
colonial period in american literature
The colonial period in American literature represents a foundational era that shaped
the literary landscape of the United States. This period, extending from the early 17th
century to the American Revolution in the late 18th century, produced a diverse array of
writings that reflected the complexities of life in a new world. The literature of this time was
heavily influenced by the cultural, religious, and social dynamics of the colonists, who came
from various backgrounds in Europe. In exploring this rich tapestry, we can identify
prominent themes, genres, and figures that contributed to the development of American
literary traditions.

Historical Context of the Colonial Period

The colonial period in American literature was marked by significant historical events that
shaped the experiences of the colonists. The arrival of European settlers in North America
began in the early 1600s, with the establishment of colonies such as Jamestown in 1607
and Plymouth in 1620. These early settlers faced numerous challenges, including harsh
climates, conflicts with Indigenous peoples, and the struggle for resources.

1. Cultural Influences: The colonists brought various cultural traditions with them, including
English, Spanish, French, and Dutch influences. As a result, the literature of this period
exhibits a blend of styles and themes reflective of the settlers' diverse origins.

2. Religious Context: Religion played a crucial role in colonial life. Many settlers were
motivated by the desire for religious freedom, leading to the establishment of Puritan,
Quaker, and other religious communities. This religious fervor significantly influenced the
literary output of the time.

3. Conflict and Expansion: The colonial period was also characterized by territorial
expansion and conflict, both among European powers and with Indigenous populations. This
dynamic created a backdrop for literature that explored themes of survival, conquest, and
cultural exchange.

Major Themes in Colonial Literature

The literature produced during the colonial period is rich in themes that reflect the
experiences and beliefs of the time. Some of the most prominent themes include:

1. Faith and Religious Conviction

Religious themes permeated much of the literature from this period. The Puritans, in
particular, emphasized the importance of personal piety and divine providence. Key works
include:



- "The Bay Psalm Book" (1640): The first book published in British North America, it reflects
Puritan values and the desire to create a new, devout society.
- Anne Bradstreet's poetry: Often considered the first published American poet, her works
such as "The Tenth Muse" grapple with themes of faith, love, and the role of women in a
religious society.

2. The Struggle for Survival

The harsh realities of colonial life led to a focus on endurance and survival in literature.
Many writings recount the challenges faced by settlers, including:

- John Smith's "The General History of Virginia" (1624): This narrative chronicles his
experiences and adventures, emphasizing the struggle to establish and maintain a colony.
- Mary Rowlandson's "A Narrative of the Captivity and Restoration of Mrs. Mary
Rowlandson" (1682): A firsthand account of her capture by Native Americans, this work
reflects themes of survival and faith amidst adversity.

3. Nature and the New World

The American landscape fascinated colonists and became a prominent theme in their
literature. Writers often depicted the beauty and dangers of the wilderness, as evident in:

- William Bradford's "Of Plymouth Plantation" (1650): This historical account illustrates the
settlers' relationship with their environment and the challenges of adapting to a new land.
- Edward Taylor's poems: His metaphysical poetry often draws upon natural imagery to
convey spiritual truths and the complexities of existence.

4. Identity and Cultural Conflict

The clash between European settlers and Indigenous peoples is a recurring theme in
colonial literature. This interaction often raises questions about identity, cultural values,
and moral dilemmas. Notable works include:

- "A Brief and True Report of the New Found Land of Virginia" (1585) by Thomas Hariot: This
text provides insight into the interactions between colonists and Native Americans,
showcasing both curiosity and misunderstanding.
- "The Sovereignty and Goodness of God" by Mary Rowlandson: Beyond her captivity
narrative, Rowlandson's work highlights the complexities of cultural encounters and the
struggle for identity.

Genres of Colonial Literature

The colonial period saw the emergence of several literary genres, each reflecting the



unique circumstances and concerns of the time. Among these genres are:

1. Poetry

Poetry flourished during the colonial period, with notable poets including:

- Anne Bradstreet: Her personal and reflective verses often explore themes of love, loss,
and spirituality.
- Edward Taylor: His complex metaphysical poems delve into religious themes and the
human condition.

2. Sermons and Religious Tracts

Given the significance of religion in colonial life, sermons and religious writings played a
vital role in shaping public discourse. Prominent figures include:

- Jonathan Edwards: A key preacher of the Great Awakening, his sermons, such as "Sinners
in the Hands of an Angry God," emphasized the need for personal salvation and moral
rectitude.

3. Historical Narratives and Captivity Tales

Historical narratives and captivity tales became popular as colonists sought to document
their experiences. These narratives often serve dual purposes: providing entertainment
while also offering moral lessons. Important examples include:

- John Smith's accounts: His adventure narratives not only entertain but also serve as
promotional literature for colonization.
- Mary Rowlandson's captivity narrative: This work provides a personal perspective on the
complexities of colonial life and conflict.

4. Travel Writing

Travel writing became an important genre during this period, as explorers and settlers
documented their journeys and observations of the New World. Key texts include:

- "The Travels of Marco Polo": Although written earlier, it influenced later travel narratives
by providing a model for exploration.
- Thomas Hariot's accounts: His writings serve as both a travelogue and an ethnographic
study of Virginia.



Legacy of Colonial Literature

The colonial period in American literature laid the groundwork for subsequent literary
movements and the emergence of a distinctly American voice. It established key themes
and genres that would evolve in the hands of later writers. The emphasis on personal
experience, moral reflection, and cultural identity continued to resonate throughout
American literature.

1. Influence on Later Writers: Many authors of the Romantic and Transcendentalist
movements, such as Nathaniel Hawthorne and Ralph Waldo Emerson, drew upon the
themes and styles developed during the colonial period. They expanded upon the
exploration of identity, faith, and nature in their own works.

2. Cultural Significance: The colonial literature's focus on the interaction between different
cultures and the struggle for identity remains relevant in contemporary discussions about
multiculturalism and American identity.

3. Foundational Texts: Works from the colonial period continue to be studied in American
literature courses, providing insight into the historical context and cultural dynamics of
early America.

Conclusion

The colonial period in American literature serves as a vital chapter in the broader narrative
of U.S. literary history. It reflects the trials and triumphs of early settlers, their faith, and
their encounters with new environments and cultures. Through poetry, narratives, and
religious writings, colonial literature explores themes of survival, identity, and the human
experience. As we study these foundational texts, we gain a deeper understanding of the
roots of American literature and the enduring legacy of the colonial period.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the key characteristics of colonial American
literature?
Colonial American literature is characterized by its focus on religious themes, Puritan
values, and a strong sense of place. It often includes sermons, diaries, and poetry that
reflect the experiences and beliefs of early settlers.

Who are some notable authors from the colonial period
in American literature?
Notable authors from the colonial period include Anne Bradstreet, the first published
American poet; Edward Taylor, known for his metaphysical poetry; and Cotton Mather, a



prominent minister and writer.

How did the colonial experience shape American
literary themes?
The colonial experience, marked by hardship, survival, and a quest for freedom, influenced
themes of identity, community, and spirituality in American literature. Writers often
explored the tension between individual desires and communal responsibilities.

What role did religion play in colonial American
literature?
Religion played a central role in colonial American literature, particularly through Puritan
writings that emphasized moral instruction, divine providence, and the importance of a
personal relationship with God. This is evident in the sermons and poetry of the time.

How did colonial American literature reflect the
diversity of its authors?
Colonial American literature reflected diversity through the writings of various groups,
including Native Americans, enslaved Africans, and settlers from different European
backgrounds. This resulted in a range of perspectives and narratives that enriched the
literary landscape.

What impact did Native American oral traditions have
on colonial literature?
Native American oral traditions significantly influenced colonial literature by introducing
themes of nature, spirituality, and community. These traditions provided a counter-
narrative to European settler stories and highlighted the complexities of cultural exchange.

In what ways did colonial literature lay the groundwork
for later American literature?
Colonial literature established foundational themes such as the search for identity, the role
of the individual versus society, and the exploration of moral and ethical dilemmas. These
themes continued to evolve in later American literature, influencing writers like Hawthorne
and Melville.
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