Colonial Period Of American Literature

The Puritan Era
(1600 to 1700)

Colonial period of American literature marks a significant chapter in the evolution of the literary landscape
in the United States. Spanning from the early 17th century to the mid-18th century, this period was
characterized by the writings of European settlers who sought to document their experiences, beliefs, and
the complexities of life in the New World. The literature of this time reflects the cultural, social, and
political struggles faced by these early inhabitants, as well as their ambitions and aspirations. In this article,
we will explore the key characteristics, themes, and notable authors of the colonial period of American
literature, providing insights into how this era set the foundation for the rich literary tradition that

followed.

Characteristics of Colonial American Literature

The colonial period of American literature is defined by several distinctive characteristics that differentiate
it from later literary movements. Understanding these traits can help readers appreciate the cultural

context in which these works were created.

1. Religious Influence

A predominant theme in colonial literature was religion. Many early settlers were Puritans or other

religious groups seeking freedom from persecution in Europe. Consequently, their writings often reflected:



- A focus on divine providence
- Moral and ethical considerations

- The importance of community and faith

Writers like Anne Bradstreet and Jonathan Edwards exemplified this religious motivation, infusing their

poetry and sermons with spiritual reflections.

2. Historical Context

The colonial period was also shaped by historical events, including:
- The arrival of European settlers
- Interactions with Native Americans

- The establishment of colonies

These events influenced the narratives and themes of colonial literature, leading to works that documented

both the challenges and triumphs experienced by these early settlers.

3. Use of Oral Tradition

Before the widespread use of written texts, storytelling played a crucial role in preserving culture and

history. Many colonial writers incorporated elements of oral tradition into their works, such as:
- Folktales
- Legends

- Anecdotes

This blending of oral and written forms contributed to the richness of colonial literature.

Themes in Colonial American Literature

Colonial American literature often grappled with themes that reflected the experiences of its writers. Here

are some of the most significant themes found during this period:

1. Exploration and Settlement



The theme of exploration and settlement is prevalent in colonial literature. Writers chronicled their
journeys to the New World, depicting the challenges of unfamiliar landscapes and interactions with

indigenous peoples. Notable works include:

- "A Description of New England" by John Smith
- "The General History of Virginia" by John Smith

These texts illustrated the adventurous spirit of the time and the settlers’ desire to carve out a new life.

2. Nature and the Environment

The natural world played a critical role in the writings of this period. Authors often described the beauty
and peril of the American landscape, reflecting both awe and trepidation. Nature was seen as both a source

of inspiration and a formidable adversary. Key writers in this theme include:

- Edward Taylor

- Anne Bradstreet

Their poems often explored the relationship between humanity and the divine as revealed through nature.

3. Identity and Community

The construction of identity was paramount during the colonial period. Settlers were often torn between
their European heritage and their new American surroundings. This theme is reflected in the writings

that explore:
- The formation of new social structures
- The creation of a distinct American identity

- The importance of community in overcoming hardships

Writers like Mary Rowlandson, in her narrative "The Sovereignty and Goodness of God," highlighted the

complexities of identity and survival in the face of conflict.

Notable Authors of the Colonial Period

The colonial period of American literature produced several influential authors whose works continue to

resonate today. Here are some of the most notable figures:



1. Anne Bradstreet

As the first published American poet, Anne Bradstreet's works often reflect her Puritan beliefs and her
experiences as a woman in a male-dominated society. Her poetry addresses themes of love, loss, and

spirituality. Notable poems include:

- "To My Dear and Loving Husband"
- "Upon the Burning of Our House"

Bradstreet’s ability to articulate personal emotions within a religious framework set her apart as a

pioneering voice in American literature.

2. Jonathan Edwards

A prominent preacher and theologian, Jonathan Edwards is best known for his fire-and-brimstone sermons,

particularly "Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God." His writing is characterized by:

- Vivid imagery
- Emotional intensity

- Deep theological insights

Edwards played a crucial role in the First Great Awakening, influencing both religious thought and

literary style in America.

3. Edward Taylor

Edward Taylor was a Puritan poet and minister whose work was largely unpublished during his lifetime.
His poems, such as "God's Determinations” and "Upon a Spider Catching a Fly," are characterized by

complex metaphors and spiritual exploration. Taylor’s poetry is marked by:
- Rich imagery
- Theological depth

- Personal reflection

His works contribute significantly to the understanding of colonial American poetry.



4. Mary Rowlandson

Mary Rowlandson's captivity narrative, "The Sovereignty and Goodness of God," is one of the earliest
examples of the genre in American literature. Her account of being captured by Native Americans

provides insight into the cultural clashes of the time and explores themes of faith, survival, and resilience.

Conclusion: The Legacy of Colonial American Literature

The colonial period of American literature is foundational to understanding the larger narrative of
Anmerican literary history. The themes, characteristics, and influential authors of this era laid the
groundwork for future literary movements. Through their experiences, early American writers captured
the complexities of a new world, reflecting both their struggles and triumphs. The legacy of colonial
literature continues to inform contemporary discussions around identity, community, and the human
experience in America. As we delve into this rich tapestry of early American writing, we uncover not just
the stories of the past but also the enduring spirit of exploration and expression that defines American

literature today.

Frequently Asked Questions

‘What are the defining characteristics of colonial American literature?

Colonial American literature is characterized by its focus on religious themes, the use of Puritanical
language, and a strong emphasis on morality and societal norms. It often reflects the experiences of settlers

and their interactions with Native Americans, as well as the challenges of life in the New World.

‘Who are some notable authors from the colonial period of American
literature?

Notable authors from the colonial period include Anne Bradstreet, the first published American poet;
Edward Taylor, known for his metaphysical poetry; and Jonathan Edwards, famous for his fire-and-

brimstone sermons. Their works often explore themes of faith, nature, and the human condition.

How did colonial American literature reflect the social and political
climate of its time?

Colonial American literature often mirrored the social and political climate by addressing issues such as
religious freedom, colonization, and the tension between European settlers and Native American
populations. It served as a medium for expressing the complexities of identity, governance, and community

in a new land.



What role did religion play in colonial American literature?

Religion played a central role in colonial American literature, particularly through Puritan literature that
emphasized the importance of faith, grace, and moral conduct. Many works were written as sermons or

religious reflections, aiming to guide the community in spiritual matters and reinforce moral values.

How did the colonial period influence later American literature?

The colonial period laid the foundation for later American literature by establishing themes of
individualism, the quest for identity, and the exploration of the American experience. The use of
vernacular language and the blending of various cultural influences during this period set the stage for

future literary movements, including Romanticism and Realism.
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