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INTRODUCTION

American literature is undergoing something like a seismic shift as new texts join the canon, older texts are being reinterpreted, unknown or forgotten writers are being discovered or reappropriated, and established reputations are being reassessed. This phenomenon would seem less notable if it were not so difficult to remember that the American literary canon has always been undergoing revision. The canon of 1920—or of 1950, or even of 1970—had a very different appearance than the canon of today, and the canon of today is far from stable. Literary canons, like cultures themselves, are always being contested and reconstructed, because they represent a culture’s repository of narrative, lyrical, and discursive paradigms, its assemblage of the stories it tells itself about itself. The instability of the canon simply signifies, and at some moments actually mirrors, the debate that the culture is having with itself about what verbal shapings best describe those contours of experience that it imagines to be its own.

Nowhere is this more evident than in the field known as early American literature, the site of American culture’s myths of origin. By “early” we used to mean a literature that began with the first evidence of sustained and purposeful European—and predominantly British—contact and settlement in what is now the United States at the beginning of the seventeenth century and that concluded sometime before the rise of nationalist aspirations around the middle of the eighteenth century. Now, however, it is accepted that early American literature originates in a period that antedates the commencement of English settlement along the Eastern seaboard, when the ideas that eventually inspired and nourished European contact with the New World were  first achieving their initial Renaissance form. It is also generally conceded that no fair estimate can be made of the impact, fate, or effect of those ideas that the original European—and not just English—explorers, conquistadors, colonists, and settlers brought with them without at least some appreciation of the mythological framework and the conceptual mindset of the indigenous peoples who would be so violently displaced by them.

This means that the parameters of early American writing are now widely held to go back as far as the beginning of the early modern period in Europe and to include everything from narratives of discovery to utopian fantasies about the creation or recovery of Paradise and Amerindian legends about the founding of the world. Those parameters are now also understood to extend far enough forward not only to encompass the emergence of the new nation-state in part wrested out of the tensions and conflicts associated with that earlier, presettlement legacy but also to include some of the more consequential energies liberated by its early development. Where this literature was once thought to be the expression chiefly of men, we now realize that it was also shaped in significant ways by the sometimes different expressive talents of women. Where this literature was formerly considered the experiential record primarily of transplanted English citizens, we now know that Hispanic, French, African-American, and Native American peoples played a substantial role in its constitution and growth. And with an expanded sense of the various peoples who contributed to the complex formation of this literature has come as well a deepened understanding of the different kinds of writing that the colonization of the United States produced. In other words, we now know that the “America” that was brought into existence by the practice of early American writing was not “discovered,” as the Mexican historian Edmundo O’Gorman has pointed out, so much as “invented,” or “discovered” because it was “invented.”

This is not to claim that there was nothing to be found on Friday, October 12, 1492, at around 2:00 A.M., when Christopher Columbus (1451?–1506) made landfall in the West Indies on the island of what is now called San Salvador; only that Columbus was mistaken about what he had come upon that fateful morning and that he then compounded the problem by resisting the corrections of experience. Looking for a sea passage to India, Columbus supposed that he had actually managed, as he’d intended, to reach the Orient, and then he steadfastly refused to relinquish this conviction despite three later voyages that at most never carried him farther west than the Paria peninsula of Venezuela. Convinced nonetheless that he had landed on the shores of Asia, he was therefore unaware that instead he had come upon a new landmass, leaving credit for that discovery to be claimed by another  Italian navigator named Amerigo Vespucci (1454–1512), whose report of a landfall achieved before Columbus’s in the Southern hemisphere was most likely made up.

Columbus was certain instead that he had found a passage to India because he viewed everything before his eyes with a mental picture he had already constructed. This mental picture was derived chiefly from his reading of the Bible, together with his familiarity with the accounts of Marco Polo’s overland journey to China and his knowledge of Ptolemaic geography. The ancient astronomer Ptolemy (fl. A.D. 130) had postulated that the earth was considerably smaller than we now know it to be and that the Asian landmass extended much farther into the ocean than it does. As it happens, this theory turned out to be admirably suited to Columbus’s purposes, since it tended to confirm Marco Polo’s speculations about the proximity of Japan’s position relative to Portugal and was reinforced by certain prophetic claims found in the Bible. The apocryphal Book of Esdras (2:6), for example, held that the world was six parts land and only one part water. The Book of Ezekiel (5:5), in turn, maintained that Jerusalem was at the center of the world. Such assertions not only persuaded Columbus that the sea voyage from Portugal to Asia was comparatively short (2,700 miles, as opposed to the actual 12,000); they also assured him that in undertaking this expedition he was fulfilling the injunctions of Holy Scripture: “In carrying out this Enterprise of the Indies, neither reason nor mathematics nor maps were any use to me: fully accomplished were the words of Isaiah.”

Vespucci, on the other hand, was prepared to steal credit for discovering a New World even if he had to fabricate his own account of it. According to his own account in Mundus Novus, or The New World (1503), Vespucci did not actually land on the coast of what is now Brazil until 1501, recording there that he and his company had come upon “a new land which . . . we observed to be a continent.” But the validity of this achievement was immediately placed in jeopardy by the speculation that Columbus might have touched upon the coast of Venezuela during his third voyage in 1498. In his next book, Vespucci therefore changed his story to claim that, in fact, he had reached the South American mainland on a voyage made a year earlier—in 1497—than the one recorded in Mundus Novus. However, Vespucci’s self-promotion as the first voyager to find a New World might still have come to nothing if his, as it turned out, fallacious claim had not caught the attention of a little-known German geographer named Martin Waldseemüller (1470?–1513?) who was preparing a new edition of Ptolemy. Deciding that the new continent ought to bear the name of its first discoverer, Waldseemüller wrote, “I do not see why anyone should rightly forbid naming it Amerigo, land of Americus  as it were, after its discoverer Americus, a name of acute genius, or America, inasmuch as both Europe and Asia have received their names from women.” Curiously enough, Waldseemüller himself was later to have second thoughts about this decision, and other interested parties, like the Spanish and Portuguese, were to object to it for centuries; but once attached to the newly delineated territory of Waldseemüller’s 1507 world map, the name became ineradicable. From henceforth, and at the cost of no little misrepresentation, the New World was to be known as “America” (or, to the Spanish, “New Spain”).

Both tales tell us something of what it means to say that America was invented as much as discovered. They tell us that the world that from this moment on was to realize itself within the compass of the name “America” was to be a world shaped as much by the energies of the imagination as by the substance of the actual; that it was to be defined as much by the ambiguities of desire as by the structures of the empirical. The world called “America,” both North and South, would ever after be a world dominated and controlled by meanings as much as by facts; it would be a world where fantasy, fear, and fabrication would determine many of the contours of the real.

Nothing demonstrates this more vividly than the link we normally make between Christopher Columbus’s name and the idea of America’s “original” discovery. Whether Columbus reached the shores of this continent before Vespucci or Vespucci before Columbus, they were neither of them, as even they could see for themselves, America’s first discoverers. That title instead belongs to the ancestors of those singular and, as Columbus and Vespucci themselves both reported, marvelous human specimens that confronted them on the beaches of the Americas, people who, as the Italian cleric Peter Martyr (1455–1526) described them, “go naked . . . know neither weights nor measures, nor that source of all misfortunes, money; living in a golden age, without laws, without lying judges, without books, satisfied with their life, and in no wise solicitous for the future.” These natives, already in occupancy for centuries, if not millennia, of the lands Columbus and Vespucci claimed to have discovered for the first time, were descendants of nomadic peoples from Asia who first made their way across a land bridge the remnants of which now compose the Bering Strait nearly 22,000 years before the momentous journeys of Columbus and Vespucci. And whatever the motives of those genuinely original discoverers, their descendants over time were to work their way down and settle almost the whole of the Northern and Southern hemispheres, creating in the process some of the great civilizations of the ancient world: the Mayan in southern Mexico and Guatemala, the Incan in Peru, and the Aztec in Mexico. Indeed, so numerous had these disparate native descendants of America’s first discoverers become by  the time Columbus and Vespucci arrived at the end of the fifteenth century of the common era that, according to some estimates, there were then living in the Americas somewhere between 80 and 100 million people speaking as many as 2,200 different languages.

One can measure something of the sophistication and diversity of these various Native American peoples by the ruins of the many magnificent cities they left behind when disease, famine, natural disaster, and the genocidal policies of many of the Europeans took their toll: cities such as Palenque, Tikal, Tula, Monte Albán, Uxmal, and Chichén Itzá. On entering the Aztec capital of Tenochtitlan with the invading army of Hernando Cortés, one of his sergeants, Bernal Diaz del Castillo—who eventually recorded the history of the Spanish conquest in his great Discovery and Conquest of Mexico (published in 1632)—likened the amazement that overtook the soldiers to “the enchantments they tell of in the legend of Amadis” and noted that “some of the soldiers even asked whether the things that we saw were not a dream.” Reflecting on the Aztec palaces, he could not help remarking,How spacious and well built they were, of beautiful stone work and cedar wood, and the wood of other sweet scented trees, with great rooms and courts, wonderful to behold, covered with awnings of cotton cloth. . . . And all was cemented and very splendid with many kinds of stone (monuments) with pictures on them. . . . I say again that I stood looking at it and thought that never in the world would there be discovered other lands such as these, for at that time there was no Peru [or knowledge of the great cities of Cuzco and Machu Picchu], nor any thought of it. Of all these wonders that I then beheld, today all is overthrown and lost, nothing left standing.





An even more dramatic indication of the achievements of Amerindian civilizations—in agriculture, economics, government, arts and crafts, and religion—is to be found in the way Europeans borrowed so heavily from them. From Native American agriculture, for example, the rest of the world’s peoples acquired such staples as corn, potatoes, manioc, and sweet potatoes, as well as peanuts, squash, peppers, tomatoes, pumpkins, pineapples, avocados, cacao, and various kinds of legumes, to say nothing of cotton, tobacco, and a host of medicinal herbs. From Native American crafts and technology, they obtained such useful items as hammocks, canoes, toboggans, snowshoes, kayaks, and parkas. From Native American politics, and particularly the League of Iroquois, colonial leaders like Benjamin Franklin (1706–1790) derived some of their best ideas for constitutional government.  From Native American economies, early white settlers to the New World learned about the principles and practices of trade and barter. And not least, from Native American mythology and metaphysics, New World settlers heard, and sometimes learned, stories, poems, tales, and sayings that taught them, often for the very first time, about the ecological interdependence and unity of all life. Yet for all the sophistication and heterogeneity of their societies and cultures—while some Native Americans remained hunters and gatherers, others created written languages, became expert at engineering and astronomy, and even mastered the art of mathematical calculation—these infinitely various peoples were quickly, and tragically, lumped together by the name they received from Columbus when he mistook their homeland for Asia and thus called them “Indians.”

But Native Americans were not the only people to have preceded Columbus and Vespucci to the New World. The earliest evidence of European discovery dates back to the beginning of the eleventh century, when Viking people reached the shores of Newfoundland and possibly attempted to establish settlements there, though there is some reason to believe that still earlier Chinese expeditions may have reached the coast of California. Archaeological evidence also suggests that African explorers may have landed in the Americas as early as the beginning of the fourteenth century, and we know for certain that English explorers sailed as far as North America at least a decade or more before Columbus’s first voyage.

Nonetheless, it was the Spanish, the sponsors of Columbus, who led the parade of European explorers to the Americas, followed closely by the French. Inspired not just by the excitement of discovery but by dreams of conquest and wealth, Spanish explorers like Hernando Cortés (1486–1547), Francisco Pizarro (1470?–1541), and Francisco Vasquez de Coronado (1500?–1554) penetrated deep into Mexico, South America, and the southwestern territory of the United States in the early sixteenth century, often destroying or subduing and enslaving native populations as they went. Their expeditions into Central and South America were paralleled by expeditions mounted into North America by the French, where explorers like Jacques Cartier (1494–1557), Samuel de Champlain (1567–1635), and Robert de La Salle (1643–1687) opened up vast areas of Canada and the Mississippi Valley to settlement. By these standards the English were latecomers to the Americas; but when at the beginning of the seventeenth century they finally decided to come in numbers, they came for a somewhat different purpose. Originally inspired, like the Spanish and the French, by imperial dreams of wealth, conquest, and religious conversion, they soon readjusted their ambitions in order to complement colonization with community-building.

The cost of these “discoveries of America” to the indigenous people who were so quickly displaced by them and so often threatened with extinction was unimaginably high. According to some calculations, if one assumes that there were as many as 80 to 100 million inhabitants of the Northern and Southern hemispheres, somewhere between 60 and 80 million Native American peoples died before the beginning of the seventeenth century, either because of the genocidal policies of the Spanish conquistadors or because of the diseases the Europeans brought with them. During the seventeenth century, the indigenous population of the Virginia colony declined from upwards of 100,000 people to just 1,500 by 1697. In New England during the same period, there was a comparable decline of 95 percent in the native population, and the same figures can be found almost everywhere.

The great Mayan codex of prophecies, chronicles, and mystical speculations known as The Book of Chilam Balam of Chumayel registers the impact of this holocaust only years after the conquest of the Americas had begun. Of the time before the Spanish arrived, the poem speaks, no doubt with nostalgia, of the time before “The Beginning of the Sickness”:There was no sin; 
in the holy faith their lives were passed. 
There was then no sickness; 
they had then no aching bones; 
they had then no high fever; 
they had then no smallpox; 
they had then no burning chest; 
they had then no abdominal pains; 
they had then no consumption; 
they had then no headache. 
At that time the course of humanity was orderly.





When the Spanish arrived “from the east,” all changed:Then Christianity also began. The fulfillment of its 
prophecy is ascribed to the east . . . 
Then with the true God, the true Dios, 
came the beginning of our misery. 
It was the beginning of tribute, 
the beginning of church dues, 
the beginning of strife by trampling on people, 
the beginning of robbery with violence, 
the beginning of forced debts, 
the beginning of debts enforced by false testimony,  
the beginning of individual strife, 
a beginning of vexation.





The earliest English experiments at settlement were fairly disastrous. The first attempt at colonization was made in 1584, when an expedition to Roanoke Island off the coast of North Carolina organized by Sir Walter Raleigh (1552?–1618) was completely overrun and destroyed by the native population. When a relief operation reached the settlement in 1590, it found the colony in ruins and no trace of survivors. A second attempt was made at Jamestown in 1607, and this was more successful, thanks in part to the leadership provided by the irrepressible Captain John Smith (1580–1631), then a young man of only twenty-six years. Confronted with a colony composed mainly of “poor gentlemen, tradesmen, serving-men, libertines, and such like ten times more fit to spoil a commonwealth than . . . to begin one,” Smith helped rally his comrades against the threat of disease, weather, Indian attack, and near starvation by establishing the policy that “he who does not work shall not eat.” However, it was not the resilience of the settlers that finally enabled the colony to survive but their friendly relations with the neighboring natives. Members of the Algonkian confederation which was led by Chief Powhatan, the father of Pocahontas, they taught the colonists how to hunt and fish as well as how to grow corn and to cultivate tobacco. In this they established a pattern that would be repeated as often as relations remained amicable between Europeans and Native Americans: a pattern of Native American assistance secured and supported by the opportunity for interracial trade.

Through the English publication of his Map of Virginia with a Description of the Country (1612) and his subsequent Description of New England (1616), John Smith was instrumental in precipitating the next wave of English emigration to North America. But the settlers he later helped attract to the New World by his excited descriptions of its topography and landscape were quite different from the adventurers first drawn to Jamestown. The members of the Jamestown expedition, however physically unprepared they were for the hardships they were to encounter and however emotionally indisposed to meet the challenges they were to face, were motivated chiefly by the desire for personal gain and advancement. On the other hand, the members of the 1620 Mayflower migration (an expedition that actually intended to settle in Virginia but landed at Plymouth Rock in Massachusetts instead), or the later and much larger company of immigrants that settled in Massachusetts Bay in 1630, were drawn by motives of a very different order. What the leaders of the Plymouth colony, like the leaders of the Massachusetts Bay colony, were seeking was not to satisfy the needs of the flesh so much as to succor the needs of the spirit.  Their motives, in other words, were religious, not secular. Their ultimate aim, which they sought without complete success to instill in all the members of their communities, was little less than the renewal of Western Christendom itself, and to this end they saw themselves as religious pilgrims journeying to what they hoped would be the promised land spoken of in the Hebrew scriptures and known to Christians as the Old Testament.

This is not to suggest that the only motives behind the English migrations to North America in the 1620s and 1630s were religious. Since no more than approximately 30 percent of the company of the Mayflower were confessing Christians, it is clear that other factors fueled the English wave of immigration as well. Chief among them were changes in the composition of English society, where a doubling of the population between 1530 and 1680 placed severe pressures on an already shaky economy, and tensions between the lower and middling classes were increasing. Add to this the political turbulence caused by the aftereffects of the English Reformation, and the imaginative vistas opened up by New World exploration, and one can begin to appreciate the complexity of factors that began to influence decisions to emigrate.

The English of this era were in some sense citizens of two different cultural worlds. One was the world of the Renaissance, a world associated with a revival of interest in the classical ages of Greece and Rome, with the dissemination of learning made possible by the invention of movable type, with the geographical expansion of the limits of terrestrial life, with the discovery of lands and peoples never conceived before, with advances in science and astronomy that defied tradition, and with the development of new styles of dress, architecture, and painting that placed as much emphasis on the perfectibility of this life as on fulfillment in the next; this was a world capable of awakening appetites difficult to satisfy, of arousing curiosities not easily exhausted. The other was the world of the Reformation, a world formally brought into being in 1517 when Martin Luther (1483–1546), a German monk, nailed ninety-five theses to the door of a church in Wittenburg to protest the Roman Catholic Church’s sale of indulgences and thereby set in motion a chain of events that would soon rend the body of Western Christendom in two and force England to try to find a middle way between them, which eventually became known as the Anglican Compromise.

Luther’s original protest was to lead, as Roman Catholic resistance hardened, into a series of proposals for the reformation of Christian doctrine that would quickly become the basic theological profile of Protestantism itself. These proposals were built around Luther’s conviction that justification before God is not possible through the  performance of good works but only through faith; that this faith, which is a function solely of divine grace rather than of human effort, cannot be mediated either by the Church through its possession of the sacraments or by tradition through the transmission of correct doctrine; that the sole authority for the spiritual deliverance this faith brings is not the Pope speaking for the Church visible but Holy Scripture, or what Luther called the Word itself, representing the Church invisible; that this faith turns all believers into de facto priests to themselves, whether or not they have been episcopally consecrated; and that, as a result, the Church is not a body of worshipers held together by apostolic authority but a communion of believers united in faith.

The Swiss theologian John Calvin (1509–1564) was later to systematize these beliefs and lend them further theological warrant in his two-volume Institutes of the Christian Religion (1536), which, through articulation of the related doctrines of Providence and Predestination, reinforced the Reformation assertion of God’s sovereignty, unknowability, and unpredictability. By the doctrine of Providence, Calvin meant to protect and strengthen the view that the whole of history is in God’s control and that nothing therefore happens in the world that does not, in some mysterious but definitive way, express His will. By the doctrine of Predestination, Calvin intended to carry the doctrine of Providence to its logical conclusion by maintaining that if all of life is obedient to God’s will, then everything that happens in life, including the separation of the elect from the inelect—or who is to be saved from who is to be damned—must be known in advance by God himself.

Such theological refinements were to have momentous consequences when Protestantism crossed the Atlantic to take its place in what Cotton Mather (1663–1728) was to call “the American Strand,” but they made almost no ripple at all when Protestantism merely traversed the English Channel. In England Protestantism became a major issue only when it provided Henry VIII, King of England (1509–1547), with an instrument to defy the Pope in Rome so that he could proceed with plans to divorce his wife, Catherine of Aragon, who had been unable to provide him with a male heir. The Protestantism Henry established in England was thus a far cry from the Protestantism conceived by Luther or installed in Geneva by Calvin. Though the Church of England followed the Reformed tradition in severing all ties with Rome, suppressing all monasteries, abolishing prayers for the dead, replacing altars with tables, and rewriting the liturgy in English, it simply replaced the Pope as its supreme head with the King, reaffirmed the doctrine of apostolic succession, maintained the episcopal hierarchy of bishops, priests, deacons, and laity, retained the sacraments of  baptism and holy communion, continued the practice of vesting the clergy, and otherwise insisted on doctrinal orthodoxy.

These remnants of Romanism, and the abuses of episcopal power to which they led, were soon to generate religious opposition. This opposition, which until the outbreak of the English Civil War in 1642 was forced to suppress itself in the face of increasing persecution, was centered around the attempt to purify the English national church of its continuing medieval corruptions. These corruptions involved, at the very least, the King’s supremacy over the Church, the hierarchy of the episcopate guaranteed by apostolic succession, the Book of Common Prayer, much church ritual, and even the celebration of Christmas. What the “Puritans,” as they came to be called, wanted was a restoration of the kind of ecclesiastical and church order that was laid down, so they believed, in clear and definitive terms in the New Testament. To the great majority of English Puritans, this meant a replacement of the Church of England with a new national church organized along different lines. Following the model of John Calvin’s system in Geneva, which had also been adopted with modifications by the Church of Scotland, the majority of Puritans wanted to substitute for the episcopal organization of church order a presbyterian form, where the presbytery of local churches, consisting of the minister and the elders, was organized into larger groups called synods that derived their authority from a national assembly.

Those Puritan settlers who came to the United States, however, were of a different persuasion. Insisting that each local church should be regarded as special and unique—composed, as it was, of people calling themselves “visible saints” who had united in the confession of their faith and had formally entered into a covenant with God—they proposed an alternative form of church organization known as Congregationalism. In this form of church organization, there were to be no compelling agencies above the individual congregation and no class of acceptable believers besides them. Each congregation was to be selfgoverning—able to choose its own pastors, administer its own rites, and accept or reject it own members—and all congregations were to enjoy the state’s protection in keeping the unchurched in their place and in discouraging any competing heresies.

Lest it be concluded from this description that Congregationalism implied a more democratic form of church government than Presbyterianism, it should be remembered that the Puritans of New England, like those of Old England, possessed little sympathy for what we would now think of as representative governance. If their churches insisted on the right to select their own ministers, they never confused the freedom to elect the person with the duties proscribed for the office. Thus John Cotton (1584–1652) reminded Lord Say and Seal that  if people were free to choose their governors, they were not by that fact free to determine how they would be governed. “In which respect it is,” he added, “that church government is justly denied . . . to be democratical, though the people choose their owne officers and rulers.”

Among Congregationalists, however, there was a further doctrinal turn that did affect the pattern of American colonization in the early seventeenth century. This was the dispute between those Puritans whose desire for congregational autonomy carried them to the point of wanting to separate themselves from the national church and those whose zeal clearly did not. The former merely conceived of themselves as carrying to its inevitable conclusion the notion of a convenanted church organized congregationally and were immediately branded as Separatists. Because the desire for separation from the national church struck the crown as seditious, some Separatists paid for this belief with their lives, and almost all Separatists in England suffered some form of persecution. One Separatist group in particular was so badly hounded by the ecclesiastical authorities that it fled to Holland, and when conditions there proved too difficult it then emigrated to the New World. This was the group known as the Pilgrims, who landed by mistake at Plymouth in New England. Ten years later the Pilgrims were followed by a much larger migration of Congregationalist Puritans of the non-separating kind, who landed in Massachusetts Bay in 1630.

If both groups were intent on returning Christianity to what they considered a more pristine—by which they meant more biblical—form, the theological project of each was to be affected not only by the extraordinary challenges of life in New England but also by political and religious developments in Old England. Until 1625, when Charles I (1600–1649) came to the throne, the English or Anglican Church tolerated a certain latitude of belief that protected all but Separatists and other radical sectarians. This policy was to change dramatically, however, after 1630, with the ascendancy of Archbishop Laud, who became so strict in the enforcement of religious conformity that by 1642 dissent was to boil over into Civil War, which resulted in Oliver Cromwell (1599–1658) and the Puritan Protectorate coming into power in 1649. But the Puritan Protectorate was extremely short-lived, and upon its overthrow in 1660, the Restoration of the Stuart line led to new waves of religious persecution that were only ended by the Glorious Revolution of 1688, when James II was expelled and a year later the Act of Toleration was established.

Dramatic as they were, these changes did not, for the most part, favor the religious ambitions of the early American Puritans. Having conceived themselves to be on a sacred errand to America not only to  secure for themselves sufficient freedom to worship God in their own way but also—through the establishment of a theocratic state at once civil and ecclesiastical and organized according to scriptural ordinances—to serve as a kind of religious example to the rest of a fallen world, the Puritans quickly found themselves left behind by the accelerating course of English political developments and rendered somewhat irrelevant as a model for the continuing reformation of Western Christendom. While the circumstances confronting them in their new environment afforded them numerous opportunities to test their faith, alterations in the political fabric of English society left them alone in America to pursue their religious fate.

Needless to say, that fate was not—as John Cotton (1584–1652) pledged in his sermon “God’s Promise to His Plantations” (1630) or Thomas Shepard (1605–1649) anticipated in his sermon “The Covenant of Grace” (1651)—triumphal. From the point of view of Puritanism itself, it was closer in some respects to tragic, inasmuch as it resulted in a decline of piety that seemed to increase in direct proportion to the growing spiritual rigidity of its adherents. But before the piety of Puritanism dissolved into something else—over the next two centuries really into many other things—it lent itself to a variety of different literary uses. This was due in part to the underlying cohesiveness of the Puritan view of experience, but it also derived from the fact that the Puritan view of experience was intensely dramatic and, at the same time, adaptable to the experience of a people conceiving of themselves as immigrants.

The doctrines the Puritans brought over with them from the Old World to the New had been systematically formalized at the Synod of Dort in Holland in 1619. Classically Calvinist, those doctrines were five in number. The first postulated that Adam and Eve’s sin of disobedience in the Garden of Eden inaugurated the total depravity of humankind. The second affirmed that the stain of this corruption was capable of being removed because God’s sacrifice of his own Son, Jesus Christ, had made available a limited atonement. The third insisted that God was prepared to offer those He deemed capable of accepting this limited atonement unconditional election. The fourth acknowledged that those fortunate enough to be predestined for election would be empowered to embrace it through God’s irresistible grace. And the fifth emphasized that God’s undeserved grace would override the effects of human depravity and contribute to the perseverance of the saints in their growth toward sanctity.

As tenets of belief, such doctrines were abstract and difficult to grasp. The Puritans rendered these doctrines more sensible, if not intelligible, by interpreting them within what they described as a covenantal view of history. This view of history presupposed that if the  Fall had all but destroyed the original bonds between God and his human creatures, still, God had not left human beings without evidence of His will. That evidence was to be found in the two covenants He had made with his people. The first was the covenant God had forged with Adam, based on works whose requirements were defined in the body of the Law, and particularly the Mosaic Law codified in the Ten Commandments. The second was the covenant God had made with Abraham and his seed—when Adam and his descendants had demonstrated time and again that they could not keep the Law—a new covenant based on grace and secured by faith. This new covenant that had been sealed by the Incarnation, Crucifixion, and Resurrection of Jesus Christ promised salvation to all those who, with divine assistance, were able to accept the truth of God’s redeeming love.

Such doctrines nonetheless fail to capture the conviction, at the heart of Puritan spirituality, that God calls human beings to a radically new life. All of Puritan theology thus turned on the experience of conversion, which separated believer from unbeliever and brought with it a feeling that the communicant had been reborn. Just as this new birth separated the Puritan from the rest of humankind, so it separated the world of nature from the world of grace. The Puritans referred to that experience of shattering force in which the individual soul was confronted with the awful majesty of God’s judging and salvific love and was compelled, in effect, to turn itself inside out as regeneration. But the decisiveness of this experience of regeneration carried with it no assurance that it would last, much less that those who underwent it could count on being among the elect. Hence the incessant scrutiny of one’s life for signs of backsliding or indifference, the relentless discipline of self-accusation and renunciation, the ceaseless pursuit of moral perfection. Being a Puritan, in other words, was a lifetime project in self-study and personal reformation.

Yet such a spiritual project was not intended to immunize Puritans against every form of pleasure. They thought of alcohol, when used in moderation, as—in the words of Increase Mather—“a good creature of God, and to be received with thankfulness.” Food and sport yielded them other delights, as did the world of print, which they employed for more than the production and perusal of sermons. Even sexuality had its place in their spiritual economy, at least for purposes of procreation; and to ease the problem of sexual restraint during courtship, they devised the substitute known as “bundling,” where couples could of a cold evening share a bed with one another so long as a wooden bar or sword was placed between them. Thus the Puritans were not indifferent to the demands of the flesh, even when their attention was focused on less corporeal matters. As Anne Bradstreet (1612?–1672) and Samuel Sewall (1652–1730) variously attest, the  bliss of the marriage bed offered a foretaste of that place where they looked for more permanent rest.

 

While it has sometimes been maintained—mistakenly, as it happens —that Puritanism produced a rigid uniformity of belief and practice in seventeenth-century New England, historians have reminded us that Puritans never constituted more than a minority, however influential, of the population of seventeenth-century New England society. Moreover, dissension within Puritan ranks was bound to spread as Puritan leaders struggled to retain their authority in the face of the increasing religious indifference among the majority of the white population, mounting hostility from the indigenous population, and the general expansion and differentiation of the economy. Two of the most important early voices of dissent came from Anne Hutchinson (1591–1643) and Roger Williams (1603?–1683). Hutchinson challenged theocratic authority by questioning the clergy’s right to legislate the covenant of grace God makes or may make with each individual. Williams called the church establishment to account not only for its intolerance of variant interpretations of Christianity but for its intrusion into state affairs. But dissent of a different order was also to erupt at the end of the century, when the spread of interest in the occult and magic, together with the increase of heretical ideas among the faithful and the growing insecurity of the Puritan establishment, culminated in 1692 in the reported outbreak of witchcraft in Salem, Massachusetts. Before the witchcraft trials were over, nineteen people would be hanged and numbers of others defamed and humiliated in what Samuel Sewall, the hanging judge at the trials, later referred to in his recantation as a shameful and sinful business.

But the Puritans were as deeply troubled by groups outside their communities as by those within. Disturbers of their religious peace included Anabaptists and Anglicans, and especially Quakers. Like the Anabaptists, Quakers belonged to the radical left wing of the Reformation and advocated reliance on what Christians had traditionally meant by the Third Person of the Trinity, or Holy Spirit, which they called the “Inner Light.” Believing in the possibility of direct illumination by God’s truth, which was sometimes accompanied by trembling or quaking (hence the name) and implied little need for trained clergy or the orthodox regulation of belief, the Quakers were almost immediately brought into conflict with the Puritan establishment. This conflict was exacerbated by the Quakers’ simplification of religious ritual and the zeal with which some of their members witnessed to their faith. The Puritan reaction was predictable and severe. Many Quakers were imprisoned in New England, often after being whipped through the streets, and some were physically mutilated by having their  ears cropped or their tongues severed. A hostility that was at times as much social as it was religious, its virulence was exceeded only by the treatment Puritans accorded Native Americans after the initial honeymoon of their early relations broke down.

Conflict between the two races was bound to follow from white encroachment on Indian lands, but it was aggravated by the religious predilection of so many Puritans, especially when their safety was threatened, to see the “savage” as Satanic and to view the American wilderness as the domain of the demonic. Fed by Indian raids like the one experienced by Mary Rowlandson (1635?–1687?), this predilection led her to describe her captors as “a company of hell-hounds, roaring, singing, ranting, and insulting, as if they would have torn our very hearts out.” Yet the Lord’s people, as Puritans typically thought of themselves, prevailed. And they prevailed not, as they also frequently supposed, because the Lord was on their side but because they possessed superiority in arms, supplies, and support. In the Pequot War of 1637, the colonists were finally able to corner what remained of their foe in Mystic, Connecticut, where they burned the Pequots alive in their wigwams or shot those attempting to escape. But final removal of the Indian threat in New England did not occur until 1675–1676, when the son of the friendly sachem Massasoit named Philip, who had by then become chief of the Wampanoags, attempted to organize five neighboring tribes into a confederation to obliterate white settlements. In the course of what came to be called King Philip’s War, more than 3,000 Indians were killed and King Philip himself was captured, drawn, quartered, and beheaded. Puritan tactics and weaponry had carried the day, but the integrity of Puritan faith had received another wound.

The decline of Puritanism was most completely determined, however, by the pace, heterogeneity, and complexity of the process of colonial settlement itself. After the first generation and certainly by the second, the ranks of immigrants numbered fewer and fewer theological idealists and more and more people seeking anything but religious perfection. Instead, they looked for political liberty, commercial opportunity, physical adventure, the opportunity to work off one’s indenture, forgetfulness, or any number of other things. The motives for migration were as mixed as the social habits of the immigrants, and this process of diversification only accelerated upon arrival as people were quickly caught up in an economic environment growing more variegated and secular by the day. Consider, for example, the spectacle recreated by the historian Edmund S. Morgan (in The National Experience , [1968], 61) of bustling and bewildering activity that awaited the eye of the colonial Puritan farmer, now settled in rural New England,  paying a visit to the town of Boston around 1640, just ten years after the founding of the Massachusetts Bay Community:Swine roamed everywhere, feeding on the refuse; drovers herded sheep and cattle to the butchers. Elegant carriages rolled impatiently behind lumbering wagons as great packs of barking dogs worried the horses. Sailors reeled out of taverns, and over the roofs of the houses could be seen the swaying masts and spars of their ships. The farmer had been told that the city was a nursery of vice and prodigality. He now saw that it was so. Every shop had wares to catch his eye: exquisite fabrics, delicate chinaware, silver buckles, looking glasses, and other imported luxuries that never reached the cross-roads store. Putting up at the tavern, he found himself drinking too much rum. And there were willing girls, he heard, who had lost their virtue and would be glad to help him lose his. Usually he returned to the farm to warn his children as he had been warned. He seldom understood that the vice of the city, if not its prodigality, was mainly for transients like himself. Permanent residents had work to do.





That work was the building of a new society, and it proceeded at an equally rapid pace beyond Massachusetts. With another colony already established in Virginia as early as 1607, which was very quickly to develop a distinctive and much different way of life—one built around the cultivation and sale of tobacco and the exploitation of Virginia’s network of tidewater rivers that facilitated the expansion of trade—additional colonies were to spring up all along the Eastern seaboard. Maryland was carved out of northern Virginia and founded as a refuge for Catholics in 1634. New Netherland had been founded by the Dutch some years earlier and was reclaimed by the English and named New York in 1664. That same year New Jersey came into being through a grant from the Duke of York; and less than twenty years later, William Penn (1644–1718), the man whom Cotton Mather wanted seized and sold into slavery, was awarded the territory now known as Pennsylvania, in which he immediately established the most liberal and religiously tolerant form of government in the Americas.

Not least among the institutions that, along with the general expansion of commerce, were to erode the hold of Puritan ideas over the minds of New Englanders was the printing press, which made its first appearance in the colonies at Cambridge, Massachusetts, in 1639 and which issued its first publication, The Bay Psalm Book, in 1640. A second institution whose development contributed over time to the  weakening of Puritan ideas was the university. Harvard College was founded in 1636, followed by the establishment of the College of William and Mary in 1693 and of Yale College in 1701. Though created initially for the purpose of supplying the churches with clergy, these institutions became in time centers of learning that not only introduced their students to fresh ideas but soon began to encourage new thinking. But the gathering and dissemination of information that would weaken the appeal of the New England theocracy was perhaps most dramatically abetted by the creation at the beginning of the eighteenth century of that still more public institution known as the newspaper, which was in time to shape so decisively the career of someone like Benjamin Franklin.

Long before Puritanism went into sharp decline at the end of the seventeenth century, protests arose to try to halt it. These protests took a distinctive sermonic form known as the jeremiad, in which the spectacle of “declension,” as it was termed, when carefully detailed, afforded the preacher an opportunity to remind his auditors and readers of the convenantal obligations that had been betrayed. Thus the jeremiad, as Samuel Danforth exhibited it in his Election Day sermon titled “A Brief Recognition of New England’s Errand into the Wilderness” (1671), possessed a double focus and achieved a contradictory effect. Cataloging the sins that had led to New England’s degeneration, at the same time it reiterated the terms of New England’s originally transacted sacred mission. The reader or listener was therefore, as in Michael Wigglesworth’s “God’s Controversy with New England” (1662), simultaneously submerged under an inventory of misery, corruption, and perfidy and exalted by a reminder of the glorious future that awaited New England’s fulfillment of its religious calling.

The dimming of religious intensity could not continue for long, however, without even more heroic exertions of religious renewal than those performed by the rhetoric of the jeremiad. Thus a Great Awakening occurred in the mid-1730s and early 1740s, centered in the ministry of the most theologically sophisticated of all Puritan-minded Christians, Jonathan Edwards (1703–1758), in Northampton, Massachusetts. Fueled by the preaching of the English itinerant Methodist minister George Whitefield (1715–1770)—whose voice, according to the calculations of Benjamin Franklin, could carry to a crowd of 30,000—the Great Awakening not only convulsed many of the churches of the New England colonies but spread as far south as Georgia. It was an impressive display of the pent-up energy of religious feeling, originally aroused and nourished by Puritan conceptions, that in the first third of the eighteenth century no longer found any forms —ecclesiastical, ceremonial, discursive—capable of by turns containing and releasing them. The same situation would repeat itself threequarters  of a century later, when an even more explosive charge of religious energy would burst through the rationalistic—and rationalizing—surface of American religious and cultural life in the early nineteenth century to form the Second Great Awakening. But it was already clear after the First Awakening, and particularly because of Jonathan Edwards’s own need to embrace much of the new thinking of John Locke and Francis Hutcheson simply to keep the old faith alive, that Puritanism was not undergoing a revival so much as suffering a decline. The desire to build—as John Winthrop called it in “A Model of Christian Charity” (1630), the sermon he delivered aboard the Arabella before the ship dropped anchor in Massachusetts Bay—“a City on a Hill,” a New Israel or New Jerusalem in the New World, would remain—indeed, would become—the motive force of the American myth of consensus; but the terms defining it would lose their specific theological coloring and begin to take on tints that were more generally metaphysical, political, social, legal, and economic.

 

English literature at the time of New World settlement was in a position to supply American writers with a variety of mythic paradigms and literary forms to record the meaning of their experience. Sir Philip Sidney’s Arcadia (1590, 1593) furnished a name for the myth found as well in Edmund Spenser’s Fairie Queene (1590, 1596) and William Shakespeare’s The Tempest (1611), the myth about a pastoral world, often associated with a golden age, whose beauty and simplicity contrasts with the corruptions and complications of contemporary urban and court life. On the other hand, John Milton’s Paradise Lost (1667) gave expression to the counter-myth, originating in the Bible, that nature and humankind had suffered a fall from grace that could only be overcome through the kind of spiritual pilgrimage of faith rendered, say, in John Bunyan’s Pilgrim’s Progress (1678). Still other works from the English Utopian tradition like Thomas More’s Utopia (1551) and Francis Bacon’s New Atlantis (1627), or from the tradition of countryhouse poems like Ben Jonson’s “To Penshurst” (1616) and Andrew Marvell’s “Upon Appleton House” (1652?), held out the possibility of nature’s, and by extension humankind’s, transformation by grace that inspired belief in America as potentially a new Eden, a new Israel, about to be restored in the American wilderness.

Even more significant, as Barbara Kiefer Lewalski has pointed out, were the literary modes and forms that English tradition made available to American writers. Chief among them, perhaps, was the sermon, followed closely in popularity by the theological manual. But Protestant poetics, drawing on the vast number of biblical genres and types, could supply an extraordinary set of literary models for American authors, from biblical epics and providential histories to spiritual and  secular autobiography, martyrology and hagiography, occasional and deliberate meditations, and confessional lyrics. Thus Guillaume Salluste De Bartas’s unfinished epic, translated by Joshua Sylvester as The Divine Weekes and Workes (1605, 1608), stimulated Michael Wigglesworth’s Day of Doom (1662), Sir Walter Raleigh’s History of the World (1614), and Anne Bradstreet’s uncompleted “Four Monarchies” (1650). John Bunyan’s Grace Abounding to the Chief of Sinners (1666) furnished a model for John Winthrop’s Journal (1630–1649) and, at considerable remove, Benjamin Franklin’s Autobiography (1771, 1784). Joseph Hall’s Occasionall Meditations (1630) and poems like Henry Vaughan’s “Cock-Crowing” and “The Showre” were echoed in Anne Bradstreet’s famous lyric “Upon the Burning of Our House” (1678) and her “Contemplations” (1678). More formal meditations like John Donne’s “Holy Sonnets” and George Herbert’s The Temple (1633) had their American analogues in Edward Taylor’s devotional poems. John Foxe’s Book of Martyrs (1563, 1570) and Isaak Walton’s Life of John Donne (1640) provided a model for the sixtyodd biographies of New England spiritual heroes in Cotton Mather’s Magnalia Christi Americana (1702).

But American colonial writers during the seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries not only borrowed and imitated English models but also adapted them in interesting ways. Promotional tracts like Alexander Whitaker’s Good Newes from Virginia (1613) or Captain John Smith’s A Description of New England (1616) were soon to give way to a kind of travel and nature writing that, in works like Samuel Sewall’s hymn to Plum Island in “Phaenomena” (1697), The Journal of Madam Knight (1704), William Byrd’s The History of the Dividing Line (1728), and William Bartram’s Travels Through North and South Carolina, Georgia, East and West Florida (1791), was to evolve into a distinctive American genre. Sermonic literature from the time of John Winthrop’s “A Model of Christian Charity” (1630) and Thomas Hooker’s “A True Sight of Sin” (1659) to Jonathan Edwards’s “Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God” (1741) helped transform the jeremiad into a rhetorical device for keeping alive a sense of national destiny. Polemical tracts and treatises from Roger Williams’s The Bloudy Tenent of Persecution (1644) to Jonathan Mayhew’s “Discourse Concerning Unlimited Submission” (1750) and John Woolman’s “Some Considerations on the Keeping of Negroes” (1753) opened within the rhetoric of disputation a public space for the consideration of ideas well beyond the range of their own focus. Histories and biographies such as Bradford’s Plymouth Plantation (1630–1651), Thomas Morton’s New English Canaan (1637), Cotton Mather’s Magnalia Christi Americana (1702), Fray Carlos José Delgado’s Report  (1750), and Francisco Palou’s Life of Junipero Serra (1787) performed a variety of kinds of cultural work all related to clarifying, contesting, and critiquing the emergent terms of American national identity. Diaries, memoirs, and autobiographies, from Jonathan Edwards’s Personal Narrative (1765) and Anne Bradstreet’s “To My Dear Children” (1672) to Elizabeth Ashbridge’s Account of the Early Life . . . Written by Herself (1774), testified to the diverse ways of adjusting to the many perils, and comparatively fewer pleasures, of life in the colonial period, while also providing a set of forms for recording the experiences of women. In this connection, one of the distinctive genres that women would help to create in early American literature —though it possesses crucial antecedents in Alva Nuñez Cabeza de Vaca’s Relation (1542) and John Smith’s A True Relation of Such Occurences and Accidents of Noate as Hath Hapned in Virginia Since the First Planting of that Collony (1608)—is the captivity narrative, such as the one written by Mary Rowlandson (1682). Finally, in poetry, early American writers like Taylor and Bradstreet contributed a special kind of vernacular intensity and inwardness to the tradition of English meditative verse that helped open the way for those even deeper explorations of self that were to be undertaken two centuries later in the verse of American authors like Walt Whitman and Emily Dickinson.

Underlying all of these adaptations, modifications, and extensions of British literary traditions was a situation the literature of England had never been devised explicitly to confront. A situation that American writers could in no way manage to avoid and one that all of the forms that slowly evolved from their need to give verbal expression to their experiences on this continent somehow had to incorporate, it was produced by the clash of diverse and often complex and always changing cultures and subcultures, which was to furnish American literature for the next three centuries with some of its most enduring and explosive themes: European versus Native American, Puritan versus Anglican or Quaker, Calvinist versus Arminian or Antinomian, religious versus secular, English versus French, city versus backwoods, first-generation immigrant versus second- or third-generation, male versus female, privileged versus marginalized, white versus black. This is not to suggest that early American writers were always, or even frequently, able to acknowledge and explore these oppositions and assymetries in depth but merely to assert that they could evade them here only at the risk of dismissing much of what was both so interesting and so problematic about their material. Such cultural differences and conflicts are precisely what the experience of transplantation so often involved and frequently magnified; they also helped to define many of the heuristic  or educative opportunities that the experience of transplantation potentially afforded.

 

Yet well before the seventeenth century had drawn to a close, life in the American colonies had begun to change even more rapidly and profoundly. If religion had held center stage in the 1600s, economics and politics would assume that role by the middle of the 1700s. Questions of theology, of church organization, of religious practice, would continue to remain paramount for many individual Americans, but they would no longer dominate cultural life. Within less than a century, America would declare its independence from England, fight a war to secure that freedom, and draw up and ratify a Constitution defining what was achieved thereby: the United States of America. In the meantime, the economy would diversify and expand, religious life would become much more pluralistic and heterogeneous, the population would explode, and new territories in the west would be opened up for exploration and additional settlement. Thus the world that the signers of the Constitution helped bring into being would operate according to very different assumptions, and be held together by very different structures of governance and feeling, than the world familiar to the first- and second-generation colonists in Massachusetts or even in Virginia. Some of the most consequential alterations marking these developments occurred in the realm of ideas. Nicolaus Copernicus (1473–1543) had already overturned the Ptolemaic notions that Christopher Columbus had carried in his head to the New World—notions supporting the medieval Christian conviction that humankind is at the center of the universe—by showing that the earth revolved around the sun rather than the sun and other heavenly bodies revolving around the earth. Sir Isaac Newton (1642–1727) had then used Copernicus’s theory, together with discoveries made about the physics of motion by Galileo Galilei (1564–1642), to argue that the motions of the universe were susceptible to rational explanation. René Descartes (1596–1650) had then reinforced the possibility of such a claim by showing in his Discourse on Method (1637) that the attempt to place everything in doubt merely yielded the discovery that the one thing incapable of being doubted was the rational capacity of human beings. John Locke (1632–1704) subsequently determined, in An Essay Concerning Human Understanding (1690), that the ideas we think come not from the human mind itself but from the experience of our senses, which initially register their notional effects on a mental tabula rasa, or blank tablet. Having thus denied the view that the mind bears within itself, say, in the form of rationality, any image of its Divine Maker—or, for example, in its propensity for self-regard, any mark of original sin—Locke proceeded to show in his Second Treatise on Civil Government  (1690) that the only authority government can claim over individuals otherwise free and equal in the state of nature derives from the social contract in which they consent to enter for the sake of being governed. Baron Charles de Sedondant de Montesquieu (1689–1755) then extended these notions in his The Spirit of Laws (1748) by arguing that from the point of view of the governed the best government is one that separates its various powers by establishing a system of checks and balances against their various possible abuses.

Ideas such as these created an altogether different climate of opinion in the eighteenth century, a climate of opinion that we have come to associate with the Enlightenment. As a general term, the Enlightenment refers to all those European and American figures in the eighteenth century who had been sufficiently impressed by the scientific advances of the seventeenth century to share several general convictions about the nature of reason, the primacy of experience, and the possibility of human progress. First, they believed that the surest guide to understanding is provided by the natural human faculties, and particularly by our powers of common sense and rationality. Second, they held that reason finds its basic materials in experience itself—that is, in the discoveries yielded by the study of personal existence, of natural and human history, and of the structures of nature itself. Third, they tended to assume that the disciplined application of reason to the problems and potentialities of experience would lead to a progressive, though not necessarily an immediate or uninterrupted, relief of the human estate. Those who shared these convictions never constituted more than a small minority, mainly of learned men, but they were to have an enormous impact not only on the reconstitution of intellectual culture in the United States but also on the shaping of its political, social, and cultural institutions.

Historian Henry F. May maintains that there were actually four Enlightenments rather than one, or at least four phases or forms of a historical period in which the idea of Enlightenment took on paradigmatic force. The earliest was the Moderate or Rational Enlightenment, associated in England with Newton and Locke, which preached balance, order, and religious compromise. The second was the Skeptical Enlightenment, centered in France just before the French Revolution and linked with Voltaire (1694–1779) and Holbach (1723–1789)—though David Hume (1711–1776) presented another variant of it in Scotland—which was iconoclastic, materialist, and pragmatic. The third was the Revolutionary Enlightenment, which held out for the possibility of creating a new heaven and a new earth out of the destruction of the old and was associated in France with Jean Jacques Rousseau (1712–1778) and in America with Thomas Paine (1737–1809) and Thomas Jefferson (1734–1826). The fourth Enlightenment,  inspired by Scottish Common Sense philosophers like Thomas Reid (1710–1796) and Francis Hutcheson (1694–1746), was Didactic, in that it tried to save from the Skeptical and Revolutionary Enlightenments what was left of the life of reason, the possibility of moral discrimination, a respect for law, and a sense of the intelligible universe. Despite their differences, however, it is clear that all the forms of the Enlightenment remained within the orbit of religious reflection. Their affirmations and agendas, like their denials and critiques, were all mounted from within an intellectual project whose continuing ambition was to better understand the way things hang together metaphysically, as part of a single, concatenated system of meaning, and they all shared the conviction that the furtherance of such understanding would only advance the course of human progress.

Little wonder, then, that one of the more interesting consequences of this many-sided movement known as the Enlightenment was the development of a distinctive theological position called Deism. Deism was less a doctrine or creed than a perspective that inflected Thomas Jefferson’s Notes on the State of Virginia (1784) no less than Thomas Paine’s enormously popular Common Sense (1776), the letters of Abigail Adams (1744–1818) no less than the poetry of Philip Freneau (1752–1832). It was nowhere more succinctly expressed than by Benjamin Franklin in his Autobiography when, in delineating what he deemed to be the essentials of every religion, and what he himself had never doubted, he confessed to his belief in “the existence of the Deity, that he made the world and governed it by his providence, that the most acceptable service of God was the doing good to man, that our souls are immortal, and that all crime will be punished and virtue rewarded either here or hereafter.” But it was Thomas Jefferson, in his draft of the Declaration of Independence (1776), who inscribed the Deist faith in the very body of American public culture and life. When he wrote, “We hold these truths to be self evident: that all men are created equal; that they are endowed by their Creator with certain [inherent and] inalienable rights; that among these are life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness,” he made political Deists of all Americans, no matter what other faith they professed as Jews on Friday nights or as Christians on Sunday mornings. More to the point, he placed Deism in support of a revolutionary movement that would subsequently broaden the possibilities for literary expression in the republic soon to emerge, and eventually, but only after nearly a century and a half of political pressure and protest, begin to open the literary canon more fully to the writing of women and various minorities—racial, ethnic, and sexual.

The steps leading to the creation of that republic were manifold and diverse, beginning, perhaps, with the collapse of the Albany Plan  of Union drafted by Benjamin Franklin in 1754 and designed to give the various colonies representation in a union whose president was to be appointed by the crown. They would include the French and Indian War (1755–1763), which was fought for control of the American continent and resulted in England’s acquisition of almost the whole of Canada and the upper Mississippi Valley. They would then proceed to the Stamp Act crisis of 1765, which, like the taxation of tea that precipitated the Boston Tea Party in 1773, resulted from England’s need for funds to support its enormous American empire. From there they would progress to the call of the first Continental Congress in Philadelphia in 1774, which issued a Declaration of Rights and Grievances; then on to the outbreak of conflict between the British regiments and American irregulars on the green at Lexington, Massachusetts, in 1775; next to the second Continental Congress in 1776, where the draft of a Declaration of Independence was prepared and approved on July 4; and finally to the revolutionary war itself, which lasted from 1776 to 1783. When the war itself was over, there was still to be drafted a Constitution to replace the loosely applied Articles of Confederation, which had held the country together since 1781; and once this was completed at the Philadelphia convention of 1787, then the debate over the Constitution could begin, with most of its important points being argued in the eighty-six papers of The Federalist (1787–1788), authored by Alexander Hamilton (1757–1804), James Madison (1751–1836), and John Jay (1745–1829). But the republic was not formally created until the Constitution was ratified in June 1788, though approval of the last state was not achieved until 1791.

During this momentous period almost all of the literature of the late eighteenth century was produced. Indeed, some of the most memorable instances of that literature, from Jefferson’s “Act for Establishing Religious Freedom in the State of Virginia” (1786), John Adams’s Preface to A Defense of the Constitutions of Government (1787), and Tom Paine’s Common Sense, to Federalist Paper No. 10, by James Madison, played a crucial role in forwarding its motion. But it would be a mistake to suppose that this literature of historical moment constituted the only significant writing in the era of the early republic. In addition to writing that recorded or in some manner served these events, there was a large body of expression that either responded to various and sundry of their meanings or moved into the new personal as well as public spaces cleared by them. Hence if Abigail Adams wondered in her letters to her husband, John, about the Revolution’s implications for, among other things, physical safety, education, and the possibility of retirement from public service, Judith Sargeant Murray (1751–1820), and before her Tom Paine, took up the question of women’s equality in the emergent new order. Others like Timothy  Dwight (1752–1817) and Hugh Henry Brackenridge (1748–1816) either sought to celebrate or, respectively, to puncture some of the pretensions of the new order; or, like Philip Freneau and Phillis Wheatley, to colonize some of the new territories of the imagination to which it afforded them fresh access. Still others, like Oloudah Equiano (1745–1797) and various Native Americans, testified to what this new order, so often like the old, continued to defer or to betray.

At the end of the eighteenth century, then, American literature was still far from having achieved a distinctive voice or set of voices. But many of the notes that would eventually give American writing wider and deeper resonance had already been struck. If in the coming decades and even centuries what can already be heard in the pitch and tone of early American writing was to gravitate to an even richer, more reverbarative timbre—to what, almost three centuries later, Wallace Stevens was to call still “ghostlier demarcations, keener sounds”—many of the basic patterns of assonance and dissonance, of leitmotif and counterpoint, were by now distinctly in evidence and impressively varied. The seeds of American writing had been deeply planted; it now only awaited the chemistry of future experience to germinate them and set them free.




Prefigurations (1): Native American Mythology

NATIVE AMERICAN MYTHS

The difficulty with reading Native American myths is not that they are Native American but that they are myths. Like other narratives regarded by the people who tell and retell these tales to themselves in order to understand the meaning of their world and their place in it, they are constructed less to entertain or even inform the mind than to indicate in what directions and about what subjects and with what seriousness it should think. Myths therefore tend to dispense with the logic of stimulus and response, with the grammar of motive, and concentrate instead on the larger hierarchies of possibility that structure a given lifeworld.

This way of viewing narrative takes some readjustment. Modern readers are more apt to think of myths either as degenerate forms of fiction, what works of literature evolve into when one forgets that they are imaginative, or as stories about transcendent beings and supernatural events. They are rather more like classificatory schemes, as the social anthropologist Claude Levi-Strauss once called them, that at one and the same time help define and organize the constituents of the thinkable and also arouse, channel, release, and sometimes contain various feelings associated with them. They are thus the metaphysical and psychological building blocks, to go back to the earlier vocabulary, of a particular peoples’ sense of being or lifeworld.

Such a lifeworld may well be prepared to admit the existence of other spheres of experience, other realms of being, than its own and even assume the easy passage between them. Indeed, in myth the domain of the real—which is often, as in the texts included here, realized in startlingly vivid detail and concreteness—can also be shifting, fluid, and susceptible to transformation. This may only mean that ancient  peoples, for whom myth was sacred precisely because it was held to describe the way things truly are, acknowledged a much wider range of potential experience than modern peoples, but there is, in fact, more to it than this. Modern readers must understand that myths were originally communicated orally and then only later written down. As oral forms of literary expression, they were purposely kept schematic, not only so that the narrator might embellish them with gesture, inflection, and tone, but also in order that the auditor might be drawn more deeply into the tale. By having to fill in particulars of description and specifics of action, the auditor’s experience of hearing the tale could simultaneously be transformed into an experience of creating the tale, which only then reinforced for its listeners its immediacy and authority.

But the reality, and thus the potentially sacred power, of the tale was ultimately secured through the practice of repetition. Myths were—and still are—generally constructed to be repeated in ritual circumstances, where the reiteration of the story is intended to sweep the listener back into that sacred time—in illo tempore—of which the story is record and template. Thus, as the historian of religion Mircea Eliade has written, the listener may relocate him- or herself within the sacred sphere but also reactualize the power resident in that sphere and extend it back over the more ephemeral world of the profane.

To fully understand the world of myth, it is necessary to grasp the sociocultural and emotional contexts in which its meanings were supposed to be efficacious. Short of that, however, it is still possible to learn from these stories how “belief,” as the Irish poet William Butler Yeats put it, “makes the mind abundant.”




Winnebago




This Newly Created World 

Pleasant it looked, 
this newly created world. 
Along the entire length and breadth 
of the earth, our grandmother, 
extended the green reflection 
of her covering 
and the escaping odors 
were pleasant to inhale.




Cherokee




How the World Was Made 

The earth is a great island floating in a sea of water, and suspended at each of the four cardinal points by a cord hanging down from the sky vault, which is of solid rock. When the world grows old and worn out, the people will die and the cords will break and let the earth sink down into the ocean, and all will be water again. The Indians are afraid of this.

When all was water, the animals were above in Gălûñ’lătĭ,1 beyond the arch; but it was very much crowded, and they were wanting more room. They wondered what was below the water, and at last Dâyuni’sĭ, “Beaver’s Grandchild,” the little Water-beetle, offered to go and see if it could learn. It darted in every direction over the surface of the water, but could find no firm place to rest. Then it dived to the bottom and came up with some soft mud, which began to grow and spread on every side until it became the island which we call the earth. It was afterward fastened to the sky with four cords, but no one remembers who did this.

At first the earth was flat and very soft and wet. The animals were anxious to get down, and sent out different birds to see if it was yet dry, but they found no place to alight and came back again to Gălûñ’lătĭ. At last it seemed to be time, and they sent out the Buzzard and told him to go and make ready for them. This was the Great Buzzard, the father of all the buzzards we see now. He flew all over the earth, low down near the ground, and it was still soft. When he reached the Cherokee country, he was very tired, and his wings began  to flap and strike the ground, and wherever they struck the earth there was a valley, and where they turned up again there was a mountain. When the animals above saw this, they were afraid that the whole world would be mountains, so they called him back, but the Cherokee country remains full of mountains to this day.

When the earth was dry and the animals came down, it was still dark, so they got the sun and set it in a track to go every day across the island from east to west, just overhead. It was too hot this way, and Tsiska’gĭlĭ’, the Red Crawfish, had his shell scorched a bright red, so that his meat was spoiled: and the Cherokee do not eat it. The conjurers put the sun another hand-breadth higher in the air, but it was still too hot. They raised it another time, and another, until it was seven hand-breadths high and just under the sky arch. Then it was right, and they left it so. This is why the conjurers call the highest place Gûlkwâ’gine Di’gălûñ’lătiyûn’, “the seventh height,” because it is seven hand-breadths above the earth. Every day the sun goes along under this arch, and returns at night on the upper side to the starting place.

There is another world under this, and it is like ours in everything—animals, plants, and people—save that the seasons are different. The streams that come down from the mountains are the trails by which we reach this underworld, and the springs at their heads are the doorways by which we enter it, but to do this one must fast and go to water and have one of the underground people for a guide. We know that the seasons in the underworld are different from ours, because the water in the springs is always warmer in winter and cooler in summer than the outer air.

When the animals and plants were first made—we do not know by whom—they were told to watch and keep awake for seven nights, just as young men now fast and keep awake when they pray to their medicine. They tried to do this, and nearly all were awake through the first night, but the next night several dropped off to sleep, and the third night others were asleep, and then others, until, on the seventh night, of all the animals only the owl, the panther, and one or two more were still awake. To these were given the power to see and to go about in the dark, and to make prey of the birds and animals which must sleep at night. Of the trees only the cedar, the pine, the spruce, the holly, and the laurel were awake to the end, and to them it was given to be always green and to be greatest for medicine, but to the others it was said: “Because you have not endured to the end you shall lose your hair every winter.”

Men came after the animals and plants. At first there were only a brother and sister until he struck her with a fish and told her to  multiply, and so it was. In seven days a child was born to her, and thereafter every seven days another, and they increased very fast until there was danger that the world could not keep them. Then it was made that a woman should have only one child in a year, and it has been so ever since.




Bering Strait Eskimo




Raven Creation Myth 

It was in the time when there were no people on the earth plain. During four days the first man lay coiled up in the pod of a beachpea (L. maritimus). On the fifth day he stretched out his feet and burst the pod, falling to the ground, where he stood up, a full-grown man. He looked about him, and then moved his hands and arms, his neck and legs, and examined himself curiously. Looking back, he saw the pod from which he had fallen, still hanging to the vine, with a hole in the lower end, out of which he had dropped. Then he looked about him again and saw that he was getting farther away from his starting place, and that the ground moved up and down under his feet and seemed very soft. After a while he had an unpleasant feeling in his stomach, and he stooped down to take some water into his mouth from a small pool at his feet. The water ran down into his stomach and he felt better. When he looked up again he saw approaching, with a waving motion, a dark object which came on until just in front of him, when it stopped, and, standing on the ground, looked at him. This was a raven, and, as soon as it stopped, it raised one of its wings, pushed up its beak, like a mask, to the top of its head, and changed at once into a man. Before he raised his mask Raven had stared at the man, and after it was raised he stared more than ever, moving about from side to side to obtain a better view. At last he said: “What are you? Whence did you come? I have never seen anything like you.” Then Raven looked at Man, and was still more surprised to find that this strange new being was so much like himself in shape.

Then he told Man to walk away a few steps, and in astonishment  exclaimed again: “Whence did you come? I have never seen anything like you before.” To this Man replied: “I came from the pea-pod.” And he pointed to the plant from which he came. “Ah!” exclaimed Raven, “I made that vine, but did not know that anything like you would ever come from it. Come with me to the high ground over there; this ground I made later, and it is still soft and thin, but it is thicker and harder there.”

In a short time they came to the higher land, which was firm under their feet. Then Raven asked Man if he had eaten anything. The latter answered that he had taken some soft stuff into him at one of the pools. “Ah!” said Raven, “you drank some water. Now wait for me here.”

Then he drew down the mask over his face, changing again into a bird, and flew far up into the sky where he disappeared. Man waited where he had been left until the fourth day, when Raven returned, bringing four berries in his claws. Pushing up his mask, Raven became a man again and held out two salmonberries and two heathberries, saying, “Here is what I have made for you to eat. I also wish them to be plentiful over the earth. Now eat them.” Man took the berries and placed them in his mouth one after the other and they satisfied his hunger, which had made him feel uncomfortable. Raven then led Man to a small creek near by and left him while he went to the water’s edge and molded a couple of pieces of clay into the form of a pair of mountain sheep, which he held in his hand, and when they became dry he called Man to show him what he had done. Man thought they were very pretty, and Raven told him to close his eyes. As soon as Man’s eyes were closed Raven drew down his mask and waved his wings four times over the images, when they became endowed with life and bounded away as full-grown mountain sheep. Raven then raised his mask and told Man to look. When Man saw the sheep moving away, full of life, he cried out with pleasure. Seeing how pleased Man was, Raven said, “If these animals are numerous, perhaps people will wish very much to get them.” And Man said he thought they would. “Well,” said Raven, “it will be better for them to have their home among the high cliffs, so that every one can not kill them, and there only shall they be found.”

Then Raven made two animals of clay which he endowed with life as before, but as they were dry only in spots when they were given life, they remained brown and white, and so originated the tame reindeer with mottled coat. Man thought these were very handsome, and Raven told him that they would be very scarce. In the same way a pair of wild reindeer were made and permitted to get dry and white only on their bellies, then they were given life; in consequence, to this day the belly of the wild reindeer is the only white part about it. Raven  told Man that these animals would be very common, and people would kill many of them.

“You will be very lonely by yourself,” said Raven. “I will make you a companion.” He then went to a spot some distance from where he had made the animals, and, looking now and then at Man, made an image very much like him. Then he fastened a lot of fine water grass on the back of the head for hair, and after the image had dried in his hands, he waved his wings over it as before and a beautiful young woman arose and stood beside Man. “There,” cried Raven, “is a companion for you,” and he led them back to a small knoll near by.

In those days there were no mountains far or near, and the sun never ceased shining brightly; no rain ever fell and no winds blew. When they came to the knoll, Raven showed the pair how to make a bed in the dry moss, and they slept there very warmly; Raven drew down his mask and slept near by in the form of a bird. Waking before the others, Raven went back to the creek and made a pair each of sticklebacks, graylings, and blackfish. When these were swimming about in the water, he called Man to see them. When the latter looked at them and saw the sticklebacks swim up the stream with a wriggling motion he was so surprised that he raised his hand suddenly and the fish darted away. Raven then showed him the graylings and told him that they would be found in clear mountain streams, while the sticklebacks would live along the seacoast and that both would be good for food. Next the shrew-mouse was made, Raven saying that it would not be good for food but would enliven the ground and prevent it from seeming barren and cheerless.

In this way Raven continued for several days making birds, fishes, and animals, showing them to Man, and explaining their uses. . . .




Hopi




How the Spaniards Came to Shung-opovi, How They Built a Mission, and How the Hopi Destroyed the Mission 

It may have taken quite a long time for these villages to be established. Anyway, every place was pretty well settled down when the Spanish came.1 The Spanish were first heard of at Zuni and then at Awatovi. They came on to Shung-opovi, passing Walpi. At First Mesa, Si-kyatki was the largest village then, and they were called Si-kyatki, not Walpi. The Walpi people were living below the present village on the west side. When the Spaniards came, the Hopi thought that they were the ones they were looking for—their white brother, the Bahana, their savior.

The Spaniards visited Shung-opovi several times before the missions were established. The people of Mishongnovi welcomed them so the priest who was with the white men built the first Hopi mission at Mishongnovi. The people of Shung-opovi were at first afraid of the priests but later they decided he was really the Bahana,2 the savior, and let him build a mission at Shung-opovi.

Well, about this time the Strap Clan were ruling at Shung-opovi and they were the ones that gave permission to establish the mission. The Spaniards, whom they called Castillia, told the people that they had much more power than all their chiefs and a whole lot more power than the witches. The people were very much afraid of them, particularly  if they had much more power than their witches. They were so scared that they could do nothing but allow themselves to be made slaves. Whatever they wanted done must be done. Any man in power that was in this position the Hopi called To-ta-achi, which means a grouchy person that will not do anything himself, like a child. They couldn’t refuse, or they would be slashed to death or punished in some way. There were two To-ta-achi.

The missionary did not like the ceremonies. He did not like the Kachinas and he destroyed the altars and the customs. He called it idol worship and burned up all the ceremonial things in the plaza.

When the Priests started to build the mission, the men were sent away over near the San Francisco peaks to get the pine or spruce beams. These beams were cut and put into shape roughly and were then left till the next year when they had dried out. Beams of that size were hard to carry and the first few times they tried to carry these beams on their backs, twenty to thirty men walking side by side under the beam. But this was rather hard in rough places and one end had to swing around. So finally they figured out a way of carrying the beam in between them. They lined up two by two with the beam between the lines. In doing this, some of the Hopis were given authority by the missionary to look after these men and to see if they all did their duty. If any man gave out on the way he was simply left to die. There was great suffering. Some died for lack of food and water, while others developed scabs and sores on their bodies.

It took a good many years for them to get enough beams to Shung-opovi to build the mission. When this mission was finally built, all the people in the village had to come there to worship, and those that did not come were punished severely. In that way their own religion was altogether wiped out, because they were not allowed to worship in their own way. All this trouble was a heavy burden on them and they thought it was on account of this that they were having a heavy drought at this time. They thought their gods had given them up because they weren’t worshiping the way they should.

Now during this time the men would go out pretending they were going on a hunting trip and they would go to some hiding place, to make their prayer offerings. So today, a good many of these places are still to be found where they left their little stone bowls in which they ground their copper ore to paint the prayer sticks. These places are called Puwa-kiki, cave places. If these men were caught they were severely punished.

Now this man, To-ta-achi (the Priest)3 was going from bad to worse. He was not doing the people any good and he was always figuring what he could do to harm them. So he thought out how the water from different springs or rivers would taste and he was always  sending some man to these springs to get water for him to drink, but it was noticed that he always chose the men who had pretty wives. He tried to send them far away so that they would be gone two or three days, so it was not very long until they began to see what he was doing. The men were even sent to the Little Colorado River to get water for him, or to Moencopi. Finally, when a man was sent out he’d go out into the rocks and hide, and when the night came he would come home. Then, the priest, thinking the man was away, would come to visit his wife, but instead the man would be there when he came. Many men were punished for this.

All this time the priest, who had great power, wanted all the young girls to be brought to him when they were about thirteen or fourteen years old. They had to live with the priest. He told the people they would become better women if they lived with him for about three years. Now one of these girls told what the To-ta-achi were doing and a brother of the girl heard of this and he asked his sister about it, and he was very angry. This brother went to the mission and wanted to kill the priest that very day, but the priest scared him and he did nothing. So the Shung-opovi people sent this boy, who was a good runner, to Awatovi to see if they were doing the same thing over there, which they were. So that was how they got all the evidence against the priest.

Then the chief at Awatovi sent word by this boy that all the priests would be killed on the fourth day after the full moon. They had no calendar and that was the best way they had of setting the date. In order to make sure that everyone would rise up and do this thing on the fourth day the boy was given a cotton string with knots in it and each day he was to untie one of these knots until they were all out and that would be the day for the attack.4

Things were getting worse and worse so the chief of Shung-opovi went over to Mishongnovi and the two chiefs discussed their troubles. “He is not the savior and it is your duty to kill him,” said the chief of Shung-opovi. The chief of Mishongnovi replied, “If I end his life, my own life is ended.”

Now the priest would not let the people manufacture prayer offerings so they had to make them among the rocks in the cliffs out of sight, so again one day the chief of Shung-opovi went to Mishongnovi with tobacco and materials to make prayer offerings. He was joined by the chief of Mishongnovi and the two went a mile north to a cave. For four days they lived there heartbroken in the cave, making pahos. Then the chief of Mishongnovi took the prayer offerings and climbed to the top of the Corn Rock and deposited them in the shrine, for according to the ancient agreement with the Mishongnovi people it was their duty to do away with the enemy.

He then, with some of his best men, went to Shung-opovi, but he carried no weapons. He placed his men at every door of the priest’s house. Then he knocked on the door and walked in. He asked the priest to come out but the priest was suspicious and would not come out. The chief asked the priest four times and each time the priest refused. Finally, the priest said, “I think you are up to something.”

The chief said, “I have come to kill you.” “You can’t kill me,” cried the priest, “you have no power to kill me. If you do, I will come to life and wipe out your whole tribe.”

The chief returned, “If you have this power then blow me out into the air, my gods have more power than you have. My gods have put a heart into me to enter your home. I have no weapons. You have your weapons handy, hanging on the wall. My gods have prevented you from getting your weapons.”

The old priest made a rush and grabbed his sword from the wall. The chief of Mishongnovi yelled and the doors were broken open. The priest cut down the chief and fought right and left but was soon overpowered, and his sword taken from him.

They tied his hands behind his back. Out of the big beams outside they made a tripod. They hung him on the beams, kindled a fire and burned him.




Iroquois




Iroquois or Confederacy of the Five Nations 

By the tradition of the Five Nations it appears that in their early history, they were frequently engaged in petty wars one with another, as well also with tribes living north of the lakes. The Five Nations, on account of their small numbers, suffered more by these wars than their neighbors, until there sprang up among the Onondagas a man more formidable in war than a whole tribe or nation. He consequently became the terror of all the surrounding nations, especially of the Cayugas and Senecas. This man, so formidable and whose cabin was as impregnable as a tower, is said to have had a head of hair, the ends of each terminating in a living snake; the ends of his fingers, and toes, his ears, nose & lips, eye brows & eye lashes all terminated in living snakes. He required in war, no bow and arrow, no battle axe or war club, for he had but to look upon his enemies, & they fell dead—so great was the power of the snakes that enshrouded him. He was a warrior by birth, and by his great power he had become the military despot of all the surrounding nations. And when he marched against his enemies they fled before his fatal sight.

Among the Onondagas there lived a man renowned for his wisdom, and his great love of peace. For a long time he had watched with great anxiety the increasing power of this military despot who on account of his snakey habilaments, was known by the applicable name Tadodahoh, or Atotahoh, signifying tangled because the snakes seemed to have tangled themselves into his hair; he saw bands of noble  warriors fall before his fatal look. He revolved in his mind by what means he could take from the Tadodahoh his power, and also to divest him of his snakey appendages. He well knew that he could not wrest his power from him, unless he could put into his hands some means by which he could still exercise power and influence. He therefore concluded to call a general council, of the Five Nations, and to invite to this council the Tadodahoh, at which council he proposed to lay before the wise men a plan of Union that would secure not only amity and peace among themselves, and a perpetual existence as a confederacy but they would render themselves formidable & superior in power to any nation on the Continent. He accordingly called a council to be held upon the east bank of the Onondaga Lake, and to this council the Tadodahoh was invited, who it is said lived near the shores of Lake Ontario a short distance from Irondequoit Bay. He accepted the invitation and proceeded to the place. He occupied the council grounds alone, for no one would approach near to him, although great numbers had come to attend. The projector of the alliance alone proceeded to the grounds and into the presence of the Tadodahoh. He proceeded to divulge his plan when he was informed that his daughter had died whom he had left at home sick. He drew his robe about him, covering himself completely, and mourned for her. (His style of mourning was afterwards adopted by the Confederacy as the custom to mourn for sachems just before another was to be installed in his place.) He mourned night and day, and in his mourning which he did in a kind of song, he repeated the whole plan of Union. And when he had finished, no one of the wise men seemed to understand or comprehend his meaning and objects. Daganowedah, the projector of the plan of alliance, being provoked at their dullness of comprehension, which resulted more from their ignorance of civil matters than dullness of comprehension, arose in the night and travelled towards the east. He had not travelled far when he struck a small lake, and anyone could go around it sooner than to cross it in a canoe. Yet he chose to make a canoe of bark and go across it. It seems that he did not wish to deviate from a straight line. While he was crossing the lake, his canoe ran upon what he supposed to be a sand bar; he put his paddle down into the water to ascertain the cause of the stopping of the boat; in taking out his paddle he found a quantity of small shells, he took pains to put a sufficient quantity into his canoe, and after going ashore, he made a pouch of a young deer skin, and put these shells into it, after having first made a number of belts, and put the rest into strings of equal lengths. To this he gave the name of wampum, and the belts and strings he had made of the shells, he converted into the records of his wise sayings & the entire plan of his project of alliance.

He then proceeded on his journey, and he had not travelled far  when he came to an Indian castle [a settlement]. Without calling a council he began to rehearse his plan of alliance, by means of his belts and strings of wampum. But the people of this castle were unable to comprehend the benefits of his project, and talked of him as crazy. When he heard what they were saying concerning him, he proceeded on his journey, sorrowing that he could not find a people who would listen to the words of wisdom. He at length came to another settlement, which was one of the Mohawk castles. Here again he rehearsed his plan of Union. Still his sayings were incomprehensible to that people. They however listened carefully for the purpose of ascertaining what it was that he could talk so long upon. All that they could understand of it, was the manner in which councils were to be called. A council was accordingly called and he invited to attend. They invited him for the purpose of giving him an opportunity to say in council and before a large number what he had been so long saying in the open fields. But after he had taken his seat in council and nothing was said or done, no exchange of wampum belts (for he had lent them a belt with which to call a council), he arose and again went into the fields and there repeated his speeches. He concluded by saying that they too were ignorant, and knew nothing about transacting civil matters. This was reported to the Grand Chief of the Mohawks and again he called another council and invited Daganowedah. When the council was opened and the wise man had taken his seat, the Mohawk Chief presented to him a belt of wampum, with a request that whatever he should have to say, should be said in open council. If he was a messenger from another tribe, they would hear in open council what were their wishes. He merely replied that he was the messenger of no one; that he had conceived a noble plan of alliance, but had not found a nation wise enough to comprehend its benefits, and thus he had travelled and should continue so to travel until he found support. He then rehearsed in open council his plan of Union, which though they could not comprehend it, was pronounced by all to be a noble project. Daganowedah the Onondaga wise man was immediately adopted into the Mohawk Nation, nor could the Onondagas afterwards claim him, since they first rejected his project of Alliance. He was also made a chief of the Mohawk Nation, and was to exercise equal power with the original Mohawk chief. They were to live in the same lodge, and to be, in every respect, equals.

But he had lived with the original chief but a short time, when he was ordered about as though he had been a mere servant. To this a free spirit will ever revolt, he therefore left him, and again went into the fields. He was asked why he left the house of his friend. He replied that he had not been treated as a friend or visitor, but as a slave. The original chief begged his pardon, and solicited him to return. He did,  and was thenceforth treated with great regard. Daganowedah at length suggested the propriety of sending runners to the west, from whence he had come, to ascertain what may be doing from whence he had come. He wanted runners to go and seek the smoke of the council fire. The chief of the Mohawks at once called upon some runners to go towards the west in search of the smoke of a council fire. The guardian bird of the runners was the heron; they accordingly took upon themselves the form of herons. They went towards the west, but flying too high they did not see the smoke of the council fire of Onondaga. They proceeded as far west as Sandusky in Ohio, where they were unable to transform or change themselves again into men. Another set of runners were then sent out, who took upon them the form or shape of crows. They found the smoke of the council fire at Onondaga and so reported.

Daganowedah then proposed to send a few runners to the council to inform them that they had found a wise man of the Onondaga nation, who had conceived a plan of Union, and to request that he might be heard before the Great Tadodahoh. This was done; and as soon as the council at Onondaga heard where their wise man had gone, they sent a deputation to recall him. Daganowedah had in the mean time made arrangement with the Mohawk Chief to act as his spokesman when they should be in council. He was also to take the lead in the file, and to perform all the duties necessary to the completion of the Alliance, but he was to act as Daganowedah should direct. His reason for choosing a spokesman, was that he had not been heard when the council first opened, and that probably they might listen to a wise man of the Mohawks. To this arrangement the Mohawk agreed. He agreed also to divest Tadodahoh of his snakes, and to make him as other men, except that he should clothe him in civil power as the Head of the Confederacy that should be formed. They then proceeded with a delegation of the Mohawks to the council grounds at Onondaga. When they had arrived they addressed Tadodahoh the great military despot. The Mohawk divested him of his snakes, and for this reason he was styled Hayowenthah, or one who takes away or divests.

The plan of alliance was at first simple. It provided for the establishment of a confederacy, enjoying a democratic form of government. The civil and legislative power was to be vested in a certain number of wise men who should be styled civil sachems, and the military and executive power in another set of men who should be styled military sachems. The Union was to be established as a family organization, the Mohawks, Onondagas and Senecas to compose the Fathers and the Cayugas and Oneidas the children. This plan was adopted.




Prefigurations (2): The Literature of Imagination and Discovery




Anonymous

Eric the Red was the father of Leif Ericson—or, as he is sometimes called, “Leif the Lucky”—who was presumably the first European to discover America. Eric himself is celebrated in legend as the founder (in 985) of the earliest Scandinavian settlement in Greenland. This portion of the Saga he inspired treats of Leif’s accidental landing on Newfoundland and suggests a number of motifs that will echo in much of the literature of discovery that follows and that will eventually swell into a set of dominant themes in subsequent American writing: the sense of destiny attached to exploration and colonization; the high purpose of exploration and settlement associated with the religious errand of American Christianity; the conception of the New World as a virgin paradise; the correlation of New World discovery with acts of deliverance and charity; and the underlying conviction that success in this missionary adventure is assured both by the beneficence of a favoring Providence and also by the resourcefulness and courage of human beings.




from The Saga of Eric the Red (c. 1000) 

Eric was married to a woman named Thorhild, and had two sons; one of these was named Thorstein, and the other Leif. They were both promising men. Thorstein lived at home with his father, and there was not at that time a man in Greenland who was accounted of so great  promise as he. Leif had sailed to Norway, where he was at the court of King Olaf Tryggvason.1 . . .

He was well received by the king, who felt that he could see that Leif was a man of great accomplishments. Upon one occasion the king came to speech with Leif, and asks him, “Is it thy purpose to sail to Greenland in the summer?” “It is my purpose,” said Leif, “if it be your will.” “I believe it will be well,” answers the king, “and thither thou shalt go upon my errand, to proclaim Christianity there.” Leif replied that the king should decide, but gave it as his belief that it would be difficult to carry this mission to a successful issue in Greenland. The king replied that he knew of no man who would be better fitted for this undertaking, “and in thy hands the cause will surely prosper.” “This can only be,” said Leif, “if I enjoy the grace of your protection.” Leif put to sea when his ship was ready for the voyage. For a long time he was tossed about upon the ocean, and came upon lands of which he had previously had no knowledge. There were selfsown wheat fields and vines growing there. There were also those trees there which are called “mausur,”2 and of all these they took specimens. Some of the timbers were so large that they were used in building. Leif found men upon a wreck, and took them home with him, and procured quarters for them all during the winter. In this wise he showed his nobleness and goodness, since he introduced Christianity into the country, and saved the men from the wreck; and he was called Leif the Lucky ever after.




Christopher Columbus  (1451?–1506)

Christopher Columbus attributed his discovery of the New World as much to divine Providence as to navigational genius or heroic courage. In 1502 he wrote to his patrons, King Ferdinand and Queen Isabella of Spain, “Neither reason nor mathematics nor maps were any use to me: fully accomplished were the works of Isaiah.” (Isaiah 11:10–12 prophesies that God will gather the dispersed faithful remnant of his people into a new redeemed community.) This sense of providential direction for his epic mission, though obviously fed by Columbus’s early imaginative response to tales of exploration and adventure and a strong personal sense of election, possessed at least a modest basis in fact. Born in Genoa, Italy, he arrived in Portugal after a miraculous escape from shipwreck that brought him ashore very close to the rock of Sagres, where Prince Henry the Navigator had established his famous academy of seamanship.

Columbus made four voyages to the New World between 1492 and 1502, all with the object of reaching the Indies. If the idea of sailing west to get to the East did not originate with Columbus—it was actually first suggested by Paolo Toscanelli, a Florentine cartographer—it was Columbus’s obsession with this idea that finally allowed it to be tested. The story of the repeated rejection of his proposals, first by the king of Portugal and then by Ferdinand and Isabella, king and queen of what was then becoming Spain, before the latter reluctantly came to his aid, is only one of the many legendary elements of Columbus’s biography. But the complex if not contrary motives that drove him—religious piety, dreams of wealth, the desire for glory, scientific curiosity, an extraordinary egotism, and much more—overcame all the obstacles set in his way, and the rest, as we  say, is history. While scholars continue to debate the nature of his motives and the significance of his accomplishments, there is no doubt that these four voyages helped redraw the boundaries of not only the European but also the Native American world.

Though Columbus was so certain he had reached the Indies on his first voyage that he named the natives he encountered “Indians,” his first landfall (on October 12, 1492) actually occurred on the island of San Salvador, from which he went on to discover the Bahamas, Cuba, and Haiti. The following selection constitutes his first report to Ferdinand and Isabella concerning his discovery.




from a Letter to Lord Raphael Sanchez, Treasurer to Ferdinand and Isabella, King and Queen of Spain, on His First Voyage (1493) 

Sir, since I know that you will take pleasure at the great victory with which Our Lord has crowned my voyage, I write this to you, from which you will learn how in twenty1 days I reached the Indies with the fleet which the most illustrious King and Queen, our lords, gave to me. And there I found very many islands filled with people without number, and of them all I have taken possession for their Highnesses, by proclamation and with the royal standard displayed, and nobody objected. To the first island which I found I gave the name Sant Salvador , in remembrance of His Heavenly Majesty, who marvelously hath given all this; the Indians call it Guanahani. To the second I gave the name Isla de Santa Maria de Concepción; to the third, Ferrandina; to the fourth, La Isla Bella; to the fifth, La Isla Juana; and so to each one I gave a new name.

When I reached Juana, I followed its coast to the westward, and I found it to be so long that I thought it must be the mainland, the province of Catayo.2 And since there were neither towns nor cities on the coast, but only small villages, with the people of which I could not have speech because they all fled forthwith, I went forward on the same course, thinking that I should not fail to find great cities and towns. And, at the end of many leagues, seeing that there was no change and that the coast was bearing me to the north, which was contrary to my desire since winter was already beginning and I proposed to go thence to the south, and as moreover the wind was favorable, I determined not to wait for a change of weather and  backtracked to a notable harbor;3 and thence I sent two men upcountry to learn if there were a king or great cities. They traveled for three days and found an infinite number of small villages and people without number, but nothing of importance; hence they returned.

I understood sufficiently from other Indians, whom I had already taken, that continually this land was an island, and so I followed its coast eastwards 107 leagues up to where it ended. And from that cape I saw toward the east another island, distant 18 leagues from the former, to which I at once gave the name La Spañola. And I went there and followed its northern part, as I had in the case of Juana, to the eastward for 178 great leagues in a straight line. As Juana, so all the others are very fertile to an excessive degree, and this one especially. In it there are many harbors on the coast of the sea, incomparable to others which I know in Christendom, and numerous rivers, good and large, which is marvelous. Its lands are lofty and in it there are very many sierras and very high mountains, to which the island Centrefrei4 is not comparable. All are most beautiful, of a thousand shapes, and all accessible and filled with trees of a thousand kinds and tall, and they seem to touch the sky; and I am told that they never lose their foliage, which I can believe, for I saw them as green and beautiful as they are in Spain in May, and some of them were flowering, some with fruit, and some in another condition, according to their quality. And there were singing the nightingale and other little birds of a thousand kinds in the month of November, there where I went. There are palm trees of six or eight kinds, which are a wonder to behold on account of their beautiful variety, and so are the other trees and fruits and herbs; therein are marvelous pine groves, and extensive champaign country; and there is honey, and there are many kinds of birds and a great variety of fruits. Upcountry there are many mines of metals, and the population is innumerable. La Spañola is marvelous, the sierras and the mountains and the plains and the champaigns and the lands are so beautiful and fat for planting and sowing, and for livestock of every sort, and for building towns and cities. The harbors of the sea here are such as you could not believe in without seeing them, and so the rivers, many and great, and good streams, the most of which bear gold. And the trees and fruits and plants have great differences from those of La Juana; in this there are many spices and great mines of gold and of other metals.

The people of this island and of all the other islands which I have found and seen, or have not seen, all go naked, men and women, as their mothers bore them, except that some women cover one place only with the leaf of a plant or with a net of cotton which they make for that. They have no iron or steel or weapons, nor are they capable of using them, although they are well-built people of handsome stature,  because they are wonderfully timorous. They have no other arms than arms of canes, [cut] when they are in seed time, to the ends of which they fix a sharp little stick; and they dare not make use of these, for oftentimes it has happened that I have sent ashore two or three men to some town to have speech, and people without number have come out to them, and as soon as they saw them coming, they fled; even a father would not stay for his son; and this not because wrong has been done to anyone; on the contrary, at every point where I have been and have been able to have speech, I have given them of all that I had, such as cloth and many other things, without receiving anything for it; but they are like that, timid beyond cure. It is true that after they have been reassured and have lost this fear, they are so artless and so free with all they possess, that no one would believe it without having seen it. Of anything they have, if you ask them for it, they never say no; rather they invite the person to share it, and show as much love as if they were giving their hearts; and whether the thing be of value or of small price, at once they are content with whatever little thing of whatever kind may be given to them. I forbade that they should be given things so worthless as pieces of broken crockery and broken glass, and ends of straps, although when they were able to get them, they thought they had the best jewel in the world; thus it was ascertained that a sailor for a strap received gold to the weight of two and a half castellanos,5 and others much more for other things which were worth much less; yea, for new blancas, for them they would give all that they had, although it might be two or three castellanos’ weight of gold or an arrova6 or two of spun cotton; they even took pieces of the broken hoops of the wine casks and, like animals, gave what they had, so that it seemed to me to be wrong and I forbade it, and I gave them a thousand good, pleasing things which I had brought, in order that they might be fond of us, and furthermore might be made Christians and be inclined to the love and service of their Highnesses and of the whole Castilian nation, and try to help us and to give us of the things which they have in abundance and which are necessary to us. And they know neither sect nor idolatry, with the exception that all believe that the source of all power and goodness is in the sky, and they believe very firmly that I, with these ships and people, came from the sky, and in this belief they everywhere received me, after they had overcome their fear. And this does not result from their being ignorant, for they are of a very keen intelligence and men who navigate all those seas, so that it is marvelous the good account they give of everything, but because they have never seen people clothed or ships like ours.

And as soon as I arrived in the Indies, in the first island which I found, I took by force some of them in order that they might learn [Castilian] and give me information of what they had in those parts;  it so worked out that they soon understood us, and we them, either by speech or signs, and they have been very serviceable. I still have them with me, and they are still of the opinion that I come from the sky, in spite of all the intercourse which they have had with me, and they were the first to announce this wherever I went, and the others went running from house to house and to the neighboring towns with loud cries of, “Come! Come! See the people from the sky!” Then all came, men and women, as soon as they had confidence in us, so that not one, big or little, remained behind, and all brought something to eat and drink, which they gave with marvelous love. In all the islands they have very many canoas like rowing fustes, some bigger and some smaller, and some are bigger than a fusta7 of eighteen benches. They are not so broad, because they are made of a single log, but a fusta could not keep up with them by rowing, since they make incredible speed, and in these [canoes] they navigate all those islands, which are innumerable, and carry their merchandise. Some of these canoes I have seen with 70 and 80 men in them, each one with his oar.

In all these islands, I saw no great diversity in the appearance of the people or in their manners and language, but they all understand one another, which is a very singular thing, on account of which I hope that their Highnesses will determine upon their conversion to our holy faith, towards which they are much inclined.

I have already said how I went 107 leagues in a straight line from west to east along the coast of the island Juana, and as a result of that voyage I can say that this island is larger than England and Scotland together; for, beyond these 107 leagues, there remain to the westward two provinces where I have not been, one of which they call Auau, and there the people are born with tails. Those provinces cannot have a length of less than 50 or 60 leagues, as I could understand from those Indians whom I retain and who know all the islands. The other, Española, in circuit is greater than all Spain, from Colunya by the coast to Fuenterauia in Vizcaya, since I went along one side 188 great leagues in a straight line from west to east. It is a desirable land and, once seen, is never to be relinquished; and in it, although of all I have taken possession for their Highnesses and all are more richly supplied than I know or could tell, I hold them all for their Highnesses, which they may dispose of as absolutely as of the realms of Castile. In this Española, in the most convenient place and in the best district for the gold mines and for every trade both with this continent and with that over there belonging to the Gran Can[Grand Khan], where there will be great trade and profit, I have taken possession of a large town to which I gave the name La Villa de Navidad, and in it I have built a fort and defenses, which already, at this moment, will be all complete, and I have left in it enough people for such a purpose, with arms and  artillery and provisions for more than a year, and a fusta, and a master of the sea in all arts to build others; and great friendship with the king of that land, to such an extent that he took pride in calling me and treating me as brother; and even if he were to change his mind and offer insult to these people, neither he nor his know the use of arms and they go naked, as I have already said, and are the most timid people in the world, so that merely the people whom I have left there could destroy all that land; and the island is without danger for their persons, if they know how to behave themselves.

In all these islands, it appears, all the men are content with one woman, but to their Maioral, or king, they give up to twenty. It appears to me that the women work more than the men. I have been unable to learn whether they hold private property, but it appeared true to me that all took a share in anything that one had, especially in victuals.

In these islands I have so far found no human monstrosities, as many expected; on the contrary, among all these people good looks are esteemed; nor are they Negroes, as in Guinea, but with flowing hair, and they are not born where there is excessive force in the solar rays; it is true that the sun there has great strength, although it is distant from the Equator 26 degrees. In these islands, where there are high mountains, the cold this winter was strong, but they endure it through habit and with the help of food which they eat with many and excessively hot spices. Thus I have neither found monsters nor had report of any, except in an island8 which is the second at the entrance to the Indies, which is inhabited by a people who are regarded in all the islands as very ferocious and who eat human flesh; they have many canoes with which they range all the islands of India and pillage and take as much as they can; they are no more malformed than the others, except that they have the custom of wearing their hair long like women, and they use bows and arrows of the same stems of cane with a little piece of wood at the tip for want of iron, which they have not. They are ferocious toward these other people, who are exceeding great cowards, but I make no more account of them than of the rest. These are those who have intercourse with the women of Matremonio9 which is the first island met on the way from Spain to the Indies, in which there is not one man. These women use no feminine exercises, but bows and arrows of cane, like the abovesaid; and they arm and cover themselves with plates of copper, of which they have plenty. In another island, which they assure me is larger than Española, the people have no hair. In this there is countless gold, and from it and from the other islands I bring with me Indios as evidence.

In conclusion, to speak only of that which has been accomplished on this voyage, which was so hurried, their Highnesses can see that I  shall give them as much gold as they want if their Highnesses will render me a little help; besides spice and cotton, as much as their Highnesses shall command; and gum mastic, as much as they shall order shipped, and which, up to now, has been found only in Greece, in the island of Chios, and the Seignory10 sells it for what it pleases; and aloe wood, as much as they shall order shipped, and slaves, as many as they shall order, who will be idolaters. And I believe that I have found rhubarb and cinnamon, and I shall find a thousand other things of value, which the people whom I have left there will have discovered, for I have not delayed anywhere, provided the wind allowed me to sail, except in the town of Navidad, where I stayed [to have it] secured and well seated. And the truth is I should have done much more if the ships had served me as the occasion required.

This is sufficient. And the eternal God, Our Lord, Who gives to all those who walk in His way victory over things which appear impossible, and this was notably one. For although men have talked or have written of these lands, all was conjecture, without getting a look at it, but amounted only to this, that those who heard for the most part listened and judged it more a fable than that there was anything in it, however small.

So, since our Redeemer has given this victory to our most illustrious King and Queen, and to their famous realms, in so great a matter, for this all Christendom ought to feel joyful and make great celebrations and give solemn thanks to the Holy Trinity with many solemn prayers for the great exaltation which it will have, in the turning of so many peoples to our holy faith, and afterwards for material benefits, since not only Spain but all Christians will hence have refreshment and profit. This is exactly what has been done, though in brief.

Done in the caravel, off the Canary Islands, on the fifteenth of February, year 1493.

At your service.

THE ADMIRAL




Amerigo Vespucci (1454—1512)

An Italian merchant and navigator who acquired his experience as an explorer of the Western hemisphere in the service of Spain, Amerigo Vespucci is the man from whom the New World took its name. There is some question as to whether Vespucci made four voyages to the Western hemisphere or only two—in his Quatro Americi Navigationis,  written in Lisbon in 1504 and printed in Florence the following year, he claimed four. His name was not directly associated with the “mundus novus” he claimed, in the following letter to Lorenzo de Medici, to have discovered on his third voyage until a Dutch humanist named Martin Waldseemüller reprinted the Quatro and proposed that it be so associated in an accompanying pamphlet of his own. Waldseemüller’s proposal that Vespucci’s discovery be called by his first name was given added impetus when Waldseemüller subsequently published a map or planisphere of the “world” on which the name “America” appeared for the first time (1507). It is worth noting, however, that on Waldseemüller’s famous map Vespucci’s name was applied only to the Southern hemisphere, not the Northern.

Vespucci’s letter possesses considerable cultural as well as historical interest. Though he perpetuates Columbus’s image of the New World as a virgin paradise whose people live in a state of nature, he does not paint an innocent or benign picture of that life. War is common in this primitive paradise and cannibalism an accepted practice. Furthermore, his description of the land implies its potential for exploitation and even, as history was to attest, destruction.




from Mundus Novus (Letter on His Third Voyage to Lorenzo Pietro Francesco de Medici, 1503) 

Albericus Vespucius offers his best compliments to Lorenzo Pietro di Medici.

On a former occasion I wrote to you at some length concerning my return from those new regions which we found and explored with the fleet, at the cost, and by the command of this Most Serene King of Portugal. And these we may rightly call a new world. Because our ancestors had no knowledge of them, and it will be a matter wholly new to all those who hear about them. For this transcends the view held by our ancients, inasmuch as most of them hold that there is no continent to the south beyond the equator, but only the sea which they named the Atlantic; and if some of them did aver that a continent there was, they denied with abundant argument that it was a habitable land. But that this their opinion is false and utterly opposed to the truth, this my last voyage has made manifest; for in those southern parts I have found a continent more densely peopled and abounding in animals than our Europe or Asia or Africa, and, in addition, a climate milder and more delightful than in any other region known to us, as you shall learn in the following account wherein we shall set succinctly down only capital matters and the things more worthy of comment and memory seen or heard by me in this new world, as will appear below. . . .

It was on the seventh day of August, one thousand five hundred and one that we anchored off the shores of those parts, thanking our God with formal ceremonial and with the celebration of a choral mass. We knew that land to be a continent and not an island both because it stretches forth in the form of a very long and unbending coast, and because it is replete with infinite inhabitants. For in it we found innumerable tribes and peoples and species of all manner of wild beasts which are found in our lands and many others never seen by us concerning which it would take long to tell in detail. God’s mercy shone upon us much when we landed at that spot, for there had come a shortage of fire-wood and water, and in a few days we might have ended our lives at sea. To Him be honor, glory, and thanksgiving. . . .

First then as to the people. We found in those parts such a multitude of people as nobody could enumerate (as we read in the Apocalypse), a race I say gentle and amenable. All of both sexes go about naked, covering no part of their bodies; and just as they spring from their mothers’ wombs so they go until death. They have indeed large  square-built bodies, well formed and proportioned, and in color verging upon reddish. This I think has come to them, because, going about naked, they are colored by the sun. They have, too, hair plentiful and black. In their gait and when playing their games they are agile and dignified. They are comely, too, of countenance which they nevertheless themselves destroy; for they bore their cheeks, lips, noses and ears. Nor think those holes small or that they have one only. For some I have seen having in a single face seven borings any one of which was capable of holding a plum. They stop up these holes of theirs with blue stones, bits of marble, very beautiful crystals of alabaster, very white bones, and other things artificially prepared according to their customs. But if you could see a thing so unwonted and monstrous, that is to say a man having in his cheeks and lips alone seven stones some of which are a span and a half in length, you would not be without wonder. For I frequently observed and discovered that seven such stones weighed sixteen ounces, aside from the fact that in their ears, each perforated with three holes, they have other stones dangling on rings; and this usage applies to the men alone. For women do not bore their faces, but their ears only. They have another custom, very shameful and beyond all human belief. For their women, being very lustful, cause the private parts of their husbands to swell up to such a huge size that they appear deformed and disgusting; and this is accomplished by a certain device of theirs, the biting of certain poisonous animals. And in consequence of this many lose their organs which break through lack of attention, and they remain eunuchs. They have no cloth either of wool, linen or cotton, since they need it not; neither do they have goods of their own, but all things are held in common. They live together without king, without government, and each is his own master. They marry as many wives as they please; and son cohabits with mother, brother with sister, male cousin with female, and any man with the first woman he meets. They dissolve their marriages as often as they please, and observe no sort of law with respect to them. Beyond the fact that they have no church, no religion and are not idolaters, what more can I say? They live according to nature, and may be called Epicureans rather than Stoics. There are no merchants among their number, nor is there barter. The nations wage war upon one another without art or order. The elders by means of certain harangues of theirs bend the youths to their will and inflame them to wars in which they cruelly kill one another, and those whom they bring home captives from war they preserve, not to spare their lives, but that they may be slain for food; for they eat one another, the victors the vanquished, and among other kinds of meat human flesh is a common article of diet with them. Nay be the more assured of this fact because the father has already been seen to eat children and wife, and I knew  a man whom I also spoke to who was reputed to have eaten more than three hundred human bodies. And I likewise remained twenty-seven days in a certain city where I saw salted human flesh suspended from beams between the houses, just as with us it is the custom to hang bacon and pork. I say further: they themselves wonder why we do not eat our enemies and do not use as food their flesh which they say is most savory. Their weapons are bows and arrows, and when they advance to war they cover no part of their bodies for the sake of protection, so like beasts are they in this matter. We endeavored to the extent of our power to dissuade them and persuade them to desist from these depraved customs, and they did promise us that they would leave off. The women as I have said go about naked and are very libidinous; yet they have bodies which are tolerably beautiful and cleanly. Nor are they so unsightly as one perchance might imagine; for, inasmuch as they are plump, their ugliness is the less apparent, which indeed is for the most part concealed by the excellence of their bodily structure. It was to us a matter of astonishment that none was to be seen among them who had a flabby breast, and those who had borne children were not to be distinguished from virgins by the shape and shrinking of the womb; and in the other parts of the body similar things were seen of which in the interest of modesty I make no mention. When they had the opportunity of copulating with Christians, urged by excessive lust, they defiled and prostituted themselves. They live one hundred and fifty years, and rarely fall ill, and if they do fall victims to any disease, they cure themselves with certain roots and herbs. These are the most noteworthy things I know about them. The climate there was very temperate and good, and as I was able to learn from their accounts, there was never there any pest or epidemic caused by corruption of the air; and unless they die a violent death they live long. This I take to be because the south winds are ever blowing there, and especially that which we call Eurus, which is the same to them as the Aquilo is to us. They are zealous in the art of fishing, and that sea is replete and abounding in every kind of fish. They are not hunters. This I deem to be because there are there many sorts of wild animals, and especially lions and bears and innumerable serpents and other horrid and ugly beasts, and also because forests and trees of huge size there extend far and wide; and they dare not, naked and without covering and arms, expose themselves to such hazards.

The land in those parts is very fertile and pleasing, abounding in numerous hills and mountains, boundless valleys and mighty rivers, watered by refreshing springs, and filled with broad, dense and wellnigh impenetrable forests full of every sort of wild animal. Trees grow to immense size without cultivation. Many of these yield fruits delectable to the taste and beneficial to the human body; some indeed do  not, and no fruits there are like those of ours. Innumerable species of herbs and roots grow there too, of which they make bread and excellent food. They have, too, many seeds altogether unlike these of ours. They have there no metals of any description except gold, of which those regions have a great plenty, although to be sure we have brought none thence on this our first voyage. This the natives called to our attention, who averred that in the districts remote from the coast there is a great abundance of gold, and by them it is in no respect esteemed or valued. They are rich in pearls as I wrote you before. If I were to seek to recount in detail what things are there and to write concerning the numerous species of animals and the great number of them, it would be a matter all too prolix and vast. And I truly believe that our Pliny did not touch upon a thousandth part of the species of parrots and other birds and the animals, too, which exist in those same regions so diverse as to form and color; because Policletus, the master of painting in all its perfection, would have fallen short in depicting them. There all trees are fragrant and they emit each and all gum, oil, or some sort of sap. If the properties of these were known to us, I doubt not but that they would be salutary to the human body. And surely if the terrestrial paradise be in any part of this earth, I esteem that it is not far distant from those parts. Its situation, as I have related, lies toward the south in such a temperate climate that icy winters and fiery summers alike are never there experienced. . . .




Thomas More (1478—1535)

A Christian humanist and statesman who eventually became Lord Chancellor of England, Sir Thomas More was executed by Henry VIII for refusing to accept the Act of Supremacy, which elevated the king to the position of supreme head of the Church of England. More “died the king’s good servant,” as he said on the scaffold, “but God’s first.” His Utopia, which was written in Latin in 1516 but not translated into English until 1551, depicts an imaginary society governed entirely by reason. Inspired by descriptions of the New World provided by Amerigo Vespucci and by Peter Martyr, which More combined with the social and political views of such classical writers as Plato, Tacitus, and Pliny, More delineates a mode of life that is intended to present a stark contrast to the presiding conditions of English society. More defines egotism as the root of all moral and social evil and suggests that the only alternative is a communistic society, in which all goods are shared and pleasure is never pursued at the expense of others.




from Utopia (1551) 

In that part of philosophy which treats of manners and virtue, their reasons and opinions agree with ours. They dispute the good qualities of the soul, of the body, and of fortune; and whether the name of goodness may be applied to all these, or only to the endowments and gifts of the soul. They reason of virtue and pleasure. But the chief and principal question is in what thing, be it one or more, the felicity of  man consists. But in this point they seem almost too much given and inclined to the opinion of those who defend pleasure, wherein they claim all or the chiefest part of man’s felicity to rest. And (which is more to be marveled at) the defense of this so dainty and delicate an opinion they derive even from their grave, sharp, bitter, and rigorous religion. For they never dispute of felicity or blessedness but they join to the reasons of Philosophy certain principles taken out of religion; without which, for the investigation of true felicity, they think reason of itself weak and imperfect. Those principles are these and such like: That the soul is immortal, and by the bountiful goodness of God ordained to felicity; That to our virtues and good deeds rewards be appointed after this life, and to our evil deeds, punishments. Though these pertain to religion, yet they think it right that they should be believed and granted by proofs of reason. But if these principles were condemned and annulled, then without any delay they pronounce no man to be so foolish as not with all diligence to endeavor to obtain pleasure by right or wrong, only avoiding this inconvenience, that the less pleasure should not be a hindrance to the bigger, or that he labor for that pleasure which would bring after it displeasure, grief, and sorrow. For they judge it extreme madness to follow sharp and painful virtue, and not only to banish the pleasure of life but also willingly to suffer grief without any hope of profit thereof. For what profit can there be, if a man, when he has passed over all his life unpleasantly, that is to say, wretchedly, shall have no reward after his death?

But now, sir, they think felicity to rest not in all pleasure but only in that pleasure that is good and honest; that thereto, as to perfect blessedness, our nature is allured and drawn even by virtue, whereto only they that be of the contrary opinion attribute felicity. For they define virtue to be a life ordered according to nature; and that we be hereunto ordained of God; and that he doth follow the course of nature when in desiring and refusing things he is ruled by reason. Furthermore, that reason doth chiefly and principally kindle in men the love and veneration of the divine majesty, of whose goodness it is that we are, and that we possess the possibility of attaining felicity. And, that, secondarily, it moves and encourages us to lead our life free of care in joy and mirth, and to help all others, in respect of the society of nature, to obtain the same. For there was never a man so earnest and painstaking a follower of virtue, and hater of pleasure, that would so enjoin your labors, watchings, and fastings, but he would also exhort you to ease and lighten, as you are able, the lack and misery of others, praising the same as a deed of humanity and pity. Then if it be a point of humanity for man to bring health and comfort to man, and especially (which is a virtue most peculiarly belonging to man) to mitigate and assuage the grief of others, and by taking from them the  sorrow and heaviness of life, to restore them to joy, that is to say to pleasure, why may it not then be said that nature doth provoke every man to do the same to himself?

For a joyful life, that is to say, a pleasant life, is either evil; and if it be so, then thou should not only help no man thereto, but rather, as much as in thee lies, help all men from it, as troublous and hurtful; or else, if thou not only may, but also of duty art bound to, procure it to others, why not chiefly to thyself, to whom thou art bound to show as much favor as to others? For when nature bids thee to be good and gentle to others, she commands thee not to be cruel and ungentle to thyself. Therefore even very nature (say they) prescribes to us a joyful life, that is to say, pleasure, as the end of all our operations. And they define virtue to be life ordered according to the prescript of nature. But in that nature doth allure and provoke men to help one another to live merrily (which surely she does not without a good cause, for no man is so far above the love of man’s state or condition, that nature cares for him only, but equally favors all that can be comprehended under the communion of one shape, form, and passion), verily she commands thee to use diligent circumspection, that thou do not so seek for thine own commodities that thou procure for others incommodities.

Wherefore their opinion is, that not only covenants and bargains made among private men ought to be well and faithfully fulfilled, observed, and kept, but also common laws; which either a good prince has justly published, or else the people, neither oppressed with tyranny, nor deceived by fraud and guile, have by their common consent constituted and ratified, concerning the partition of the comforts of life, —that is to say, the materials of pleasure. These laws not offended, it is wisdom that thou look to thine own wealth. And to do the same for the commonwealth is no less than thy duty, if thou barest any reverent love or any natural zeal and affection to thy native country. But to go about to keep another man from his pleasure, while procuring thine own, that is open wrong. Contrariwise, to withdraw something from thyself to give to others, that is a mark of humanity and gentleness; which never takes away so much commodity as it brings again. For it is recompensed with return of benefits; and the conscience of the good deed, with the remembrance of the thankful love and benevolence of them to whom thou has done it brings more pleasure to thy mind than that which thou hast witholden from thyself could have brought to thy body. Finally (which to a godly-disposed and religious mind is easy to be persuaded), God recompenses the gift of a short and small pleasure with great and everlasting joy.

Therefore, the matter diligently weighed and considered, thus they think: that all our actions, and in them the virtues themselves, be referred  at the last to pleasure, as their end and felicity. Pleasure they call every motion and state of the body or mind wherein man naturally experiences delectation. Appetite they join to nature, and that not without a good cause. For as not only the senses but also right reason covets whatsoever is naturally pleasant, so long as it may be gotten without wrong or injury, not preventing or debarring a greater pleasure, nor causing painful labor; even so those things that men by vain imagination do feign against nature to be pleasant (as though it lay in their power to change the things as they do the names of things)—all such pleasures they believe to be of so small help and furtherance of felicity that they count them great trouble and hindrance, because those in whom they have once taken place, all his mind they possess with a false opinion of pleasure, so that there is no place left for true and natural delectations. For there may be many things, which of their own nature contain no pleasantness; yea, the most part of them much grief and sorrow; and yet, through the perverse and malicious flickering enticements of lewd and dishonest desires, be taken not only for special and sovereign pleasures, but also are counted among the chief causes of life.

In this counterfeit kind of pleasure they place them that I speak of before; where, the better gown men have on, the better they think of themselves. In the which thing they do twice err. For they be no less deceived in that they think their gown the better than they be in that they think themselves the better. For if you consider the profitable use of the garment, why should wool of a finer spun thread be thought better than the wool of a coarse spun thread? Yet they, as though the one did pass the other by nature, and not by their mistaking, advance themselves and think the price of their own persons thereby greatly increased. And therefore the honor, which in a coarse gown they dared not have looked for, they require, as if it were a duty, for their finer gown’s sake. And if they be passed by without reverence, they take it angrily and disdainfully.

And again is it not a like madness to take pride in vain and unprofitable honors? For what natural or true pleasure dost thou take of another man’s bare head or bowed knees? Will this ease the pain of thy knees, or remedy the frenzy of thy head? In this image of counterfeit pleasure, they be of a marvelous madness, which for the opinion of nobility rejoice much in their own conceit because it was their fortune to come of such ancestors whose stock of long time hath been counted rich (for now nobility is nothing else), especially rich in lands. And though their ancestors left them not one foot of land, or else they themselves have passed it against the walls, yet they think themselves not a hair’s breadth the less noble. . . .

This is their judgement and opinion of virtue and pleasure. And  they believe that by man’s reason none can be found truer than this, unless any godlier be inspired into man from heaven. Wherein whether they believe well or no, neither the time doth suffer us to discuss, nor it is now necessary. For we have taken upon us to show and declare their laws and ordinances, and not to defend them.

But this thing I believe verily: however these decrees be, that there is in no place of the world either a more excellent people or a more flourishing commonwealth.
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