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American Literature and the New Puritan Studies. Ed. by BRyce TRaIsTeR. Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press. 2017. xii + 242 pp. £75. IsBn 978 1 107 101 88 3.
THe essays collecTed In American Literature and the New Puritan Studies
are mostly thought-provoking and insightful, presenting a fresh direction for
Puritan studies as a multi-faceted, transnational subject grounded in the underexplored data of its material culture. As the editor Bryce Traister indicates in his
informative introduction, the collection ‘assumes a pragmatic view’ of various
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that ‘when alls done, give me Books in a Library, not pictures’. In the eighteenth
century, the Ambrosiana was praised by Montesquieu, who noted that its wellinformed staff provided paper, ink, and pens for readers, and by Johann Jacob
Volkmann, who approved of its opening for four hours daily and its provision of
some free teaching. In Rome, the library of the Barberini family (acquired by the
Vaticana in 1902) was visited frequently, as were the Casanatense and the Angelica,
which in that period belonged respectively to the Dominican and Augustinian
orders. The Florentine library of Antonio Magliabechi (1633–1714), the nucleus of
the modern Biblioteca Nazionale Centrale of Florence, was visited less often than
one might expect; however, the Magliabechiana, established as a public library in
the Uﬃzi in 1747, was open only three days a week, while the Marucelliana was
open for three further days. According to Volkmann, writing over half a century
after Magliabechi’s death, his books still bore traces of his heavy smoking and his
habit of eating eggs while using his volumes as a table.
Some travellers observed that personal contact with librarians could facilitate
research. Magliabechi was so knowledgeable that Mabillon described him as ‘a
living library’. In the eighteenth century, one of the greatest librarians of the
Laurenziana, Angelo Maria Bandini, received visitors personally, recorded their
names and impressions in an album, and guided at least one reader, Martin Gerbert,
around Florence.
Sabba’s book will no doubt lead readers to compare and contrast their own
experiences of Italian libraries. Its two main achievements, however, are to highlight
an aspect of early modern travel to Italy that has attracted less attention than the
appreciation of the country’s art, architecture, and opera or of the social experiences
to be enjoyed there, and to assemble further evidence for the history of learned
libraries by using the perspective of cosmopolitan visitors who were implicitly
comparing Italy with their own countries. As Sabba notes, the seventeenth century
marked the start of a new phase in library history, with the publication of works
such as Gabriel Naudé’s Advis pour dresser une bibliothèque (1627), the introduction of more functional architecture, greater consideration for readers, and
increased cataloguing activity (p. 24). Amid the detail of Sabba’s many summaries
of visitors’ accounts, it is not easy to trace long-term trends from the seventeenth to
the early nineteenth century; but her own conclusions are that travellers increasingly
rejected excessive veneration of the past and that libraries came to play a leading
role in the formation of the governing classes, teachers, scientists, and cultured
society in general (pp. 253–54).
Leeds
BRIan RIcHaRdson
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experiences that had been hitherto characterized as separate categories of secular
and religious.
The transnational evaluation of the religious and the political is convincing in the
opening essay by Paul Downes. Downes shows how Puritan thinking served as a
philosophical riposte to Thomas Hobbes’s Leviathan, suggesting that ‘The Puritan
sovereign … “authors” his subjects’ obedience (their faith in him) via grace, but the
Hobbesian sovereign is “authored” into being by the subjects it represents and for
whom it will voice the law of the commonwealth’. While Hobbes wanted to
strengthen the social order by maintaining a radical distance between God and the
people, the Puritans set the groundwork for the American ﬂavour of the covenant
of grace—namely, an egalitarian depravity, spiritual election, and an attachment to
idealized sovereigns. This served as a challenge to the old orders of religious and
political power that kept godliness away from the people (which, Hobbes predicted,
would lead to self-destruction). As Margaret Atwood has emphasized, the word
‘puritan’ means reformist—not suppressor. They saw themselves as revolutionaries.
Another intriguing feature of the collection is its multi-disciplinary approach,
and its accessibility. Nan Goodman’s essay focuses on a little-explored subject of
Increase Mather’s interest in the radical rabbi Sabbatai Sevi, showing how the
religious toleration of the Jews in the Ottoman Empire had a direct inﬂuence on
Mather’s political thinking. Mather believed that the Puritans were heirs to the
Jews. His 1669 sermon The Mystery of Israel’s Salvation saw this failed messianic
ﬁgure of Sevi not for his particular—and peculiar—story, but rather for his symbolism suggesting ‘conditions that allowed the Jews to carve out a singular identity for
themselves in a multi-ethnic space’. This reveals a more creative political vision of
assimilation in Puritan society than had been previously acknowledged.
One of the high points of the collection focuses on mirth, with Michael
Schuldiner’s essay on the Boston clergyman Benjamin Colman’s strategies of
reforming Brattle Street Church at the end of the seventeenth century. His Manifesto
of 1699 elucidated new policies on communion, female franchise (of electing clergy),
and mirth, all while making the application for church membership more inclusive.
These reforms came from his exposure to Enlightenment thinking at Harvard
College, where William Brattle and John Leverett were inﬂuencing young ministersin-training by following the likes of Descartes, John Locke, and Isaac Newton.
Espousing the controversial idea of enlightened laughter, Colman and his followers
thought mirth was the proper gratitude for divine grace, as against the prevailing
gloom of his Puritan ancestors.
Linda M. Johnson’s art-historical examination of Increase Mather’s portrait,
painted in London by Jan van der Spriett, acutely navigates between a convincing
analysis of the portrait’s relation to depictions of other prominent Englishmen of the
time as well as Mather’s writings that advocated for the restoration of the
Massachusetts Charter, which had been revoked after the defeat of James II.
Mather’s careful self-presentation in the painting emphasizes at once his selﬂess,
Christ-like devotion to his ﬂock and his sumptuous, cosmopolitan stature as the
leader of the Massachusetts Bay Colony. This seemingly contradictory—or at least
cagy—stance coincides with Mather’s commentary on Ecclesiastes regarding the
vanity of all earthy endeavours—the text of which appears in the portrait. The
tension in Mather’s portrait between the desire for self-fashioning—that is, power,
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wealth, and independence—and the posture of self-negating religiosity remains a
powerful paradox in much of American society.
Betty Booth Donohue’s analysis of Edward Johnson’s Wonder-Working
Providence shows that alongside his hagiographic treatment of the Puritan founders
of Massachusetts, Johnson also creatively engages with Native traditions, whose
‘human dimensions, complete with foibles as well as nobility of spirit, stand in stark
relief to his unbending and humorless Calvinist colonists’. This subtle doubleness in
Johnson’s history reﬂects the curious ways that Native cultures have inﬂuenced
American culture since its founding. It is in these surprises of small Puritan acts of
rebellion and free thinking that this collection shines.
Cotton Mather appears in several pieces, the most engaging of which is Jason M.
Payton’s essay on Mather’s little-known anti-piracy pamphlet The Vial Poured Out
upon the Sea (1726). Mather took a surprisingly sympathetic view toward his foil,
the irreverent (and undistinguished) pirate William Fly, who was executed for
raiding New England shipping ﬂeets. Both ‘appeal to the common moral language
of piety to negotiate questions about the root causes of piracy and the proper
response to it’. Mather saw the labour conditions of sailors as a litmus test for the
piety of the ship captains who were unchecked in their abuse of young sailors. In his
dialogue with Mather, Fly objects to the hypocrisy of his prosecution when captains
and oﬃcers are allowed to abuse their sailors without punishment. Still a ﬁrm
believer in Original Sin, Mather diagnoses piracy as a consequence of poor moral
education by the leaders of the sailing industry, so the inherently corrupt, naturally
depraved sailor has no other choice but to turn to a life of crime on the seas.
Complementing these re-examinations of little-known pamphlets is a set of
intriguing essays on material culture and textual studies. Jonathan Beecher Field’s
analysis of the few statues of Puritan founders in the city of Boston shows how
statues have a special ‘ability to create the illusion of historical consensus out of
trauma and turmoil’, and that the existing statues owe their existence not necessarily
to their impact but to their ‘political and capricious’ processes involving the
ﬁnanciers of the statues. Many current opinions about Puritans are not grounded in
a comprehensive understanding of their cultural heritage but rather in nineteenthcentury embellishments of Puritanism by antiquarians, collectors, and editors with
varying motivations and practices.
The nineteenth-century curation of Puritanism also shows in Michael Ditmore’s
reconsideration of the textual history of two prominent texts from Puritan history:
William Bradford’s Of Plymouth Plantation and John Winthrop’s ‘A Model’ (which
includes the sermon with his famous ‘city upon a hill’ phrase). Bradford composed
Of Plymouth Plantation between 1630 and 1650, but it was not published in his lifetime, and parts of it appeared posthumously in his nephew Nathaniel Morton’s
New-Englands Memoriall (1669). The work itself was not published until 1856, but
even that edition took signiﬁcant liberties with the manuscript. Winthrop’s ‘A
Model’ survives in a manuscript of uncertain provenance in two different different
hands, neither of which are Winthrop’s. It was also unknown to readers before its
ﬁrst publication in 1838 (and Perry Miller increased its reach by including it in his
and Thomas H. Johnson’s 1938 edition, The Puritans: A Sourcebook, and by
invoking Winthrop and his city upon a hill several times in the opening pages of his
magisterial book The New England Mind). The ‘city upon a hill’—just like the
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mythology of the Mayﬂower arrival—gains its prominence from the nineteenthcentury antiquarians and editors who revitalized and modiﬁed Puritan manuscripts.
Abram Van Engen’s piece somewhat jarringly deviates from the convincing thesis
in the previous piece—that there is no evidence that Winthrop’s ‘City upon a Hill’
sermon was ever delivered or published in his lifetime—by indicating the importance of that sermon to his ‘fellow emigrants’ in 1630, implying a continuity of that
phrase in the public imagination since then. It is a fairly slippery argument, because
it was unpublished until 1838, yet it is still true that this oft-used phrase by many
prominent people in the seventeenth century—delivered as a simile by Protestants,
and by a metaphor by Catholics—reveals a tension between the Protestant and
Catholic theological debates about the proper visibility of the church. Over time, the
use of it in speeches by such politicians as John F. Kennedy and Ronald Reagan
employed the Catholic metaphor alongside expressions of exceptionalism.
A collection with the word ‘new’ in its title—itself a bit of a tired contrivance—
would be remiss without some gesture toward digital humanities. While Harry
Brown’s piece on a digital project on Puritan gravestone iconography and poetry in
the Farber Gravestone Collection is impressive, it is a rather thin demonstration of
the current possibilities of digital studies, and he does not explicate his digital
methods. Nevertheless he challenges previous assumptions about Puritan attitudes
to death and grieving. The gravestones shift from symbolizing the depraved body
toward a more positive ascent of the soul—in effect a lessening of Puritan doctrine.
He illustrates the trend with a close reading of Anne Bradstreet’s powerful elegies
(which may have been considered blasphemous by Puritan fathers) for her grandchildren, and Edward Taylor’s grief in his poetry about child mortality. This
evidences what he calls a ‘counterpoetics against the dogma of Puritan iconoclasm’.
The word ‘counterpoetics’ is a potentially misleading jargon-word that is unnecessary to his overall argument; this could have been alleviated with an endnote
explaining what he meant by it, or a citation to Yunte Huang’s work on the topic.
Yet Ditmore still demonstrates what Jerome McGann has been insisting: that much
of our cultural heritage still needs curation and editing (and re-editing) with digital
methods.
Some pieces seem to be out of place in this collection, or less convincing. Allison
Margaret Bigelow’s piece is diﬃcult to follow, but it shows how linguistic aﬃnities
between Puritan and Catholic missionaries, coupled with disagreements among
Puritan linguists, reveal an uneasy friction between the two rivals’ conception of the
Native American languages and their relation to the goal of a universal grammar
(anchored, of course, by a dominant empire). Brice Peterson’s essay concerns a small
portion from Cotton Mather’s writings about obstetrics. That Mather included
pregnancy among maladies sounds outrageous, but to this day women in the United
States must apply for ‘disability’ when taking maternity leave. Yet it is still diﬃcult
to understand why it is important to provide a lengthy analysis of Mather’s thoughts
about birthing methods and breastfeeding, when in fact his comments are not
unique to himself but rather reﬂect the grand tradition of American medical
quackery. The piece could have been strengthened by connecting Mather to the
broader trajectory of contemporaneous medical practice. Traister’s Afterword adds
little to this collection, reading like a relativistic and defensive homily against the
notions of Puritanism and American literature, as well as politicians and twentieth-
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century English professors. Why accept the book’s title and then conclude that those
are ‘problematic’ terms that are not based in anything other than jingoism? Why not
then apply a better title? And that is a minor quibble compared to several ill-judged
phrases and generalizations about his predecessors such as the following throwaway
sentence: ‘We no longer believe in that kind of thing anymore.’ (Which ironically
reads like his subject of study: a self-privileging puritanical rhetoric of the elect.)
This strange conclusion to an otherwise worthy collection provides a diagnosis:
‘The problem, rather, is that we have become more narrow-minded and selfregarding than we think the Puritans were.’ I assume he switches to a different ‘we’
there, and that is a half-laudable thing, because he is right that an expansive
understanding of the varieties of Puritan experience is preferable to a simplistic,
politically motivated version of it.
London
CHRIsToPHeR OHge

