
what is puritan literature
Puritan literature is a distinct body of work that emerged during the 17th century in
New England, rooted in the beliefs and values of the Puritan movement. This literary
genre is characterized by its religious themes, moral rigor, and the exploration of human
experience in relation to divine will. The Puritans sought to reform the Church of England
and emphasized a personal relationship with God, which heavily influenced their writings.
In this article, we will delve into the characteristics, major themes, notable authors, and
the lasting impact of Puritan literature on American literary traditions.

Characteristics of Puritan Literature

Puritan literature is marked by several defining characteristics that set it apart from other
literary movements of the time.

1. Religious Focus

At its core, Puritan literature is deeply religious. The writings often explore the
relationship between humanity and God, emphasizing themes of sin, redemption, and
divine grace. Puritan authors aimed to convey moral lessons that would guide their
readers toward a more devout life.

2. Plain Style

Puritan writers favored a plain and straightforward style of writing, which reflected their
belief in clarity and sincerity. They avoided ornate language and complex literary devices,
opting instead for a direct approach that communicated their messages effectively.

3. Use of Allegory and Symbolism

While the Puritans preferred simplicity, many of their works employed allegory and
symbolism to convey deeper spiritual truths. For example, John Bunyan's "The Pilgrim's
Progress" serves as an allegorical tale of the Christian journey, illustrating the struggles
and triumphs of faith.

4. Emphasis on Individual Experience

Puritan literature often highlights the importance of personal experience and
introspection. Many authors wrote about their spiritual journeys, reflecting on their
struggles with sin, doubt, and divine grace. This focus on individual experience laid the



groundwork for later American literary movements, particularly Transcendentalism.

Major Themes in Puritan Literature

The themes present in Puritan literature are deeply intertwined with the religious and
cultural context of the time. Understanding these themes is crucial for appreciating the
depth and significance of this literary genre.

1. Sin and Redemption

The Puritans held a strong belief in the doctrine of original sin, which shaped much of
their writing. Literature from this era often grapples with the concept of sin and the need
for redemption. Authors like Anne Bradstreet and Jonathan Edwards explored the human
condition, emphasizing the struggle for salvation and the transformative power of grace.

2. The Nature of God

Puritan writers frequently addressed the nature of God, portraying Him as both
transcendent and immanent. They wrote about God's sovereignty, justice, and mercy,
reflecting their belief in a personal God who is actively involved in the world. This theme is
prevalent in the sermons of Jonathan Edwards, who vividly depicted God's wrath and
grace.

3. The Importance of Community

Puritan literature often underscores the significance of community and collective faith.
The Puritan ideal emphasized the importance of a close-knit, morally upright society,
where individuals were accountable to one another. Works like "A Model of Christian
Charity" by John Winthrop exemplify this theme, advocating for a community built on
mutual support and shared values.

4. The Struggles of Faith

Many Puritan writers expressed their struggles with faith, doubt, and the challenges of
living a pious life. These themes resonate with readers, as they depict the complexities of
human experience in relation to belief. The confessional writings of authors such as Anne
Bradstreet reveal the tensions between personal desires and spiritual obligations.



Notable Authors and Works

Puritan literature boasts a range of influential authors whose works continue to resonate
today. Here are some of the most significant figures in this literary tradition:

1. Anne Bradstreet

As the first published American poet, Anne Bradstreet's work reflects her experiences as a
mother, wife, and Puritan woman. Her poetry often grapples with themes of love, loss, and
faith. Notable works include "The Tenth Muse Lately Sprung Up in America," which
explores her personal struggles and spiritual reflections.

2. Jonathan Edwards

A prominent preacher and theologian, Jonathan Edwards is best known for his fiery
sermons and writings on the nature of God and human sinfulness. His famous sermon
"Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God" exemplifies the Puritan emphasis on the
consequences of sin and the necessity of repentance.

3. Edward Taylor

Edward Taylor was a poet and minister whose works are known for their intricate
metaphors and deep spirituality. His "Preparatory Meditations" and "God's
Determinations" blend personal reflection with theological insights, showcasing the
complexity of Puritan thought.

4. Michael Wigglesworth

Wigglesworth is best known for his long poem "The Day of Doom," which vividly depicts
the Last Judgment and the fate of sinners. This work reflects the Puritan preoccupation
with salvation and divine judgment, making it one of the most popular poems of its time.

The Lasting Impact of Puritan Literature

Puritan literature has had a profound and lasting impact on American literature and
culture. Its influence can be seen in various literary movements and themes that have
emerged since the 17th century.



1. Influence on American Romanticism

The emphasis on individual experience and introspection in Puritan literature laid the
groundwork for the American Romantic movement. Writers like Emily Dickinson and
Nathaniel Hawthorne drew upon Puritan themes of sin, redemption, and the complexities
of faith, incorporating them into their own works.

2. Reflection in Modern Literature

Many contemporary authors continue to engage with Puritan themes, exploring the
tension between religious belief and personal experience. Works by authors such as
Marilynne Robinson and John Updike reflect a deep engagement with Puritan thought and
its relevance to modern life.

3. The American Identity

Puritan literature has contributed to the formation of a distinct American identity, shaping
cultural values and societal norms. The Puritan emphasis on hard work, moral integrity,
and community responsibility resonates in American culture, influencing everything from
literature to politics.

Conclusion

In summary, Puritan literature is a rich and complex body of work that offers valuable
insights into the religious and cultural landscape of 17th-century New England. Through
its exploration of themes such as sin, redemption, and the nature of God, Puritan literature
has left an indelible mark on American literary traditions. The works of notable authors
like Anne Bradstreet, Jonathan Edwards, and Edward Taylor continue to inspire readers
and writers alike, demonstrating the enduring relevance of Puritan thought in
contemporary literature and society.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is puritan literature?
Puritan literature refers to the body of written works produced by Puritan authors in the
17th and 18th centuries, characterized by a focus on religious themes, moral instruction,
and the expression of personal piety.



What themes are commonly found in puritan literature?
Common themes include the importance of grace, the struggle between good and evil, the
nature of sin, and the quest for spiritual truth.

Who are some notable authors of puritan literature?
Notable authors include Anne Bradstreet, Edward Taylor, and Jonathan Edwards, each
contributing significantly to the genre with their poetry, sermons, and writings.

How did puritan literature reflect the social values of its
time?
Puritan literature reflected social values such as individual responsibility, community
ethics, and the importance of a covenant relationship with God, emphasizing moral
conduct and religious devotion.

What role did puritan literature play in early American
culture?
Puritan literature played a crucial role in shaping early American culture by influencing
religious thought, education, and the development of a distinct American identity rooted in
Puritan beliefs.

How does puritan literature differ from other literary
movements?
Puritan literature differs from other literary movements in its strict adherence to religious
themes, its focus on didacticism, and its often somber tone compared to the more
celebratory or romantic elements found in later literature.

What literary forms are prevalent in puritan literature?
Prevalent literary forms in puritan literature include poetry, sermons, religious tracts, and
diaries, often utilizing plain style and direct language to convey spiritual messages.

What is the significance of Anne Bradstreet in puritan
literature?
Anne Bradstreet is significant for being one of the first published American poets, whose
work often explored themes of personal faith, family, and the struggles of a woman's life in
a Puritan society.

How did puritan literature address the concept of sin?
Puritan literature often addressed sin as a central theme, depicting it as an inherent
human condition that individuals must confront and overcome through repentance and



divine grace.

In what ways has puritan literature influenced modern
American literature?
Puritan literature has influenced modern American literature through its exploration of
themes like individualism, moral struggle, and the examination of the human condition,
paving the way for later literary movements.
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