testament books of Jeremiah and Isaiah, jeremiads lament the spiritual and moral decline of a community and interpret recent misfortunes as God's just punishment for that decline. But at the same time that jeremiads bemoan their communities' fall from grace, they also read the misfortunes and punishments that result from that fall as paradoxical proofs of God's love and of the group's status as his "chosen people." According to jeremidic logic, God would not bother chastising or testing people he did not view as special or important to his divine plan. 

Typical Representative Writings
Mary Rowlandson's Narrative of the Captivity and Restoration of Mrs. Mary Rowlandson (1682)  
William Bradford's Of Plymouth Plantation (1630-1651)  
b) puritan poetry

Most Puritan writers composed “plain” sermons, histories, and treatises, but poetry was the means of expression for others. In fact, the first book issued in the North American colonies was The Bay Psalm Book in 1640, in which the Bible’s psalms were rewritten to fit the rhythms of familiar Puritan hymns. 
Puritan poets such as Anne Bradstreet and Edward Taylor viewed poetry primarily as a means of exploring the relationship between the individual and God. Bradstreet’s poems reflect her wide learning, deep faith, and love for her husband and children. They also provide insight into the position of women in the male-dominated Puritan society. Her book of poetry, The Tenth Muse Lately Sprung Up in America (1650), was the first work by a North American woman to be published. Minister Edward Taylor, possibly considered the best-known Puritan poet, wrote most of his poems as aids for his meditations. His poetry, like much Puritan writing, uses vivid images from nature and from everyday life as a way to help readers grasp the spiritual world beyond.

In spite of the Puritan's admiration for the classics and poets like Milton, poetry was often distrusted for appealing too much to the senses and the imagination, so that verse tended to be imitative of English poets such as Virgil, Horace, E. Spenser, or P. Sidney for instance, rather than original poetry. However, three poets stand out: Anne Bradstreet, Michael Wigglesworth, and Edward Taylor. 
Typical Representative Writings
Michael Wigglesworth's Day of Doom (1662)  
Anne Bradstreet’s Here Followes Some Verses Upon the Burning of our House (1678)  
Edward Taylor's God's Determinations (1685) and Preparatory Meditations (1682)   
3. How did Puritanism relate to literature? 

There are many opinions about this question.  Some would argue that American literature simply grew out of changing historical factors that had little or nothing to do with the religious questioning done by the Puritans.  Others argue that the Puritans’ practice of examining their lives for acts of good and evil naturally shifted into creative writing and imaginative expressions.  Still, the question becomes whether Puritan writing should be seen as simply historic documentation, or does their writing have literary merit?

Puritans wrote diaries in which they would often find spiritual meaning in what might be considered simple coincidences. For example,  

a) The poor health of a human's body may be compared to bits of broken glass.
b) A snake found under a person’s porch may be seen as the presence of evil.  This could be a warning from God or a visit from the devil.
c) A woman accidentally burning a shirt may represent the fact that God was preparing her for the future death of her husband. 

d) The Puritans begin to see the Indians as “devils.”  The Puritans’ success at defeating Indians on certain occasions was seen as a justification from God for killing Indians.  

It is worth noting at this point that the puritan age was anything but a poetical one. Yet, we find among the early colonists many writers of verse than of prose that is of literary value. 
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