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Why is Puritan literature unique?   

Puritan Literature is unique not only to American Literature but to all literature.  Much like the 
Puritans themselves, the literature seeks to separate itself from its English predecessors and 
establish itself as pure, holy, and free.  To do so, Puritan literature is choked by the simple, 
constrained style of the writing.  Puritans and their literature were plain, spoke of service to God 
and religion, and sought to establish themselves as completely separate from the ornateness of 
England and the style of English writing that was gaining popularity.  To do so, Puritan writers 
looked to the Bible for stylistic influences.  Sentences were short and simple, a preaching quality 
took over the pages, and the ever-present themes of sin, redemption, and condemnation bled 
from the ink.   

Directions: In your journals, define each term.  For each Event/Fact/Invention, explain the 
influence on literature.    

Terms:   

The Great Awakening  

Puritan 

Pilgrim/Separatist 

Original Sin 

Hysteria 

Fervor 

Suspicion 

Divinity 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Characteristic Style:  

Plain 

Simple 

Short Sentences 

Biblical 

Color as symbol 

Events/Facts/Inventions/Etc:  

1607 – Jamestown Established 

Puritan vs. Pilgrim  

1620 – Arrival of the Mayflower and 
Pilgrims/Separatists 

1620 – Mayflower compact signed 

1630 – Second group of Puritans 
(more liberal) arrive  

1632 – Lord Baltimore drafts charter 
allowing churches of all religions  

Rise of Literacy  

1636 – Harvard founded  

1692-93- Salem Witch Trials   

Ergot  



Prominent Puritan Writers 

William Bradford (1590-1657) 

 Arriving in the New World aboard the Mayflower in 1620, William Bradford became the 
second leader of the settlement established at Plymouth, Massachusetts. Bradford belonged to a 
specific sect of strict Puritans known as the Separatists, more commonly known as the Pilgrims.  
Bradford, like all Separatists, sought absolute separation of the Church of England due to their 
belief that it had digressed from the lessons of the bible and instead became too political and 
corrupt.  As such, Bradford’s first-hand account of the founding and settling of Plymouth is 
underscored by a very religious motif.   

Anne Bradstreet (1612-1672)  

 Arriving in the Massachusetts Bay Colony in 1630 during the new wave of Puritan 
migration, Bradstreet and her husband Simon raised eight children.  The Puritans differed from 
the Pilgrims in that they sought only the purification of the Anglican church as opposed to a 
complete separation. Bradstreet was a poetess, and often used the style of lyrical poetry to 
express personal thoughts (typically about the hardships of early colonial life), and her Puritan 
upbringing and continued faith can be seen in the religious undertones of her poetry.  

Jonathan Edwards (1703-1758)  

 Known famously as a Puritan preacher, Edwards is characterized by a logical style of 
persuasion.  He was known as a great academic, earning a degree from Yale at the age of 17 and 
later earning a master’s degree in theology. Raised in a devout Puritan family, Edwards became a 
pupil to his grandfather, Solomon Stoddard, and followed in his footsteps becoming a pastor of 
Stoddard’s congregation after Stoddard’s death. Edwards became swept up in the Great 
Awakening, becoming one of the leaders of the ill-fated movement.   

Cotton Mather (1663-1728) 

 Heavily influenced by the church leaders who dominated his family, Mather followed in 
their footsteps of ministry.  Less known for preaching and more for writing, Mather was known 
for his flowery, elegant language and use of allusions.  He also tended toward the persuasive in 
his reporting of facts and his religious beliefs leak through in his bias tone.   

Edward Taylor (1642-1729) 

 Before emigrating to the Americas in 1668, Taylor was a teacher in England.  This 
profession greatly influenced his poetic style in that his use of figurative language was rich, 
ornate, and complex.  However, his Puritan beliefs influenced the subject matter.  As a result, 
Taylor’s poems were not shared during his lifetime as he considered them personal religious 
reflections.   



EXCERPT FROM  

THE WONDERS OF 

THE INVISIBLE 

WORLD 

 

- COTTON MATHER  

(CLASS HANDOUT)  

 
 

 

 



Style Terms: Define from class lecture 

Bias 

Tone 

Journalistic Style 

 

Mather’s Lexicon: Define from text book  

calamities 

preternatural 

diabolical 

rampant 

 

Purpose for reading: Jot down all evidence from the selection that answers the prompt 
below. Use exact quotes and don’t forget to mark down the page numbers.   

Mather, despite the style of the piece, reveals a bias.  What are his real feelings on the matter and 
how does he reveal them?   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



After Reading Questions: Does not have to be in complete sentences.   

 

1. What detail in Abbot’s description of his physical ailments is clearly exaggerated? Justify your 
answer.   

 

 

 

2. What does Chandler’s testimony that she heard a voice above her head “that she took to be 
Martha Carrier’s” imply about Carrier?   

 

 

 

3. Do you think witnesses might have been likely to fabricate their testimony during the Salem 
witchcraft trials?  Explain.   

 

 

 

4. How does Mather’s style make his report of the trial seem like an objective, factual account?   

 

 

 

5. Why would the report have been less effective if it had been written in the elaborate, elegant 
style Mather used in his other works?   

 

 

 

 



Extension Activity  

In today’s society, witchcraft is not an acceptable grounds for arrest.  Identify one psychiatric or 
psychological condition that you believe Martha Carrier is suffering from and fill out the patient 
intake form below.   

PATIENT INTAKE: SALEM PSYCHIATRY CENTER 

  

Please describe any current stressful events in the patient’s life (home, work, family, social, etc): 

 

 

 

 

What unusual symptoms does the patient currently exhibit?   

 

 

 

 

DIAGNOSIS: Patient currently suffers from _____________________________  

Justification of diagnosis:  

 

 

 

 

PROPOSED TREATMENT:  

 

 

 



“TO MY DEAR AND LOVING HUSBAND” 

- ANNE BRADSTREET, PAGE 148 
 
Style Terms: Define from class lecture 
Lyric Poetry  
 
 

Bradstreet’s Lexicon: Define from text book  

recompense 

manifold 

 

Purpose for reading: Jot down all evidence from the selection that answers the prompt 
below. Use exact quotes and don’t forget to mark down the line numbers.  

How do Bradstreet’s Puritan views influence her marriage and her feelings toward her husband?  

 

 

 

Analyze:  

How is the Puritan style of writing demonstrated in the poem?   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



“HUSWIFERY” 
- EDWARD TAYLOR (CLASS HANDOUT)  

 
Style Terms: Define from class lecture 
Figurative Language  
 

 

Purpose for reading: Jot down all evidence from the selection that answers the prompt 
below. Use exact quotes and don’t forget to mark down the line numbers.  

How does Taylor’s style differ from the common Puritan style of writing?   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Analyze:  

How does Taylor’s poem reveal his previous occupation as a teacher in England?   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Novels of the Puritan Era 

Bunyan, John. The Pilgrim's Progress. Mineola, NY: Dover Publications, 2003. Print. 

 Originally published in 1678 under the title The Pilgrim's Progress from this world, to 
That which is to come: Delivered under the Similitude of a Dream Wherein is Discovered, The 
manner of his setting out, His Dangerous Journey; And safe Arrival at the Desired Countrey, 
Bunyan’s novel served as an allegory for the journey of the faithful from life to the afterlife.  
Sins, dangers to the soul, and redemptive qualities are personified as characters to either aide or 
thwart the protagonists attempt to reach paradise, and his journey is symbolic of the trials and 
tribulations facing the pilgrims.   

Mather, Cotton. Memorable Providences: Relating To Witchrafts And Possessions. Boston: R.P.,  
1689. Print. 
 

 More of an extended sermon than a novel, Mather’s book relates the story of the 
supposed possession of three children in Boston the previous year.  Mather concluded that after a 
quarrel with an Irish washerwoman, the children became bewitched.  Rich in detail, yet 
stylistically simple, Memorable Providences was widely read and accepted as an authority on 
witchcraft.  This book, as well as another account of Mather’s, lead to the fervor of the Salem 
Witch Trials of 1692.   
 

Suggested Readings  
 
Bradford, William, and Harvey Wish. Of Plymouth Plantation. New York: Capricorn, 1962.  

Print. 
 

 An account of the founding and settlement of Plymouth Plantation by one of the first 
settlers of the new world.   
 
Smith, John. The Generall Historie of Virginia, New England, and the Summer Isles: With the  

Names of the Adventurers, Planters, and Governours from Their First Beginning, Ano:  
1584, to This Present 1624. London: Printed by I. D and I. H for Michael Sparkes, 1624. 
Print. 
 
While not necessarily Puritan in theme or content, Smith’s account of the founding of 

Jamestown, the first successful American colony, set the wheels in motion for the immigration of 
the Puritans.   
 
Most writing of the Puritan era, be it fiction, non-fiction, short stories, novels, sermons, poetry, 
or letters, centered on a central theme: the redemption of the soul and fear of sin.  Religion’s 
influence on art and literature of the age is not only evident, but it drives the subject matter.  
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