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as figura envelops the church-state in a configuration relating the
Hebrews, the primitive church, the city on a hill, and the Old-New
Jerusalem of the redeemed remnant. And its seven branches, emblem
of the Magnalia’s seven-fold division, outline the seven stages of
mankind’s development from creation to the Sabbatism (“within the
last few sevens of years nearer to accomplishment”), sound the seven
trumpet blasts that bring down the walls of Jericho, stronghold of
Satan, and foreshadow the seven end-time trumpets that are to ring
in the consummation of the New World mission, thus fusing the
colony’s past and future into an ahistoric aesthetic whole.

Mather’s style provides a fitting Cloth of Gold for his epic theme.
His pedantry and rhetorical devices (pun and paradox, repetition
of key words, the metaphorizing of proper names) function here
not only to convey the Puritan outlook, but to adjust the very con-
cept of time to his vision. The plethora of learned citations, for
example, in Hebrew, Greek, and Latin, present themselves as
choice moments of truth, fragmentary revelations of God’s will, re-
ordered in accordance with the nature of the Holy Commonwealth.
As they are infused into a given action, they tend to draw it out
of its immediate context into a realm of universal relevance which
(for the author) mingles the best insight and experience of all
peoples. Cumulatively, they provide a kind of Matherian anthology
of epiphanies, whose purpose is to erode historic lines while establish-
ing a past for the country, rendering New England at once a
timeless ideal and the heir of the ages.

The Magnalia’s New England, then, transcends all material bound-
aries, its past shaped by the imagination and its future antedated
in prophecy. And more intensely than in most of Mather’s works, its
presence is charged with apocalyptic energy. If Wonders of the In-
visible World is Mather’s brief epic, the Magnalia’s action (which
subsumes the witchcraft episode within other, larger events) stands
equal but opposite to the action of Paradise Lost; it precisely inverts
Satan’s anti-heroic errand. Mather begins the narrative in the old
world inferno, seen under the aspect of the Exodus motif. As he de-
scribes Europe in the first three books, it is an extension of Egypt,
Babylon, and pagan Rome; flying its deprivations, the emigrants, like
the Hebrews or early Christians escaping their persecutors, shut be-
hind them the gates of a lost world. The terrors of the Atlantic
(another River of Lethe or Old Chaos) reveal their unprecedented
courage and faith, while their “divine deliverances” surpass the mira-
cles that carried the Israelites through the Red Sea or Aeneas through
the supernatural Mediterranean. And their progress in the New World,
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finally, as it reverses Satan’s conquest of earth (rendering the con-
tinent in this sense an cnsign for the entire planet), is portrayed
through the overriding metaphor of the Garden of God.

Though Mather devotes some space to the Puritans’ early hard-
ships, primarily he stresses how quickly they converted the barren
strand into a greater Canaan. The triumph of Milton’s Satan all at
once lays waste the world; the New Englanders complete the first
stage of their calling when the wilderness, as in drcam or legend,
springs suddenly into full bloom. Mather presents the metamorphosis
through variations on the image of the plantation as the Tree of God,;
he amplifies the rich Edenic echoes of the image in his “History of
Harvard College” (book 1V). Established by the emigrants and
continued by their sons, the college becomes a “fit cmblem” of both
fructification and fruition. The Magnalia personifies the harmony
between gencrations through the lives of ten Harvard graduates (the
number of perfection), all “cedars” of filiopietism, who “had their
whole growth in the soyle of New England.” So “the root gives
verdure to the branches and the flourishing branches again commend
the root,” in an organic process which proves that the theocracy
superscdes the holy communities of the past. “Where God had before
planted his church,” the harvest had withered and lay desolate upon
the hard ground, “overgrown with thorns and nettles.” But in New
England “the proverb ‘that vinegar is the son of wine’ and ‘that
the son of heroes are trespassers’ has been contradicted”; here only
has the paternal “vine that took deep root and filled the land” borne
abounding filial “clusters of rich grapes” Having set before us the
founding of the colony (book I), the magistrates achievements
(book II), and the superior attainments of the divines (book III),
Mather now displays the lines of continuity in the theocracy—the
perpetuation of the New England paradise—in assurance of the para-
dise to come.

He affirms this development most graphically by his biographical
method. Its abundance of biographies places the Magnalia in the
mainstream of Protestant ecclesiastical history through Foxe’s Book
of Martyrs; it diverges in its conscious, aesthetic interweaving of
hagiography and historiography. Obviously drawing upon the parallel
between these genres and the two facets of his self-concept in the
diaries, Mather discovered in metaphor a cogent and inclusive method
of integration. To some degree the exodus and garden motifs (from
the Church Fathers onward intrinsic to the vocabulary of spiritual
pilgrimage) entered inevitably into his saints’ lives. Mather’s impres-
sive contribution was to make the pilgrimage a persistent reflection of
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New England at large, and vice versa: to gather both into the same
literary ambiance, so that one supported, and was realized through
the other, the epic of the soul lending credence to the social epic
and the latter substantiating the works of the day by which justifica-
tion was made manifest.

This union of the personal and the communal expresses various
tenets, already discussed, of American Puritan thought, and, for
quite different reasons, of Mather’s in particular. The Magnalia builds
upon both of these clements. On the strength of colonial eschatology,
it fuses the morphology of conversion (in the biographies) and the
flourishing of the theocracy (in the narrative) into alternate perspec-
tives on the work of redemption. Because of its author’s predisposi-
tion toward the imaginative, it seizes on the unique implications of
that approach. For European writers from Augustine to Bunyan,
exodus and garden signified states of mind. In the civitas terrena,
that is, sacred history became meaningful by becoming biography:
the pilgrim’s progress in time was allegorical and universal, his his-
torical encounters visibilia denoting hope, conflict, and salvation. For
the American Puritans the highpoints of the pilgrimage—flight from
corruption, sea-crossing, “wilderness-condition,” conquest of Canaan—
were all too real. And yet, for them if not for others it reverberated
at all times with mystical import. Their corporate growth, in short,
was symbolic. The more closely they examined the actual, the more
clearly they perceived the Grand Design, which, they kept telling a
deaf or incredulous world, rendered New England’s progress the his-
torical analogue to the private, interior movement of grace.

To be sure, they tried hard to equalize the value of allegory and
symbol. They sought support in this from the inherently ambiguous
vocabulary of grace, whereby Christ antitypes the elect individually
and collectively, and from their dual allegiance to congregationalism
and to the concept of national election. Were they not, they argued,
as visible saints one man in the body of Christ? And did not sacred
history (in conjunction with Revelation and the prophecies) adum-
brate the whole story of mankind, thus applying as surely to their
terrestrial calling as it did to the itinerarum mentis? Nonetheless, s0
long as they wrestled with the untoward facts of backsliding,
hypocrisy, and schism, they could never quite discard the possibility
of error. Beneath the aggressive optimism of their rhetoric, the emi-
grant ministers convey an unmistakable disquietude. As in the course
of the century dream and reality veered farther apart, the orthodoxy
came more and more to rely on rhetoric; but even the second
generation acknowledged (however obliquely) that the affinity be-
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tween the allegory of saint’s life and the story of the New Canaan,
as this manifested itself in their common reference to the biblical
Israel, might be provisional, perhaps misleading: that, after all, one
mode represcnted an objective, absolute truth while the other de-
pended on will and interpretation. For Cotton Mather, the corre-
spondence in imagery was sufficient unto itself. In the epic world
where his New England “lived” he was free to collapse allegory
and symbol, tradition and invention, dream and reality into meta-
phors that with equal authority defined saint and society.

He had laid the foundations for this strategy not only in the diaries
but in such sermons as A Midnight Cry, with its shifting personal/
social perspectives. He was to magnify it, interestingly but unsuccess-
fully, in The Christian Philosopher. In its limited application in the
Magnalia it gave him an important means of control over his ma-
terial. Perhaps the most striking of its effects appears in his reversals
of context. Not infrequently, the biographies stress public issues,
whereas the narrative builds on images of the journey of the soul.
For example, Mather minimizes the conversion experience (tradi-
tionally a central focus of hagiography) and places the emphasis in-
stead on the saint’s conversion to Puritanism, his subsequent persecu-
tion, and his decision to migrate; predictably enough, the corporate
emphasis becomes still more pronounced in the saint’s American
career. Conversely, but with similar intent, Mather often represents
the theocracy as the archetypal Christian. Thus he permeates his
descriptions of the Atlantic crossing with allusions to baptism which
lend an allegorical dimension to the contrast between the New World
and the Old. So, too, his narrative of the settlers’ privations, proba-
tions, and perseverance render them as a pilgrim entering upon the
vita nuova, venturing “into the wilderness to a sacrifice unto the
Lord,” finding life “well stocked everywhere with the thorns of vexa-
tions,” and radiating in all his/their trials the image of Christ.

Mather uses this technique effectively elsewhere; it is especially ap-
propriate, I think, to the Magnalia. The Christ-figure in Wonders
transparently reveals the author’s attempt to impose himself upon
the events (or rather, to absorb and remold them within his psyche).
He makes the same attempt here, of course, and on a far more
comprehensive scale. But he also objectifies his self-projection by
portraits of “exemplary actors,” all attesting to the author’s dynastic
rights (either indirectly, as loyal theocrats, or directly, as his regal
Cotton and Mather forebears), most of them in varying degrees re-
flections of John the Baptist and the suffering servant, and each of
them compared, further, to hosts of modern, classical, and scriptural
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figures. These “biographical parallels,” set at the start and end of the
Life—generally an emphatically “American” Life—invest the subject
with a magnitude and diversity which, as in the diaries, seem to spring
from the subject himself, and by implication from his “American-
ness.” In sum, they reveal him a representative man: representative of
the pagan virtues (though superior to them), representative of the
godliness of the Old Testament Israelites (but building upon their
precedent), representative, above all, of a culture that rises above
temporal limitations as the crown and essence of human history. On
all these levels, he comes to embody, and hence to justify, New Eng-
land’s “special appointment.” John Mitchel, writes Mather, “was a
circle, whereof the circumference took in all New-England”; and
again; “I shall now invite my readers to behold the wonders of New
England, in one Thomas Hooker”; and once more: “the New-English
principles and practices are found in the character of our celebrated
Eliot.” This approach to biography, which extols the individual not as
an exceptional being, not even as an individual, but as the community,
as a circle encompassing the country’s wonders, principles, and prac-
tices, would seem to preview Emerson’s notion of representative men
and Whitman’s personalism. In any case, it allows Mather to redeploy
hagiography, martyrology, and ecclesiastical history for his own epic
purposes.

In narrower structural terms, it allows him to establish the proper
tone of jubilation for the fifth book, “The Acts and Monuments” of
New England, in which he virtually abrogates the course of history.
To that end, he organizes the documents thematically rather than
chronologically. He opens in 1680 with the “Confession of Faith,” the
orthodoxy’s lament for a wayward people, which he interprets as a
general thanksgiving for half a century of “rest and growth.” He then
turns to the Cambridge Platform (1648), the defunct magna charta
of the theocracy, explaining that “the churches have cheerfully em-
braced it, practised it, and been prospered in it, unto this very day’;
and upon the basis of this “vigorous unanimity” he proceeds to the
church decrees of the second generation. The Half-Way Covenant
(1660), which scholars have designated as the locus classicus of
colonial decline, bears out for him the “expectations of our seers,”
consecrating the divine bond between father and son. There then
follows a festive parade of synods that with undeviating faithful-
ness to first principles guides the plantation to “an exactest unity” in
which all controversy is resolved “unto the general joy.” The New
World garden, displayed hitherto in its physical lushness and godly
inhabitants, appears now in its brightest spiritual splendor—the whole
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of time encompassed within its mythical-green glow—against the
background of an ecclesiastical harmony that Mather likens to the
music of the spheres.

Though the theocracy thus flowers physically and spiritually, it
never quite becomes (what Mather sometimes calls it) a sanctuary.
To the end the natural perils of the new world mar its prosperity,
and neither its guard of angels nor its wall of fire can keep it safe
from heretics, Indians, and witches. Milton’s epic concludes with
paradise lost; Christ’s mighty acts in America form the road to the
New Jerusalem. The theocracy, like the saint, advances by overcoming
a series of obstacles that grow progressively more formidable, more
cataclysmic. Our topmost glory, Mather reiterates over and again,
lies in our direst test, one in which the legions of hell will gather
from every corner of the universe for “a furious but a fruitless
attempt” upon the children of light. He orders the Magnalia’s last
actions accordingly. It begins (book VI) with minor skirmishes—
vignettes of suffering and regeneration at sea, on the settlements, in
the relations between father and son—so structured as to recapitulate
the colony’s progress. How far the latter had gone toward ending
the Devil's long reign Mather dramatizes in thirteen scenes of witch-
craft, unificd implicitly by analogy to Christ’s exorcizing of the de-
mons (apocalyptically interpreted) and explicitly by typological
association with Christ’s wilderness temptation. He expands upon this
“most particular prefiguration for us” in the “Ecclesiarium Praelia”
against the heretics, proceeding with a swelling note of victory from
Roger Williams through the more dangerous Antinomians to the
Quakers, who constitute all “the vomit cast out in the by-past ages”
now “lick’d up again for a new digestion.” Their banishment, therefore,
together with the expulsion of the witches, shows the “heirs of
salvation” literally “treading Satan underfoot.” Moreover, it exhibits
the unabated doetrinal solidarity, civil power, and clerical wisdom
which girds the theocracy for its most arduous and most splendid
trial, the Indian wars.

For several reasons, these battles provide the right conclusion to
Mather’s epie. First, they serve to round out his parallel with The
Aeneid (as he emphasizes by entitling the section “ARMA VIROSQUE
Cano”). Secondly, they had not yet reached a decisive end, as had
the heresies and witcheraft, and so imply the settlers’ continuing
ascendancy over the forces of evil Thirdly, because the Indians,
again unlike the heretics and witches, were indigenous to America,
their destruction could better symbolize the near completion of the
Puritan mission. Most important, the Indian conflicts afforded a fitting
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finale to the Magnalia’s dominant exodus-garden motif. As “Wars of
the Lord” against primitive tribes, they enforce the resemblance be-
tween Christ's American army and the wandering Hebrews. And as
prelude to total victory, they reveal the crucial distance between New
England’s destination and the Good Land won by the “erratick
church of Israel” Elsewhere Mather had urged, and had himself
participated in, the “civilizing and Christianizing of the savages.”
Here, following the logic of his vision, he identifies them with the
Canaanite peoples conquered by Joshua (not only as parallel but
as genealogical fact). And he goes further than this: Joshua, he
explains, is Jesus; the Indian king is the Old Serpent; and the theoc-
racy is Christ’s true Church. In short, the struggle to dispossess Amer-
ica’s native inhabitants is the struggle not simply for territory (as in
The Aeneid or the Pentateuch) but for a renovated earth. Having
secured its temporal Canaan, the New Israel, as Mather unveils its full
meaning in this seventh book of the Magnalia, stands at the van of
mankind, engaged in a fatal enterprise against all the devils and
the damned.

In terms of metaphor, the enterprise allows Mather to fuse the
temporally distinct (because sequential) concepts of exodus and
garden into an aesthetic absolute which in his epic is New England.
In terms of Puritan historiography the enterprise terminates the
magnalia God had worked in America even before the Arbella arrived,
when He decimated the Indians by pestilence to prepare the land for
His particular people. In the view of redemptive history, as Mather
intimates by citing Paradise Lost, it brings to the verge of completion
the cosmic combat initiated by the war in Heaven. As it was to be
seen in a later, secular American perspective, the enterprise prepared
for the westward movement, which (said Representative Robert
Winthrop of Massachusetts in 1846) made manifest the destiny of
“the universal Yankee nation.” Mather sketches the outcome for us
in phrases that apply no less to Robert Winthrop’s outlook than they
do to John Winthrop’s. He had begun his general introduction with
the Ark of God en route to the New World, changing geography into
“Christiano-graphy”; throughout the narrative he had hinted at the
proximity of the millennium. Now, as his epic draws to a close, he
sets the church-state directly within the halo of “Tuines 0 CoMmE.”
Quoting from his own and others’ sermons, he announces “a RevorLu-
TION AND A REFormAaTiON at the very door, which will be more
wonderful than any yet seen from the beginning of the world”—and,
he adds, my “fancies and juggles have their foundations laid in
realities.” He means, of course, to refer us to the verities of scripture
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and history: the juggles of Revelation, the prophetic fancies still to
materialize, the types which saw a partial realization in the Great
Migration and its consequences. What his achievement reveals is the
self-contained coherence of his vision. Built as a monument against
realities, founded upon myth and fortified by hermeneutics-become-
symbolism, the Magnalia survives as a testament to its author’s
ability to incorporate New England, the world, and time itself within
the image-making imagination.

As such it remains, for all its many flaws, an essential part of
American letters. As epic, it differs from The Aeneid and Paradise
Lost in a way which may be said to begin a distinctive national
mode, through Leaves of Grass into our own time. Latium and Eden
come to us from an irrevocable past; Mather's New England, like
Whitman’s “fervid and tremendous Ipea” of the United States, is
a golden age which remains perpetually “near, even at the door,”
requiring one last great act in order to realize itself. It is (to quote
Whitman again) “a passageway to something, rather than a thing con-
cluded,” its hodge-podge of allusions trying to establish an American
past commensurate with America’s “infinite” (and indefinite) future,
its disparate metaphors of Garden and Exodus dialectically entwined
in the country’s perennial quest for fulfillment, and its apparent
structural chaos controlled by a dream which looks always beyond
the present. As historiography, the Magnalia’s definition of the
dream (capping a half-century of similar formulations) may be
traced in all its basic elements, such as the contrast between old
Babylon and New Israel, or the divine rationale for the continent’s
“discovery,” in the exuberant national eschatology that runs from the
Revolution through the Civil War. Finally, Mather’s rhetorical
strategies, bespeaking as they do a fundamental cultural polarity
between prophet and people, presage those of a long line of American
Jeremiahs; while in their aesthetic implications, as a symbolic method
which fuses objective and subjective, plural and singular, inter-
nalizing history as a defense against time, they may be seen to have
found their highest creative expression in the American Renaissance.

This is not to say that Cotton Mather’s significance consists in his
adumbration of later writers. It consists in his resolution of a pro-
foundly cultural dilemma in a way that was dictated by his cultural
allegiances and by the dilemma itself. As it turned out, this was also
the way Puritanism came most fully to be absorbed in the national
consciousness: as image and metaphor, as mythico-historiography,
and, paradigmatically, as the dream of an ideal personal-corporate
identity which perpetuates itself—in different forms corresponding to
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the vocabularies of different cultural moments—as an apocalyptic
wakefulness destined to overcome the sleep of time, a temporal
exodus designed to obliterate temporally rooted anxieties in the end-
time Garden of God as this was embodied simultaneously in the
ever-new nation and its representative men. In this ironic-prophetic
sense, Mather’s resolution stands in all its symbolic richness and
historical vacuity as the literary summa of the New England Way.
When, shortly after his death, his son Samuel (following family
tradition) wrote his father's biography, he recalled that “while
Cotton was yet young, he bid fair to be great, for he believed he
should be so; he expected it; and therefore he bore and did many
things” In this conviction at least Mather was not altogether
deceived. Out of his failure and his faith he wrought a number of
works which have prospered, in the realm of the American imagina-
tion, better than he expected or believed.
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