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Colonial Period in American Literature: Exploring the Foundations of a New Nation

colonial period in american literature marks a fascinating chapter in the story of American
writing, laying the groundwork for the diverse and rich literary tradition that would follow. This era,
spanning roughly from the early 1600s to the mid-18th century, captures the voices, struggles, and
beliefs of the first European settlers in what would become the United States. It’s a time when
literature was not just about art but often a tool for survival, religion, and establishing identity in a
new world. Diving into this period reveals much about the cultural, social, and political environment
that shaped early America.

The Historical Context of the Colonial Period in
American Literature

To truly appreciate the colonial period in American literature, it’s essential to understand the
backdrop against which these works were created. The 17th and early 18th centuries were a time of
exploration, settlement, and immense change. European colonists, primarily English Puritans, arrived
with hopes of religious freedom, economic opportunity, and new beginnings. This context influenced
the themes and styles prevalent in the literature of the time.

The Puritan influence was particularly strong. Their strict religious beliefs shaped much of the writing,
emphasizing morality, piety, and the human relationship with God. Literature became a means to
instruct, warn, and inspire readers to live according to religious principles. Alongside religious themes,
early American writers also documented their experiences of the new land, encounters with Native
Americans, and the challenges of colonial life.

Religious Foundations and Moral Instruction

Religion was the cornerstone of early colonial society, and this is vividly reflected in its literature.
Many texts from this period are sermons, religious tracts, and personal diaries focused on spiritual
growth and salvation. The Puritans believed that writing should serve a higher purpose: to glorify God
and guide the community.

One notable example is the work of Anne Bradstreet, often regarded as the first published American
poet. Her poetry blends personal reflection with religious devotion, offering insights into the struggles
of balancing earthly life with spiritual aspirations. Similarly, John Winthrop’s famous sermon, “A Model
of Christian Charity,” expressed the idea of the colony as a “city upon a hill,” a beacon of moral
righteousness for the world.

Key Themes in Colonial Period Literature

Several themes dominate the colonial period in American literature, reflecting the colonists’



experiences and worldview.

Faith and Providence

Faith in divine providence is a recurring motif. Writers often portrayed life’s events as manifestations
of God’s will, interpreting hardships and successes alike through a spiritual lens. This helped colonists
make sense of their uncertain and often harsh realities.

Community and Order

The importance of community cohesion and social order was another central theme. The colonies
depended on cooperation and shared values to survive, so literature emphasized collective
responsibility, obedience, and moral conduct.

Exploration and Encounter

As the New World was unfamiliar territory, exploration narratives and accounts of encounters with
Native Americans became popular. These stories mixed curiosity, fear, and sometimes conflict,
providing a glimpse into the complex relationships between settlers and indigenous peoples.

Genres and Styles of the Colonial Period in American
Literature

Literature from the colonial period wasn’t uniform; it spanned several genres, reflecting the
multifaceted nature of colonial life.

Sermons and Religious Tracts

As mentioned, sermons were the dominant form. Delivered orally and later printed, these works
aimed to instruct and maintain religious discipline. They often employed plain, direct language to
reach a broad audience.

Poetry

Poetry from this era was deeply intertwined with religious themes but also included personal
reflection and nature imagery. Anne Bradstreet’s poetry stands out for its emotional depth and lyrical
quality, offering a more intimate view of colonial life.



Diaries and Journals

Personal writings such as diaries and journals provide invaluable firsthand accounts of daily life,
challenges, and spiritual struggles. They offer historians and literary scholars rich details about the
social and cultural fabric of the colonies.

Captivity Narratives

One distinctive genre is the captivity narrative, recounting settlers’ abductions by Native Americans.
These stories were popular among readers and often served as cautionary tales or propaganda
supporting colonial expansion.

Influential Writers and Works of the Colonial Period

Several authors and texts stand out for their lasting impact on American literature’s development.

Anne Bradstreet: Her poetry collection “The Tenth Muse Lately Sprung Up in America” was
groundbreaking, offering a female voice in a male-dominated literary world and blending
personal sentiment with Puritan ideals.

Jonathan Edwards: A powerful preacher and theologian, Edwards’ sermon “Sinners in the
Hands of an Angry God” exemplifies the fire-and-brimstone style aiming to awaken religious
fervor during the Great Awakening.

Mary Rowlandson: Her captivity narrative, “The Sovereignty and Goodness of God,” is among
the earliest American prose works, detailing her experience as a captive and reflecting on faith
and endurance.

John Winthrop: Besides his leadership role, his writings like “A Model of Christian Charity”
helped articulate the vision and values of the Puritan community.

The Legacy and Influence of the Colonial Period in
American Literature

While the colonial period in American literature may seem distant and sometimes rigid compared to
later, more diverse literary movements, its influence is undeniable. It established foundational themes
of faith, community, and identity that echoed through the Revolutionary era and beyond.

Moreover, the emphasis on personal reflection and moral seriousness paved the way for the rich,
varied voices of American literature. The blending of European literary traditions with the unique
American experience began a journey toward a distinct literary culture.



Understanding this period also offers valuable insights for readers and writers today. It reminds us
how literature can serve practical purposes—such as uniting communities or confronting existential
challenges—while also expressing individual creativity and resilience.

Exploring the colonial period in American literature invites us to appreciate the courage, hope, and
complexity of America’s earliest storytellers, whose words continue to resonate centuries later.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the colonial period in American literature?
The colonial period in American literature refers to the era from the early 1600s to the late 1700s,
during which the first European settlers wrote about their experiences in the New World, focusing on
themes like religion, survival, and colonization.

Who are some prominent authors from the colonial period in
American literature?
Prominent authors from the colonial period include William Bradford, Anne Bradstreet, Edward Taylor,
Jonathan Edwards, and Cotton Mather.

What are the main themes explored in colonial American
literature?
Main themes include religious faith and devotion, Puritanism, the struggle for survival, the
relationship with Native Americans, morality, and the establishment of a new society.

How did Puritan beliefs influence colonial American literature?
Puritan beliefs heavily influenced colonial literature by emphasizing religious devotion, morality,
predestination, and the idea that writing should serve to glorify God and instruct readers in religious
principles.

What role did diaries and personal narratives play in colonial
American literature?
Diaries and personal narratives were important in colonial literature as they provided firsthand
accounts of daily life, struggles, and religious experiences in the New World, offering valuable
historical and cultural insights.

How did Anne Bradstreet contribute to American literature
during the colonial period?
Anne Bradstreet was the first published American poet and is known for her poems that explore
personal themes such as love, family, and faith, blending European literary traditions with colonial
experiences.



What is the significance of Jonathan Edwards' sermon 'Sinners
in the Hands of an Angry God'?
Jonathan Edwards' sermon is a classic example of Puritan fire-and-brimstone preaching that aimed to
awaken religious fervor and repentance, highlighting the themes of divine wrath and salvation
prevalent in colonial literature.

How did colonial American literature differ from European
literature of the same period?
Colonial American literature was more focused on practical concerns like survival, religious piety, and
community building, often with a plain style, whereas European literature explored a broader range of
themes and styles including romance and classical influences.

What types of literary works were common during the colonial
period?
Common literary works included sermons, diaries, personal narratives, poetry, religious tracts, and
historical accounts, often written with a didactic purpose to instruct and inspire readers.

How did the colonial period in American literature set the
stage for later American literary movements?
The colonial period laid the foundation for American literary identity by establishing themes of
individualism, religious freedom, and the American experience, which influenced later movements
such as the Revolutionary and Romantic periods.

Additional Resources
**The Colonial Period in American Literature: Foundations of a Nation’s Voice**

colonial period in american literature marks the inception of literary expression in what would
eventually become the United States. Spanning roughly from the early 17th century through the
mid-18th century, this era reflects the complex cultural, religious, and social dynamics of the English
colonies in North America. The literature of this period is characterized by its utilitarian purpose, often
serving religious, historical, or practical ends rather than purely artistic ones. Understanding this
formative period provides crucial insight into the roots of American identity and the evolution of its
literary tradition.

The Historical Context of the Colonial Period in
American Literature

The colonial period in American literature coincided with the establishment and growth of English
settlements along the Atlantic coast. The earliest settlers were primarily motivated by religious



freedom, economic opportunity, and the expansion of the British Empire. These factors heavily
influenced the themes and styles prevalent in the literature of the time.

Unlike European literature, which often emphasized classical mythology, romance, or courtly themes,
colonial writings were predominantly didactic and reflective of the settlers’ immediate reality. The
Puritan influence, in particular, was profound; their focus on religious devotion, moral rectitude, and
providence molded the tone and content of much of the literature produced during this period.

Religious Foundations and Didacticism

The dominant force shaping colonial literature was Puritanism. The Puritans viewed literature as a tool
for spiritual instruction and moral guidance. As a result, sermons, theological treatises, and spiritual
autobiographies were the most common genres.

William Bradford’s *Of Plymouth Plantation* serves as a prime example. This historical account
documents the Pilgrims’ journey and settlement, blending personal narrative with religious
interpretation. Bradford’s writing reveals the Puritan belief in divine providence guiding their mission,
a recurring theme in colonial texts.

Similarly, Anne Bradstreet, often cited as America’s first published poet, wove her deep religious
convictions into poetry that balanced personal reflection with communal ideals. Her work reveals the
tension between individual expression and the collective religious ethos.

Secular Writings and the Emergence of American Identity

While religious texts dominated, the colonial period also saw the beginnings of secular literature.
Travel narratives, captivity stories, and early political pamphlets began to surface, reflecting the
evolving social and political realities of the colonies.

Captivity narratives, such as Mary Rowlandson’s *The Sovereignty and Goodness of God*, combined
personal ordeal with religious interpretation, but also engaged readers with vivid accounts of
encounters with Native Americans. These stories often reinforced colonial and Puritan worldviews but
also introduced a more nuanced understanding of colonial life.

Political and philosophical writings also began to emerge toward the latter part of the colonial era.
Figures such as Jonathan Edwards, while primarily theological, contributed to a broader intellectual
discourse that would eventually pave the way for revolutionary ideas. The gradual shift from strictly
religious content to more diversified forms of writing is a hallmark of this transitional phase.

Key Features of Colonial Period Literature

The literature of the colonial period can be dissected through several defining features that set it
apart from later American literary movements.



1. Predominance of Religious Themes

The Puritan worldview underscored all aspects of life, and literature was no exception. The
omnipresence of God, the struggle between good and evil, and the quest for salvation were central
motifs. This is evident not only in sermons and religious poetry but also in historical accounts and
personal narratives.

2. Didactic Purpose and Moral Instruction

Colonial literature often had an explicit goal: to instruct and guide readers in proper conduct. This
utilitarian approach meant that aesthetic considerations were secondary to religious or practical
objectives.

3. Plain Style of Writing

Reflecting Puritan values of simplicity and honesty, the prose style tended to be straightforward and
unadorned. Ornate language and rhetorical flourishes were generally avoided in favor of clarity and
directness.

4. Exploration of New World Experiences

Colonial literature frequently documented the settlers’ encounters with unfamiliar landscapes,
indigenous peoples, and the hardships of frontier life. These narratives contributed to a growing sense
of a unique American experience distinct from European traditions.

5. Early Political and Philosophical Thought

Toward the late colonial period, writings began to reflect an emerging political consciousness. Essays
and pamphlets questioning authority and advocating for self-governance laid the intellectual
groundwork for the American Revolution.

Notable Authors and Texts of the Colonial Period

To fully appreciate the colonial period in American literature, it is essential to examine some of its
most influential authors and their works.

Anne Bradstreet (1612–1672)

Bradstreet’s poetry stands out for its blend of personal emotion and Puritan ideology. Her poems such



as “To My Dear and Loving Husband” and “Upon the Burning of Our House” reveal an intimate
negotiation between earthly joys and spiritual concerns.

William Bradford (1590–1657)

As governor of Plymouth Colony, Bradford’s *Of Plymouth Plantation* is a seminal historical and
literary document. His detailed account offers insights into the challenges and triumphs of early
colonial life, framed within a providential worldview.

Mary Rowlandson (1637–1711)

Rowlandson’s captivity narrative is one of the earliest examples of American prose. Her harrowing
story of survival and faith during her capture by Native Americans became a model for both spiritual
resilience and colonial attitudes toward indigenous peoples.

Jonathan Edwards (1703–1758)

A leading figure in the Great Awakening, Edwards’ sermons, especially *Sinners in the Hands of an
Angry God*, showcase the intense religious fervor and rhetorical power characteristic of the period’s
religious literature. His works also hint at the intellectual ferment that would influence American
Enlightenment thought.

Impact and Legacy of the Colonial Period in American
Literature

The colonial period laid the foundational ethos for American literature. Its heavy reliance on religious
themes and didacticism reflected the social realities of the time but also constrained stylistic
experimentation. As the colonies matured, however, the literature began to diversify, gradually
incorporating secular themes, political discourse, and a more distinct American voice.

The transition from strictly religious writings to more varied forms signaled the early emergence of
American literary identity. The colonists’ experiences, struggles, and worldview were documented
with a sincerity and immediacy that would influence later generations of writers.

Moreover, the colonial period’s emphasis on plain style and moral clarity can be seen as a precursor
to the straightforward narrative techniques prized in later American literary traditions. The period’s
narratives, especially captivity stories and historical accounts, also contributed to the mythology and
collective memory of early America.

In contemporary scholarship, the colonial period in American literature is often revisited not only for
its historical value but also for its role in shaping themes of identity, community, and morality in
American letters. While sometimes overshadowed by the more stylistically elaborate works of the



19th and 20th centuries, colonial literature remains a critical area of study for understanding the
origins of American cultural and literary expression.

Colonial Period In American Literature

  colonial period in american literature: History of American Literature During the
Colonial Period, 1607- 1765 Moses Coit Tyler, 1902
  colonial period in american literature: A History of American Literature During the
Colonial Period, 1607-1765 Moses Coit Tyler, 2012-01 Unlike some other reproductions of classic
texts (1) We have not used OCR(Optical Character Recognition), as this leads to bad quality books
with introduced typos. (2) In books where there are images such as portraits, maps, sketches etc We
have endeavoured to keep the quality of these images, so they represent accurately the original
artefact. Although occasionally there may be certain imperfections with these old texts, we feel they
deserve to be made available for future generations to enjoy.
  colonial period in american literature: A History of American Literature During the
Colonial Period, 1607-1765 Moses Coit Tyler, 1878
  colonial period in american literature: A History of American Literature 1607-1765 Moses
Coit Tyler, 1966
  colonial period in american literature: A History of American Literature During the
Colonial Time... Moses Coit Tyler, 1878-01-01
  colonial period in american literature: A HISTORY OF AMERICAN LITERATURE THE
COLONIAL PERIOD Percy Holmes Boynton, 2022-09-24
  colonial period in american literature: A History of American Literature During the
Colonial Period, 1607-1765 Moses Coit Tyler, 1879
  colonial period in american literature: A History of American Literature Moses Coit Tyler,
1878
  colonial period in american literature: A Library of American Literature: Early colonial
literature, 1607-1675 Edmund Clarence Stedman, Ellen Mackay Hutchinson, 1888
  colonial period in american literature: A History of American Literature Moses Coit Tyler,
2015-07-12 Excerpt from A History of American Literature: During the Colonial Period 1607-1765 In
the two volumes here devoted to the History of American Literature prior to the american
Revolution, I have not undertaken to give either dictionary of all Colonial list of all American
writings that have survived to us from the Colonial Time. It is our early literary history that I here
endeavor to set forth; - that is, the history of those writings produced by Americans during the
period of our undisturbed subordination to England, which have some noteworthy value as
literature, and some real significance in the literary unfolding of the American mind. But within the
barriers fixed the nature of this scheme, my work does aspire to be exhaustive. I have tried to
examine the entire mass of American writings, during the Colonial Time, so far this country; and in
the exercise of a most anxious judgment, and of a desire for completeness that has not grown weary
even under physical fatigue, I have aimed in these volumes to make an appropriate mention of every
one of our early authors whose writings, whether many or few, have any appreciable literary merit,
or throw any helpful light upon the evolution of thought and of style in America, during those
flourishing and indispensable days. About the Publisher Forgotten Books publishes hundreds of
thousands of rare and classic books. Find more at www.forgottenbooks.com This book is a
reproduction of an important historical work. Forgotten Books uses state-of-the-art technology to
digitally reconstruct the work, preserving the original format whilst repairing imperfections present
in the aged copy. In rare cases, an imperfection in the original, such as a blemish or missing page,
may be replicated in our edition. We do, however, repair the vast majority of imperfections

https://www.americancontractorsorganization.org/archive-th-174/colonial-period-in-american-literature.pdf


successfully; any imperfections that remain are intentionally left to preserve the state of such
historical works.
  colonial period in american literature: A History of American Literature During the
Colonial Time ... Moses Coit Tyler, 1897
  colonial period in american literature: A History of American Literature During the
Colonial Time: 1676-1765 Moses Coit Tyler, 1897
  colonial period in american literature: History of American Literature (Classic Reprint)
Leonidas Warren Payne, 2015-07-13 Excerpt from History of American Literature It is now an
accepted doctrine among teachers of English that the study of the history of literature should take a
comparatively small part of the high-school student's time and that the first-hand study of the
literature itself should receive his largest effort. But in order to approach intelligently the actual
literature of any period or country and to gain a clear grasp of its progress as a whole, the young
student will need at least a brief handbook to set before him in organized form the essential facts of
the literary history of that period or country. American literature, particularly in the two earlier
periods, is but an interpretation of the political, social, and industrial life of the growing nation. In a
brief survey of these early periods it will only be necessary to refresh the high-school students
memory regarding the historical backgrounds and to list for him the chief writers of the peculiar
kinds of literature produced during these periods, giving an occasional quotation from the more
important literary monuments in order to satisfy the students antiquarian interest and intellectual
curiosity as to the sorts of material which our ancestors produced in these periods. In the later
period, beginning about 1800 and extending down to the present, the student will need a somewhat
fuller treatment of the artistic or permanent literature, mainly because the aim of the teacher here
will be to lead the student to read more deeply in this literature, both because of its nearness to him
and because of its greater artistic importance. The plan of this History of American Literature, then,
is to treat briefly the Colonial and Revolutionary periods, giving the essential facts of the literary
history, together with a few illustrative quotations from such of the authors as may be of most
interest to young students; and to treat in more detail the important literary movements and figures
of the nineteenth century, bringing the record down through practically the first two decades of the
twentieth century. About the Publisher Forgotten Books publishes hundreds of thousands of rare
and classic books. Find more at www.forgottenbooks.com This book is a reproduction of an
important historical work. Forgotten Books uses state-of-the-art technology to digitally reconstruct
the work, preserving the original format whilst repairing imperfections present in the aged copy. In
rare cases, an imperfection in the original, such as a blemish or missing page, may be replicated in
our edition. We do, however, repair the vast majority of imperfections successfully; any
imperfections that remain are intentionally left to preserve the state of such historical works.
  colonial period in american literature: Colonial Latin American Literature: A Very Short
Introduction Rolena Adorno, 2011-11-04 A vivid account of the literary culture of the
Spanish-speaking Americas from the time of Columbus to Latin American Independence, this Very
Short Introduction explores the origins of Latin American literature in Spanish and tells the story of
how Spanish literary language developed and flourished in the New World. A leading scholar of
colonial Latin American literature, Rolena Adorno examines the writings that debated the justice of
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