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C H A P T E R  8  

AUGUSTAN AMERICAN 
VERSE 

CHRIS BEYERS 

The narrator of Henry Brooke's The New Metamorphosis remarks that Michy, the 
poem's hero, is off to "Antigua, Jamaica / Barbado's, Bermude, or the Lands of 
Tobacco," as if these places were interchangeable, but Michy discovers the perils 
of ignoring local conditions when he loses his entire investment. Brooke's spirited 
work is one of numerous poems written from about 1700 to around 1770 by poets 
who considered themselves loyal British citizens living in the colonies. However, 
"the colonies" is a term somebody living in England might have used. The colo
nists themselves usually identified with a specific colony. For example, the title page 
of Ebenezer Cook's Sotweed Redivivus, playing off the common subtitle of alma
nacs, says the poem is "calculated to the meridian of Maryland." And Richard Lewis 
set his greatest poem on the road between Patapsco and Annapolis. The Schuykill 
Swains (Thomas Godfrey, Nathaniel Evans, Francis Hopkinson, and others) locate 
their meditations next to the river with that name. 

POETRY A S PE RFORMANCE 

Colonial Augustan poets sought to produce "polite" verse and participate in what 
they considered the great tradition of British belles lettres. Colonial poets often 
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said they were imitating Alexander Pope, Virgil, and Horace. Joseph Addison, John 
Dryden, and John Milton were also frequently mentioned. A reader acquainted 
with James Thomson, Abraham Cowley, Samuel Butler, and John Pomfret's "The 
Choice" will find much familiar in colonial poetry—so much so that later critics 
have often complained that colonial verse is derivative. Consider the opening to 
Robert Boiling's "To Miss Nancy Blair of Williamsburg in Virginia": 

Say, why like a little fawn 
Bounding o'er the dewy lawn 
Seeking where its dam hath stray'd 
Dost thou fly me, little maid? 
(Boiling 1764a, 92) 

Since nothing in these lines (or subsequently in the poem) is peculiarly Ameri
can, poems such as this have often been dismissed as unoriginal. The poem could 
have as easily been written in London as in Williamsburg—but that was exactly 
the point. Boiling wanted to fit in with British poets, and his many publications in 
Great Britain confirm his success on his own terms. Moreover, time and again, po
ets asserted their writing adhered to the principles of an "approved Judge," as Lewis 
puts it in the preface to The Mouse-Trap, his translation of Edward Holdsworth's 
Muscipula. For this reason, translation and imitation held a very high place on both 
sides of the Atlantic. Alexander Pope's fortune was made not from An Essay on Man 
or The Rape of the Lock but from his translations of Homer, and James Thomson 
was called the English Virgil for The Seasons. The first belletristic work published 
in Maryland was The Mouse-Trap. Lewis calls his work a "Performance," and the 
text appears with the Latin original and Lewis's English rendition on facing pages, 
so the reader could judge the performance (Lewis 1728, 63-64). Similarly, Boiling's 
imitation of Horace prints numbers in the margins corresponding to numbered 
sections of its model, while Thomas Cradock's Maryland Eclogues are glossed with 
passages from Virgil (Boiling 1762; Cradock 1983). The many verse paraphrases of 
psalms published in magazines and newspapers have this aspect of performance, as 
their writers surely believed readers familiar with the original. 

Poetry as performance implies an audience, conceiving writing as a social act 
appropriate to the intercourse of everyday life. Elizabeth Fergusson inscribed a 
poem on a fan and sent it to her friend Juliana Ritchie, as well as Ritchie's witty 
reply (Stabile 2004). Sarah Kemble Knight did not think it improper to intersperse 
short lyrics in her prose travel narrative. Cook argued economic policy in Sotweed 
Redivivus, and William Smith's proposal to the New York House of Representatives, 
Some Thoughts on Education (1752), concludes with a lengthy poem. 

Whatever the audience, virtually every colonial Augustan thought that, in 
the words of Joseph Breitnall, poetry's function was to "gladden and instruct the 
World" (Rose 1740,12). In The Sugar-Cane, James Grainger asserts that "instructing 



A U G U S T A N  A M E R I C A N  V E R S E  1 9 1  

the reader" is the "nobler end of all poetry" (Grainger 1764, 2). Poetry's didactic 
function is also asserted when Cook likens Sotweed Redivivus to a hornbook. Mar
tha Brewster claimed that she "had but a single Aim / My Self and nearest Friends 
to Entertain," but this was not the case even for her own collection, which includes 
such instructive poems as "An Essay on the Four Ages of Man" and "On the Last 
Judgment" (Brewster 1758). 

Conversely, Mather Byles's en comium to Milton, "Written in Paradise Lost," 
does not stress instruction: 

Now Hell is open'd, and I see the Flames 
Wide-waving, blazing high, and flutt'ring dance: 
Now clanking Chains amaze my listn'ing Ears, 
And hideous Spectres skim before my Sight 
Or in my wild Imagination Stare. 
(Byles 1744,26) 

One might think a Congregational minister and grandson of Increase Mather 
would address the epic's doctrinal aspects (such as its Arianism), but Byles stresses 
the aesthetic and affective, as does Nathaniel Evans in his definition of true poetry: 

There is a pleasing Je ne scay quoi in the productions of poetic genius, which is eas
ier felt than described. It is the voice of nature in the Poet, operating like a charm 
on the soul of the reader. It is the marvellous conception, the noble wildness, the 
lofty sentiment, the fire and enthusiasm of spirit, the living imagery, the exquisite 
choice of word, the variety, the sweetness, the majesty of numbers, and irresistable 
magic of expression. (Evans 1772, vn) 

Evans's enthusiasm strongly suggests the influence of Longinus. Distant though 
this is fr om a Popean emphasis on wit and reason, it shares with the poetics of 
that influential Augustan a central tenet: originality is not an important criterion 
for judging poetry. In fact, even Byles and Evans believed that poetry ought to say 
"what oft was Thought, but ne'er so well Exprest," as Pope expressed it in An Essay 
on Criticism. 

Augustan poets thus found themselves in a bind: they were to instruct, yet they 
were to tell readers what they already knew. John Parke's introduction to Lyric Works 
of Horace quotes Addison's remarks on Pope to elaborate this notion: "As for those 
[precepts] which are the most known, and the most received, they are placed in so 
beautiful a light, and illustrated with such apt allusions that they have in them all the 
graces of novelty; and make the reader, who was before acquainted with them, still 
more convinced of their truth and solidity" (Parke 1786, xvm). Those poets who 
claimed originality tended to say that they were applying what was already known 
to a new place. Grainger explained that the "novelty" of his poem on the subject of 
cultivating sugarcane would "enrich poetry with many new and picturesque im
ages" but adds, "the general precepts are suited to every climate" (Grainger 1764,1). 
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Similarly, Cook's calculating his satires to Maryland's meridian implies universal 
principles locally applied. 

Though some had delved into Longinus and expected to be amazed, typically 
Augustan readers delighted in predictability. Most agreed with Samuel Johnson that 
poetry's "great pleasure" stems from "the known measure of the lines and the uni
form structure of the stanzas, by which the voice is regularized and the memory 
relieved" (Johnson 1925,47). The "sweetest Numbers," Jane Colman Turell wrote in 
her verse tribute, "On the Incomparable Mr. Waller," come from the "justest Stan
dard of our English Verse" (Turell 1735, 83). In other words, readers took pleasure 
in recognizing what they read. Social performance, then, meant satisfying an audi
ence's expectations and comporting oneself in a pleasing way in print. 

The reader, time and again, was thought to sit in judgment. In Some Critical 
Observations upon a Late Poem, Entituled, The Breeches, William Smith professed to 
be surprised that the author allowed his name to appear: "I could scarce have be
lieved any Man so foolishly ambitious, as to imagine he could recommend himself 
to the Publick by so mean a Performance" (Smith 1750,5). William Dawson's preface 
to Poems on Several Occasions concludes with these words: "It is therefore my sin
cere Request to the candid Reader, that he will peruse the following Poems with the 
utmost Strictness and Severity; and if he finds them unworthy of his Approbation, 
the Author takes this Opportunity of being the first in giving his Vote, that he never 
hereafter publish any more" (Dawson 1920, iv). 

How much of this is merely conventional modesty and how much a real fear 
of negative opinion is hard to reckon. Still, colonial writers often acknowledged 
that they felt the burden of living up to the standards of British high culture. Poems 
in the translatio studii genre project a future glory for the colonies; even the poems 
that depict Britain as a fading kingdom took for granted the glory of Britain's not-
so-distant past. The difference between the colonies and the mother country is the 
foundation of the satire in Cook's Sot-weed Factor (1708) and an engine that drives 
nearly every work on local themes. 

Poets often commented on the poverty of their surroundings. The speaker of 
Boiling's "To My Flute" spoke for many when he said he felt "exil'd" in a "solitude / 
Dull seat of boors and planters rude" (Boiling 1764b, 101-102). George Webb's cele
bration of genteel culture in Batchelors-Hall is prefaced with the comment "every 
rude essay towards wit and politeness ought to be encouraged in so young a 
country as ours" (Webb 1731, 4). A shepherd in Nathaniel Evans's "Daphnis and 
Menalcas" worries that poets in the colonies will "ne'er feel the muse's fire": 
"O Pennsylvania!" he continues, "shall no son of thine / Glow with the raptures 
of the sacred nine?" (Evans 1772, 1). No doubt Evans's performance is supposed 
to dispel these fears, but while a London poet might fear that he or she lacks the 
poetic impulse, that same poet would never say it may not be available on English 
soil. Even poets asserting that the colonies were a fine place for the arts felt the sting 
of negative assumptions from across the Atlantic. In Some Critical Observations, 
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for example, William Smith complains that "the unhappy Prepossession of some 
Europeans" was that "all Americans are Fools, or little better" (Smith 1750,5). 

Like their European contemporaries, Augustan poets in the colonies believed 
the "polish'd Arts" could help control "wild Passions" and "humanize the Soul," 
as James Sterling asserts in the prologue to The Tragedy of the Orphan and Lethe 
(Sterling 1760a). Writers like Sterling and Lewis wrote works that model politeness 
with the aim of creating high culture and improving moral development. Law
rence E. Klein has pointed out the political implications of Shaftesbury's gentlemanly 
calls for politeness, but Shaftesbury's full name and title—Anthony Ashley Cooper, 
Third Earl of Shaftesbury, Baron Cooper of Pawlett, Baron Ashley of Wimborne 
St. Giles, helps demonstrate that gentility was within the pale of existing class sys
tem (Klein 1994). 

Alternatively, Cradock's Eclogues depicts a much more mobile society: 

Our haughty Lord, tho' now so wondrous great 
Once on Tobacco, and on Hogs did wait: 
First toil'd like me, was next an Overseer; 
So by Degrees grew what you've found him here. 
(Cradock 1983,151) 

Still, such a person was likely to have European prejudices. One of the card-
playing women in Sot-weed Factor says to the other, 

D m you, says one, tho' now so brave, 
I knew you late a Four-Years Slave; 
What if Planters Wife you go, 
Nature design'd you for the Hoe. 
(Mulford 2002,570) 

Four years was a typical term of indenture. Likewise, an unsigned poem in the 
Maryland Gazette entitled "The Tale of the T[ur]d" narrates the tale of a baker who 
tries to make excrement palatable. But no matter how he dresses it, it still stinks. The 
moral, says the author, is that "all the Power of Art or Education" will not "intirely 
wash away the Dirt of the Journey-Man's palm." As a matter of fact, relatively few 
eighteenth-century American poets did not have dirty palms in their immediate 
ancestry. Thus, colonial Augustan poetry provides the drama of writers attempting to 
take paradigms of gentility and culture that emerged from one society and transplant 
them in a very different society. Shaftesbury jockeyed for the rights of a class that 
already had considerable privilege. The colonies, on the other hand, featured "gentle
men" without an estate and centuries of breeding assuming those same rights. 

Devoted to reproducing British high culture, colonial Augustan poets often 
wrote verse that, to a twenty-first-century eye, seems to offer glimpses of the "au
thentic" awash in a sea of convention. Modern readers may prefer these lines from 
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Annis Boudinot Stockton, describing her vigil watching over her husband during 
his fatal illness— 

While through the silence of this gloomy night, 
My aching heart reverb'rates every groan; 
And watching by that glimmering taper's light, 
I make each sigh, each mortal pang my own. 

—which feel heartfelt, over the consolation with which the poem ends— 

Yes, the Redeemer comes to wipe the tears, 
The briny tears, from every weeping eye. 
And death and sin, and doubts, and gloomy fears, 
Shall all be loss in endless victory. 
(Stockton 1995,101) 

—which feels merely conventional. Similarly, we can be pardoned for admiring the 
intense longing and loneliness of Brewster's "A Letter to My Daughter, Ruby Bliss"—in 
which the speaker expresses grief over her daughter's leaving home—more than its ad
vice on pleasing subservience. But as we experience these feelings, we should be aware 
that the writers would insist that our priorities are backward, and that their religious 
and domestic pieties are no less heartfelt than the expression of strong emotion. 

Moreover, as John Markland's Typographia makes clear, sometimes the poet's 
view of himself as performer overshadows anything said. Typographia, a poem 
celebrating the introduction of printing in Virginia, invokes Pindar and his "fiery-
footed steeds impatient of the Rein" (Markland 1730,6). This allusion and the rhym
ing lines of irregular length show the influence of Cowley's Pindarique Odes (1688). 

The ode eventually turns to praising William Gooch, saying of Virginia's lieu
tenant governor that "His calm, yet awful Look / Majestic, yet serene / The very 
Pow'r of Prejudice remov'd" so that "Ev'n Party-Rancour dy'd away, / And private 
spleen"; in fact, all "Factions end, and Murmurs cease" (Markland 1730,9-10). While 
Gooch seems to have done a good job placating differing interests, he did not actu
ally end all factions, prejudice, and spleen. Two years later, he would pen a pamphlet 
supporting his tobacco purity act, aimed at planters who burned tobacco in protest 
and refused to follow the law. 

There is a sense that even Markland feels he went overboard. "I have said nothing 
herein," he says in the preface, "which, I am confident, will not be readily asserted 
to, by all who have the Happiness to live under the present Administration, in this 
Colony." But then he qualifies: 

Unless, perhaps, this Exception be taken, that where a disinterested and 
unprejudic'd Patriotism (for I will not be asham'd of the Word) of a Governor 
to his People, and a reciprocal Affection and Obedience of them to Him is to 
be describ'd, the Author of this Piece may have wanted a Scale of Thought and 
Comprehension equal to the Heights of the Merits of the One, or the cordial Duty 
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the innate ideas placed in his mind by the Creator, the epistemology at the heart of 
Deist rationality. This direct connection to the supreme being and faith in personal 
reason irked readers like Cradock because it did not admit outside authority into 
the equation: the speaker does not read the Bible, consult a minister, or wait for 
Sunday to arrive (April 4,1730, was the Saturday after Easter) and go to church. In
stead, he meditates on the natural world and his own nature, and reasons it out. 

Still, this is hardly laughing at religion. In fact, making fun of anything is con
trary to the politeness Lewis's writing modeled (for instance, he takes pains in the 
notes to The Mouse-Trap to explain that the poem does not ridicule the Welsh). 
In other realms of human experience, he shows a great respect for authority: he 
envisions a patriarchal family farm in "Journey, and the prefatory poem to The 
Mouse-Trap counsels Marylanders to protect proprietary privilege. On its most fun
damental level, "Journey" is performing the role of Gentleman Thinking. It claims 
the freedom of thought claimed by Shaftesbury while modeling how such liberty 
should lead to greater piety and humility. Unlike Shaftesbury, however, the speaker 
has no estate at Wimborne St. Giles to return to. Lewis, as Cradock reminds us, was 
very poor yet still a gentleman. His works tend to protect a privilege that does not 
seem to have benefited him very much, and in this respect he seems very much like 
the patriarch's sheep and Hastings's lumber. 

The speaker's gentility is based solely on his education, his manners, and his 
ability to think. Outside of settlements, the speaker finds he can attain greatness 
of mind by dint of his own intellectual abilities, and he takes his place in a meri
tocratic, perhaps egalitarian, republic of thought. It is a lonely republic, to be sure, 
but a fine place for unfettered speculation. Still, as the poem's title indicates, at day s 
end, he will enter the town and perforce comply with all its social and political deal
ings. Yet he still will be Gentleman Thinking. While a contractarian like Cook offers 
a more obvious critique of the world, he does not suppose another is possible, and 
so seeks to alert us to humanity's fallen nature and mend what he can. While Lewis's 
social and political views are conservative, his habit of mind, with its tendency to 
doubt, meditate, and imagine something better, has a latent radical edge to it. And 
when mainstream poets started to apply Lewis's skepticism to colonial political ar
rangements, the Augustan age in British America began to end. 
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