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the materials of myth (whether pictorial or written) presuppose a signifying
consciousness, that one can reason about them while discounting their substance” (110).
Certainly, the ekphrastic sonnets of Ellet and Very look beyond the specific, pictorial
representations in front of them. I say beyond, rather than “through,” because the cultural
and religious saturation of the imagery appears to forbid them from describing the images
themselves. But this is equally true of the visual artists, as well. In antebellum America,
a painter could not simply paint scenes from John Bunyan’s work, imagined afresh from
his own idiosyncratic reading of the text. By necessity, this innovative piece of art had to
build on images already popular with Bunyan’s readers (which, of course, included the

artists themselves).

Fig. 3. The Land of BeulaReprinted with permission from the Saco Museum, Saco, ME, 2015. Cf. Jones
Very’s description: “The land of Beulah, and the city bright/ To which he goes, revealed to human sight!”
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While the panorama is situated in myth, the painted scenes participate in the
iconology of American culture during the 1850s. In his 1986 work Iconology: Image,
Text, Ideology, W.J.T. Mitchell writes, “Images are not just a particular kind of sign, but
something like an actor on the historical stage, a presence or character endowed with
legendary status, a history that parallels and participates in the stories we tell ourselves
about our own evolution from creatures ‘made in the image’ of a creator, to creatures
who make themselves and their world in their own image” (9). The mechanism of the
moving panorama was uniquely suited for an American audience who was still creating
its own identity as an assortment of pilgrims attempting to “make themselves and their
world in their own image.”

Critics like Heffernan and Mitchell have argued that ekphrasis is a struggle for
dominance between image and word, “the war-torn border between image and text”
(Mitchell 154). This struggle is ongoing, Mitchell argues: “The dialectic of word and
image seems to be a constant in the fabric of signs that a culture weaves around itself”
(43). If'this is the case, then Very and Ellet show us that the image and the word are
interdependent. On the one hand, the word is subservient to the image. Both sonnets, in
their way, advertise for the panorama. Ever the itinerant minister, Very depicts the
panorama through the persona of a prophetic preacher, shouting “Behold!” to his listeners
as he reveals the beautiful images, as Beulah was revealed to Christian. Ellet allows the
editorial frame to commend the artwork, as her persona advocates for the spiritual
edification the panorama can offer. But neither sonnet praises the panorama as a
panorama. Instead, both poems look beyond the images toward the spiritual truths in

Bunyan’s allegory. In this light, the panorama shows us that the image is subservient to
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the written word, dependent as it is for its origin upon Bunyan’s text. These ekphrastic
poems show the tensions in such a dialectical, binary view of the relationship between
word and image, however, as poems do not merely point toward Pilgrim’s Progress, but
beyond Bunyan’s text, to the spiritual truths embedded in the story.

As early as 1852, one reviewer from the 7he Barre Patriot entitled a review of the
panorama “The Grand Sacred Panorama of the Pilgrim’s Progress.” Already, the
panorama had ascended into the realm of the sacred.”” The image and the text had
entwined to such a degree that the writer could say, “Connected with religious
sympathies, this whole story, whether read on the page of Bunyan or on the equally
attractive canvass, possesses a strong human interest, and wells up a thousand
sympathies.” The Moving Panorama of Pilgrim’s Progress, and the sonnets the panorama
inspired, are cultural products situated at the tenuous intersection of literature, painting,
the secular, and the sacred. Clearly, the panorama was not popular merely because
skilled artists drew beautiful illustrations of exceptionally popular characters and scenes.
The success was primarily due to the broadly held belief that individuals could--and
should--seek spiritual improvement. Words and images may be necessary, but they are
not sufficient. Spiritual progress could only occur when individuals were able to move
beyond both images and words--the stuff of worldly pleasure--into a realm where neither

was needed or relevant.

> The Pilgrim’s Progress panorama thus participated in a trend in the 1850s--namely,
“Sacred Tableaux” that were designed to convey religious truth through aesthetic
experience. One writer for Appleton’s Journal of Literature, Science and Art quotes
Emerson on this topic: “ ‘A good tableau needs no declamation,” says Emerson...and the
eloquence of a tableau is affirmed by the silence with which people look at it” (M.E.W.S.
595).
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Kyle and Dallas’s work toured through the 1870s, when it “became a sideshow
attraction playing in southern Maine churches, meeting houses, and barns” (Hardiman
13). It was acquired by the York Institute in 1897, and forgotten for a hundred years.
Digging through the basement of the museum a century later, employees found the work,
measuring eight feet in height and 900 feet in length (13).>® The surviving paintings are
monuments to the ever-expanding spiritual imagination of the nineteenth-century
American public, colossal reminders of the inextricable consanguinity of image, text, and
religious devotion. The surviving ekphrastic sonnets are reminders of the sermonic role
of nineteenth-century American poets, who mediated the religious experience of their

readers.

Banvard’s Moving Panorama in American Literature

The tension between individual expressive genius and collective mythic
iconography was explored and exploited by poets like Longfellow and Whittier, who
moved beyond familiar texts such as Pilgrim’s Progress. In their engagement with a
visual text devoid of explicitly verbal and religious ties, these two poets molded
Banvard’s moving panorama of the Mississippi River to fit their respective literary,
political, and spiritual ends. Dorothy Dondore describes “the pervasive and wide-spread
influence which Banvard’s mighty Mississippi Panorama exerted during the Flowering of
New England” (826). Perhaps the most famous literary appropriation of Banvard’s

Panorama was by Henry Wadsworth Longfellow in his epic poem Evangeline, in which

>% The panorama is now held by the Saco Museum in Saco, Maine. They have shared a
video tour on their website as well, with music and narration. This is how 1850s visitors
would have experienced it, as the traveling panorama was accompanied by a lecture and,
frequently, live music.
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the Mississippi River serves as the backdrop for much of Evangeline’s quest to find her
beloved Gabriel. In his journal entry for December 17, 1846, Longfellow writes,
“Finished this morning and copied the first canto of the second part of Evangeline...I see
a panorama of the Mississippi advertised. This comes very a propos. The river comes to
me instead of my going to the river; and as it is to flow through the pages of the poem, I
look upon this as a special benediction” (Dondore 819). On December 19, Longfellow
reflects on his visit to the panorama: “Went to see Banvard’s moving diorama of the
Mississippi. One seems to be sailing down the great stream, and sees the boats and the
sand-banks crested with cottonwood, and the bayous by moonlight. Three miles of
canvas and a great deal of merit” (821). As contemporary reviews show, the moving
panorama greatly impressed nineteenth-century viewers—it was, after all, the ancestor of
the motion picture. But the genre of moving panoramas also opened up possible political
and spiritual vistas in poetry by helping readers visualize debates about what the land’s
value and meaning might be.
For Longfellow, this translated into the imagery he included in Evangeline. The

poet narrates his heroine’s journey down the Mississippi:

Onward o’er sunken sands, through a wilderness somber with forests,

Day after day they glided adown the turbulent river;

Night after night, by their blazing fires, encamped on its borders.

Now through rushing chutes, among green islands, where plumelike

Cotton-trees nodded their shadowy crests, they swept with the current,

Then emerged into broad lagoons, where silvery sand-bars

Lay in the stream, and along the wimpling waves of their margin,

Shining with snow-white plumes, large flocks of pelicans waded. (89)
In these descriptive passages, Longfellow also notes the “houses of planters, with negro-

cabins and dove-cots” (89), a part of the landscape that appears as natural in his

descriptions as the “towering and tenebrous boughs of the cypress” (90). By making use
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of Banvard’s panorama, Longfellow was able to improve the detail and accuracy of his
imagery without needing to traverse the great river himself. Furthermore, Longfellow
transposed the nationalism of Banvard’s project onto his own attempt at creating a
national epic.

Beyond providing the imagery for his epic, however, the panorama also provided
an example for what American literature ought to be. In Longfellow’s short novel
Kavanagh, Mr. Hathaway pronounces, “[ W]e want a national literature commensurate
with our mountains and rivers,--commensurate with Niagara, and the Alleghanies [sic],
and the Great Lakes...We want a national epic that shall correspond to the size of the
country; that shall be to all other epics what Banvard’s Panorama of the Mississippi is to
all other paintings,--the largest in the world!” (754). For Longfellow, as for many who
visited the panorama, Banvard’s painting was distinctly American in its sheer size,
innovation, and connection with the American landscape.

A second publication that arose in response to Banvard’s panorama was John
Greenleaf Whittier’s 1856 collection The Panorama and Other Poems. Although
Whittier does not name Banvard particularly, Whittier’s first description of the panorama
fits what we know of the “Three Mile Picture.” Furthermore, this opening description
also illustrates what this panorama meant to a particularly American audience:

The curtain rose, disclosing wide and far
A green land stretching to the evening star,
Fair rivers, skirted by primeval trees

And flowers hummed over by the desert bees,
Marked by tall bluffs whose slopes of greenness show

> In many ways, Hathaway provides a foil for Longfellow’s Kavanagh, who criticizes
this expansive (and anti-European) teleology for American literature. Nevertheless, this
connection between the boundless American landscape and a development of American
literature was a strain Longfellow felt compelled to address.
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Fantastic outcrops of the rock below,--

The slow result of patient Nature’s pains,

And plastic fingering of her sun and rains,--

Arch, tower, and gate, grotesquely windowed hall,

And long escarpment of half-crumbled wall,

Huger than those which, from steep hills of vine,

Stare through their loopholes on the travelled Rhine;

Suggesting vaguely to the gazer’s mind

A fancy, idle as the prairie wind,

Of the land’s dwellers in an age unguessed,--

The unsung Jotuns of the mystic West. (175)
The speaker is first struck by the sheer scale of the painting (“wide and far”), then by the
scale and beauty of the American landscape itself, which “stretch[es] to the evening star.”
Importantly, once the viewer has progressed from a focus on the panorama to a focus on
the landscape, the next step is to compare the vastness of this landscape to the “travelled
Rhine” and to relocate European mythology (in the form of the Norse giants, “Jotuns”) to
the “mystic West.” In contrast to the ineffectual attempts at domestication—such as the
“half-crumbled wall”—the land itself is limitless and timeless. The panorama, then, is a
gateway to an experience of the American landscape whose fullness encompasses and
surpasses the natural beauty of Europe.

This initial reaction is consistent with Banvard’s stated goal of the panorama. In
the biography published along with the 1862 description of Banvard’s panorama,
Banvard is painted as a young boy who “had heard, and now realized that America could
boast the most picturesque and magnificent scenery in the world” (3). He subsequently
“determined to paint a picture of the beautiful scenery of the Mississippi, which should
be as superior to all others, in point of size, as that prodigious river is superior to the

streamlets of Europe” (4). The ostensible purpose of this panorama was to bring the

beauty of the American landscape to viewers who could otherwise not view it for
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themselves. At the heart of this project, especially as it began its trek around the world,
was to place the natural beauty of the United States on par with (even above) that of the
classical European world. As Charles Dickens commented upon seeing the panorama in
London, “This is history. Poor, untaught, wholly unassisted, [Banvard] conceives the
idea—a truly American idea—of painting ‘the largest picture in the world’...The upshot
is, that it succeeds” (Oettermann 329). Dickens correctly predicted that it would become
a worldwide phenomenon, as Oettermann writes: “Banvard claimed that four hundred
thousand people saw his panorama in America alone...It is likely that he exceeded [this]
during his tour of Europe. Following this tour, Banvard traveled extensively in Asia,
Africa, and the Holy Land” (330). At home and abroad, the panorama was hugely
successful. Back in the states, however, Banvard’s painting would also become a vehicle
for the abolitionist poetics of John Greenleaf Whittier, which thereby complicated the
nationalist functions of the art form.

While the land itself was impressive and majestic, Banvard’s depictions of the
American South provided fodder for what was, according to one critic, Whittier’s “most

important political poem.”®

Whittier’s description of the viewing experience is
consistent with what we know of Banvard’s touring exhibition—namely, the moving
panorama unfolded before a seated audience, accompanied by a lecture from the artist. In
London, this was the artist himself, as Dickens describes, “pointing out what he deems

most worthy of notice...standing on a little platform by its side explaining it” (Oettermann

329). In Whittier’s poem, written in the wake of the “Bleeding-Kansas”-inspiring

% David Grant outlines the political significance of this poem in his piece “ ‘The Unequal
Sovereigns of a Slaveholding Land’: The North as Subject in Whittier’s ‘The
Panorama.’”” In this article, Grant explains how Whittier was attempting to unite several
disparate strands within the antebellum Republican party’s platform.
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Kansas-Nebraska Act, the speaker plays a more prominent role than the panorama itself,
just as Whittier asserts his own romantic point of view.

This romantic point of view comes through most clearly in Whittier’s
“Showman.” Moving beyond the mere descriptive role Banvard most likely played,
Whittier’s “Showman” unveils a panorama laden with prophecy:

I need no prophet’s word, nor shapes that pass

Like clouding shadows o’er a magic glass;

For now, as ever, passionless and cold,

Doth the dread angel of the future hold

Evil and good before us, with no voice

Or warning look to guide us in our choice

With spectral hands outreaching through the gloom

The shadowy contrasts of the coming doom.

Transferred from these, it now remains to give

The sun and shade of Fate’s alternative. (176)
Rather than relying on a “prophet’s word” or “a magic glass,” the Showman relies on this
new visual medium to reveal the respective consequences (both physical and
metaphysical) of slavery and abolition. As a preacher unfolding a visual text before his
congregation, the Showman unveils two potential outcomes for the nation. To depict a
world in which slaves have been freed, the Showman reveals a landscape “Fair as God’s
garden. Broad on either hand/ The golden wheat-fields glimmered in the sun,/ And the
tall maize its yellow tassels spun” (177). The fecund imagery here highlights the
spiritual and economic yields a slave-free country can produce—enough to remind one of
reentering the Garden of Eden. This, indeed, is a more Christian country, in which “well-
paid labor counts his task a play./ And, grateful tokens of a Bible free,/ And the free
Gospel of Humanity” abound (177). This is also a specifically multi-denominational

religious country, as the various traditions are described as “diverse sects and differing

names the shrines,/ One in their faith, whate’er their outward signs” (177). In this way,
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abolition provides an avenue that will unite Christians as believers in “the free Gospel of
Humanity.”
Like Dickens’s own fictitious ghosts, the Showman follows this vision with a

country that currently relies on slave labor:

“Look,” said the Showman, sternly, as he rolled

His curtain upward; “Fate’s reverse behold!”

A village straggling in loose disarray

Of vulgar newness, premature decay;

A tavern, crazy with its whiskey brawls,

With “Slaves at Auction!” garnishing its walls. (177)
Like Jones Very’s speaker in his ekphrastic poems, the Showman here commands his
readers, “Look” and “behold!” With the voice of a preacher presenting a text to his
congregation, the Showman reveals image of a slave-owning town. This town is
characterized by economic and moral decline, as its citizens descend into drunken
“whiskey brawls.” Unlike the previous edenic landscape, here the slave-holding village
is characterized by “vulgar newness” and “premature decay,” as the town mirrors the
spiritual corruption produced by slavery. This is spelled out more explicitly as the

29 <6

“shrewd-eyed salesman” “with a filthy jest,/ sell[s] the infant from its mother’s breast,/
Break[s] through all ties of wedlock, home, and kin,/ Yield[s] shrinking girlhood up to
graybeard sin” (177). As Whittier’s panorama shows, slavery is intricately woven with
the dissolution of the family unit and the propagation of unnatural sexual sin. Yet, this is
all executed “With pious phrase and democratic cant.” Unlike the unity brought in by the
“free Gospel of Humanity,” the Christian in a slave-owning land will “Sell all the virtues
with his human stock,/ The Christian graces on his auction-bloc,/ And coolly count on

shrewdest bargains driven/ In hearts regenerate, and in souls forgiven!” (177). In case the

viewers have missed the point, the Showman cries out, “Look once again! The moving
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canvas shows/ A slave plantation’s slovenly repose,/ Where, in rude cabins rotting midst
their weeds,/ The human chattel eats, and sleeps, and breeds” (177). In these lines,
Whittier echoes his earlier comments on anti-slavery in the 1833 pamphlet Justice and
Expediency:
We are told of grass-grown streets—of crumbling mansions—of beggared
planters and barren plantations—of fear from without—of terror within.
The once fertile fields are wasted and tenantless, for the curse of
Slavery—the improvidence of that labor whose hire has been kept back by
fraud—has been there, poisoning the very earth beyond the reviving
influence of the early and the later rain. A moral mildew mingles with and
blasts the economy of nature. It is as if the finger of the everlasting God
had written upon the soil of the slave-holder the language of His
displeasure. (56)
More than twenty years removed from Justice and Expediency, Whittier transposes this
dissolute image of the south onto his moving panorama, incorporating new media into his
poetic, and political, enterprise.

In an immediate sense, the Showman uses the panorama to display the present-
day reality of slavery, which the painting depicts as socially, sexually, and spiritually
corrupting. Not only is slavery incompatible with Christianity as the Showman sees it,
but it also reduces men, women, and children to livestock. In his final revelation of the
visual text before the audience, the Showman proceeds to display the future of such a
slave-holding nation as it spreads westward:

Still scenes like these the moving chart reveals.
Up the long western steppes the blighting steals;
Down the Pacific slope the evil Fate

Glides like a shadow to the Golden Gate:

From sea to sea the drear eclipse is thrown (178)

The political context of the Kansas-Nebraska Act weighs heavily on this poem, as the

Showman reveals the dangers to the country if territories are permitted to choose slavery
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over abolition. These dangers are not only economic and moral, but also ecological, as
the virus-like institution invokes blight and “drear eclipse” stretching “From sea to sea.”
As Whittier had written back in 1833, “Members of one Confederacy—children of one
family—the cure and the shame—the sin against our brother, and the sin against our
God—all, all the iniquity of Slavery which is revealed to man, and all which crieth in the
ear, or is manifested to the eye of Jehovah, will assuredly be visited upon all our people”
(Justice and Expediency 51).

For Whittier’s Showman, this is all contained within the panorama he presents to
his audience—just as Banvard would have narrated his own panorama. Once the
panorama has passed before the audience, the Showman shifts from describing a text to
expounding a doctrine with evangelical fervor. In this way, he has entered the second
stage of his sermon (of the traditional text/doctrine/uses structure):

The Showman stood

With drooping brow in sorrow’s attitude

One moment, then with sudden gesture shook

His loose hair back, and with the air and look

Of one who felt, beyond the narrow stage

And listening group, the presence of the age,

And heard the footsteps of the things to be,

Poured out his soul in earnest words and free. (178)
This description participates in common tropes surrounding contemporary evangelical
preachers, as discussed in previous chapters. The Showman is isolated, with the audience
noticing each theatrical gesture. As one who can both feel the “listening group, the
presence of the age” and hear “the footsteps of the things to be,” the Showman serves as a
conduit between the terrestrial and the spiritual—the temporal and the eternal. Therefore,

he is able to help transport his audience from ignorance to enlightenment. To this end, he

explicates the painting as it relates to his audience: “ ‘O friends!’ he said, ‘in this poor
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trick of paint/ You see the semblance, incomplete and faint,/ Of the two-fronted Future,
which, today,/ Stands dim and silent, waiting in your way’” (178). Clearly, this
“incomplete” panorama is the imperfect, concrete representation of this truth: slavery is a
“mad curse” leading the country to its own destruction.

The Showman moves quickly, however, to dispel any self-righteous sentiment
among his Northern audience: “Why rail at fate? The mischief is your own./ Why hate
your neighbor? Blame yourselves alone!” (178). As a preacher convicting his audience
of their own sin, the Showman decries the pious Northerner who, unlike the “Southron,”
may disagree with slavery, but lacks the courage of his own convictions. The Showman
describes this man as “the mean traitor, breathing northern air,/ With nasal speech and
puritanic hair” who “consecrates his baseness to the cause/ Of constitution, union, and the
laws” (179). Inherent in this description is a disdain for any New England Puritanism
that has yet to ally itself fully to the abolitionist cause. In Whittier’s poem, one cannot be
Christian and pro-slavery. That is to say, one cannot be a Christian without being
actively anti-slavery. Whittier had already expressed his disdain for New England self-
righteousness in Justice and Expediency when he asked, “New England not responsible?
Bound by the United States Constitution to protect the slave-holder in his sins, and yet
not responsible? Joining hand with crime—covenanting with oppression—leaguing with
pollution, and yet not responsible!...Why then should we stretch forth our hands toward
our Southern brethren, and like the Pharisee thank God we are not like them?”” (51). Over
twenty years of political battles may not have changed Whittier’s views, but they
certainly helped to sharpen his poetic voice as evidenced by the Showman’s sermonic

speech.
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For Whittier, it is not enough to agree with abolitionists. The Showman stands
before the panorama, using his pulpit to reveal to his audience their complicity in
slavery’s perpetuation:

Men of the North! beneath your very eyes,

By hearth and home, your real danger lies.

Still day by day some hold of freedom falls,

Through home-bred traitors fed within its walls.—

Men whom yourseves with vote and purse sustain,

At posts of honor, influence, and gain;

The right of Slavery to your sons to teach,

And “South-side” Gospels in your pulpits preach...

What moral power within your grasp remains

To stay the mischief on Nebraska’s plains? (181)
This conviction is equally political and spiritual. The audience’s sins come about through
their political inertia, and as a result, they lack any moral authority in the debate
surrounding the Kansas-Nebraska Act, let alone the authority to criticize southern slave-
holders. If they are to earn this spiritual capital, they must “Cast out the traitors who
infest the land,--/ From bar, press, pulpit, cast them everywhere” (182). Whittier’s
Showman calls his audience to political action, but also to patience:

Live, till the Southron, who, with all his faults

Has manly instincts, in his pride revolts,

Dashes from off him, midst the glad world’s cheers,

The hideous nightmare of his dream of years,

And lifts, self-prompted, with his own right hand,

The vile encumbrance from his glorious land! (182).
While the panorama initially served to highlight the superiority and uniqueness of the
vast American landscape, here it is the site for an international embarrassment that can
only be rectified through abolition. When the country finally abandons slavery, “The

Eastern sea shall hush his waves to hear/ Pacific’s surf-beat answer Freedom’s cheer,/

And one long rolling fire of triumph run/ Between the sunrise and the sunset gun!” (182).
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Here is the “uses” component of the Showman’s sermon, as he prescribes a specific
course of action. As with slavery, abolition’s effects are as ecological as they are

spiritual and political.

Ekphrasis and the Role of the Poet

The frame of Whittier’s poem provides us with a model for reacting to the
Showman’s sermon. The speaker who describes the Showman is an audience member, a
poet struggling to report what he has seen: “With deeper coloring, with a sterner blast,/
Before my soul a voice and vision passed,/ Such as might Milton’s jarring trump require,/
Or glooms of Dante fringed with lurid fire” (183). The Showman’s presentation and
explication of the panorama has reached the level of religious vision, and the speaker’s
response is that of an awakening—both spiritual and political. In contrast to The Moving
Panorama of Pilgrim’s Progress, Whittier’s panorama calls for an act of conversion with
direct political consequences. In this way, the panorama acts as a sacred text, one used
by the preacherly Showman to effect perspectival change in his listeners. According to
the final couplet, this has worked: “Forget the poet, but his warning heed,/ And shame his
poor word with your nobler deed” (183). The Showman’s message has become the
poet’s own. In this way, Whittier was able to reimagine the panorama in ways that
challenged (rather than simply reinforcing) prevailing spiritual and political assumptions.

Jones Very, Elizabeth Fries Ellet, and John Greenleaf Whittier wrote about
panoramas by asking readers to join them as active and interpretive viewers of an
American landscape that served as the embodiment of nationalist and spiritual dilemmas

facing the nation. While Very and Ellet moved beyond the panoramic images into the
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spiritual truths contained therein, Whittier dwelled on the American landscape itself as a
symbol for the uncertain spiritual destiny of the republic. All, however, were using the
panorama as a site for sermonic discourse. As a novelty, and as an aesthetic experience,
the panorama offered consumers a visual experience that heightened their spiritual
practice. Very, Ellet, and Whittier employed sermonic poetics to guide readers through

this aesthetic and religious experience.
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CHAPTER FOUR

ABNER KNEELAND AND THE DYING INFIDEL

The summer of 1838 was the peak of an Annus Mirabilis for religious turmoil in Boston.
In June, Abner Kneeland began his sixty-day prison sentence for violating the 1782
Massachusetts Blasphemy Law. In July, Ralph Waldo Emerson gave his Address to the
Harvard Divinity School. In August, Jones Very began to show the signs of madness that
caused him to be forcibly committed to McLean Asylum one month later. Kneeland,
Emerson, and Very were all attempting to navigate the perilous waters of heresy and
piety in a New England stuck in a severe crisis of identity. Jones Very, on the one hand,
crossed the perceived border between religious zeal and insane enthusiasm. Abner
Kneeland, on the other, crossed the uncomfortable border between post-Puritan Unitarian
rationalism and blasphemous Enlightenment skepticism. Of the three, Emerson, clearly
navigated these waters most adeptly—Very and Kneeland, however, provide telling case
studies of how religious ideologies could run afoul of the social contract and the law
itself. While Jones Very’s committal to McLean Asylum represented one threatening
potential fate for Emerson, Kneeland’s fate seemed even more plausible for a time. By
looking closely at Kneeland’s prosecution, we are able to understand more fully the
religious forces at work in 1830s New England.

These two fringe figures mark the boundaries of what was acceptable at the
time—but only Very’s poetry could be appreciated by Transcendentalists, because only
Very retained the spiritual dimensions (albeit in a distorted form) that remained important
to most poets of the era. Kneeland’s brand of heterodoxy, on the other hand, sent ripples

throughout the publishing world in New England and the Midwest. These spiritual and
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ideological struggles played out most interestingly in the popular poetry published in the
periodicals during this time. In my discussion of this periodical poetry, I will look at
poems that are, in the words of Paula Bennett in Poets in the Public Sphere, “instance[s]
of speech whose expressive and mimetic power is organized explicitly or implicitly for
argumentative ends—in order to achieve a practical discursive goal: persuasion” (5).
That is to say, these poems are primarily polemical, and in reading them closely, we can
see the role poetry played in the formation of Antebellum America’s cultural and

religious identity.

Emerson’s Brave Saint

In 1838, Jones Very was 25. He was a tutor in Greek at Harvard, and as a student at the
Divinity School, was in attendance when Emerson gave his monumental Address. Sitting
in the audience, Very heard Emerson proclaim, “Let me admonish you, first of all, to go
alone; to refuse the good models, even those which are sacred in the imagination of men,
and dare to love God without mediator or veil” (Emerson 75). Clearly, Very took this
admonishment to heart, as he pursued a solitary, ascetic faith that resulted in his
conviction that he had attained union with God. Before him, though, Very’s mother,
Lydia, was known in Salem as a renowned heretic—a “coarse materialist” in her
neighbors’ words, by which they meant she was “a proud, self-proclaimed atheist.”’

Predictably, their Salem neighbors were not fond of Lydia, and soon they would be

decrying her son as well, although for an excess of faith, rather than the lack ofit.

°! Gittleman outlines the tempestuous relationship between Lydia Very and Salem society
in his biography Jones Very: The Effective Years (4).
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By August of 1838, there were rumblings among Very’s students at Harvard—not
only was his teaching style unconventional (this endeared him to his students), but he
began telling his pupils that the end was nigh. As Very writes, “I was moved entirely by
the Spirit within me to declare to all that the coming of Christ was at hand” (Deese lvii).
Very’s friends—especially those in the Transcendentalist circle—were strong allies of the
talented (if puzzling) poet. Emerson, for one, considered himself a mentor to this young
poet-prophet. In Benjamin Reiss’s thorough study Theaters of Madness: Insane Asylums
& Nineteenth Century American Culture, Reiss notes, “In Emerson’s notebooks, he
records impressions of a man who presented a dark mirror of his own thoughts, offering
an almost apocalyptic vision of the institutions that transcendentalists were criticizing in a
more hopeful mood: ‘His poison [Emerson writes] accuses society as much as society
names it false & morbid, & much of his discourse concerning society, the church, &
[Harvard] college was perfectly just” (120). So, Emerson himself may have recognized
that Very was the transcendental poet he was calling for in the Divinity School Address.
But there were other forces at work.

One of these forces was Charles Wentworth Upham. A Unitarian minister and
future Whig senator, Upham was, as Reiss notes, “spoiling for a fight with Emerson since
the publication of Nature, which he found to be an infidel text” (112). Upham, Salemite
that he was, helped rouse the mob against Very, and subsequently against Emerson as
well. Reiss writes that Upham “blamed [Emerson] for Very’s collapse...[his] campaign
to smear transcendentalists caught on: a number of letters among the literati around
Boston repeated the idea that Very had been ‘blown up by Emerson’” (112). Under

enormous pressure from the Unitarian forces in Boston, Emerson faced a difficult
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decision: “To champion Very as the voice of sanity was to risk seeming mad himself; but
to acknowledge his mental collapse was to risk being blamed for it. In pronouncing Very
a genius but exercising a custodial role over his output that was in some ways akin to that
of the asylum keepers, he chose an awkward middle road. The other transcendentalists,
in one way or another, went down the same path” (Reiss 121). In another age, Very may
have been celebrated as a visionary—like a prophet of old, he heard the voice of God and
proclaimed his truth to the masses. But this was an awkward time in American history.
Prophets abounded, but the community did not quite know what to do with them, since
they conformed neither to traditional New England religion nor to anti-religious
rationalism. Owenites, Millerites, Adventists, Shakers, Mormons would all crop up in
the democratic, Jacksonian religious landscape, and all of them made the Boston elite
extremely uncomfortable. So, Jones Very, an enthusiast possessed by the spirit of God,
speaking as his Son, was dismissed as a madman—a studious zealot who needed some
time to recover his wits.*> People used Very to show the dangers of Transcendentalism,
but Very was never framed as a serious threat. Very, like his Transcendentalist
compatriots, undermined the establishment, but was not seen as destructive to the social
order because he was still working within the Christian tradition. Frankly, Very could
not unsettle his readers as fully as he wished. European-inspired religious skepticism, on

the other hand—the kind endorsed and promoted by Abner Kneeland—was a different

story.

2 As I discussed in the previous chapter, it seems unlikely that Very fully recovered.
Instead, he served as an itinerant minister for decades following this outburst,
successfully avoiding scandal until his eventual retirement.
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Satan’s Hoary-Headed Apostle

In part because of his association with Jones Very, on the one hand, Emerson was being
accused of unhealthy enthusiasm. On the other, and by the same Unitarians, Emerson
was being attacked as an infidel. Mary Peabody (later Mary Peabody Mann), a close
friend of Emerson’s, was concerned. In a letter to her sister Elizabeth, Mary wrote, “if
they could prove the charge of blasphemy against [Emerson], they would deprive him of
his liberty as they had done to A[bner] K[neeland]” (qtd. in Reiss 119). Emerson’s
friends had reason to be concerned. Unitarians like Charles Wentworth Upham, in
conjunction with the Whig prosecutor Samuel Parker, were ready to make use of the
controversial Massachusetts Act Against Blasphemy, passed in 1782. The Blasphemy
Act stated,

Be it enacted by the Senate and the House of Representatives in General
Court assembled, and by the authority of the same, That if any person
shall willfully blaspheme the holy name of God, by denying, cursing, or
contumeliously reproaching God, his creation, government, or final
judging of the world, or by cursing, or reproaching Jesus Christ, or the
Holy Ghost, or by cursing, or contumeliously reproaching the Holy Word
of God, that is, the canonical scriptures, contained in the books of the Old
and New Testaments, or by exposing them, or any part of them, to
contempt and ridicule...every person so offending shall be punished by
imprisonment not exceeding twelve months, by sitting in the pillory, by
whipping, or by sitting on the gallows, with a rope about the neck, or
binding to the good behavior, at the discretion of the Supreme Judicial
Court before whom the conviction may be, according to the aggravation of
the offence. (Kneeland 44)%

By the letter of this statute, a number of violators lived in Boston at this time: Theodore
Parker, George Ripley, and Ralph Waldo Emerson, among numerous others. But none of

these men were prosecuted. As I will show, the decision to prosecute Abner Kneeland

% Abner Kneeland published his own A4n introduction to the Defence of Abner Kneeland,
Charged With Blasphemy, Before the Municipal Court, in Boston, Mass along with his
attorney’s A Speech Delivered Before the Municipal Court of the City of Boston in
Defence of Abner Kneeland on an Indictment for Blasphemy in 1834,
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illustrates the confluence of religious, social, and economic forces at work in 1830s
Boston.

Abner Kneeland was, for many, an endearing old eccentric who published an
esoteric periodical entitled the Boston Investigator. A former Baptist minister, then a
Universalist cleric for twenty-five years, he was almost sixty years old when he was first
tried under the Blasphemy Act in 1833. By this time, he was a self-proclaimed pantheist,
but an atheist according to his accusers. Aside from being “the hoary-headed apostle of
Satan,” he was known to his orthodox contemporaries, in the words of Leonard W. Levy,
as “a cantankerous, inflexible heretic...an immoral being who had crawled forth from the
darkness of the Stygian caves to menace Massachusetts” (Levy, “Satan’s Last Apostle”
16). He was a bogeyman for the Orthodox, but would become a martyr for freethinkers.

Ostensibly, Kneeland was tried for blasphemy because of three actions. An
article reprinted in his Boston Investigator made a coarse reference to the Immaculate
Conception while a second derided the efficacy of prayer. Although neither of these
pieces was written by Kneeland himself, as the paper’s editor, he was held responsible.
The third charge was based on a letter he sent to The Trumpet, a Universalist paper out of
New York City, in which he differentiated himself from Universalists, with whom he was
being associated at the time. In a letter addressed to Thomas Whittemore, editor of The
Trumpet, Kneeland included four propositions:

Universalists believe in a god which I do not; but believe that their god...is
nothing more than a chimera of their own imagination.

Universalists believe in Christ, which I do not; but believe that the whole story
concerning him is as much a fable and fiction as that of the god Prometheus®

%% Interestingly, in a text that would be scrutinized for its punctuation, the original article
does not include periods at the end of the last three points.
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Universalists believe in miracles, which I do not; but believe that every
pretension to them is to be attributed to mere trick and imposture
Universalists believe in the resurrection of the dead, immortality and eternal
life, which I do not; but believe that all life is material, that death is an eternal
extinction of life (Levy ix)®

Since these were Kneeland’s own words, they figured prominently in the prosecution.
Countless pages in the accounts of Kneeland’s five trials focus on the grammar of these
four declarations. Kneeland attempted to show that his omission of a comma after “god”
in the first statement (in comparison with his use of a comma in the three following
statements) indicated that he disbelieved in the Universalists’ god, rather than in any god.
Unfortunately for Kneeland, however, his defenses based on grammar, constitutionality,
and the conventions of satire did not sufficiently deflect the more fundamental charge.
As Samuel Parker argued in the first trial, “The general principle is, that the law will
restrain and punish all open and public attacks upon religion, upon the authority of the
Scriptures and upon the Founder of Christianity, because the belief in religion, so
construed, constitutes the only binding obligation among men, and its denial tends to the
subversion of all law and order in society” (Levy, Blasphemy in Massachusetts 185).
Kneeland was not being tried because he published these particularly objectionable
statements in his paper. Rather, as Robert Burkholder writes, “for nearly a decade,
[Kneeland] had stabbed at the vitals of Boston conservatism by publishing his essentially
pantheistic views on religion, advancing the social theories of Robert Dale Owen and
Fanny Wright, supporting the work of Dr. Charles Knowlton in educating the public
about birth control, disseminating the Rationalism of Voltaire and Paine, and

championing the causes of Jacksonian democracy and the working class” (4).

% Leonard W. Levy compiled an outstanding compendium of sources surrounding the
multiple trials of Abner Kneeland in his Blasphemy in Massachusetts.
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In his detailed study “Skepticism and Faith: Infidels, Converts, and Religious
Doubt in the Early Nineteenth Century,” Christopher Gassa points out the precarious
position religious denominations faced in 1830: “While the Standing Order to tax-
supported churches in Massachusetts was fracturing from within as Unitarian and
Trinitarian Congregationalists fought over church property, an increasing number of
religious sects competed for adherents in Boston and rural areas alike” (484). Within this
context, Boston faced a growing population of working city-dwellers, and “To the rich
and powerful, and to the clergymen who spoke for them, these new workers, and the new,
more class-conscious urban culture they helped create, threatened social and moral order”
(484). Kneeland dangerously “combined anticlericalism and reform politics” in an effort
to foment a movement that threatened Boston’s entire social hierarchy. The 1782
Blasphemy Act provided a convenient means of silencing the “hoary-headed apostle of
Satan” who was striking at the root of the social order.

By the time of his first trial in 1834, Abner Kneeland had, indeed, become a
threatening force in Boston’s battle for hearts and minds. Within his first year of
publishing the Boston Investigator (1831), the paper claimed almost 1000 subscribers and
56 agents working in nine states (French 208). As Roderick S. French explains, in 1836,
Kneeland was “printing 3,000 copies per week, which were distributed by over 200
agents in this country and Canada” (208).°® Weekly, he lectured to packed halls filled

with his First Society of Free Enquirers. His Society hosted weekly co-ed ballroom

66 «Iiberation from Man and God in Boston: Abner Kneeland’s Free-Thought Campaign
1830-1839,” published in American Quarterly 32.2 (1980).
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dances, and his lecture circuit included most of New England.”” As French argues, “In a
relatively short time it was necessary to regard Kneeland’s movement not as something
confined to Boston but as at least a New England phenomenon” (210). Kneeland’s
crime, then, was not so much offensive critiques of religion—after all, there were a
number of “free thought” periodicals in the 1830s*--as it was his widespread campaign
against organized religion.

As Samuel Ripley argued, “There have been other infidels—Hume, Gibbon,
Voltaire, Volney, & c. but the works of those persons were read only by men of literary
habits—necessarily a few—and to men of sound understanding they carried their antidote
with them” (Levy 189). Unlike these works consumed by the elite, though, “here is a
Journal, a Newspaper, cheap—and sent into a thousand families, &c. Where one man
would be injured by Hume, Gibbon, or Volney, a thousand may be injured by this
Newspaper so widely circulated, so easily read—so coarsely expressed—so industriously
spread abroad” (190). In this accusation, Ripley betrays the clarity of the writing in
Kneeland’s paper (connecting “easily read” with the phrase “coarsely expressed”). This
is further evidence that Roderick S. French is correct in his assertion that Kneeland
“conducted what amounted to a weekly national correspondence school in liberalism for

members of society who are generally inaccessible to historians” (215). This also

7 Roderick S. French outlines this lecture circuit, and the massive cultural impact
Kneeland exerted in the 1830s in “Kneeland’s Free-Thought Campaign.”

% Albert Post outlined the “Free thought” periodicals of this time in his oft-cited Popular
Freethought in America, 1825-1850. Post writes, “During the period from 1825 to 1850
about twenty papers [in the United States] were dedicated to the destruction of
Christianity and ‘superstition’; in addition, there were about one half this number in the
German language. Many were ephemeral affairs barely lasting out the year which gave
them birth, but several like the Boston Investigator and the Beacon lived more than a
decade” (34).
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illustrates why Jones Very—heterodox as he was—received the sentence he did. As
someone who affected relatively few, he was only ordered to improve his own mental
health. Kneeland’s offense required a much stiffer—and much more public—
punishment.

At this point, it is worth noting that Emerson took to heart the respective fates of
Very and Kneeland. Although Emerson’s friends displayed concern over the
Transcendentalist’s apparently precarious position, Emerson soon learned that criticism
can grow an audience. As Robert E. Burkholder writes, “Kneeland was, after all,
lecturing to thousands every Sunday, and in all likelihood Emerson benefited from the
curiosity the controversy had aroused about him and his views...For Emerson,
forgiveness faded into success and eventually even an adoring acceptance by the same
Boston that for a few months in 1838 he feared had written him off as one of the
Democratic rabble” (14). Similarly, throughout the 1830s, Kneeland successfully
cultivated his image as a persecuted Socrates, endearing himself to both the Jackson
Democrats and the Transcendentalists.

Although Kneeland’s prosecution was panned by many in the Unitarian
establishment, including the illustrious William Ellery Channing,” the orthodox and
conservative establishment had good reason to attack Kneeland. Prosecutor Samuel
Ripley outlined his logic throughout the multiple trials. The primary fear was that,

without the restraints of religious piety, the social order would collapse, and the result

% Not only did Dr. Channing personally write to Judge Lemuel Shaw (who was a close
friend at the time and Melville’s father-in-law), but Channing’s name also headed a
petition signed by 167 others, “including Parker, Emerson, Ripley, Garrison, and Alcott
(Levy 29). A counter-petition followed, but the end result was that Kneeland was made
to serve his sixty-day term, which he did with dignity.

9
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would be a renewal of “the horrible experiment of republican and atheistical France”
(Levy 214). One of Ripley’s most impassioned arguments details the ruin of society that
would result from impiety:

Starting from this polluting fountain, I might trace the progress of vice and
misery in a thousand narratives, beginning with the first disregard of the
religious restraints of pious parents, the first distaste for devotional
exercises, and follow the course of the incipient disease, and exhibit the
stains and marks of the moral poison as it spread itself over the character
and whole system of conduct and behaviour; the rapid steps from vile
thoughts to vile actions, and the reaction and influence of a wicked life
upon religious opinions; how infidelity towards God leads to infidelity
towards man and woman, destroys domestic peace and harmony, breaks
up marriages, blunts the natural feelings and affections between parents
and children, and dissolves families. I might show the origin of fraud and
crime in young men, of lewdness and prostitution in young women: first
the wish that God could not see, and then the belief (cherished and
fostered by the Julians and other apostates) that God does not see—that
there is no God. (214)

Like ancient Rome and revolutionary France, Ripley’s atheistic America stands at the top
of a slippery slope declining into a destruction of the American experiment—a precarious
position that Kneeland was threatening to exacerbate. Kneeland’s Boston Investigator
made no secret of its intentions. In the pages of the immensely popular periodical,
writers denounced “Priestcraft,””” deconstructed miracles reported in the New Testament,
and produced poetry that was severely critical of orthodox theological positions. The
archives of the Boston Investigator read like the memoirs of an under-represented group

experimenting with the boundaries of heresy and blasphemy. For readers, the

" In the March 14 edition of 1834, for example, one Robert Taylor published a notice
entitled “BEWARE OF PRIESTCRAFT!!!” In this article, Taylor decries priestcraft for
“the old trick of making solemn faces, and telling dreadful stories about hell-fire, the
devil, and raw heads and bloody bones coming to life again, to frighten women and
children, and persons of weak nerves, or weak understandings; and telling you that you
shall go to heaven if you believe and that you shall be eternally damned if you use your
own reason’ (4).
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Investigator appears to be a form of Benedict Anderson’s description of newspapers as
“one-day best-sellers,” with subscribers eagerly awaiting the latest communal
reimagining of American religious culture: “fiction [and newspapers-as-fiction] seeps
quietly and continuously into reality, creating that remarkable confidence of community
in anonymity which is the hallmark of modern nations” (35). Kneeland’s periodical,
then, provided a space in which subscribers could submit pieces for publication that
would likely have been censured elsewhere—particularly, poems that explored the
implications of religious skepticism. This process of publication united readers and
subscribers through “community in anonymity,” as they were allowed to express
solidarity in their religious skepticism and vent their frustrations as outnumbered
nonbelievers in a largely religious culture. Since this communal activity took place in
public, however, it also made Kneeland’s paper even more of a threat to the religious

establishment.

The Boston Investigator

The Boston Investigator produced myriad articles during the 1830s criticizing religious
dogma, advocating for labor rights and abolition, and spreading the word about Dr.
Charles Knowlton’s theories about birth control. However, the paper also published a
number of heterodox poems as part of its quest to “improve the condition of man”
(French 205). For example, the April 5, 1833 issue included a poem entitled “The
Doubting On’t,” ostensibly submitted by the writer’s brother, L.S.:

[These lines] were written about a dozen years since, by a female, who has been

confined to her bed nearly 30 years, and whose afflictions have contributed to

create, not only the doubts expressed in her verses, but also others, regarding the
Omnipotence and mercy of a supposed Being, whose attributes are said to be
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perfect—the possession of these attributes to an unlimited degree, being

inconsistent with the afflictions which she and others endured, and which must of

necessity be included in the works that are ascribed to him.
As we will see in the orthodox Christian responses to these poems, the origin story is an
important framing device for the polemical poem. In this case, the narrative frames the
poem as an honest and sincere expression of religious doubt as a result of attempting to
believe correctly in the face of a difficult life. By advising that the lyrics be set to the
“Tune—Wee Pickle Tow,” the contributor associates the poem with a traditional Scottish
folk melody (which it fits well) and an eighteenth-century Scottish poem by Alexander
Ross.”

“The Doubting On’t” details a believer attempting to reconcile her faith with her
experience, although unsuccessfully. Alternately, she blames herself, God, and
theologians for the doubt she confronts. On the one hand, “Tho once like a Christian I
frequently prayed/ And often was praising and shouting on’t;/ I now am so stupid, so
dull, and so dead,/ That daily, and hourly, I’'m doubting on’t.” Although her religious
experiences felt authentic and convincing at the time, “I doubt the impressions that I us’d
to feel,/ And fear they all sprung from delusion and zeal.” In this sense, her current state
of doubt undermines her belief in herself. While she “know[s] that my heart is as hard as
a stone,/ And that of true religion I now enjoy none,” she hypothesizes, “For if ‘twas
religion that God did reveal,/ I think he would keep me from doubting on’t.” The speaker

feels betrayed by herself, abandoned by God, and unconvinced by religious discourse: “I

doubt that the Bible which we so much prize,/ Was given by true inspiration on’t;/ |

"' Ross’s poem similarly ends every other line with “0’t,” and is also about a woman
stuck at home wrestling to better her situation (see J. Ross’s The Book of Scottish Poems
Ancient and Modern).
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doubt whether any, tho’ ever so wise,/ E’er gave us the right explanation on’t.” If the
speaker could either shake herself out of her doubt, or receive the proper aid from God or
his messengers, she appears ready to have her doubt settled once and for all. For other
subscribers attempting to reconcile their religious belief with personal experience and
scientific discoveries, this speaker cuts a sympathetic figure.
One strain in this poem is the sincere questioning of religious belief, but there is

also a playful subversiveness in some of the speaker’s musings:

If I could KNOW there’s a Heaven or Hell,

As well as | KNOW, that | KNOW I can’t tell,

I think that I know, I should know it so well,

That I ne’er should be doubting on’t.

But if there is truth in these Heavenly things,

Then why should the Lord keep concealing on’t;

If knowledge of Truth much felicity brings,

I wish he’d to me be revealing on’t.
The speaker plays with “know” throughout these stanzas, undermining the certainty she
purportedly seeks, even indicting God for refusing to “be revealing on’t.” Yet, she
admits, “This world, I imagine, could not have been made/ Without having had a Creator
on’t;/ Because all around, such design is displayed.” Kneeland was sure to include a
footnote after this stanza, lest his readers be too consoled in their own religious doubts:
“The apparent effect of design in nature, is no more proof of a previous designer than the
supposed existence of that previous designer is a proof of a still prior designer who
designed that designer, and so on AD INFINITUM—Editor.” The Investigator was a
space for the exploration of doubt, but Kneeland, in the context of his “correspondence
school in liberalism,” wanted to ensure his readers were reasoning carefully.

Another contribution by “A SUBSCRIBER” was published in the December 13,

1833 issue of the Investigator. Unlike the speaker of “The Doubting On’t,” this
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contributor begins in a less self-deprecatory way: “In early life I went to school,/ To
gather knowledge from a fool,/ Who (senseless dolt,) no reason knew why,/ One had a
black, and one a blue eye.” This contributor addresses theological questions more
directly—especially concerning the Fall and the Calvinist doctrine of predestination. He
wonders about “The snake that courted granny Eve” and questions why the first sin
“Brought us into a curs 'd condition” when “God himself, ordain’d the sin/ Which could
not otherwise have been.” The tone turns more polemical when the poet expands his
critique of Calvinism:

That God from all eternity

By his immutable decree,

Selected some of Adam’s race,

Recipients of his partial grace;

From crimes atrocious call’d or driven,

And dragg’d by violence to heaven,

While far the greater part remain

Predestin’d to eternal pain...

To make such dogmas reconcil’d

Would puzzle any common child.

I therefore, while my faith was sprouting,

Began to doubt, and still am doubting.
The poet offers a passionate critique of Calvinism, but unlike “The Doubting On’t,” the
poem ends by arguing that God “both merciful and just is,/ And will not plunge our souls
in wo,/ For crimes five thousand years ago.” By concluding the poem in this manner, the
readers are left with an affirmation of divinity that is more Arminian than it is pantheistic
(which Kneeland claims to have believed) or atheistic.

The poetry published in the Investigator offered a venue for expressing sincere

doubts in religious doctrine and polemically denouncing religious authority. One such

poem by a contributor who called himself “Bard of the Whirlwind,” was reprinted from

the Ohio Watchman on August 28, 1835. The poem, which is entitled “Thoughts On
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Priestcraft,””

opens by equating priests who “declare” with the theologians who “prate,”
and “strive to make mankind their easy tools” by sending “their missionaries far and
wide,/To teach mankind their open faults to hide.” For the “Bard of the Whirlwind,”
priests (employed here as a general term for religious authority in the tradition of
D’holbach, Voltaire, and Paine™) appear as selfish dogmatists who are not only
misleading their believing parishioners, but also, “By such illusions they would gain,/
And make all men their interest sustain.” The goal of this poet is not just to deconstruct
religious belief. Rather, the focus is on the inherent self-interest of the religious
establishment. The poem closes by wrapping up its critique of priests: “Thus, they assert
those things which can’t be true,/ To fright mankind their interests to pursue./ Their only
motive is the Jove of ease,/ Of grandeur, power, and just themselves to please.” In these
lines, the poet employs the tropes of “Freethought” writers like Voltaire. This is no
surprise, since Kneeland published Voltaire’s Philosophical Dictionary as the “Free
Enquirer’s Family Bible,” complete with blank pages to record births, deaths, and
marriages (French 216).

Another poet, whose untitled and unsigned poem was published in the September
11, 1835 issue of Boston Investigator, continued this polemic against priesthood. The

poet opens by proclaiming, “Of all the things on earth the very worst/ Are foolish

dogmas, and the cursed thirst/ Of priests for cash.” Beyond taking tithes—and,

7 Poems cited in this chapter can be found in their entirety in the appendix.

7 Baron D’holbach’s Good Sense Without God or Freethoughts Opposed to Natural
Ideas, D’holbach writes, “The more we consider the dogmas and principles of religion,
the more we shall be convinced, that their sole object is the advantage of tyrants and
priests, without regard to that of societies” (69). Voltaire differentiates between the
wheat and the chaff in his Philosophical Dictionary: “When a priest says: ‘Worship god,
be just, indulgent, compassionate’, then he is a very good doctor. When he says: ‘Believe
me or you will be burned’, he is a murderer” (346-47).
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importantly, taking money from the government—priests need to be watched carefully,
“Or they’ll get all our cash, if not our eyes;/ And having done, they’ll tell us to our face,/
‘Poor fallen man! you surely have no grace.”” In this warning, the relationship between
priest and believer is caricaturized as a criminal transaction, in which the parishioner is
left empty-handed and unredeemed. This is, in part, a warning against church collections
and tax support for churches. This poet’s concern, however, is also with what a believer
loses in religious devotion:

Let man but know that reason’s brilliant ray

Alone will guide him through life’s devious way;

But in exchanging sight for priestly faith,

He undergoes a certain mental death:

Let him reject their slavish hopes and fears,

And know that death will end his only cares,

And think no more of worlds beyond the grave,

And he will cease to be a cringing slave.
Here, the conversion process is deconstructed, and the typical redemption narrative is
reversed. Rather than a sinner being reborn, redeemed from the bondage of sin, this
conversion process is “a certain mental death,” in which the liberal mind is captured and
distorted into “a cringing slave.” For this poet, the unbelieving rationalist had two
options—one, to undergo this “mental death,” or two, “if you flinch, and have no fears of
hell,/ They set you down a wicked Infidel:/And if you don’t submit and pay their fees,/
They doom to hell as many as they please.” Although other newspapers (even those

within the fold of orthodoxy) criticized certain types of priestly excess, Kneeland’s

Boston Investigator was almost unique in its inclusion of this open skepticism. As we
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will see, the poet’s description of being “set...down a wicked Infidel” was a rather public

4
pI‘OCGSS.7

The Converting Infidel

To be “set...down a wicked Infidel” was to invite fear and scorn. One particularly
troubling depiction of an infidel seems to have circulated widely. Re-published in the
Episcopalian periodical Chronicle of the Church on February 2, 1838, a story entitled
“The Infidel’s Dying Child: A Fact,” was originally written for the Western Presbyterian.
In this narrative, a “disciple of Hume, Bolingbroke, Voltaire, and Paine” had a daughter
who had “taken violently ill.” Although this twenty-year-old woman sought the death-
bed consolation of Christianity, this father “in the most furious manner...ordered [her
friends] to leave the room, and threatened to whip the daughter, lying on her death-bed, if
she so much as mentioned the subject again.” Although he finally relented on the
morning of her death, it was too late: “before the minister came, she had gone to eternity,
with all her fearful anxiety! During four days she begged most earnestly for some one to
read her the Bible, or show her the way of life; but her father—yes, her FATHER!!!
would not suffer it. O! the tender mercies of infidelity!” The father in this story is the
embodiment of pious fears: infidels not only damn themselves, but in their stubborn

arrogance, they also damn other souls to hell.”

™ The Ohio Watchman was another, and, as Albert Post details, there were a number of
freethought newspapers in Boston and New York. What made Kneeland’s paper unique
were its longevity and its comparatively enormous readership.

7 While the narrator here fears the power an infidel father may have over his family, it is
worth noting that infidels, for their part, also feared the power religious wives had over
their husbands. As Post notes, “[Gilbert] Vale blamed the female sex for rejecting his
periodical and free enquiry. °...wives,” he bitterly declared, ‘are the great drawback,’
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In the early nineteenth century, the term “infidel” carried a number of religious
and racial connotations. While typically applied to non-believers, state prosecutor
Samuel Ripley used the term in Abner Kneeland’s trial to conjure images of sexual
misconduct.” In a poem called “The Infidel” by Moses H. Perkins for the Western
Recorder, a Baptist newspaper operating out of Louisville, the poet describes the
unfortunate plight of a member of “savage bands” on “Afrio’s dreary shore.” Although
the danger of the African landscape is certainly concerning to the speaker of the poem,
the final stanza spells out a more substantial fear:

No shepherd’s moans, nor panther’s roar,
Nor wreck, nor corse upon the shore,
To me much pain has given,
As seeing on the couch of death,
The infidel resign his breath,
Without a hope of Heaven!
This infidel is to be pitied not only because his surroundings are wild and uncivilized, but

primarily because he is consigned to death without salvation. An infidel—whether

foreign or domestic—is to be pitied, then, because he has no consolation in death. That

dictating, as they did, to their husbands on what to read, and the latter to avoid domestic
brawls, abandoned their wives to improper clerical influences. The only way to remedy
this evil, Vale believed, was by extending the sphere of education to women and so
breaking the grip of the clergy on their minds” (51).

® Ripley argued before the court, “and who, if not checked in the mad career of folly and
infidelity, will consider your verdict of acquittal...as an unlimited charter and license to
him...Do you wish to see the Boston Investigator in every family, such obscenity and
impiety in the hands of your wives, your sons and daughters? If so, shut up your
meeting-houses and churches, and go to Julien Hall, where all the mysteries of infidelity
will be developed to you: for though it can tolerate no mysteries in religion, yet, if it is
not much belied, like the BONA DEA in Rome, it has the peculiar mysteries of its own,
secrets made known to those who no longer fear God” (Levy 214). As Leonard Levy
points out, Ripley tended to avoid directly associating Kneeland with sexual impropriety,
but continually hinted as much in his argumentation. Associating Kneeland’s lectures
with the Bona Dea in Rome is an apt illustration of the underlying accusation of
hedonistic and sexual excess.
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is, he will be consigned to hell for eternity. It was this fear that fueled so many foreign
missions and domestic revivals. It is also an intriguing characteristic of religious
discourse surrounding infidelity, as infidels were to be viewed with pity and concern
rather than just scorn. Unsurprisingly, then, a number of Christian periodicals published
articles depicting infidels converting to Christianity.

Throughout the 1830s, this trope dominated public discussions of religious
skepticism. Christopher Grasso notes the publication of a pamphlet entitled 7he
Conversion of an Infidel, which was widely circulated in 1830s Boston (486). Although
this narrative was told differently in various media, the standard formula included a dying
(or aging) religious skeptic finally turning to the Christian faith and choosing to reform
his life. The trope of the converted infidel was borrowed so frequently and broadly—in
Boston and across the Midwest and the South—that it appears ubiquitous. In fact, by
December 16 of 1840, the Boston Investigator published an article that claimed, “There is
no subject more continually harped upon than this. Every ecclesigogue [sic] and every
lyric poetaster endeavor to pluck a feather from poor humanity to adorn their brow and to
advance the cause of superstition.” As the exasperated writer described, the narrative of a
converting infidel was certainly popular among pamphleteers, but it was just as prevalent
among poetry circulated in newspapers across the U.S. in the 1830.

One noteworthy poem, also entitled “The Infidel,” was originally published in
The Cleveland Observer on May 3, 1838. This poem details a student’s conversion to
infidelity, an inversion of the conversion process in traditional conversion narratives. A
“pale” student, sitting by a “midnight lamp,” writes what turns out to be a damning

statement:
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His pen
Was ready dipt, and wavered
With impatient motion to
Perform his bidding. He wrote,: [sic]
While o’er his face, there pass’d a
Withering anger: “There is no heaven
Nor hell, perchance no God,”—
“I know not, nor little care.”

Here is a vague summary of a number of free-thought writers at the time—namely, a

denial of the afterlife, and a non-committal comment about the existence of God. During

the first days after this act of writing, not much changed: “He went forth/With his

accustom’d smiles” and “reason seem’d to hold/Without dispute her high,/ Imperial

throne.” However, after “Day followed/ Day,” “A change came o’er the youth.”

Namely,

He seldom smil’d, or spoke;
Sneer chased sneer, from off his
Curling lip: --gloom cloth’d him
With her chilly mantle: wild
Chaos thron’d himself, where
Once bright reason sat—

After the student allows “bright reason” to sit where faith belongs, his mental life turns to

“Chaos,” and “gloom” wraps herself around him. What follows is a loss of love for all of

humanity and an inability to appreciate the beauty of nature:

He hated all mankind; and with
Them curs’d himself; light seem’d
Darkness to his eyes; the green
Fields, and singing birds, he lived
Not, the words of friendship,
Were molten lava to his soul

Like Satan in Milton’s Paradise Lost, the student here undergoes a conversion to evil, in

which he can no longer appreciate the beauty of nature or the love of friendship. This

Satanic conversion, predictably, ends with the student’s self destruction:
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Upon life’s stormy sea, he soon

Is left a cheerless wreck; helmless

He drives: no guiding star to cheer

Him on: no port to draw his feelings

Forth. All, all, is one wide,

Cheerless waste; --he gnaw’d his

Tongue; and in the prime of manhood,

Reeling, plung’d into a drunkard’s

Grave, and with hot curses on

His lips, rush’d to the judgment bar.
The student’s fate becomes that of the drunkard in The Drunkard’s Progress. This is a
common connection for orthodox writers during this time—namely, infidelity and excess.
As Samuel Ripley argued in his case against Kneeland, “The religious and moral sense of
the people of this happy land is the great anchor, which alone can hold safe the vessel of
State in the mighty current of human affairs...and if the mass of the people were
debauched from the principles of religion, which are the true basis of that humanity,
charity, moral sense and benevolence...the prostration of our excellent Constitution and
laws would soon follow” (Levy 192). The student in this poem embodies the fears of
those like Ripley who viewed religion as the great dam holding back the rapids of moral

and social decline. If a young mind feeds on the poisonous fruits of infidelity, it will, like

Thomas Paine, progress along the road of excess that leads to physical and spiritual ruin.

The Dying Infidel

In the December 16, 1840 denunciation of “The Dying Infidel” (referenced above),
Abner Kneeland’s Boston Investigator decried the over-use of this trope among religious
periodicals. Responding to a flurry of religious poems depicting the death of fearful and

unredeemed non-believers, the writer argues,
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What is a true, clear, and open-hearted statement of the case? Why,
simply, that death itself is more or less terrible to all; that some diseases,
determining on the brain, expose the hallucination, phantasm, monomania,
frenzy; that the specialty of our faith does not change our common nature
or our individual constitution; that there are good and bad Christians as
well as Infidels; and that the dying experience of each, even in the most
devoted, is not unfrequently [sic] directly the reverse of what the
enthusiastic had anticipated.

Indeed, in the twenty years before this issue of the Boston Investigator, the trope of the
dying infidel was well worn. From prosaic narratives of deathbed fears to poetic
treatments of reason’s failed consolations, the terrorized dying infidel was a popular
figure throughout the 1820s and 1830s.
One widely circulated poem, “Dying Reflections of an Infidel,” appeared in the

New York Evangelist on January 10, 1835.”7 The speaker of this poem, presumably an
infidel on his deathbed, wonders at what his imminent death is about to bring: “What
shall I be—Where shall I go?/ I’d give a thousand worlds to know.” Unbeliever that he
is, this infidel turns to his rationalism in his time of need: “Reason, I choose thee for my
guide,/ I heard thy voice and none beside,/ Come now decide the doubtful strife/ ‘Twixt
endless sleep and endless life.” Interestingly, the speaker of this poem criticizes religious
beliefs with a tone not dissimilar from common contemporary freethinkers:

If he regards our actions here,

Why not revenge the oppressed tear,

And crush the cruel and unjust,

With pride and malice in the dust?—

These thoughts an anxious doubt create,

That this is not our final state,

If there’s a God, then who can tell,
There may be heaven, there may be hell.

77 “Dying Reflections of an Infidel” appears to have been published initially by The
Pittsburgh Reader on March 13, 1827. It was also reprinted in Hopkinsian Magazine in
September of 1827; the New York Evangelist on January 10, 1835; and as late as the New
York Observer and Chronicle of February 16, 1860.
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The Bible doctrine may be right,

If so, I sink to endless night.

I hate that God which they declare,

His holiness is too severe.

I hate his law, which says I must

Be holy like him, or be curs’d.
Here is a common critique of the benevolence of an omnipotent and omniscient god who
refuses to exact justice. Even within the infidel’s critique, however, the poet displays an
ostensible weakness by arguing that a god who does “revenge the oppressed tear” must
do so “With pride and malice.” Aside from this implicit criticism of the infidel’s
argument, the charge goes unanswered. Instead, Pascal’s Wager hovers over the logic of
this poem. Rather than refuting the infidel’s logic, the poem relies on the safety of
religious belief: “The Bible doctrine may be right,/ If so, I sink to endless night.” The
final four lines of this poem have the infidel comparing himself with a redeemed
Christian believer: “Yet he must be more safe than I,/ And more prepared to live or die.--
/If T was right, still /e is well;/ But if he’s right—I sink to hell.” The strategy in this
widely circulated poem was not to argue with freethinking philosophers, but to show that
faith is necessary for anyone facing their own death. Surely, this poem argues, death
must be the ultimate test for an atheist’s unbelief. This sentiment has survived to more
contemporary times with the adage “There are no atheists in foxholes.”

Many “Dying Infidel” poems critique rationalists for using “reason” to replace
religious belief. Here, as in a number of other poems, reason fails to offer any
consolation or understanding in the face of death:

Once I could laugh at what I feel,
And scorn the thought of heaven and hell,
But reason shines as clear as day,

Although my outward man decay;
Yea it may shine and never stop,
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And misery fill my future cup—
Without religious consolation, the infidel is left without an adequate guide for navigating
the afterlife. In this poem, though, enthroned reason also gives way to hatred. The
speaker regrets that he “scorn’d the christian and his God,/ And trampled on his Savior’s
blood,” images that link skepticism and violence. Beyond the spite imputed to a
religious skeptic, there is also an implicit link between skepticism and vice: “I spurn’d at
God, at Christ and hell,/ As names that priests and women tell,/ I gave the reins to sin and
lust,/ Which hastened my return to dust.”

Haunting many of these poems is the image of a distressed, regretful, dying
Thomas Paine. After his death in 1809, Christians and skeptics found themselves vying
for the deceased infidel’s soul. During his life, tales of intemperance circulated
throughout the states, thanks in no small part to James Cheetham’s 1817 biography.
Rumors of Paine’s deathbed recantation of freethought principles also abounded, many of
them persisting for several decades. One typical example of this narrative appears in the
May 3, 1838 issue of The Cleveland Observer. The author, “L.S.,” opens by
proclaiming, “miserable indeed is the life of an infidel. We might imagine that those who
have adopted the opinions of anti-christian writers, would be ready to abandon their
guides with horror and dismay, when they discovered them, at the approach of death,
shrinking with the greatest possible terror from the prospect of futurity.” While all
infidels must face this terror at the time of death, Thomas Paine in particular was
especially frantic: “his mind was in the greatest agony of any person [a woman friend]
ever saw...he was praying almost incessantly.” Upon hearing that his woman friend had

never read his blasphemous works, Paine lamented, “If every-one had done so how much
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better it would have been for my poor soul.” Paine even “declared, that if ever Satan had
an emissary on earth, he was one. He acknowledged that he was a poor benighted
creature, and just awakened to see his condition before he died.” Unfortunately, while
Paine appears to have desperately wanted to convert, no one from the Society of Friends
was available, and the “benighted creature” died unredeemed. Understandably, Abner
Kneeland’s paper viewed these narratives as a desperate attempt to undermine Thomas
Paine’s skeptical writings and published refutations of these accounts.”

Nevertheless, it fell to Gilbert Vale, fellow freethinking publisher, to deconstruct
the deathbed narratives most thoroughly in The Life of Thomas Paine (1840). Attempting
to establish the truth of Paine’s final hours (in a section entitled “Mary Hinsdale’s
Falsehoods”), Vale writes, “A few zealous pious hypocrites had determined on a
conversion, or on a conviction and remorse, and therefore a woman was made a tool of to
propagate such charges” (175). The fault did not primarily lie with Mary Hinsdale, but
with those who were “base enough to publish her foolish [story]” especially one Charles
Collins. Responding to details circulating in accounts like the ones published in The
Cleveland Observer and Boston Investigator, Vale writes,

It is humiliating to be under the necessity of exposing such contemptible
nonsense. Collins, if he was not the author, was assured of its falsity. But

being full of the spirit of fanaticism and intolerance, and believing, no
doubt, that the end sanctified the means, he continued to circulate the

”® One refutation was published on November 24, 1847, which included the full account
of Catholic Bishop Fenwick, which was prefaced with the editorial comment, “The
following account is again going the rounds of the press, as though it was ‘something
new under the sun.”” The paper appends the narrative by using the apparent fabrication
as a means of excoriating the Catholic Church: “Catholicism has more to atone for than
would people a million of ‘Milton’s biggest hells,” and if we had no American Bonzes to
pamper, so small a lie as this respecting the ‘awful death of Thomas Paine’ would
probably never have been hatched. When Rome lies, nations are the stakes she plays
for.”
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pious fraud, and the clergy exultingly retailed it from the pulpit. Nothing
but religious phrensy could have induced Collins, after being warned of
the crime he was committing, to persist in publishing this abominable
trash...Indeed, it was considered by the friends of Mr. Paine generally to
be too contemptible to controvert. But as many pious people continue to
believe, or pretend to believe in this stupid story, it was thought proper to
say a few words upon it in this publication (176).
Even decades after Thomas Paine’s death, the infidel’s final days became a key
battleground in the war for the hearts and minds of Jacksonian Americans. Certainly,
much was at stake—if the freethinkers could die in peace, religious consolation may
appear less valuable. If, however, religious writers could cast Thomas Paine in the
traditional mold of the “Dying Infidel,” the freethought movement could lose one of their
idols.” This is yet another reason why newspapers like Kneeland’s Boston Investigator
were crucial for secular thinkers and terrifying for pious Americans.
The spectre of Thomas Paine’s death is foregrounded in a poem published on
March 1, 1820 in The Methodist Magazine, entitled “Reflections on Passing the Grave of
Thomas Paine.” Predictably, this poet focuses on Paine’s ostensible terror of death:
When struggling nature heaves the parting sigh,
And hope and fear maintain a doubtful strife,
Why shrinks the firm philosopher to die?
Why clings the trembling infidel to life?
Oh, ‘tis because his hope, forbid to soar
Beyond the grave’s impenetrable gloom,
Beholds, when life’s poor pilgrimage is o’er,
A dread annihilation in the tomb!
In contrast to “Dying Reflections of an Infidel,” the emphasis here is not on what the

infidel has to fear from God in the afterlife, but on the undesirability of a skeptic’s view

of the afterlife. Since his materialism leads him to believe in “dread annihilation in the

7 1t is worth noting that similar stories circulated after the passing of David Hume,
Voltaire, and Charles Darwin.
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tomb,” he approaches his imminent death with terror, “For who can plunge into a gulph
unknown,/ A land of darkness, solitude, and shade!/ Leap from the crumbling brink of
life alone,/ Nor feel the terrors that are round him spread.” Since he died “without a hope
of heaven” and without having “sins forgiv’n,” “Oh then, indeed, ‘twas terrible to die,/
‘Twas dreadful to resign the ling’ring breath;/ A keener anguish barbs the parting sigh,/
And horror hovers o’er the couch of death.” Consistent with the traditional charges
against infidels, this poet links the skeptic’s hopelessness with vice:
Dark, wretched, gloomy was his mortal life,
A prey to passion, and to sense a slave
The hapless child of misery and strife,
Rests not in peace ev’n in his lonely grave.*
What deep emotion, in my bosom swells,
While I this melancholy spot survey;
On scenes long past, recording mem’ry dwells,
When I, like him, pursued the devious way.
As Samuel Parker would later argue, a lack of religious conviction leads to moral
dissolution (as Paine was rumored to have suffered). This poet uses the demise of
Thomas Paine as a cautionary tale for anyone who may be tempted to entertain religious
skepticism—it leads to a miserable life devoted to vice and, eventually, no consolation in
death. Here is the Thomas Paine depicted in The Cleveland Observer: “a poor benighted
creature, and just awakened to see his conditions before he died.” Reflecting on this
cautionary tale, the believer is grateful to have escaped this faithless fate: “Saviour, let all

my future days be thine,/ To spread thy praise be all my sweet employ!/ And while I

know that thou, my God, art mine,/ All toil is sweet, and every pain is joy.” While the

% As the author footnotes, “Perhaps it is not generally known that the remains of T.P.
have been lately removed from his solitary grave, and it is supposed sent to England.”
While the eventual loss of Paine’s remains is a fascinating historical episode, the
unsettled nature of Paine’s resting places was further proof that infidelity leads to
displacement in the afterlife.
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author of “Reflections on Passing the Grave of Thomas Paine” meditates on Paine’s fate
as an avenue for reaffirming the poet’s own faith, other poets appear to have an arguably
less charitable aim.

On October 16, 1826 the Hartford, CT newspaper Christian Secretary published a

2

poem entitled “Death of an Infidel Philosopher.” This poem begins when the “Infidel
Philosopher” has already died:
His spirit hath gone!
It hath ventured alone
On a dark and boundless sea;
Its gloomy swell,
Moaned like a knell,
As it bore him thro’ dim eternity!
So far, this description is consistent with the “Dying Infidel” poems and narrative
accounts we have already seen. Bereft of a hope for heaven, the philosopher’s soul
“Moaned like a knell” as it began its journey on the “dark and boundless sea.” Already,
though, we see a metaphysical assumption that the infidel’s soul is not simply annihilated
upon death, but instead lives on and must undergo the trek into the afterlife reserved for
infidels. As with most “Dying Infidel” poems, the infidel is derided for entrusting
“reason” to perform the functions of religion:
Reason’s torch light
Was quenched in night,

When he left his house of clay;
Oh he scorned and despised

The blood of Christ,
Which alone could guide his dreary way!
“Reason” again offers no answers once a soul has left its body. The speaker also finds an

irony in the fact that the infidel “scorned and despised” the only belief system that can

save him from his impending fate—two verbs that show up consistently throughout these
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“Dying Infidel” poems. Less common among these poems (although not unprecedented)
is the detailed account of the infidel’s afterlife. In the third stanza, the poet begins this
description obliquely. The speaker commands the infidel philosopher to “Boom onward
boom--/ Through the fearful gloom/ Of a cheerless and desolate night!” So far, this is
similar to the grave’s “impenetrable gloom” that Thomas Paine’s post-death visitor noted.
But this speaker commands the infidel to proceed beyond this darkness, “Till thy
shuddering eye/ Far off shall descry/ A startling pomp of terrible light!” With this, the
speaker begins to take the infidel beyond the fear of death discussed in other poems,
beyond the darkness of a godless tomb, and into a rather specific destination.
Continuing with the imperatives, the speaker urges the deceased infidel to

continue his infernal journey:

Come, spirit, come!

Receive thy doom—

A terrible trump hath pealed thy name!
Where shalt thou fly
From that fearful eye,
Which has lit the universe into flame!

The inevitability of God’s will is not uncommon in these poems. Although the
damnation described here goes further than other poems we have seen to this point, this
seems a logical progression (or an implication made explicit) from the previous poems
focused on the infidel’s fear of death. However, there is a playfulness in the command
that opens this stanza: “Come, spirit, come!/ Receive thy doom--/A terrible trump hath
pealed thy name.” This is an inversion of the rewards promised the devout believer, and

the traditional psalmic request for the spirit of God is repurposed for calling an infidel to

his punishment. This playfulness becomes more explicit in the final stanza:



155

There is music in hell!
They are chanting thy knell,
They are weaving a burning wreath for thee;
Wrapped in robes of fire
Is that fearful choir—
Go!—join their ghastly revelry!
The speaker appears to marvel at his own description of hell, unfolding each revelation as
he witnesses and deciphers it. In another inversion of the heavenly choirs in biblical
descriptions of heaven, the speaker describes the painful state of these infernal choristers.
This inversion is remarkable not only in its Miltonic depiction of hell, but also in the
extreme physical pain implied in these descriptions, as heads are wrapped in “burning
wreath[s]” and fellow infidels are engulfed in “robes of fire.” The venom behind these
descriptions becomes more explicit in the final lines of the poem: “On a throne of flame/
With hot diadem/ Curse, for ever, thy false philosophy.” So ends this poetic description
of the recalcitrant infidel’s destiny.

Depictions of the unconverted infidel’s trek to hell were not uncommon. While
the author of “Death of an Infidel Philosopher” appears to have taken the most pleasure
in depicting the infidel’s punishment, his descriptions were not even the most elaborate.
One poem “by an American jurist, and one of the vice presidents of the American Bible
Society” was published in the April 7, 1837 edition of Western Christian Advocate. Also
entitled “The Dying Infidel,” this poem commands us, “See on the bed of death (O
doleful sight!)--/ An unbeliever in revealed truth.” As with all infidels, he had a
“voluptuous life” filled with “vicious pleasures” and “Contemn’d religion—scorn’d its
friends and forms--/Despis’d the sacred mysteries of faith--/Believing only what his

reason taught.” All of these are familiar elements in the “Dying Infidel” tradition. This

poet even recalls Jonathan Edwards: “Behold him now suspended by a thread/ Over
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eternity’s appalling gulf.” Thomas Paine haunts this poem as well: “Tortur’d by pain—
and shudd’ring at the view/ Of endless mis’ry bursting on his soul,/ In all the agonies of
frantic dread/ The unbeliever takes his leave of life.” What the infidel has to fear,
though, is as specific as the fate described in “Death of an Infidel Philosopher.” The
speaker here laments,
Before him (O how chilling is the thought!)—
Not one faint gleam, of never-ending bliss,
Breaks on his soul—to cheer his dying hour.
A yawning gulf—a prison of despair—

Blackness of darkness—and the gnawing worm

That never dies—the’ “interminable fire,”

Without one drop of water to allay

His raging thirst—or cool his parched tongue—

Infernal spirits in a world of woe,

His torment, while eternity endures—

O what a prospect at the close of life!
The physical pain described here is even more thorough than the previous depiction of
hell, although this poet appears to lament, rather than celebrate, this damnation. Beyond
the “robes of fire,” this dying infidel faces “the gnawing worm” and an eternal “raging
thirst”—certainly, miserable prospects for this infidel.

As the writer of an even more widely circulated poem entitled “The Dying

Infidel,”" describes, however, this is the fate of all infidels. The author, R. Hoyt,
describes the vision of hell as witnessed by, presumably, David Hume, to whom the

epigraph “A leap I’ the dark” is credited:

Now, light unearthly offers to mine eye
A blazing brink, --misshappen [sic] beings thence

*! This version was printed in The Ohio Observer on October 30, 1834. However, it was
published previously in the Religious Intelligencer of August 30, 1834. The editor of The
Ohio Observer attributes it to the New York Baptist Repository, with the preface, “Our
readers, if they relish true poetry, will have a rich treat in the perusal of the following
lines.”
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Fly up and screaming skim the dusky air,
Vultures impatient for their coming feast!
While pendant from on high, adown the gulf
Hangs the dire catalogue of all my guild,
My summons now, to everlasting death.
Hoyt’s poem takes us beyond the individual suffering of an infidel philosopher, as Hume

sees that “the dire catalogue of all my guild” must face a punishment originally devised

for Prometheus—the excruciating attacks of “Vultures impatient for their coming feast!”

The Poetic Public Sphere

For twenty-first century Americans, it may seem crass, even deplorable, to depict in
gruesome detail the eternal damnation of another soul—whether it is with apparent regret
or downright glee. Although this is a tradition that dates at least as far back as Dante’s
Inferno, there is an implicit schadenfreude that borders on disturbing in some of these
poems. True or not, why should a non-believer’s fear of death bring anyone consolation?
How can a soul’s horrific suffering in hell bring satisfaction to someone who purportedly
believes in a merciful God?

Clifford Geertz’s work is instructive here. In his study The Interpretation of
Cultures, Geertz defines a religion as “(1) a system of symbols which acts to (2) establish
powerful, pervasive, and long-lasting moods and motivations in men by (3) formulating
conceptions of a general order of existence and (4) clothing these conceptions with such
an aura of factuality that (5) the moods and motivations seem uniquely realistic” (90).
For a young country struggling to formulate an identity, the Christian “system of
symbols,” bound up as it was with the chosen national origin myths, appeared absolutely

necessary if they were to live up to the vision of their Puritan forefathers. When this
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“general order of existence” is threatened, the reaction is, predictably, pointed. As Geertz
explains,
The thing we seem least able to tolerate is a threat to our powers of conception, a
suggestion that our ability to create, grasp, and use symbols may fail us...Man
depends upon symbols and symbol systems with a dependence so great as to be
decisive for his creatural viability and, as a result, his sensitivity to even the
remotest indication that they may prove unable to cope with one or another aspect
of experience raises within him the gravest sort of anxiety (99).
It is safe to say that the battle over souls in Jacksonian America bred a great deal of this
“gravest sort of anxiety,” which often manifested as fear and spite. As Prosecutor
Samuel Parker charged, Kneeland’s paper published poetry to continue to minister to the
working classes on behalf of freethought. In Parker’s eyes, Kneeland was the figurehead
for a nefarious movement striking at the root of a country’s entire moral foundation, an
offense that deserved nothing short of imprisonment.
I would argue that there is yet another component to the disdain held by Samuel
Parker and the religious elites in New England. Although there was already a tradition of
anti-clerical and irreligious prose consumed by contemporary readers, these newspapers
went further. Profane writers were also utilizing the poetic form to attack religious
orthodoxy. Poetic form, which had been used for centuries as a means of meditation and
devotional expression in the form of sacred verse, was now being used to evoke
deconversions from orthodoxy. The readers of periodicals like the Boston Investigator,
who often came from the lower classes, did not have the spiritual and educational
fortifications to guard against this assault on orthodoxy. As a result, religious writers
resorted to their own poetically conversive tactics to counter this secularist onslaught.

When this did not seem to work, they tried to deconstruct the sacred idols of freethought-

-Hume, Voltaire, and Paine. Finally, they gloried in fantasizing about their foes’
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deathbed terror and eternal damnation. Paine, especially, required at the very least a sort
of exorcism for early Americans. Paine was a figurehead for the American Revolution,
and since (for devout Christians) the republic was destined to be a Christian nation, his
vocal religious skepticism was a betrayal. Eventually, Paine’s contributions to the
Revolution would overshadow his infidelity in later American culture, but during the
1830s, his criticisms of religion were a fresh wound.

If we define the “public sphere,” with Habermas, as “a sphere which mediates
between society and state, in which the public organizes itself as the bearer of public
opinion,” then religious and anti-religious newspapers were essential organs in
Jacksonian America’s public sphere (50). At stake were not only the hearts and minds of
the American public, but also, for those in the ideological struggle, the destiny of the
republic. Was the country going to continue the religious legacy of the early Puritans, or
would the influx of Enlightenment philosophy continue to influence public opinion? In
their attempt to earn converts and rally their bases, all sides resorted to a tradition that

predates the American experiment: conversive poetry.
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Appendix: Transcriptions of Cited Poetry

“The Dying Infidel”
The Ohio Observer, 30 October 1834
Also appears in the Religious Intelligencer, 30 August 1834

“From the New York Baptist Repository. Our readers, if they relish true poetry, will
have a rich treat in the perusal of the following lines”

THE DYING INFIDEL [a dramatic monologue]
“A leap i’ the dark.” —Hume.
By R. Hoyt.

‘Tis even so!—the touchstone of all faith

I now must grapple, and abide that test

Which distant I derided, but come near,

Is wond’rous fearsome and discomforting.

My recreant philosophy hath turned the heel
And left my soul unarmed and desolate,--

Soul, did I say?—ha! [ba?] how the giddy brain
Is prone to muster up its old conceits,

And make me rave of things that never were.
There is a mystery within, I know,

That doth exalt this clod to man’s estate,

But this “forever” is a crafty tale

Which my dissolving nature now belies.

Then what is Death,--yet, sooth, I hate that word,
It hath a meaning that doth fellowship

With such unsavory thought,--to be pent up

In an unwindowed cell, and there forgot,

Go mouldering down to nothing, yielding forth
My fatness to enrich a church-yard soil!—

The veriest atom then e’er tasted life

Might scruple such an end,--yet be it so,--
While thousands, weary of this luckless race,
Do manfully foreleap its final bound,

Shall I shrink back, when my full course is run,
And dastardly for vain existence strive?—

No! speed your utmost now, ye dwindling sands,--
Death and Eternity,--1 dare it all!

Hail Land of Shadows!-ye dread myriads hail!
Make room adown your chambers for a guest!—
Right valorous I tread,--but oh! ‘tis black,

Black as primeval night, and foul as Hell!

I wish, or almost wish, that some unasked,
Would offer me a light to guide me through.



I even would accept a Christian’s hope,
Although fallacious—hist! I hear a step,--
Who comes!—it matters not, I’ll speak it out,
Although fallacious, it would be a staff

To stay my tott’ring limbs till all were o’er.

Dark, horrid fancies thicken on my sense,

I hear that step again in close pursuit,

I see, or deem I see, the uncouth forms

Of fabled fiends stalk out.—and there’s a voice
Deep muttering from beneath—Prepare! Prepare!
And from above there thunders on mine ear,

The hour, the hour is come! Wide yawn thou Depth,
Perdition’s portal, for the unwashed soul.

Now, light unearthly offers to mine eye

A blazing brink, --misshappen [sic] beings thence
Fly up and screaming skim the dusky air,
Vultures impatient for their coming feast!

While pendant from on high, adown the gulf
Hangs the dire catalogue of all my guild,

My summons now, to everlasting death.

Beyond the cavern’s neither [sic] verge, remote,
Ten thousand midnights roll their mingled gloom
In sullen pomp along a starless sky,

The lurid glare that gave the glimpse of hell,
Falls from my o’erstrained vision, and my feet
Do grope reluctant, yet constrained, along.

I cannot flee, these palsied, tott’ring limbs

Can succor me no more. This falt’ring tongue
Can call no rescue,--I must linger on—

I touch the precipice—and “LEAP THE DARK.”

“The Dying Infidel”

Observer and Telegraph (Hudson, OH), 30 September 1830

For the Observer and Telegraph
THE DYING INFIDEL

In the dark, sequester’d cell of vice,

Stretch’d on his wretched bed of straw,
Clad in robes of squalid poverty,

The daring, dying infidel I saw.
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Beside him stood the intoxicating bowl,
And to quench his ever craving thirst,
The Rousseau took unnumber’d draughts,

Of poisoned draughts, the most accurst.

But mark his death, his final end,

His limbs convulsed with anguish,
And mostly hear him dying say,

“Oh God! in Hell I fear to languish.”

Alas! the lamp of life has ceased to burn,
And all his boasted reasoning power,
With health, wealth, and vice allied,
Is but weak in dissolution’s hour.
A.W.B.

“The Dying Infidel”

Boston Recorder and Religious Telegraph, 19 October 1827.

From the Visitor and Telegraph
THE DYING INFIDEL.

I have been happy—but in vain!
The pride of youth is o’er!
I ne’er shall taste its sweets again,
Its joys shall come no more!
My morn of life was bright and gay,
My noon as ocean’s foam,
But that fair morn hath passed away—
My eve of sorrow’s come!

That time hath been, when I was blest,
When my young heart was light;
When tides of bliss flow’d o’er my breast,
From morning e’en till night!
But now—Oh! Sad reverse of fate,
My life is nought but gloom!
Then, Priest, thy counsels are too late;
My hour of sorrow’s come!

The death-bed call—the death-bed call:--
Its summons dread [ hear—

Sternly and dark the echoes fall,
Upon my troubled ear!

162



163

I see dim forms—I hear a voice—
It speaks of fearful doom!
Hark! How the gathering fiends rejoice!
Away! they come! they come! C----

“The Dying Infidel”

Western Christian Advocate, 7 April 1837

Extract from an unpublished poem entitled, “The Bible Era,” by an American jurist, and
one of the vice presidents of the American Bible Society.

THE DYING INFIDEL

See on the bed of death (O doleful sight!)—
An unbeliever in revealed truth.

He, through the course of a voluptuous life,
Contemn’d religion—scorn’d its friends and forms—
Despis’d the sacred mysteries of faith—
Believing only what his reason taught,

Wealth, power, pleasure were his highest aim.
These are the idol gods to which he bow’d,
These, the vain phantoms, that seduc’d his heart
From real happiness, and heav’nly truth.

Behold him now suspended by a thread

Over eternity’s appalling gulf.

With deep anxiety and awful dread

He looks on his surrounding—weeping friends,
And often asks, with horror and dismay,

If the physician’s skill can’t sooth his pains,
And for a while, reprieve him from the grave—
He asks in vain. The clammy dew of death—
The falt’ring tongue—the vacant—glassy eye—
The flutt’ring pulse, and cold extremities,

Too surely prove that moment just at hand,
When he must part with relatives and life,
Cheer’d by no hope of bliss beyond the tomb—
O’er his past life his retrospective glance
Searches for something to allay his fears.
Something on which his sinking hopes can rest.
Vainly he looks. There nothing meets his eye
To check despair and smooth the bed of death.
No works of faith or charity. No deeds

Done to advance the bless’d Redeemer’s reign,
And thus promote the happiness of man—

No fixed reliance on atoning blood—
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No hope of pardon through a Savor’s [sic] death.

Before him (O how chilling is the thought!)—
Not one faint gleam, of never-ending bliss,
Breaks on his soul—to cheer his dying hour.

A yawning gulf—a prison of despair—
Blackness of darkness—and the gnawing worm
That never dies—th’ “interminable fire,”
Without one drop of water to allay
His raging thirst—or cool his parched tongue—
Infernal spirits in a world of woe,

His torment, while eternity endures—
O what a prospect at the close of life!

If he reverts to years already pass’d,
What follies crimes, and errors rise to view—
Time spent in vicious pleasures, or in scenes
Of vain amusement—mercies much abus’d—

A life of business—occupied with schemes

For adding to enormous—useless, wealth.
Nothing in all the retrospect of life

Cheers his desponding heart with hope or peace—
Had he the wealth of kingdoms at command,

O with what transport, would he give it all

But to redeem a part—a little part

Of time so undervalu’d or misspent,

To gain a short reprieve from instant death.
Could he but purchase a few hours of ease,
Believe—repent, and seal his peace with God—
Then he could part with life without a pang.
Vain wish! The awful sentence has gone forth,
“Cut down that tree—why cumbereth it the ground.”
Already has avenging conscience seized—

Like a devouring vulture on his heart,

And all the horrors of approaching death

Begun to agonize his shatter’d frame—

Thus as if haunted by infernal fiends,

Tortur’d by pain—and shudd’ring at the view
Of endless mis’ry bursting on his soul,

In all the agonies of frantic dread

The unbeliever takes his leave of life.

“Death of an Infidel Philosopher”
Christian Secretary, 16 October 1826



DEATH OF AN INFIDEL PHILOSOPHER

His spirit hath gone!
It hath ventured alone
On a dark and boundless sea;
Its gloomy swell,
Moaned like a knell,
As it bore him thro’ dim eternity!

Reason’s torch light
Was quenched in night,
When he left his house of clay;
Oh, he scorned and despised
The blood of Christ,
Which alone could guide his dreary way!

Boom onward, boom—
Through the fearful gloom
Of a cheerless and desolate night!
Till thy shuddering eye
Far off shall descry
A startling pomp of terrible light!

Come, spirit, come!
Receive thy doom—
A terrible trump hath pealed thy name!
Where shalt thou fly
From that fearful eye,
Which has lit the universe into flame!

There is music in hell!
They are chanting thy knell,
They are weaving a burning wreath for thee;
Wrapped in robes of fire
Is that fearful choir—
Go!—join their ghastly revelry!
On a throne of flame
With hot diadem
Curse, for ever, thy false philosophy!

*By a son of the late Rev. Samuel Warren, LL.D. of Glasgow, Scotland.

“Dying Reflections of an Infidel”
New York Evangelist, 10 January 1835
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Also appears in Hopkinsian Magazine, September 1827
New York Observer and Chronicle, 16 February 1860
The Pittsburgh Reader, 13 March 1827

By Request
DYING REFLECTIONS OF AN INFIDEL

What shall I be—Where shall I go?
I’d give a thousand worlds to know.
Shall I exist, or shall I not!

Ceasing to be—I dread the thought—
Does death, in fact, destroy the whole,
And with the body kill the soul?
Reason, I choose thee for my guide,

I heard thy voice and none beside,
Come now decide the doubtful strife
‘Twixt endless sleep and endless life.
Some, who thy sole dominion own
As nature’s brightest, eldest son,

Say thou hast taught the soul will live,
And her account to God must give.
Others deny that this will be,

And both for proof appeal to thee.

I feel, I know, that I have sin.

And conscience rages here within.

If there’s a God—(I fear ‘tis true)
Does he the creature’s conduct view?
And if the soul immortal prove,

Can sinners ever taste his love?

Will they have nothing more to fear,
Because he governs there and here?
If he is good will he destroy,

And kill with evils human joy?

Are parents hurried to the tomb,
Merely to give successors room?

If he regards our actions here,

Why not revenge the oppressed tear,
And crush the cruel and unjust,

With pride and malice in the dust?—
These thoughts an anxious doubt create,
That this is not our final state,

If there’s a God, then who can tell,
There may be heaven, there may be hell.
The Bible doctrine may be right,

If so, I sink to endless night.

I hate that God which they declare,
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His holiness is too severe.

I hate his law, which says I must

Be holy like him, or be curs’d.

Once I could laugh at what I feel,
And scorn the thought of heaven and hell,
But reason shines as clear as day,
Although my outward man decay;
Yea it may shine and never stop,

And misery fill my future cup—
Draw near, my friends, if friends indeed,
You will assist me now in need.

With you I spent the jovial day,

And cast the thought of death away,

I spurn’d at God, at Christ and hell,
As names that priests and women tell.
I gave the reins to sin and lust,

Which hastened my return to dust.

O can you screen my soul from harm
Against the power of any arm!

Ah, wretches, stop—deceive no more
I’ve heard all you can say before—

I scorn’d the christian and his God,
And trampled on his Savior’s blood,
With him I now no part can claim,
For still I hate the very name.

Yet he must be more safe than I,

And more prepared to live or die.—
If I was right, still ze is well;

But if he’s right—I sink to hell.

“Prayer For The Dying Unbeliever”
Mechanics’ Free Press, 24 January 1829

PRAYER FOR THE DYING UNBELIEVER

How solemn to witness the last ebbing breath—
How mournful the sound of that falt’ring groan,
When the infidel leans on the bosom of death
E’re he leaps out of time to eternity’s bourne!—
O stay thee, my God, let thy justice forbear,

While mercy thy daughter stoops down from the skys,

While hope beams a ray ere the shades of despair
On the wings of salvation I bid them arise;

Thou hast promis’d, O Lord, in thy fullness to save
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The earnest of him, who hath died to redeem,;

Here philosophy weeps on the verge of the grave,

And pray’s [sic] for the hope she has bartered for fame;
O frown not in wrath, Lord remember thy fold,

Where once he reposed ‘neath thy fostering care,*

He sought not the chains that now fetter his soul,

He paus’d but to reason, and sunk to despair!

From the smile of thy love like the angels he leaps—
Aspiring to grasp what thy wisdom has seal’d;
And now on the verge of destruction he weeps,
O save, ere his soul to the billows shall yield;
Let the dew drop of pity, decend [sic] from thy throne,
Let the mandate of mercy unfetter his snare,
His triumphs shall swell with a loftier tone
As redeemed from the deepest abyss of despair.
R. P. RISDON

*It may not be improper to inform the reader that, these lines were occasioned by the
melancholy scene of which they treat.

“Reflections on passing the grave of Thomas Paine”
The Methodist Magazine, 1 March 1820

For the Methodist Magazine
REFLECTIONS
On passing the grave of Thomas Paine

When struggling nature heaves the parting sigh,
And hope and fear maintain a doubtful strife,
Why shrinks the firm philosopher to die?
Why clings the trembling infidel to life?

Oh, ‘tis because his hope, forbid to soar
Beyond the grave’s impenetrable gloom,
Beholds, when life’s poor pilgrimage is o’er,
A dread annihilation in the tomb!

For who can plunge into a gulph unknown,
A land of darkness, solitude, and shade!
Leap from the crumbling brink of life alone,
Nor feel the terrors that are round him spread?

And did he die without a hope of heaven?
Around his couch did no kind angel bend,
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To whisper in his heart of sins forgiv’n,
And hopes of happiness that never end?

Oh then, indeed, ‘twas terrible to die,

“Twas dreadful to resign the ling’ring breath;
A keener anguish barbs the parting sigh,

And horror hovers o’er the couch of death.

Dark, wretched, gloomy was his mortal life,
A prey to passion, and to sense a slave
The hapless child of misery and strife,
Rests not in peace ev’n in his lonely grave. *

What deep emotion, in my bosom swells,
While I this melancholy spot survey;

On scenes long past, recording mem’ry dwells,
When I, like him, pursued the devious way.

And do I live?—and am call’d to prove
An interest in the grace I once deni’d:
Oh, wond’rous pow’r! Oh all victorious love!
That led my heart to find the Crucified!

Saviour, let all my future days be thine,
To spread thy praise be all my sweet employ!
And while I know that thou, my God, art mine,
All toil is sweet, and every pain is joy.
C.M.
New York, November, 1819

*Perhaps it is not generally known that the remains of T.P. have been lately removed
from his solitary grave, and it is supposed sent to England.

“The Infidel”
The Cleveland Observer, 3 May 1838

For the Cleveland Observer,
THE INFIDEL

The midnight lamp was burning
Dimnly [sic], where a student pale with
Toilesome [sic] watching sat. His pen
Was ready dipt, and wavered

With impatient motion to



Perform his bidding. He wrote,:
While o’er his face, there pass’d a
Withering anger: “There is no heaven
Nor hell, perchance no God,”—

“I know not, nor little care.”
----------- The morning dawn’d upon
His musings! He went forth

With his accustom’d smiles

And met his friends with

Cordial hand, as he was

Wont. His eye glanc’d brightly;
And reason seem’d to hold

Without dispute her high,

Imperial throne. Day followed
Day, with slow and steady pace;

A change came o’er the youth,

He seldom smil’d, or spoke;

Sneer chased sneer, from off his
Curling lip: --gloom cloth’d him
With her chilly mantle: wild

Chaos thron’d himself, where

Once bright reason sat—

His mind gave way,--and

Fell with one wild crash.

He mocking trampl’d virtue down
With ruthless step;--and stalk’d
O’er blighted hearts and smil’d.

He hated all mankind; and with
Them curs’d himself; light seem’d
Darkness to his eyes; the green
Fields, and singing birds, he lived
Not, the words of friendship,

Were molten lava to his soul
------------ He, with his own rash hand,
Had torn, the rudder from his

Mind, and now cast forth,

Upon life’s stormy sea, he soon

Is left a cheerless wreck; helmless
He drives: no guiding star to cheer
Him on: no port to draw his feelings
Forth. All, all, is one wide,
Cheerless waste;--he gnaw’d his
Tongue; and in the prime of manhood,
Reeling, plung’d into a drunkard’s
Grave, and with hot curses on

His lips, rush’d to the judgment bar.
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S.B.A.
Euclid, March, 1838

“The Infidel,” Moses H. Perkins
Western Recorder, 19 December 1826

“Kindled only at the skies.”

THE INFIDEL
By Moses H. Perkins.

I’ve heard on Afrio’s dreary shore,

The serpent’s hiss, the panther’s roar,
No footsteps mark’d the sands;

No human voice the desert cheer’d,

Save now and then were faintly heard
The yells of savage bands.

I’ve seen the red volcanic tide,
Impetuous sweep the mountain’s side,
And wrap the plains in fire;
And heard the shepherd’s plaintive moans,
Mingling with Etna’s hollow groans,
On passing gales expire.

In twilight’s faint and dusky beam,

I’ve seen the murderer’s weapon gleam,
Bath’d in the victim’s gore;

Ghastly and pale with many a wound,

The mangled corse, half breathing found,
Stretch’d on the blood-stain’d shore.

I’ve heard amid the foaming deep,

When tempests howl and whirlwinds sweep,
Heart-rending cries “to save,”

The shrieks of many a trembling soul,

And mark’d the sea’s tremendous roll
Which swept them to their grave.

No shepherd’s moans, nor panther’s roar,
Nor wreck, nor corse upon the shore,
To me much pain has given,
As seeing on the couch of death,
The infidel resign his breath,
Without a hope of Heaven!
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“Prayer of Nature” and “The Contrast”
Observer and Telegraph, 3 May 1832

Mr. Isham—

Sir: The lines following were written by--- ---- Esq. of this place. The prayer of
nature was written in a lady’s Album previous to his conversion; the contrast he wrote in
the same Album after the scales fell from his eyes, so that he could recognize the
wonderful works of God, in the revelation of his truth.

I think it will not be amiss to remark, that this is a case of conversion which may
be claimed as the fruit of a protracted meeting. Surely such a change of sentiment—such
a change of feeling, could have been produced by none but God. Can we doubt that God
approves, when he rewards after this sort?

Yours in the best of bonds,

PRAYER OF NATURE
Eternal Sire!—a child of clay,

Poor thing of doubts and hopes and fears,
On whom dim reason dawns no ray,

To light him through this mist of years,--
Who gave unconscious dust to know,

That Thou art King, and Lord of all,
And placed it in this world below,

Where doubts perplex and fears appal [sic],--
Would humbly raise this voice to Thee,

A trembling suppliant, but to know,
What, in hereafter, is to be;

Since Here, is but a strife of wo [sic].
His soul is dark—O for one gleam,

From the Eternal fount of Truth,
To quell this wild tumultuous dream,

Whose blight is on his phrenzied youth.
His, is the madd’ning strife of thought,

The tempest of the warring mind,
With which existence’s cup is fraught,

Which all must drink, for all designed.
He bears a spirit unsubdued,

That frets its utter loneliness,
Cast on the world’s wide solitude,

Sole sharer of its own distress
He knows no chord of human heart,

Vibrates to aught that raptures his;--
He stands a rock, upon the chart

Of life’s untrodden wilderness
But this he would not shrink to hear,



Could he but pierce the sullen gloom,
That realm perchance, of keen despair,

Beyond the dark remorseless tomb.
Parent, Thy sceptre sways o’er all,

And Thou canst calm this fev’rish brain;
O, deign to hear thy suppliant’s call,

Who soon, shall murmur not again.
To Thee, Eternal Father, King,

Thy frailest child of dust would run,
And breathe, as his last murmuring,

“Omniscient Lord, thy will be done”

FELIX—an infidel

Dec’r. 1830.

THE CONTRAST

That “thing of doubts,” Almighty Lord,

Who breath’d to Thee that rebel prayer,
Who dared reject thy Holy Word,

And cast its solace on the air,--
Who groped so long in Nature’s night;

That wretch, to truth and wisdom blind,
Now sees a ray of holy light

Break on his dark and erring mind
Though in his breast stern sorrow raved,

And rankled as a venomed dart,
Still Thou, he humbly hopes, hast graved

Thine image on his bleeding heart.
Subdued by Grace, he wars no more;

But humbly bends the suppliant knee,
And owns that all he felt before,

Was chast’ning, kindly sent from Thee.
Majestic King! Redeemer mild!

Thy goodness fails not here below;
And, e’en to that dark rebel child,

Thy soothing words of mercy flow
Alas! how more than doubly blind

To feel a lonely pilgrim here,
When thou hast said—“Who seeks shall find”

His God, his Glorious Savior, near
Then O! let all who feel oppressed

With speechless agony of thought,
Who see no light, who know no rest—

Poor souls, with guilt and error fraught,--
Look up to Thee, Redeemer, Friend!

Kind Guardian of our erring youth—
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And lowly at thy footstool bend,

And thank Thee for Thy word of Truth;

For there, is light, and life revealed,
Unfathom’d sea of mercy given!
The terrors of Thy Law repealed,
The promise sure of bliss in Heaven

FELIX—the infidel reclaimed

Dec’r 1831

Boston Investigator, 3 January 1834
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The following dogeril [sic] lines of poetry (if poetry it can be called; it is rather prose run
mad, rhyme without reason) was intended as an answer to Paine's Age of Reason, and has

been sent us for publication. It may be amusing to some, and as such we insert it. We

must let people fight with such weapons as they have; and when they have nothing better
than their own foolish assertions, it would be hard indeed to deprive them of those. Let
them rail on, then, it is found that their railing has become perfectly harmless. --EDITOR

There is an ill in Far[illegible]ville,
A shocking one we find;

And to relate this proximate,
Has laid upon my mind.

Then first to show how matters go,
Respecting this demur;

I would advance this circumstance,
Just as it did occur.

Not long ago, perhaps you know,
A Universalist

Came all so fast to gain the class,
Of the poor Methodist.

And now in fact, to be exact,
Though hard for me to tell
This man, alas! has left the class,

And turned an Infidel.

And this is worst, because at first,
He seemed to walk in light;

With Satan's [?] powers, he'd no dark hours,
But happy day and night.

'"Twas then we felt our hearts to melt,
And sang in joyful strain,

Till all at once, this silly dunce,
Did meet with old Tom Paine.



The fact is clear, Tom Paine is here,
And those who follow him;

And scripture truths they do confuse,
By calling them a whim.

They have a book in which they look
For truth to recommend,;

But truth replies, it's full of lies,
I think, from end to end.

Mark well Tom Paine does much complain,
Of Scripture lies and crime [?];

And I've no doubt but he's about
The same thing to this time.

And if you know it, he says the poets
Are prophets in his view;

So from this source, I learn of course
I am a prophet too.

And I foretell there is a hell,
And for aught I know,

Tom Paine's there with old Voltaire,
In those dark realms of wo. [sic]

What if they may lead some astray
From all our joys of love;

And fling and flout yet they'll find out
We have a God above.

A god within that saves from sin
And fills our soul with bliss;

Think old Tom Paine with all his [illegible]
Can beat us out of this?

No! when we feel this holy zeal,
In joys our souls ascribe,

In God complete we then shall meet
Tom Paine with all his tribe.

This awful wretch can never fetch
His sentiments to bear;

For he's so near like Satan here,
I am sure he must be there.
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When all men must come from the dust
In mercy or in wrath;

'Tis them I guess, they will confess
That they have miss'd their path.

Now watch them clost, you'll hear them boast
They've made the bible void,

But all Tom's men can't tell me when
It has ever been destroyed.

No, nor begin to tell wherein
One word will ever fail;

Though fiends or foes may all oppose,
It has and will prevail.

With all their fuss, if God's with us,
We fear them not although

They turn and twist a Methodist
Into a common foe.

In tears we pray that Jesus may
In merry come and own;

But here's the rub with Belzebub, [sic]
As I have fully shown.

Now by a mode they've got a code
And call it reason's age;

But reason cries its full of lies,
I find in every page.

I wondered why this was their cry,
And sought to know; because

The good old book they have forsook,
And all its holy laws.

Well if they do in this pursue,
One thing they may depend;

This heavenly host will stand their post,
And face them to the end.

May all who read these lines indeed,
A timely warning take,

Lest after all they're left to fall
Into the burning lake.

But ah! say some, this cannot come;



This never can be true;
We'll say it o'er and then what's more,
Ain't we as safe as you?

For if your creed is true indeed,
Of course we cannot fall;
But if it ain't then with the saint,
You stand no chance at all.

There's three or four, I hope no more
At least of such a cast;

My soul for theirs, if these affairs
Don't find them out at last.

When death appears with all its fears
And they've no Christ to save;
This plainly shows the end of those,

When sinking to the grave.

O may we shun the evil one,
And to the Lord draw near;

So that at last when time is past,
We may with Christ appear.

In robes of white the sons of light
Will all his glory view;

Then happy we shall always be,
So friends and foes adieu.

A SUBSCRIBER

“The Way to Heaven”
Boston Investigator, 21 February 1834

THE WAY TO HEAVEN
By an Inquirer After Truth

‘Lo! The poor Indian, whose untutor’d mind
Sees God in clouds, or hears him in the wind,;
His soul proud science never taught to stray
Far as the solar walk, or milky way,

Yet simple nature to his hope was given,
Behind the cloud-topt hill, an humbler heaven.’

‘An honest man’s the noblest work of God.’
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I sing the road to bliss above

The diff’rent ways in which we move
To gain the heavenly seat;

Each stupid sect, in error bound,

Think they the only way have found,
To paradise complete.

The Catholic, absolved by Pope,
Cures unbelievers with a rope,
Or else the scorching flame;
Does penance at the Virgin’s shrine,
Feels purified from every crime,
And claims a saintly name.

The ‘Church of England’ pay their tythes,
Read long prayers with half clos’d eyes,
And bless their king and queen,;
They’ll be nobility in bliss,
And look on that sect, and on this,
As vulgar, low, and mean.

The Presbyterian sourly scowls,
Denouncing all as guilty souls,
Who are not saved by fate;

WE’R [sic] the elect, and you’ll be damn’d—

Hell, like a wallet will be cram’d,
With God’s own reprobates.

The Baptist’s, plunging in the stream,

Join Presbyterians in their scheme
Against the non-elect;

Repent, and be baptized betimes,

Nor sprinkle babies black with crimes
Of Adam and his mate.

The Methodist, by frenzy driven,

Groans dreadful on his way to heaven,
Denouncing wrathful ire;

‘Repent, or God will in a trice,

‘Shake you o’er hell like squeaking mice
‘Suspended o’er the fire.’

While at camp meetings in the wood,

Their A very [sic] sought to do much good,
By lustful art in sin;

Such acts his brethren do approve,
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Or they this murderer would remove,
And make their garments clean.

Since four day meetings come in vogue,
These sects have caught up many a rogue
To do their Parson’s will;

But converts made in feverish times,
Are like a madman making rhymes—
They serve the devil still.

The Quaker, smoothly travels on,

Thinks cash in trade is fairly won,
And all the world are knaves!

But ke is honest all his life,

No money gets by fraud or strife,--
And by the spirit prays.

The Shaker, dancing to the gate,
‘Calls mother Ann in bliss to wait,
And hear his heav’nly love;
‘I’ve left the flesh and sin below,--
“The devil and his works you know,
To dance with you above.

The Unitarian, complains,

That all are bound in heathen chains,
And plural Gods adore;

He thinks it easier you see,

To make his peace with one, than three,
And settle up his score.

The Universalist, will glide

As smooth to heaven as school-boy’s ride
Down hill, on ice or snow!

Huzzah! My boys! we’ll all be saved,

Fo [sic] hell is nothing but the grave,
And there’s no future woe.

This clamor only serves to show,
That nought of other worlds we know,
And men to priests’ are slaves;
Whose creeds and terror prove most plain,
To be but visions of the brain,
Or tricks of crafty knaves.

These priests of earth have made a hell,
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But where’s their heaven? they cannot tell,
Yet follow close their trade;

And prate of faith, and fasts, and prayers,

With penance, grace, and anxious cares,
And cash in plenty paid.

Happy the man, with mind serene,
Who at his post is always seen,
On manly Virtue’s side;
Who heeds no priest’s unearthly lays,
But gladly walks in wisdom’s ways,
With Reason for his guide.

The man who can his neighbor bless,
Without the parson’s grim caress,
Is now an Atheist thought;
But let us follow Reason’s path,
Not heeding priestly hate and wrath,
“Till safe to heav’n we’re bro’t.

Concord, NH, Published for SS B. 1833

“The Birth of Pain”
Boston Investigator 4 September 1835

The following lines were written by a young man in the state of Ohio, who is as yet a
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minor, and sent us for publication. They display a considerable degree of talents, for a

young man, as a writer, as well as poetic genius. The thought at the commencement is

bold and startling; such as but few have dared to think, and fewer still dared to express.

The thought of an infinite being spending all past eternity, till within less than six

thousand years, doing nothing; forsooth, because he had nothing to do , and neither tools

nor materials to work with, gives an impetus to the mind which finds no resting place
until the very notion of such a being is completely exploded. Had the boldness of the

thought and language been kept up through the article, and the perpetuity of pain, as well
as the origin, according to the bible doctrine, had been equally portrayed, we should have
liked it still better. The best way to make people sick of a false god, is to do as Moses is

said to have done with Aaron’s calf; pulverize it, grind it to powder, strew it upon the

ocean of truth, and make people drink of the water until the [sic] are completely surfeited.

But, even this, as far as it goes, is not a bad potion to begin with.

THE BIRTH OF PAIN

Six thousand years have scarcely yet elapsed

Since from his throne of idleness and sloth,

Jehovah rose, and stretched his languid limbs

To nerve him to creation’s mighty task.



Through all eternity’s wide years, till now,

No orb had wheeled through universal space,
Nothing of life had breathed the vital air,

The vital air itself was yet unborn;

All was profound, unbroken nothingness.

God, lived alone; and as a short repose

Had slept away eternities of ages:

For the last hundred centuries of his rest,

A vague desire of something unpossest,

Had stirred the strings of the almighty mind:

A crude idea had scarcely yet given form,

Of grades of beings humbler than himself

To form his pastime and to give him praise,

Had floated loosely in the eternal’s thought:

He woke; the sleeping fancy lingered still;

And worlds were born and suns sprung forth to light.
The bright blue waves of ocean, now were rife
With countless myriads of living forms,

Various and changing as their watery home,

Each wild variety of form and hue

That hope has wished, or fancy everdreamed,

Of vegetative life; burst forth at once

And wrapped the smiling earth,

In such a garb as beauty’s self might envy.

Man, in the newness of his blissful being,

Beheld, admired, and praised god in his soul.
Even heaven itself, as yet, had been a waste
Untenanted by any thing of life;

Unvarying silence there had built her throne,
Companion of omnipotence in power.

But now the golden, ever radiant street,

Teem’d with unnumbered bright and living forms,
And loud hosannahs rent the startled air.

The living light of heaven was mirror’d back
From the pure surface of a thousand brows,

And praises sprung, rife from a thousand tongues,
Which, but the fleet hour past, were silent all

In the vast unborn nothingness of space.

The Eternal gazed around upon his work,

And in the fullness of his new born joy
Pronounced it good: His unimagined brow
Flash’d forth a smile which startled even heaven,
And angels dropped their harps, and ceased their songs,
And bent in wonder mute before the throne.

But time rolled on; and ceaseless changeless praise
Vexed the high vault of heaven, and wearied echo.
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The changeless voice of constant adulation

Had grown monotonous; and ‘gan to pall

E’en the Almighty’s ear: Time still roll’d on

And still the heavenly choir loaded the air

With music’s richest breath; tones so unearthly sweet,
Men heard the echo as they slept beneath

And dreamed they were in heaven: By day

They roamed the earth in innocence and joy,
Plucking the ripe fruits from the bending boughs,
Sporting together in the pearly wave,

Or, locked in love’s fond clasp, beneath the shade
Of some kind oak (wrapped in the ivy’s arms,)
Reposed their limbs, and gave their souls to joy
By night, when ceased the bustling hum of life,
The magic music of the upper spheres

Stole down the air, and wrapped their souls in balm.
Jehovah sat upon the throne of light,

And still gazed forth upon the varying scene:

The heavenly choir poured forth their brightest lay;
A change came o’er his brow: The radiant smile
Has faded now, as fades the meteor’s flash:

One only cord (for like the delicate harp

The mortal and immortal mind hath many strings,)
Within the immortal mind had yet been struck:
That one had sounded, and poured forth its sweets
Till joy itself grew pain; and sweetest sounds

Sunk harsh and grating on the o’erburthened sense.
The immortal’s brow grew dark, while higher yet,
And wilder, and more sweet, floated the angel melody.
The proudest servant of the living god,

Satan, the prince of angels, pride of heaven,

Robed in a mantle of aetherial light,

Girded with diamonds, sandaled with the sun,
Upon the right near to the throne was placed:

His lyre was azure, and the strings were gold;
Jehovah gazed upon his favorite’s form,

Noted its beauty, symmetry; and frowned.

His heart was bitter, wearied, sated, pall’d,

And even like the mortal’s longed for change.

The angel caught the gaze but not the frown,

And waving high his luckless harp in air,

Swept the bright cords with such consummate skill,
As waken’d strains even in heaven unheard;

The angels shouted with excess of bliss,

And heaven’s own arches trembled at the sound;
The weary echoes seemed to catch new life,
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And sent it back in softened melody.

He turned him to receive the immortal’s smile,

But horror met him where he looked for joy;

That brow was blacker than hell’s own dark front,
Those eyes flashed fires which clove the distant spheres,
Rent worlds to atoms, and extinguished suns;

His voice found way, and universe was hushed,
The accursed harp that gave the eternal pain,
Ne’er more shall make its damn’d mirth in heaven;
The fair and lovely one who stirred its strings
Shall be a horror to hell’s horrid self,

That hell 1 even now prepare for thee:

Tortures unheard of shall distort thy limbs,

Pangs unimagined rend thy inmost soul

Unceasing fires shall bathe thy deathless front,
And molten lava float thy hissing brain.

Thy beauteous brow shall wear a fitting crown;
Damned maddening scorpions, shall wreath it round,
And plunge their stings into thy bursting eyes;

Nor ends my vengeance here; my soul asks more;
It shall not be the lightest of thy curse,

To feel towards the children of the earth

That bitter, writhing, ranking, causeless hate,

I feel for thee. With ill enduring eye

I long have viewed their innocence and joy;

They echo back the ceaseless hymns of heaven,
And from my wearied ear with constant song:

I made them pure, and placed them upon the earth,
That earth a garden and a paradise:

But my soul tires of this changeless round

And like the wind and billow pants for strife;

I will have curses to set off my mirth,

And groans of agony to point my praise.

Go; I will give the power over all the earth,

To sting them on to madness and despair;

And when, in bursting agony of soul,

They turn and curse the author of all life,

My curbless arm shall hurl them down to thee,

To reap eternal woe and add to thine:

For now each heart which thus thou drag’st to death,
Shall be a serpent’s fang within their own

To gnaw forever at its deathless core.

A noteless few, from all that people the earth,
Shall ‘scape thy snares, and gain the realms of bliss,
To taunt ye from the battlements of heaven

With bitter jibes, to swell your cap of woe.



Aye! When the writhing flame is in your hearts,
And mad’ning reptiles pierce ye with their stings,
They shall insult your sight with living founts,
And balm that e’n your matchless ills might soothe:
Then, in the gall of your o’erflowing hearts,

Ye’ll rise and curse the everliving god;

That curse shall fan the flame to milder heat,

And add new venom to the scorpion’s sting.

While o’er the almighty’s kingdom roll’d his curse,
Each linament [sic] of Satan’s shining form,

Had grown more hideous than ‘twas bright before;
His sunlike brow was livid as the grave,

‘Twas girt already with that deathless wreath,
Which through eternities unending years

Should goad him on to darkness and despair.

The golden strings of his accursing harp,

Had sprung to life, and left the vacant band;

And crawling, wreathing, formed that horrid crown,
And spawned their shine upon his searing eyes.
The nauseous worm roll’d on his bursting lips,
And suck’d the moisture from his parching tongue,
And as it drank the burning, thick’ning blood,
Instill’d its poison at the gaping wound.

His shrunken and distorted limbs, were black

With quenchless fires that burns within his frame:
A wreath of flame wound round his heaving chest
And sheathed its thousand tongues within his form.
The sight scathed e’en the angel’s quailing eyes,
Used. [sic] fearless and unharmed to gaze on god,
Their prostrate forms were cast before the throne,
In terror, deeper than may speak in words.

All nature’s elements of wrath and awe,

The wind and cloud, the thunder’s crash and flame,
Unchained, and curbless, burst upon the scene,
And in its centre, shook e’en heaven’s self:

For the omnipotent creator, now,

Had snatched the bolt from out his minion’s grasp

And with his own mad hand, his own words crushed:--

Right, left, and far, the searing lightning sped
With rage that ne’er had known his birth till now;
And where its rending, crashing, fury fell,
Planets were crushed, and systems out of joint,

In shattered fragments sped through trembling space,

The comet died upon its flashing paths
And severed suns sunk in eternal night:
Creation’s mighty task was half undone

184



185

In the brief fury of that guideless storm.

Go, I have cursed thee, and the withering blight
Shall sear thy form, and rend thy deathless soul,

Go, lest my hand annihilate its work,

And rob my soul of its desired revenge?—

Madly he leaped the towering bound of heaven;

That burst of wrath, and power, had nerved his limbs
With strength of fear, that bliss had never given:
One yell of agony, and pain, and awe,

Beyond endurance’s utmost power to quell,

Buis [sic] his dark chest and stunn’d ¢’en heaven’s thunder:
A pitchy cloud roll’d o’er his sinking form;

And heaven was silent; for the curse had passed.

The arches quaked; the high dome trembled still;

As heaves the sea wave when the storm is over:

The seraph’s form still shook; but hueless death

Might clasp them all, nor make so dread a calm.

Well might they quake and quaking yet be still;

The mightiest one, had spent his mightiest wrath;

Wrath that had lived but once, and never shall wake again.
K.
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CONCLUSION: THE BIRTH OF PAIN

In this study, I have analyzed the role of popular religious experience, and
especially religious conversion, in the form and purpose of antebellum American poetry.
More specifically, I have argued that the figure of the revivalist preacher underlay the
Emersonian conception of the poet and the popular uses of poetry during the American
Renaissance. As the demarcation between sacred and secular art was crumbling,
religious and irreligious writers attempted to use poetry to convert readers. These
attempts at conversive poetry evince an assumed spiritual power of the poetic form, a
power traditionally reserved for sacred scripture. However, all explorations point to
further questions, so by way of conclusion I wish to pursue a few such lines of inquiry,
namely what do these interactions between religion and art tell us about contemporary
conceptions of God and traditional orthodox Christian theology?

Included in the poetry collected for the previous chapter is a poem entitled “The
Birth of Pain,” a poem that highlights provocative theological issues as it interrogates old
questions about the fall of man and the salvation of souls. In the context of antebellum
America, these questions are also questions about the identity, and perhaps even the
existence, of God. Without God (or with God in a compromised state), the problem of
pain becomes a problem for poets, not priests. Art seems poised—here as elsewhere in
the dissertation—to supplant scripture as the medium for exploring the nature of God.

This poem appeared in the September 4™ edition of Abner Kneeland’s Boston
Investigator, and was apparently written by “a young man in the state of Ohio, who is as

yet a minor,” as Kneeland notes (4). In over two hundred lines of blank verse, the poet
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retells Satan’s Fall from Heaven and the creation of Hell. Predictably, since this
appeared in Kneeland’s freethought periodical, this is a heterodox version of the
narrative, although it does not proceed as far as Kneeland would have liked:
The thought at the commencement is bold and startling; such as but few
have dared to think, and fewer still dared to express. The thought of an
infinite being spending all past eternity, till within less than six thousand
years, doing nothing; [sic] forsooth, because he had nothing to do, and
neither tools nor materials to work with, gives an impetus to the mind
which finds no resting place until the very notion of such a being is
completely exploded. Had the boldness of the thought and language been
kept up through the article, and the perpetuity of pain, as well as the
origin, according to the bible doctrine, had been equally portrayed, we
should have liked it still better. The best way to make people sick of a
false god, is to do as Moses is said to have done with Aaron’s calf;
pulverize it, grind it to powder, strew it upon the ocean of truth, and make
people drink of the water until the [sic] are completely surfeited. But,
even this, as far as it goes, is not a bad potion to begin with. (4)
Kneeland’s editorial frame is useful here, since, on the one hand, he is affirming the
subversive nature of K’s poem while. However, Kneeland severely downplays the
radical, controversial nature of this Miltonic rewriting of the biblical creation story.

K’s poem begins at the moment before creation, from which “Six thousand years
have scarcely yet elapsed.” God’s throne is one “of idleness and sloth,” until Jehovah
“rose, and stretched his languid limbs/ To nerve him to creation’s mighty task™ (11.3-4).
Like a lazy man of leisure, Jehovah is unmotivated, having “lived alone; and as a short
repose/ Had slept away eternities of ages” (11.10-11). Already, this is a stark difference
from the God of Genesis who waited until the seventh day after creation to rest. K’s
Jehovah is also a significant divergence from Milton’s God, who “from the first/ Wast
present, and with mighty wings outspread/ Dove-like satst brooding on the vast Abyss/

And mad’st it pregnant” (PL 11.19-22). Rather, God’s eventual creation of the world is

the product of “A vague desire of something unpossest” (1.13) that “floated loosely in the
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eternal’s thought” (1.18) as He slept. Creation was a “crude idea [that] had scarcely yet
given form,/ Of grades of beings humbler than himself/ To form his pastime and to give
him praise” (11.15-17). Rather than a carefully designed universe, Jehovah’s creation is
the vague, undeveloped product of a half-dreaming deity, a “sleeping fancy” (1.19).
The subsequent description of creation undercuts God’s agency in the process.

While, in Genesis, “God created the heaven and the earth,” here, “worlds were born and
suns sprung forth to light” (1.20). God is less of a creator than a dam holding back the
explosive force of life:

The bright blue waves of ocean, now were rife

With countless myriads of living forms,

Various and changing as their watery home,

Each wild variety of form and hue

That hope was wished, or fancy everdreamed [sic],

Of vegetative life; burst forth at once

And wrapped the smiling earth,

In such a garb as beauty’s self might envy. (11.21-28)
God’s conception of creation may have been half formed, but once life is allowed to
begin, it overtakes the world and, eventually, heaven. Before creation, heaven “had been
a waste/ Untenanted by any thing of life;/ Unvarying silence there had built her throne”
(11.31-33). This is an unconventional view of heaven, one that judges heaven “a waste”
before created life inhabits it. K’s placement of God within the first forty lines also
undermines the agency and importance of the deity. As a subject, God “rose,” “lived
alone,” “Had slept,” and “woke.” Beyond these unimpressive actions, God is generally
passive if he is present at all.

Once “The Eternal gazed around upon his work,” he was taken by a “new born

joy” and “Pronounced it good” (11.42-44). His response, “a smile which startled even

heaven” (1.46) soon turns to gloom, however, as he grows tired of the “ceaseless
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changeless praise” (1.49). Although God’s original plan was to receive the immediate
and unceasing praise of his angels, this praise becomes “monotonous; and ‘gan to pall/
E’en the Almighty’s ear” (11.50-51). Nevertheless, the angels’ music provides a
soundtrack for antediluvian humanity:

And still the heavenly choir loaded the air

With music’s richest breath; tones so unearthly sweet,

Men heard the echo as they slept beneath

And dreamed they were in heaven: By day

They roamed the earth in innocence and joy,

Plucking the ripe fruits from the bending boughs,

Sporting together in the pearly wave,

Or, locked in love’s fond clasp, beneath the shade

Of some kind oak (wrapped in the ivy’s arms,)

Reposed their limbs, and gave their souls to joy

By night, when ceased the bustling hum of life,

The magic music of the upper spheres

Stole down the air, and wrapped their souls in balm. (11.54-66)
The boundary between heaven and the earth is curiously fluid, as the first humans are
enjoying the purity of unfallen creation while being comforted by the supernatural “music
of the upper spheres.” K’s Edenic world is the perfect marriage of aesthetic enjoyment
and religious fulfillment, for not only are the angels’ outpourings serving God’s original
purpose of creation, but they are also providing a “balm” for the souls of the first humans.

So far, there is no need for conflict. In familiar narratives of the Fall, Satan rebels

against God and begins a power struggle that results in the Satanic angels being cast into
Hell. In “The Birth of Pain,” however, there is no such conflict. Instead, the music that
so pleases humanity and the angels becomes unbearable for God, and God undergoes a
change in response to the beautiful music:

A change came o’er his brow: The radiant smile

Has faded now, as fades the meteor’s flash:

One only cord (for like the delicate harp
The mortal and immortal mind had yet been struck:
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That one had sounded, and poured forth its sweets

Till joy itself grew pain; and sweetest sounds

Sunk harsh and grating on the ‘oerburthened sense.

The immortal’s brow grew dark, while higher yet,

And wilder, and more sweet, floated the angel melody. (11.70-79)
Here, God is the victim of his own, very human, passions. As fickle as “the meteor’s
flash,” the smile fades—it is important to note the lack of agency in God’s change. “A
change came,” the smile “Has faded,” “joy itself grew pain,” and God’s “brow grew
dark.” Satan’s Fall, conventionally described as a willful disobedience of the divine will,
here is (on the surface) a matter of terrible timing. Just as God is beginning to undergo
this dark change, Satan unleashes his greatest song of praise. Satan, whose “lyre was
azure, and the strings were gold” (1.85) “Swept the bright cords with such consummate
skill,/ As waken’d strains even in heaven unheard;/ The angels shouted with excess of
bliss,/ And heaven’s own arches trembled at the sound” (11.92-95). Satan misreads God,
as he “caught the gaze but not the frown” (1.90) of the deity, and once he finishes his
song, he turns “to receive the immortal’s smile,/ But horror met him, where he looked for
joy” (11.98-99). The poet’s subsequent description of this “horror” will prove the most
subversive section of the poem.

While Satan expects God to enjoy his otherworldly song, God’s response is far
from one of joy. God’s “brow was blacker than hell’s own dark front” (1.100). God’s
hellish affect turns destructive as “Those eyes flashed fires which clove the distant
spheres,/ Rent worlds to atoms, and extinguished suns” (11.101-02). In response to
Satan’s beautiful song, God begins to undo part of his own creation. This process is

interrupted, however, by God’s impulsive curse of the heavenly artist:

Tortures unheard of shall distort thy limbs,
Pangs unimagined rend thy inmost soul
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Unceasing fires shall bathe thy deathless front,

And molten lava float thy hissing brain.

Thy beauteous brow shall wear a fitting crown;

Damned maddening scorpions, shall wreath it round,

And plunge their stings into thy bursting eyes. (11.109-15)
This is reminiscent of the damnation fantasies we saw in the previous chapter, except that
God has substituted “Damned maddening scorpions” for the fire that had crowned the
fallen infidels, although fires still encase Satan’s body, and lava is exchanged for the fluid
in which his brain floats. Satan’s physical suffering is, indeed, extensive?

The nauseous worm roll’d on his bursting lips,

And suck’d the moisture from his parching tongue,

And as it drank the burning, thick’ning blood,

Instill’d its poison at the gaping wound.

His shrunken and distorted limbs, were black

With quenchless fires that burns within his frame:

A wreath of flame wound round his heaving chest

And sheathed its thousand tongues within his form. (11.162-69)
These images are both grotesque and disturbing, and the poet further arouses our
sympathies for Satan by highlighting the disparity between Satan’s beauty and God’s
rage. Nevertheless, God banishes Satan and the “accursed harp that gave the eternal
pain,/ Ne’er more shall make its damn’d mirth in heaven;/ The fair and lovely one who
stirred its strings/ Shall be a horror to hell’s horrid self” (11.103-106). Echoing Milton’s
God, K.’s God sews enmity between Satan and humanity: “It shall not be the lightest of
thy curse,/ To feel towards the children of the earth/ That bitter, writhing, ranking,
causeless hate,/ 1 feel for thee” (11.117-120). After God’s curse, Satan undergoes a
metamorphosis in which “Each linament [sic] of Satan’s shining form,/ Had grown more
hideous than ‘twas bright before” (11.154-55). If Satan’s demise in Milton’s epic was

tragic, Satan’s fall is here depicted as unjust and disproportionate—the result of an

unjustly incensed deity overwhelmed by “causeless hate” and mad with power.
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God’s wrath is not entirely spent on his curse of Satan, however. Instead, “All
nature’s elements of wrath and awe,/ The wind and cloud, the thunder’s crash and flame,/
Unchained, and curbless, burst upon the scene,/ And in its centre, shook e’en heaven’s
self” (11.174-78). In a fit of rage, God

Had snatched the bolt from out his minion’s grasp

And with his own mad hand, his own works crushed:--

Right, left, and far, the searing lightning sped

With rage that ne’er had known his birth till now;

And where its rending, crashing, fury fell,

Planets were crushed, and systems out of joint,

In shattered fragments sped through trembling space,

The comet died upon its flashing paths

And severed suns sunk in eternal night:

Creation’s mighty task was half undone

In the brief fury of that guideless storm. (11.178-89)
Perhaps stunned by God’s unprecedented rage, Satan is still in heaven while this storm
rips apart half of creation, and his presence causes God to cry out, “Go, I have cursed
thee, and the withering blight/ Shall sear thy form, and rend thy deathless soul,/ Go, lest
my hand annihilate its work, And rob my soul of its desired revenge” (11.190-94).
Presented with the ultimatum of immediate departure or the destruction of all of creation,
Satan “Madly” leaps “the towering bond of heaven;/ That burst of wrath, and power, had
nerved his limbs/ With strength of fear, that bliss had never given” (11.195-97). Once
Satan departs, God’s storm settles: “The mightiest one, had spent his mightiest wrath;/
Wrath that had lived but once, and never shall wake again” (11.207-08). K’s retelling of
Paradise Lost thus ends with a promise that this wrath and destruction will never return.

There are two main features of this poem that are relevant to this study. The first

is K’s depiction of God throughout the course of the poem. Unlike the wise and powerful

king in Milton’s Paradise Lost, K’s God is an irrational tyrant whose impulsive rage
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threatens to destroy all of creation. Importantly, he is thoroughly—and self-admittedly—
unjust. Beyond the disproportionate reaction to Satan’s song, in which God’s favorite
angel is punished for praising too beautifully, God also bases an entire theology on his
spite for Satan’s joyful song:

Go; I will give the power over all the earth,

To sting them [humans] on to madness and despair;

And when, in bursting agony of soul,

They turn and curse the author of all life,

My curbless arm shall hurl them down to thee,

To reap eternal woe and add to thine. (11.130-35)
In these lines, God is admitting that the source of humanity’s suffering will be God’s
permitting of Satan to “sting them,” and when they blame God for their faults, they will
be punished in a manner similar to Satan’s sentence. This logic is a parody of God’s
interaction with Satan in the book of Job, in which God allows Satan to test the pious
man, who subsequently refuses to curse God (although he does question Him). In “The
Birth of Pain,” the doctrine of salvation is also a result of this irrational moment: “A
noteless few, from all that people the earth,/ Shall ‘scape thy snares, and gain the realms
of bliss,/ To taunt ye from the battlements of heaven/ With bitter jibes, to swell your cap
of woe” (11.139-43). Furthermore, even the salvation (or election) of these few souls
appears less inspired by love than by spite.

In this poem, then, two fundamental doctrines of orthodox Christian belief—the

Fall of man and the salvation of souls—arise not from God’s omniscient plan for
creation, but from the momentary, impulsive rage of a petty tyrant. God himself, in his
anthropomorphic descriptions, appears more like Milton’s Satan than Milton’s (or the

Puritan’s) God. As Abner Kneeland argues in his editorial frame of this poem, “The

thought of an infinite being spending all past eternity, till within less than six thousand
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years, doing nothing; [sic] forsooth, because he had nothing to do, and neither tools nor
materials to work with, gives an impetus to the mind which finds no resting pace until the
very notion of such a being is completely exploded.” Indeed, by parodying the biblical
and Miltonic accounts of the Fall, K. depicts this God—petty, irrational, impulsive—as
the logical conclusion of orthodox theology. The implicit argument here is that God, as
traditionally described, is as appealing and useful as the moody gods of Greek mythology
(in this poem, he even literally holds a lightning bolt).

The second feature of this poem that is striking is the role of art in the narrative.
Our first exposure to aesthetics is the “loud hosannahs [that] rent the startled air” (1.37)
soon after creation. Once they are created, angels immediately begin praising their
creator through song. Although God’s post-creation smile stuns the angels to the point of
“dropp[ing] their harps, and ceas[ing] their songs” (1.47), they quickly return to praising
the deity through “ceaseless changeless praise/ [that] Vexed the high vault of heaven, and
wearied echo” (11.49-50). The angels’ songs transcended the celestial spheres to bring
enjoyment to humanity below: “And still the heavenly choir loaded the air/ With music’s
richest breath; tones so unearthly sweet,/ Men heard the echo as they slept beneath/ And
dreamed they were in heaven” (11.54-7). At night, the music “Stole down the air, and
wrapped their souls in balm” (1.66). The heavenly music had both a soothing effect and
an ability to transport the human listeners to another realm of consciousness. When Satan
finally gives his own contribution to the music, he introduces unprecedented beauty.
Satan

Swept the bright cords with such consummate skill,
As waken’d strains even in heaven unheard;

The angels shouted with excess of bliss,
And heaven’s own arches trembled at the sound;
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The weary echoes seemed to catch new life,
And sent it back in softened melody. (11.92-97)

Here, Satan seems to solve the problem of monotonous praise by introducing new music
that changes the melody being played—interestingly, in line 94, this affects the poem
itself as the second half of the line changes from iambs to dactyls, mirroring the
transformative power of the new melody. Clearly, the music of the heavenly choirs—and
especially once it is infused with Satan’s virtuoso performance—brings significant
pleasure to angels and humanity alike. It is worth noting that K. is participating in a view
of music that dates back as far as the Hebrew Scriptures. In the book of 1 Samuel, God is
said to have sent an evil spirit to torment Saul after he disobeyed one of God’s
commands. David comes to soothe the suffering king, however: “And it came to pass,
when the evil spirit from God was upon Saul, that David took an harp, and played with
his hand: so Saul was refreshed, and was well, and the evil spirit departed from him”
(16:23). Similarly, the “bustle” that fills the days of humanity in K.’s poem falls away
and is replaced by medicinal relief from the angelic music.

But the music had a very different effect on the intended audience. Very quickly,
God grows tired of the songs he hears. While the angels” music was intended to praise
(and therefore please) God, the perpetual single tone of praise “Sunk harsh and grating on
the o’erburthened sense [of God]./ The immortal’s brow grew dark, while higher yet,/
And wilder, and more sweet, floated the angel melody” (11.77-79). In this context,
Satan’s entrance proves poorly timed, as even the angel’s God-given appearance
exacerbates the problem: “Jehovah gazed upon his favorite’s form,/ Noted its beauty,
symmetry; and frowned./ His heart was bitter, wearied, sated, pall’d,/ And even like the

mortal’s longed for change” (11.86-89). God is clearly undergoing a change in this
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portion of the poem, and music plays an important role in this change. It is the
monotonous nature of the music that, while beautiful, nevertheless causes God to grow
annoyed, “bitter, wearied, sated, pall’d.” Once Satan alters the melody, one could expect
God’s bitterness and weariness to be soothed, but the melody has an opposite effect—
namely, the transformation of a slightly embittered deity to a being completely overcome
with rage. God candidly admits that his “soul tires of this changeless round/ And like the
wind and billow pants for strife;/ I will have curses to set off my mirth,/ And groans of
agony to point my praise” (11.126-29). The variety introduced by Satan is not enough
because God still desires to hear the sounds produced by agony. It is for this reason that
he recasts Satan as a villain to pester humanity, who now must also suffer Satan’s ability
“To sting them on to madness and despair” (1.131). The “Birth of Pain,” a recasting of
more traditional narrative surrounding the Fall, springs from God’s arbitrary, primarily
aesthetic, desires.

By the end of K.’s poem, Satan has fled heaven, God has spent his rage, “And
heaven was silent; for the curse had passed” (1.201). Within the narrative of the poem,
the music does not restart. While God apparently intended to include the sounds of
suffering into the strains of music he already heard, the result of his vengeance is a
quelling of all music. The poet leaves us with a calmed God: “The mightiest one, had
spent his mightiest wrath;/ Wrath that had lived but once, and never shall wake again”
(1.207-08). The final line is unsatisfactory, and scans differently from any previous line,
opening with a spondee and containing seven feet. This, combined with the
unpredictable nature of God’s disposition throughout the poem, gives us little faith that

God will not be stirred to vengeance in the future.
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This poem is imputing a great deal of power and significance to art. It has the
ability to transform a divine being from self-satisfied to one whose “brow was blacker
than hell’s own dark front” (1.100). Simultaneously, art brings “excess of bliss” to angels
and provides a “balm” to humanity. Although “The Birth of Pain” predates Emerson’s
“Merlin’s Song,” it is worth noting the power attributed to music in Emerson’s poem:

Of Merlin wise I learned a song,--

Sing it low or sing it loud,

It is mightier than the strong,

And punishes the proud.

I sing it to the surging crowd,--

Good men it will calm and cheer,

Bad men it will chain and cage—

In the heart of the music peals a strain

Which only angels hear;

Whether it waken joy or rage

Hushed myriads hark in vain,

Yet they who hear it shed their age,

And take their youth again. (Emerson 732-33)
As we saw in Chapter One, Emerson’s attributes supernatural power to the song of the
bard (and, by extension, Emerson’s ideal for poetry). It has a leveling force, as it
“punishes the proud” and it has the ability to rejuvenate listeners. Lines six and seven,
however, are the most relevant as we look at K.’s “The Birth of Pain.” For Emerson,
music is a double-edged sword: “Good men it will calm and cheer,/ Bad men it will chain
and cage.” If we apply this logic to “The Birth of Pain,” humanity, for whom angelic
music is a balm, has an inherent goodness, while God’s fierce reaction to the music
betrays his inherent evil.

Beyond the healing power of the music, the angelic musicians have the ability to

transport human listeners to heavenly realms, so that men “dreamed they were in
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heaven.” William James similarly connects art with religious experience in his
“Mysticism” lecture in The Varieties of Religious Experience:
Single words, and conjunctions of words, effects of light on land and sea,
odors and musical sounds, all bring it when the mind is turned aright.
Most of us can remember the strangely moving power of passages in
certain poems read when we were young, irrational doorways as they were
through which the mystery of fact, the wildness and the pang of life, stole
into our hearts and thrilled them. The words have now perhaps become
mere polished surfaces for us; but lyric poetry and music are alive and
significant only in proportion as they fetch these vague vistas of a life
continuous with our own, beckoning and inviting, yet ever eluding our
pursuit. We are alive or dead to the eternal inner message of the arts
according as we have kept or lost this mystical susceptibility. (331)
For James, there is an interdependent facet of the aesthetic experience—namely, the
artwork’s ability to transport us into an ineffable realm of mystical experience and our
own ability “mystical susceptibility.” Inherent in powerful art is a supernatural power
akin to religious experience. As Jeremy Carrette writes in William James’s Hidden
Religious Imagination, “Poetry and religion for James were about achieving a sense of
moral support from the reality of the ‘unseen’ to give strength to live actively in the
world” (180). The reader of poetry (like the listener of music) experiences art as a mystic
experiences religion—she leaves the work of art with an eternal truth obtained from an
unseen realm. In “The Birth of Pain,” both the angels and the humans have this
susceptibility for mystical experience, and the music clearly contains “the eternal inner
message of the arts.” Outside of God himself, “The Birth of Pain” offers an image of the
Emersonian and Jamesian ideal aesthetic experience: like religion, art can be a healing,
calming force just as it can be a conduit toward new levels of consciousness.

By glorifying the aesthetic and religious experiences of angels and humans in

“The Birth of Pain,” the poet highlights the inexplicable and troubling hatred God has for
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beautiful art. In Abner Kneeland’s editorial comment, he shows that this is certainly how
he reads the poem. Applauding the young poet’s courage to expose orthodox conceptions
of God and the Fall as misguided and untrue, Kneeland writes, “The best way to make
people sick of a false god, is to do as Moses is said to have done with Aaron’s calf;
pulverize it, grind it to powder, strew it upon the ocean of truth, and make people drink of
the water until the[y] are completely surfeited. But, even this [poem], as far as it goes, is
not a bad potion to begin with” (4). Kneeland’s commentary underscores the twofold
goal of the poem. First, by depicting the logical conclusion of orthodox Christian beliefs
about God, the poet shows the insufficiency of this conception of God to account for
ever-evolving aesthetic and religious experience. Like Moses, this poet is a prophet who
has seen the truth of God and is consequently empowered to reveal the divine truth (in
this case, a deconstruction of a falsehood) to his readers. Second, in deconstructing a
false god through poetry, the poet himself offers a “potion” to his readers, who will
benefit from the poem as a patient benefits from medicine.

“The Birth of Pain” stands at the intersection of the multiple strains in American
poetry we have explored to this point. K. exploits the blurring lines between the secular
and sacred by using the form and themes of religious poetry—in this case, Milton’s
Christian epic—in order to subvert religious orthodoxy. The art depicted in this poem is
religious music, which fails to achieve its purported goal (to praise and please God), but
instead soothes and transports men and angels. As a result, aesthetic experience
supersedes Christian theology, as God is exposed as a sadistic, irrational being.

Furthermore, Kneeland’s deployment of this poem as a “potion” hints at the therapeutic
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role of poetry in the nineteenth century as readers were negotiating their spiritual
identities within an evolving religious landscape.

As my chapters have suggested, these negotiations can take a variety of forms.
For Emerson, we see it in the form of the revivalist Transcendentalist Poet, a form we see
continued throughout Jones Very’s poetic oeuvre. We also see this in the popular visual
art of the time—moving panoramas—and the ekphrastic treatments of these images by
poets such as Very, Elizabeth Fries Ellet, and John Greenleaf Whittier. In antebellum
Christian and freethought periodicals, this took the form of combative polemical poetry.
However, taken together, these efforts suggest that poems can serve the role of sacred
scripture.

But it is impossible for us to leave this discussion here without noting the
subsequent decline in the popularity of poetry over the next decades and into (and
throughout) the twentieth century. Writing for the New York Times Review of Books in
1908, J. H. Sholl responds to an ongoing debate about “The Decline of Poetry,” arguing
that, “No, the trouble is not that there is no leisure class, nor that there is a decline in the
desire to read aloud, but it is that there are no poets, at least, productive ones” (RB 13). If
only poets would “Give us a poem original and musical as ‘The Raven,’ and it will be
read in thousands of homes. Give us something with the charm and sweetness of
‘Evangeline,” and listen whether or not it will be read aloud. Give us the noble, pleasing
rhythm of ‘The Cotter’s Saturday Night’ and it will be heard through the breadth of the
land.” While Burns’ “The Cotter’s Saturday Night” and Longfellow’s “Evangeline” both
engage religious themes, it is the “charm and sweetness...[and] pleasing rhythm” of these

poems that Sholl extols, not their spiritual value. If we take Sholl’s comments as even
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remotely representative of contemporary readers, the appeal of poetry lies not as a
sacrament, but as a source of pleasure.

I have asserted throughout this dissertation that poets during the American
Renaissance were imputing to the poet the powers and the duties of a revivalist preacher.
In looking at the poetry of Emerson and Very, we have seen how their work took on the
Romantic goal of reimagining traditional religion and, as Abrams argues about
Romanticism in general, “undertook to save the overview of human history and
destiny...and the cardinal values of their religious heritage, by reconstituting them in a
way that would make them intellectually acceptable, as well as emotionally pertinent, for
the time being” (Natural Supernaturalism 66). In Emerson’s vision, in Whitman’s and
Very’s poetry, this reimagining of religion would place the poet at the center of religious
practice. The old priesthood would die off and the Poet would take their place. Readers
would engage poetry as religious adherents would engage sacred scripture. But broadly
speaking, contemporary reviews of poetry do not confirm the conversive goals of these
poets. Emerson’s poetry remains overshadowed by his essays, Very was dismissed as a
madman, and Whitman’s new American bible, while celebrated, is read in classrooms
rather than temples. It would seem that, while the hope of a new sacred poetic text was
alive and well during the American Renaissance, it has not survived.

I see two reasons for this. One reason can be found in a fundamental difference
between the Romantic project, which celebrates the individual imagination, and the more
communal goals of the Hebrew and Christian scriptures, which offer guidelines for
organizing society and maintaining a cultural identity. The second reason for the failure

of Emerson’s poetic ideal to persist is that he asks too much of his readers. For a poetic



202

text to replace a sacred one, the reader must dwell, meditate, and pray over the lines.
This is hard work, and for readers who were used to reading for pleasure, may have felt
too much like church (or school). Emerson’s poet is trying to fill a niche already
occupied by ministers. His poetry is trying to fill a niche already occupied in the popular
imagination by the Bible. Therefore, while the American Renaissance was a time in
which the demarcation between the secular and the sacred was increasingly blurred, this
demarcation nevertheless still existed, at least in the reading practices of the
contemporary public.

This is not to say that these poets failed, however. While it is true that their larger
ambition of replacing sacred scripture with new, American poetry never came to fruition,
it was this ambition that drove these poets and underlay their attempts to convert readers.
Their belief in the conversive power of poetry, informed as it was by the religious
landscape of antebellum American revivalism, enlivened their verse. The resulting
poetry could hardly have been produced at any other moment in American history. It is
therefore impossible to understand the poetry of the American Renaissance without

grappling with the revivalist impulse behind it.
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