From Colonial Literature to American Transcendeasaital
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Studying a text like Of « Plimmoth Plantatid@®30) » by William Bradford immersed us
into Puritanism and its emergence in Europe and rla@meand so we explained how the
Pilgrims of Plymouth and the puritans of Massactiss@ay were products of the
Renaissance and Reformation. We had to understamengin events occurring in the X{I
cent: the rebirth of classical learning in the Res@nce and the protestant separation from
Roman Catholicism that took place during the Re&drom. Puritans were extreme reformers,
dissenters intent on purifying the Church of Endldny a strict adherence to the theological
system derived from John Calvin (1509-1564). WHedracterized American puritanism is
that there was no mediation between God and Maa @tclesiastical hierarchy was
abolished) and that man’s will is corrupt. Thisabat puritans took from Lutheranism and
from Calvinism, they retained:

- The total depravity of man derived from the oridgisen of Adam; man is sinful and

doomed to damnation.

- Unconditional Election: man has no freedom of wdlsubject to a miserable slavery.
However a few predestinated men will be saved tjinoGod’s arbitrary and eternal
decree.

- Limited atonement (or redemption): Christ died fbose who are to be saved (the
elect) and for them only.

American Puritanism was an attempt to find akable form of Calvinism safeguarding

the political, social and ethical unity of the aoyo Theocracy.

Such important concepts were important toggmrasrder to study the literature of colonial
America and the reasons that led puritans to ga@merica fleeing the religious persecutions
in Europe and the disappearance of their culturestaying in Holland. We could better
understand the beginning of W. Bradford’s text vahapens with « Being thus arrived in a
good harbour and brought safe to land, they fetnupheir knees and blessed the God of
heaven... » and he narrates the ordeals of the psritden they settled on the American
continent. American literature started with expi@sof religious ideas and was meant to
encourage pity and holiness, to give moral lessassin the sermons and numerous
biographies such as Cotton Matter’s life of WillidBnadford. Devotion and faith filled the
poems of Michael Wigglesworth, Anne Bradstreet &ulvard Taylor that is why their
religious ideas were filled with a biblical stylé writing. The latter should be simple and
useful for divine truth to reach even the ignordahten W. Bradford declared that he would
write the history of Plymouth Plantation in « aiplatyle, with singular regard into the simple
truth in all things. »

Puritans were known to be intolerant but tlvegre against the practice of different
religions in their midst because they had foughbhaa to build their New Jerusalem in New
England that is why they were harsh on religioud aacial deviants such as Anglicans,
Roman Catholics, Baptists and Quakers, whoresrsactadical, democrats etc...

But change was inevitable and new religious éesgbrotested against strict Calvinism in
favor of a more genial Christianity as in the wigs of Roger Williams. Diversity, the
American tradition of pluralism progressively reggd religious and social unity. Even the
writings of Jonathan Edwards, the last great stateénof Puritan ideal could not stop the
change.

What Americans retained from Puritanism was itbea of freedom from oppressive
government, the value of learning and educati®sgrse of purpose since they were intent on
building their « city upon a hill ». It also gaveein a sense of duty to their God, their nation
and their fellowmen who should not be judged byrth&th but by their lives. It also spurred



the creation of the beginning of American literatuand undirectly contributed to the
flowering of American Romanticism which expressexli in transcendentalism. The latter
was paved for by a movement called unitarianismciviies in its liberal rationalism and its
opposition to the doctrines of inherited guilt,dasf free will, eternal punishment (Calvinist
concepts). The movement in America was a reactyamat the restricting orthodoxy of New
England Calvinism, and was to a large extent trseilteof scientific thought. It was this
movement developing in the "1and 18' centuries which helped develop transcendentalism
which announced ‘the potential divinity of man’.afiscendentalism is a monism holding to
the unity of the world and the immanence of Gothmworld.

Because of the divinity pervading the worldemrything in the world is a microcosm
containing all the laws and meaning of existen@emes D Hart states in The Oxford
Companion to American literature that « the soutaéh individual is identical with the soul
of the world, and latently contains all that therldocontains. Man may fulfill his divine
potentialities either through a rapt mystical statewhich the divine is infused into the
human, or through coming into contact with the lruveauty and goodness embodied in
nature and originating in the Over-Soul ». In fachnscendentalism was a philosophic and
literary movement (1836-1860) that reacted agal@tcent rationalism and the restricting
orthodoxy of New England Calvinism. The first spsk@n of transcendentalism was Ralph
Waldo Emerson who was himself influenced by T.Se@idge, W. Wordsworth, Th. Carlyle
and german idealism. The sacred book of the Hastiraditions of Plato and neo-Platonism,
British philosophy (J.Locke, Berkeley, D.Hume) alsdluenced his idea of the supreme
importance of the individual, the superiority ofuition to intellect, the presence of a spiritual
power in both nature and the individual human beingheDivinity School Addres§1838)
and The Oversoul’(1841), he rejected institutional form of religiamd strongly affirmed
that ‘God incarnates himself in man’. The Over-Sesutthat great nature in which we rest...
that unity within which every man’s particular bgirs contained and made one with all
other ». This is an important concept Emerson expresseNature The Divinity School
Addressand inthe Over-Soubs a basic concept of transcendentalism. The Swal-is a
pervasive spiritual presence from which all thiegsanate.

Transcendentalism saw each human being agyalar unique self and as an integral part
of the entire rhythm and pulse of nature. Emerdates inThe Over-Southatthe heart in
thee is the heart of all, not a value, not a wablf an intersection is there anywhere in nature
but one blood rolls uninterruptedly an endless alation through all men, as the water of the
globe is all one sea and, truly seen, its tidens dn his essajNature Emerson showed the
power of Nature on the individual and the intimbitk between the two. He says ththe
current of the Universal Being circulates througle m am part or particle of GodFor the
transcendentalist, everything that lives is hdlg tlelights in life and to be in harmony with
oneself is to be in contact with thncontained and immortal beautihat is in everything
around us.

Nature, of course, provides us with commoditymely, satisfying our basic needs but its
service in the soul is more important becauseaeshetic, intellectual and especially moral.

Concerning thintellectual service that nature bestows on the individuas ihreefold:

1- Words are signs of natural facts

2- Particular facts are symbols of particular spirituacts.

3- Nature is the symbol of spirit

Emerson says that by making language and wdod®ly cling to facts and events, we
cling to the literal as well as to the Spiritualttr. He carries on expressing the fact that by
relating words to the specificities of nature, we eelating words to the spiritual essence that
runs through both nature and human nature. Emeagsin ‘Language’ in the esshiature
that every appearance in nature corresponds to stateeof the mind, and that states of the



mind can only be described by presenting that ahappearance as its picture. An enraged
man is a lion, a cunning man is a fox, a firm n&a rock, a learned man is a torch. A lamb is
innocence, a shake is subtle spite... Light and dm&rare our familiar expression for
knowledge and ignorance; and heat for love... »

He also illustrates that particular naturait$aare symbols of particular spiritual facts by
giving us examples taken from the proverbs of matim which a natural fact is selected as a
parable of a moral truth ; for example :

A rolling stone gathers no moss; a bird in the hanavorth two in the bush; A cripple in the
right will beat a rater in the wrong; Make hay wdilhe sun shines (language)

Emerson makes a constant relationship betfetmand spirit:

A fact is the end or last issue of spirit. The bilssicreation is the terminus or the
circumference of the invisible worllanguage)

Quoting a French philosopher, he adds thaterial objects are necessarily kinds of the
substantial thoughts of the creatdhatvisible nature must have a spiritual and moral side
We believe that Emerson goes as far as sayingathatery object unlocks a faculty of the
soul, we come closer to Spirit and Spirit is thedor, God. This is the reason why this
domain of knowledge becomes a new weapon in theanag of power.

The most fundamental service of natuma@s al because the soul of each individual being
divinely connected to the ‘Over-Soul’, a man caarethe rhythms and laws of nature.

Emerson was the great apostle of transcendaniaexpressed its main tenets and Thoreau
was his disciple, living according to its basingnpiples. In his workWalden (1854)he
expressed the idea that he went to the wobdsause | wished to live deliberately, to front
only the essential facts of life, and see if | daubt learn what it had to teach, and not,when |
came to die, discover that | had not lived. | dat wish to live what was not life, living is so
dear; nor did | wish to practice resignation, urdes was quiet necessary. | wanted to live
deep and suck out all the marrow of life.

In going to the woods, he turned words intboac He wanted to live and see truly. He
wanted to experience life and nature in his body iarhis mind and share it with the reader.
His first book which he produced while living at Wen is A week on the concord and
Merrimack Rivers (1849ntroduces us to his distinctive style followingethythmic flow of
description and his spontaneous thoughts. He toetle as sincere and as simple in his
account of his own life as possible. He contributedThe Dial, the transcendentalist
magazine and was active as a surveyor and bothisstecord of his sojourn at Walden in
his book Waldenhas been referred to as an autobiography, a plpidsal narrative, an
ecological journal, a spiritual diary. It is a fasiof experience and reflection.

Walt Whitman was to say of ThoreaWalden Who touches this book, touches a man
because of its unique, personal experience attaicgrlace and at a certain time. Thoreau
showed that man should take what he only needs éduation, reform, clothing, shelter and
furniture.

Walden evinces a seasonal transit from onagpo another corresponding to the spiritual
growth of the hero. In the first spring only youthnocence, animal-man are developed and
the hero develops progressively in the seasonsitaivan and winter to emerge spiritually in
the next spring like a chrysalis being transforrmed a butterfly or like a snake sloughing his
old skin.

Renewal is the main theme and spiritualitymainly symbolized by the pond which,
Thoreau says, ilying between the earth and the heaagwlpartakes of the color of batlt
Walden pondhe learns about himself by learning about natlitee rhythms of seasonal
renewal correspond to the renewal of spirit, of hamature with nature at large. Thoreau and
all transcendentalists were d¢ime alert to find God in nature to know his lurking places



(Thoreau as cited in Richard Gray: 142) and thep aaw nature as both a material and
mystical presence.

The other close disciple of Emerson was Walitivan. In his poetry, he identified
himself with his country. Poetry, his nation ante litself were all a matter of process
energized by rhythm and change. When Whitman calebrhimself, he celebrates the
sacredness in all human-beings, as part and pairGsd:

| celebrate myself and sing myself,
and what | assume you shall assume
For every atom belonging to me as good belongsto y

This identification of thel is with all kinds of people without losing onédentity and it is
also a discovery of the self in the other. The eeaslalso included in this triangular
relationship and momentarily during the time of gfoem, we are transported in an act of
communion abolishing temporal, spatial and cultgegds. Whitman achieves a transcendent
unity with the world; the summerassis a symbol of mystical insight and union withurat
and spirit. HisSong of Myselfsolves the problem of contact betwelerand you, the
individual is nolonger isolated and Whitman redotthe debate between individualism and
community by encompassing not only his compattotisall humanity even abolishing the
notion of time since for the poet, we all form tleersoul and the soul of each individual is
identical with the soul of the world, and latentiyntained all that the world contains.

In terms of form, Whitman wrote an epic poehhis nation concerned with spiritual
possibility rather than historical achievemenis ithe poet’s development and all what it is
associated with which are at the centre of his paethprovides its main substance. The
protagonist is not the third-person hero of tradiéil epic, a prince or aristocratic hero but the
poet himself as representative, democratic perBo@.poem is open and does not follow a
conventional, linear way but goes backwards anddads, existing in space rather than in
time and the reader brings his meanings to the pdéi form will later influence such poets
as Ezra Pound, W.C Williams and many others i28{&*". The poem Song of Myselis
a journey of discoveries where the poet consumesrdrace with his soul experiencing
mystical ecstasy:

“Loafe with me on the grass, lose the stop fromrybtoat,
Not words, not music, or rhyme | want, not custanteature, not even the best,
Only the lull I like, the hum of your valved voice.
I mind how once we lay such a transparent summenimg
How you settled your head athwart my hips and geanth over upon me,” (section5)

The poet is literally consuming an affairwitis soul and as it is always the case for
Whitman, it is both physical and spiritual sinceéuma and spirit mirror each other for the
transcendentalists but for Whitman, this physicabeace has sexual undertones for the poet
liberates the self, abolishing taboos.

Walt Whitman not only has an affair with hausbut also with the earth as his lover:

“Smile O voluptuous cool- breath’d earth!
Earth of the slumbering and liquid trees!
Earth of the departed sunset-earth of the mountaisty-topt!...
Far-swooping elbas’d earth-rich apple-blossom’drear
Smile, for your lover comes.”

The poet is a cosmic lover of the beauty efd@harth! With its voluptuous landscapes and
the reader feels the physicality and joys of eristein memorable lines full of energy and
vitality. The identity of the Self for Whitman issarch to be united with his soul and with
the earth, the cosmos in a transcendental uniae\ahthrough a mystical journey and
trance, in what Emerson callethe OverSoulthat great nature in which we rest in which all



our particular beings are united. Being united wiith earth, the soul, he is also looking for an
encounter with his fellowmen and especially wita thader, the full loop of the “Over-soul”
being complete:
“l too am not a bit tamed, | too am untranslatable,
| sound my barbaric yawp over the roofs of the dorl

| depart as air, | shake my white locks at the waasun,
| effuse my flesh in eddies, and drift it in laagg.

| bequeath myself to the dirt to grow from the grakve,
If you want me again look for me under your bodesa

You will hardly know who | am or what | mean,
But | shall be good health to you nevertheless,
And filter and fibre your blood.
Failing to fetch me at first keep encouraged,
Missing me one place search another,
| stop somewhere waiting for you.

These closing lines are not a farewell tordaler, they are on the contrary a preparation
for a personal encounter: we all belong to a monrmsmhich God pervades everything in
nature including man. Whitman says he is “untraable” because he and we belong to a
mystical transcendental world of which only a fextuitive men can pierce. He also expresses
the fact that you can find me in the grass youdirgaon belonging to nature at large and
symbolized inLeaves of Grasdt does not matter if you do not understand ntd bull be
good health to you and bestow energy and vitadityadu. What matters and what constitutes
our strength is that we are united in the divineldvof nature which bridges all cultural,
historical, spatial gaps. You will certainly findensince we belong to this great monism.

The link between writers of colonial literaguiWv.Bradford, Cotton Matter etc...) and the
transcendentalists was that they were both condirtbat every literal fact or event had a
spiritual significance but with Nathaniel Hawthorawred Herman Melville, every literal fact
would give rise to a full range of meanings, midifers of interpretations as wilthe Scarlet
Letter,title of Hawthorne’s novel and emblem of sin amdtgevolving into a symbol of
redemption, charity and compassion. The letteraSmped on Hester’s breast, one of the four
main characters, starts meaning “Adultress” andlies meaning “Admirable”. This novel
invites us to reflect on the consequences of samparitan community, rather than to follow a
narrative action and Hawthorne presents a worlatlwvld emblematic, pictorial, magical to
express emotions, feelings, guilt in a subtile expressive way. As a romance writer, he
mingles the imaginary and the factual in orderdme as close as possible to the secrets of
the inner life, the torments and obsessions o€héacters which he does so well.

What must be said about N.Hawthorne is thdehe@mbivalent towards Puritanism: he
was immersed in it but at the same rebelled agdirtsis vision, like that of his ancestors, is
symbolical and he was also obsessed by the natiosia and guilt. But to their notion of sin,
he gave them his own response in a splendidly inaigie work which was forbidden by
puritans.The Scarlett etteralso shows the debate in American literature betwee needs
of the individual in confrontation with the demarafssociety. Hester Prynne, like, Anne
Hutchinson, to whom she is referred tdlime Prison Doois a rebel but she cannot live apart
from society; as she showed herself different fthenothers, she is obliged to live on the
outskirt of the town and yet close to it.



Dimmesdale is also in conflict with himselidimg his sin to the community but
unfortunately obsessed by it. His role as a resgattinister cannot go along his private role
as Hester’s lover and Pearl’s father that is whysh@bsessed to a fatal point ending in his
own collapse and death. Chillingworth is a lee@maly, someone who sucks the blood or
feeds on another, a parasite but is far from baidgctor, the role he normally should have to
cure Dimmesdale. He, in fact, sucks on Dimmesdaeils trying to satisfy his need for
revenge. That becomes his reason for living antesdies after Dimmesdale. Chillingworth
shows us that evil lurks in every human heart aaditHorne and Melville were to run
counter to the bright side of transcendentalismesgnted by Emerson, Thoreau and
Whitman by pointing out that not only good is prgse man but a combination of both.
Moreover, Pearl, being a child of nature, growslfininto a woman when she acquires this
knowledge of evil, she will no longer be a membiethe animal realm but an adult in the
world. The debate between the self and socieTthi Scarlet Letteevolves around the
introduction of the notion of sin which triggers$oa of conflicts and enables the reader to
interpret the novel in an open way. The richnegbisfnovel is that the reader can interpret it
in many ways and we think it is Hawthorne’s resgotasthe strict, one-sided, unique way of
interpreting the world around them of his ancestoften as dichotomies: either good or evil,
sinful, depraved or elect. He shows how intricateé difficult it is to decipher the human
heart through symbols, metaphors, magical effélaésyse of romance.

Richard Gray i\ History of American Literatures right to point out thathe Scarlet
Letteris “an open text” because the narrator does nabyimoment impose his point of
view. He achieves this through Subtle manoeuvring of character, the equivocal
commentary and symboligf206)” which opens on many interpretations amohgivthe
reader may choose.

Again we cannot but agree with Richard Gragmwhe expresses the fact that:

“The Scarlet Letter is an extraordinarily modern koexpressing a relativist sense of
experience in a form that is more fluid processithaished product. What is offered is not,
in the manner of a traditional classic text, anags issuing out of a belief in some absolute,
unalterable truth, but something more like a moddassic — a shifting, disconcerting and
almost endless series of questions.”

A writer who stood apart from the main streaiAmerican literature is Edgar Allan Poe.
His concerns were not those of his contemporanes shey evolved around those of the
psyche and troubled mind. Poe was influenced bgohealled “gothic romance”, a type of
writing characterized by preoccupation with superra phenomena which originated in".8
century England. Most of his stories concentratéoarly individuals living in strange and
aristocratic mansions or castles. The storyfbe Fall of the House of Ushemmerses us
straightaway in sadness, gloom and closure, erafirtge title foreshadows it. The narrator is
at once perplexed when he arrives at the gloomgdotiUsher trying to comprehend
feelings which assail him at confronting the hoasd its surrounding. Net only the décor is
gruesome but also its inhabitant, his pale andfweand, Roderich Usher who has just
entombed his twin-sister and has called upon thextwa to relieve his disease of the mind.
The Fall is not only that of the physical housdaqming at the end of the story but also of
Usher and his family as he is the only descendro#.was a master of horror stories and
those of ratiocination (detective stories usingdabjand deductive reasoning) but even in his
horror stories as that ofhe Fall of the House of UshdPoe always contrives to structure his
stories as to enhance the main theme of strangandssollapse: for example, in the midst of
this story, the narrator tells a tale and in itretsiare described which are exactly those he
actually hears on the spot: a door banging anohdgla violent storm outside ravaging the
countryside, the song mentioned in the siing Haunted Palacis an exact replica of what




is happening to the house of Usher; The crackenall of the house at the beginning of the
story is ominous of an impending fall which willentually take place.

Everything is well contrived and thought cutHoe’s stories that is why we can affirm, as
Walter Nash puts it in “Odour of Chrysanthemumbattthe level of articulation is
interlocked with the level of information that is©ywwhen we look at how the text is
constructed, we can derive a fairly good judgménttmat the text is about.

It is true that this story forces us to emtarker levels of the house but also of the mind
and as the narrator becomes more familiar with 8dslhe house and its owner, we, the
readers enter the fiction of Usher. These are tavallel journeys.

All of Poe’s stories are of the same flavonriigeia (1840), an aristocrat marriegyeia,

a strange, dark woman of great beauty and learkiadoves her but an illness has the better
of her and she dies. Being deranged by this ddatusband moves house and remarries
with Rowena Trevanion, a woman he does not reallg.| She, as well, in a strange manner,
dies. When she is on the bier, it seems she coawstb life, the cerement falls, her long
black hair streams forth and instead of Roweng, liigeia who appears before the husband.
She has been reincarnated in the body of Rowena.

In The Black Cat1843) a man used to have a cat he tortured remavia@f his eyes but
this cat died. He brought another one but he canhate it and he attempted to Kill it with
one axe. His wife interfered and he killed her plgahe body in a cellar recess. When the
police came to search the wife, they discoveredingtuntil a mewing (that of the cat behind
a wall) attracted their attention. The police degtd the wall discovering both the wife and
the cat.

Although Poe was radically different from hsntemporaries, he produced a distinctive
work of art that remained for posterity.

Finally, we may conclude that American literatin the XIX" century has reached a pitch
of consciousness thanks to such writers as Hawgh®&oe, Melville, Whitman, Thoreau...
This is what D.H Lawrence writes in his forewordtudies in Classic American Literature

“The further frenzies of French modernismwufism have not reached the pitch of
extreme consciousness that Poe, Melville, Hawthogaehed. The European moderns are all
‘trying’ to be extreme. The great Americans | mentjust were it”.

D.H Lawrence also makes the difference betWessian and American literature
highlighting the idea.

Russian literature is explicit and hates syisldereas Americans refuse everything
explicit and always put a sort of double meaning.

Vocabulary: bier: a stand in which a corpse ooféirtis to be carried to the grave
cerement: cloth for wrappthg dead.
a recess: a remote, secrseduded place.



