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For Rhodri, Max, and Oscar







There are, it may be, so many kinds of voices in the world, and none of them is without signification.

—1 corinthians 14.10




Thou seest howe all thynges are renewed in Christe and howe the names of thynges are chaunged.

—desiderius erasmus, enchiridion




Sermo; audibilis ergo: at Deus, ut invisiblis est, ita et est inaudibilis … non igitur eiusdem essentiae sermo cum Deo.

—john milton, de doctrina christiana




Kummog kodonat toottumm ooetite aong annun nonash is in English our question: but I pray, sir, count the letters! Nor do we find in all this language the least affinity to, or derivation from any European speech that we are acquainted with. I know not what thoughts it will produce in my reader, when I inform him that once, finding that the Dæmons in a possessed young woman understood the Latin, and Greek, and Hebrew languages, my curiosity led me to make trial of this Indian language, and the Dæmons did seem as if they did not understand it.

—cotton mather, magnalia christi americana




A tongue will wrestle its mouth to death and lose—

language is a cemetery.

Tribal dentists light lab-coat pyres in memoriam of lost molars—

Our cavities are larger than HUD houses.

Some Indians’ wisdom teeth never stop growing back in—

we were made to bite back—

until we learn to bite first.

—natalie diaz, “cloud watching”
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In 1664, French Jesuit Louis Nicolas arrived in Quebec. Upon first hearing Ojibwe, Nicolas declared that he had encountered the most barbaric language in the world. But after listening to and studying approximately fifteen Algonquian languages over a ten-year period in New France, he took a different view. Now, Nicolas wrote that he had “discovered all of the secrets of the most beautiful languages in the universe.”1 After a decade among the indigenous populations of the Great Lakes region, Nicolas’s ear hears with pleasure the sound of a native speaker who, he explains, pronounces a word with the same refinement as a native speaker of Italian. “Savage” sounds transform into savage eloquence, Nicolas explains, so much so that there is even an Ojibwe word, kanita iarimitagousitchik, meaning “Beautiful Speakers,” “Orators,” or “Those who know how to talk.”2

Despite the multitude of preconceived notions, conflicting theologies, and disparaging ideologies that Europeans attached to indigenous tongues, learning these languages required a cultural immersion and a thoroughgoing exchange of knowledge. The missionaries who became the most accomplished linguists sat in wigwams for hours and submitted to corrections by indigenous peoples; they abandoned what they thought they knew in order to learn a new system of language and of thinking. In the Jesuit Relations, this immersive process recurs as a trope intrinsic to the Jesuit spiritual experience in North America. This scene of linguistic encounter between Europeans and indigenous populations transformed understandings of language. Moreover, the knowledge exchanged in colonial linguistic encounters fundamentally altered the Euro-American perspectives on words, human origins, cosmology, history, and aesthetics, substantially affecting religious, Enlightenment, and literary history.

The pattern exhibited by Nicolas’s missionary career repeats itself from early seventeenth-century contact through the antebellum period of American literary production: an initial perception that North American languages are barbaric, followed by inquiry and discovery of their beauty. Over these two centuries, Euro-American missionaries, philosophers, statesmen, and writers discovered an intrinsic beauty and aesthetic potential in the native languages in North America. In 1727, Experience Mayhew tells his readers that the Wampanoag spoken on Martha’s Vineyard is “good and regular.” While the “Terms of art,” are not yet fixed, Wampanoag is certainly “capable” of cultivating them. Mayhew also notes the singularity to be found in the continent’s indigenous words when he writes that the “Indians” are not as beholden to other nations as the English are for borrowed terms and concepts. French philosopher Constantin François de Chassebœuf, the Comte de Volney, notes an analogy between “the savages of North America” and the “ancient nations of Greece and Italy” and sees an intrinsic poetic capacity in indigenous words.3 The novelist William Gilmore Simms advocates assembling the “crude ballads” of American tribes into a “symmetrical narrative, too beautiful for fact.” Simms states that these ballads contain very little actual information but that they are “true to art.”4

In recognizing an inherent beauty in indigenous tongues, seventeenth-century missionaries also believed that the languages of North America could be redeemed and fashioned into something useful. For Puritans such as Roger Williams and John Eliot, just as for Jesuits like Paul Le Jeune and Jean de Brébeuf, the incomprehensible tongues spoken by their proselytes were merely the remnants of the Tower of Babel. Missionaries believed that diligent efforts of transcription and translation, as well as submitting these languages to grammatical rules, would aid in the project of reconstituting language as an instrument of universal redemptive force. North American missionaries inherited this concept of a New World Babel from the Spanish who had been importing printing presses to New Spain since the 1560s and who had an erudite transatlantic discourse on language and Christian translation by the 1590s. Gonzalo Fernández de Oviedo y Valdés noted that the multitude of languages that Columbus encountered in the Caribbean islands was a sign of post-Babelian confusion that served as an aid to Spanish conquest. Oviedo concluded that linguistic diversity was a sign of sin that could only be remedied through evangelization.5 In seventeenth-century North America, perceptions of indigenous languages followed this model. Efforts to learn indigenous languages were as important as the business of saving souls. Part of this had to do with the way that an Atlantic discourse on language fueled an interest in American tongues. The presentation copy of the Eliot Bible is perhaps the most famous example of the kind of status that Christian translations attained in the seventeenth century; the first edition of Chrestien Le Clercq’s Nouvelle Relation de la Gaspesie (1691) in John Locke’s library is a less well-known but telling instance of an Atlantic interest in New World missions.6

For most of the seventeenth century, North American languages figured in theological and philosophical conversations about natural and scriptural histories and in the construction of national genealogies. Yet Christian hermeneutics and Enlightenment taxonomies repeatedly failed to account for the data accrued through the language encounter. Rather than a peripheral colonial practice that produced a barely legible archive, missionary linguistics reveals the existence of an inseparable link between language encounters and American literary and intellectual history.


Comparative Colonial Linguistics

In The Maine Woods, Henry David Thoreau writes, “There was something refreshing and wildly musical to my ears in the very name of the white man’s canoe, reminding me of Charlevoix and Canadian Voyageurs.”7 Thoreau was an avid reader of the Jesuit Relations. He came of age at a time when historians enshrined the image of New France on the minds of nineteenth-century American readers, most famously by his contemporary, Francis Parkman.8 As this passage suggests, nineteenth-century Anglo-American writers often romanticized the French colonial presence in the North just as they did the vanishing American Indian. Deeming the demise of both as an inevitable means of paving the way for a great Anglo-American civilization, writers such as Thoreau nonetheless celebrated the proximity to nature to be found equally in indigenous words and French travel narratives. In his conflation of the indigenous word, “canoe” and the early seventeenth-century explorer, Charlevoix, Thoreau highlights the recursive nostalgia that many nineteenth-century writers ascribed to an otherwise inaccessible and vanishing past. The fascination with the poetic capacity of indigenous languages that persisted throughout much of the eighteenth century became a significant feature of nineteenth-century literary production, beginning in James Fenimore Cooper’s Leatherstocking Tales, the author with whom this study ends.

Unscripted America compares the practice of missionary linguistics in New France and New England. This comparison is important to understanding the radically disruptive impact of colonial language encounters on seventeenth- and eighteenth-century European ideas about language. Differences of theology, colonialism, and imperialism impacted the ways that French Jesuits and Anglo-Protestants approached the transcription and translation of Algonquian and Iroquoian languages. Yet the outcome—specifically the challenges that the untranslatable phrase or concept presented to Christian and Enlightenment universals—was largely commensurate across national and linguistic borders. Unscripted America traces continuities as well as differences in French Jesuit and Anglo-Protestant missionary texts. This comparative study includes not only French and English colonial sources but a range of indigenous texts and languages; its geographic scope is limited primarily to the northeast of North America where Algonquian and a few Iroquoian languages such as Mohawk were spoken. The Euro-American written record of Algonquian is the most voluminous for North America, even though Algonquian language families are the most subject to prognoses of endangerment and extinction.

French and British missionaries had distinct ways of adjusting to the disruptive impact of untranslatable indigenous phrases and concepts on Christian and Enlightenment universals. French Recollect and Jesuit missionaries, Chrestien Le Clercq, Jacques Gravier, Sebastian Rale, Pierre Maillard, and Francois Picquet developed visual and mnemonic systems of representation, adapting the Catholic semiotics of communion to missionary settings. Jesuits ushered in an era of colonial anthropology that culminated in an attempt to control Mohawk and Mi’kmaq tribes through linguistic and cultural knowledge during the imperial wars that consumed the North American landscape for much of the eighteenth century. Starting in the early 1700s, knowledge of North American languages became intrinsic to French military strategy: Jesuit priests were called upon to cultivate strong American Indian alliances. During the Seven Years War (1754–63), François Picquet was highly valued for his fluent knowledge of Mohawk. He even marched with military troops and enacted scenes of ritual prayer before the French and their Mohawk allies went into battle against the British. Missionary linguistics remained a strategically important enterprise in Franco-America until the end of the Seven Years War.

Anglo-Protestants sought to collapse the linguistic differences they encountered on the missionary frontier into a millennial vision of their own divine right to the land. Building on the Protestant desire for co-substantiality between the word and the spirit, missionaries such as John Eliot, Experience Mayhew, Josiah Cotton, and David Brainerd attempted to Christianize Algonquian languages by making the words keys to divine truth. The British did not make missionary linguistics a part of their imperial project in the way that the French did. Moreover, the British Empire imposed a different model of allegiance, one that required higher degrees of conformity and uniformity with the Protestant faith and that often imagined English-language instruction as a key tool of civilization.9 In Anglo-Protestantism, this shift toward the privileging of English-language instruction eroded the utility of linguistic knowledge as an instrument of colonization. Long after the Seven Years War ended the contest for North American dominion, indigenous words remained integral to Anglo-American identity as repositories of an ancient and sacred essence that underwrote a new national era of literary and scientific progress.


Unscripting American Literary History

The origins story is the ur genre of American literary history. A primary motivation for language collecting and linguistic study from the colonial period through the nineteenth century was a desire to construct new origin myths for the American Indian populations. Often, these myths functioned as explicit correctives to indigenous oral traditions. Writers of European descent had to create such fictions in order to account for alternate and competing histories as well as to give evidence of the Indians’ relationship to the land and their projected disappearance. Missionaries who wished to place American Indians within Judeo-Christian history primarily espoused the Hebraic thesis. John Eliot claimed that Massachusetts resembled Hebrew and that the American Indians were one of the ten lost tribes. Though always marginal, this Hebraic thesis persisted well into the eighteenth century and beyond in Joseph François Lafitau’s Moeurs des Sauvages Américains (1724), James Adair’s History of the American Indians (1775), William Robertson’s History of America (1777), Jonathan Edwards Jr.’s Observations on the Language of the Muhhekaneew Indians (1788), Elias Boudinot’s Star in the West (1816), and Joseph Smith’s Book of Mormon (1830). Typically in these texts, the Hebraic thesis functions to offer evidence for scriptural history as being both rooted in and playing out on the North American continent. Though the authors of these texts presumed indigenous populations to be completely estranged from the scriptural roots of their languages, they also believed in their capacity to repair these fallen tongues. Missionaries believed that reparation would recover the sacred origins of Indian grammar that lay beneath what they took to be the new world of Babelian confusion.

The Hebraic thesis strikes our modern ears as strange, while modern science has given credence to the migration of indigenous populations across the Bering Strait from Asia.10 We thus perceive proponents of the Asiatic thesis as more enlightened, or we see the emergence of this theory as representative of some form of intellectual progress. Yet it is important to keep in mind that the Hebraic thesis was perfectly in keeping with structures of reasoned discourse in the seventeenth century. As Eurocentric as this presumption seems to us today, it was entirely logical to mid-seventeenth-century missionaries and theologians who believed in an inherent link between biblical and natural history. Moreover, both are experienced as Eurocentric to indigenous populations who resist origins accounts that undercut their claims to belonging to the land as original people.11 The Hebraic and Asiatic theses emerged simultaneously, with the Asiatic thesis dating as far back as Spanish Jesuit José de Acosta’s Natural and Moral History of the West Indies (1590) and Dutch explorer Joannes de Laet’s History of the New World (1625). Both of which made the case that American Indians migrated from Asia.

The Asiatic theory became more widely known and accepted in the eighteenth century as Enlightened ideas of natural history began to compete with religious modes of thinking. Jefferson and the Comte de Volney strongly critiqued the Hebraic thesis as religious nonsense, taking the Irish Indian trader and self-taught linguist James Adair as their primary target. In his History of the American Indians published in 1775, Adair claimed to hear within Chickasaw a “completion of the manifestations of God’s infinite wisdom and power.” According to Adair, nature exudes a sense of divine worship in Chickasaw, for the American Indian conception of God exists in smoke, fire, and clouds.12 For Adair, the authentic sound of divinity comes through Chickasaw like music or poetry. While taking Adair as his object of critique, the Comte de Volney offered proof of a connection between Asia and Amerindians even as he heard the same mystical wholeness in Miami in his View of the Climate and the Soil of the United States of America (1804). Volney compared Miami verse to the songs of the bards Ossian and Homer and mapped sonic links between the Miami language and Greek, Arabic, and Hebrew. Written with the goal of encoding a renewable Eden in the very structure of an indigenous tongue, Volney describes Miami as regenerative. From it the divine art of poetry could be created for the present age.

Even though Jefferson and the Comte de Volney offered the Asiatic thesis as a secular replacement for the Hebraic idea, there was little difference in the values ascribed to each one. The Asiatic theory operated under the guise of empiricism to replace one ideology with another. As Vine Deloria Jr. concludes in Red Earth, White Lies, religious and scientific explanations of Indian origins were essentially commensurate. Both were parallel attempts to locate Indians within a primitive past, and then to prophesy the spread of Christianity or the rise of the new enlightened nation as an index and archive of that past.13 Like the missionary proponents of the Hebraic thesis, Jefferson believed that authoritative knowledge of the indigenous past was the key to sovereignty in the present.14 Jefferson’s relentless quest for evidence of Indian origins disavowed the authority of Christianity in order to mask its residual structures. In American literary history, the Hebraic and Asiatic theses have had the effect of repudiating American Indian claims to being original peoples in the Western Hemisphere. Such dismissal became important to the contest over land claims and sovereignty in the early nineteenth century. Both myths of American Indian origins functioned ideologically to dismiss American Indian accounts of their origins as preposterous and to ensconce Indians within a primitive past that also prophesizes the rise of the new nation as an index of that past. Origin myths thus helped to legitimize the Anglo presence within the New World and to account for contemporary narratives of extinction. Yet even as Enlightened contrasts between the civilized and the primitive relegated the Indians to an ancient and unrecoverable past, notions of the sacred power of indigenous words persisted in American literature.

Far from a blanket endorsement of the hierarchy of the printed or written word, the purpose of Christian translation was to teach native proselytes to speak in the grammatically redeemed version of their own language. Missionaries understood the process of transcribing a primarily oral, indigenous language into a written form as an act of forcing the language to submit to European-derived grammatical rule. After doing so, they believed that the language would convey new spiritual truths once relearned and spoken by native proselytes. Missionaries believed that they were recapturing the sacred power of primitive tongues that had been diminished by the Fall and perhaps further damaged by the Babelian event and centuries or millennia of isolation from the Judeo-Christian redemption scheme. Inhering in this objective was the belief that these grammatically redeemed tongues were particularly keyed to the souls of their respective speakers, such that to recover the sacred power of the primitive tongue was to unlock its inherent evangelical efficacy, to awaken the native speaker’s latent capacity to know with the brightness of inward revelation the true gospel of Christ.

What missionaries found through the process of Christian translation surprised them. Indigenous languages and speakers resisted the colonial scripts imposed on them and forced missionaries to confront the realities of multiple cosmologies and of language as a human construct. In John Eliot’s Indian Library and in the Jesuit Relations “savage sounds” can still be heard through the Christian texts, not so much as instances of an indigenous voice but rather as the disruptive presence of a language, culture, and cosmology that could not be fully inscribed by or subjected to Christianity. Moreover, this failure had an unsettling impact on purportedly universal Christian truths. Missionaries knew that their records of colonial encounters and Indian conversion were not as hermeneutically closed as they wished them to be. The practice of scripting indigenous tongues thus had an unintended and disruptive impact on the pillars of North American colonization, namely Christianity and Enlightenment taxonomy. Early modern missionaries confronted Lockean linguistics in practice well before the publication of book 3 of the Essay Concerning Human Understanding, and they saw firsthand the insight of the twentieth-century linguist Benjamin Whorf who claims that “the picture of the universe shifts from tongue to tongue.”15

Through these shifting cosmologies, indigenous languages resisted Christian translation. This resistance took a range of forms and was not necessarily always a conscious or coherent scheme. Practices of translation give the illusion of control through commensurate words and through the powers of communication. Yet, all languages also resist translation. As Lawrence Venuti writes, language is “a collective force, an assemblage of forms that constitute a semiotic regime.”16 Venuti goes on to explain that these forms are positioned hierarchically but this ordering is subject to constant variation. Therefore any language is a site of power relations. The act of translation itself can thus serve a disruptive function. Hierarchies cannot be maintained through translated words.

The “untranslatable” word or phrase that surfaces time and again in colonial-indigenous language encounters permits this process of survivance.17 Jean de Brébeuf, a first-generation French Jesuit missionary who became a proficient speaker of Huron, notes that even the doctrinally elementary line, “In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the holy Ghost” proves quite difficult to convey in Huron-Wendat. Those who have no father on earth cannot say “Our Father,” for to do so is an “insult” to “the dead whom they have loved.”18 Justifying his refusal to learn Mahican while at Stockbridge, Jonathan Edwards explains that the language is “very ill-fitted for communicating things moral and divine.”19 Thomas Jefferson found that his Indian agents often returned vocabulary lists to him with missing words. In the case of a Nanticoke list collected by Benjamin Hawkins, the broadside came back with an entire column crossed out with new words and their Nanticoke translation in its place.20 In each case, untranslatability has a profoundly disruptive process on the form of Christian translation or knowledge acquisition taking place in the scene of linguistic encounter.

The untranslatable aspects of indigenous languages have a disruptive impact on universal truths of either Scripture or Enlightened taxonomies, the two predominant epistemological frameworks used to structure colonial investments in the New World. I refer to this disruptive impact as a process of unscripting. As a capitalized noun, Scripture refers to the sacred writings of the Old and New Testaments. As a lowercase noun, scripture refers to the action or art of writing. It also functions as a verb meaning to write, or place on record.21 Scripting, lowercase noun and verb, is what the missionaries imagined they were doing when they undertook the hubristic task of translating the primarily oral indigenous languages of North America into a written form. The ideology structuring this process radically oversimplified the languages that they encountered. Dismissing the complexities of inflection that infuse oral languages with meaning, the missionaries recorded sounds phonetically, using the roman alphabet or some other system of notation and orthographic practices rooted in European languages.

Thomas Harriot offers a key early example of this practice of attempting to script indigenous languages. During his time in Roanoke, Virginia, present-day North Carolina, Harriot learned Carolina Algonquian and also taught English to two Algonquian men. He devised a strikingly novel phonetic orthography to capture Carolina Algonquian exactly as it sounded. Harriot’s orthography derived from the system developed by the English spelling reformer, John Hart, as a means of figuring out how to record and print vernacular dialects.22 The characters are systematic modifications of a dozen shapes that represent vowels. Harriot titled his alphabet “An Universal Alphabet containing six and thirty letters, whereby may be expressed the lively image of mans voice in what language soever; first devised upon occasion to seek for fit letters to express Virginian speech.” Most of the papers recording this alphabet have been lost. Only a fragment remains. Yet the title reveals something of Hariot’s understanding of the relationship between oral and written language. His alphabet was designed to contain universal symbols that could organize and adequately represent the diverse aural quality of Virginian speech. Visual character representation would encapsulate more than one sound so that the alphabet as a whole could be universal in scope. Harriot’s manuscript neither enjoyed wide circulation nor became the practical tool for which it was intended. For those who did see the manuscript, the unfamiliar representation of Algonquian letters likely looked more like curiosities than vehicles for trade and diplomacy.23

Harriot’s efforts to produce a “universal alphabet” that would function as a transferable linguistic guide to any Virginian (i.e., Algonquian) language is a good example of early modern attempts to comprehend the curiosities encountered in new worlds. Roger Williams’s Key into the Language of America (1643) is another. The Key exhibits a fantasy that Narragansett could be scripted into Judeo-Christian history. The assumption structuring Harriot’s “universal alphabet” and Williams’s Key is that the world’s linguistic detritus could be collected, reordered, submitted to rule, and assigned a different order within the universe.

This book demonstrates how the ideas about language the Europeans brought with them to the New World came up against the realities of how language functions. The Native American philosopher Viola Cordova describes the reality of language through the metaphor of a window. “Language is a window that frames a particular view of the world. Even when the window disappears, the view that it framed remains.”24 While Cordova builds on Whorf’s linguistic philosophy, this description of language goes beyond the Whorfian concept of linguistic relativity. For Cordova speaks of a cosmological permanence that remains even after a language vanishes. This cosmological permanence is the core of what is preserved in indigenous language texts even as the colonial linguistics participated in the language’s destruction. When Brébeuf complains to his superior that “Our Father” cannot be translated, the problematic untranslatability of the phrase represents a cosmological permanence that refuses erasure. To some degree, Brébeuf recognizes the permanence of an indigenous theology that is land-based. Yet Brébeuf cannot quite come to terms with the constructed nature of language as it revolves around a distinct cosmology because of the way that this realization conflicts with Christianity.

By no mere coincidence, instances of untranslatability then occur with the greatest frequency in Christian texts and in practices of Christian translation, when cosmogonies and epistemologies come into frequent conflict.25 Religion assumes an intercultural commonality at the same time that the attempt to impose a belief system on another culture exposes the fissures in human interconnectedness; religious translations reveal the numerous ways in which the words and narratives used to express belief are radically incommensurate. Missionaries of North America were the first to discover that not only could indigenous languages not be managed according to the universal truths espoused in Christian doctrine, but that the very effort to translate Christian concepts exposed human difference and cultural relativity. This discovery did not necessarily lead to salutary results: the failure to encompass these languages within European taxonomies and epistemologies caused a crisis whereby entire systems of belief were called into question.

The colonial history of missionary linguistics precedes an early national philology in which Peter Du Ponceau and others developed an obsession with the literary value of indigenous oral languages. Lenni-Lenape, according to Du Ponceau and John Heckewelder, contained a richness due to its oral power, a capacity to represent nature more symbiotically and an unparalleled propensity toward metaphoricity with its beautiful literary quality. James Fenimore Cooper attempted to absorb and channel these linguistic qualities into a new form of writing. Of course Cooper’s perception of the sonic aspects of indigenous tongues was a romanticization, and one that has been written about extensively in the literature on the trope of the noble savage. Yet this perception is also not reducible to the trope of the noble savage. Missionaries such as Jesuit Sebastian Rale and Puritan Josiah Cotton recognized the aesthetic value of native words by studying and—most important—listening to the sounds spoken by indigenous people. Such encounters taught missionaries that ideologies of savage speech were false and that an autonomous syntactical and phonetic integrity existed in indigenous oral literary traditions. Ideologies of indigenous orality as beautiful but primitive or of these languages as naturally dying out tempered the more salutary insights made by missionaries who spent years in close ethnographic contact. Yet both the recognition of aesthetic integrity and the commitment—however displaced by imperialist tendencies—toward making America’s oral literary heritage part of the literary nation stems from a sustained confrontation with the resilience and permanence of North American languages.


Erasure through Preservation

In focusing on the resilience and permanence displayed in scenes of linguistic colonialism, Unscripted America contests the long-standing narrative of indigenous language death. Algonquian and Iroquoian language groups demonstrate forms of survival in the two language families that are most subject to prognoses of endangerment and extinction. The written record of these languages is also among the most voluminous for North America. To be sure, the authors of this archive performed a kind of historical violence to the languages, transmuting and deforming them in destructive ways. Yet orality proves more resilient and permanent than written forms of manuscript or print. Oral languages are more fluid in some ways and more fixed in others. They are adept at dealing with the fluctuations of time and space in a way that print history is not. Song is a prime example of this facet of oral languages. English and French missionaries admired the musical propensity of indigenous populations. Jesuit letters praise Mohawk, for example, for being particularly skilled at the mnemonic properties of song, reporting a high level of aural precision.26 In part for this reason, hymnals became one of the main texts of Christian translation. Hymnals also represent a point of confluence between indigenous oral performance and Christian ritual worship. Such a confluence could emerge because the “song’s sounding life” took on a particular shape within each iteration.27 Song, even as it became an instrument for imposing Christianity, also permitted indigenous modes of worship, language, and performance to survive. Mohawk hymns survive decades after the Jesuit missions disappeared in North America. Even today, the Mohawk Choir of St. Regis sings Mohawk hymns.28 If the singing of hymns and psalms was often part of an interfaith and intercultural exchange between Indian proselytes and missionaries, Glenda Goodman demonstrates how psalmody also became the center point of conflict in times of war such as when Praying Indians made a mockery of Puritan signing during King Philip’s War.29

The oral and aural qualities of indigenous languages permitted forms of indigenous language survival in Catholic hymnals, yet the same facets of language that remain intact across generations also create problems of untranslatability in the eighteenth century. While Christian translators were invested in translating oral languages into an invented written form, they soon began by recognizing the complexity and power of oral traditions and the resistance of these traditions to transcription and transliteration. Missionaries accorded the indigenous words spoken by the converted Praying Indian the most redemptive power. This was a power inherent in indigenous languages themselves.

The myth of language death, still very much with us today, is perhaps the last horizon of the Enlightenment theory of American Indian natural extinction and the concomitant romanticization of an irrecoverable past. Scholars such as Jill Lepore, Walter Mignolo, and Stephen Greenblatt have amply established that Christianity disparaged and destroyed indigenous tongues.30 The destructive forces of early modern colonization set into motion a process of linguistic decline that archaeologist Colin Renfrew describes as “elite dominance,” the most drastic and rapid form of language loss.31 According to Ives Goddard, northeastern Algonquian was the language group most thoroughly destroyed through colonization.32 Contemporary language revitalization programs use recovery as a way of trying to heal the wounds of colonialism. The Myaamia Center in Oxford, Ohio, is working to transcribe and translate the contents of two Miami-Illinois dictionaries, Gravier’s and that of his successor, Jean Baptiste Le Boulanger. The goal of the Center is to use linguistics to reverse language loss and ultimately reclaim the language for the people who originally spoke it. This goal has already been realized in the Wôpanâak Language Reclamation Project (WLRP), which began in 1993. Mashpee tribal member Jessie “Little Doe” Baird claims to have heard a sacred message and to have seen the faces of her ancestors in a dream that she had for three consecutive nights. Baird interpreted her dream as a sign that the ancient language of the Wampanoag tribe should be reclaimed. After receiving a degree in linguistics from MIT, she worked in collaboration with Kenneth Hale to reconstruct Wampanoag from the printed seventeenth-century colonial records. The WLRP’s homepage prominently displays the first page of Genesis from Eliot’s 1663 Bible, suggesting a commingling of origins stories, one Judeo-Christian and one from the recovered ancestral language of the Wampanoag.

Within these projects, language loss is a metonym for the destruction of identity, culture, and sovereignty. Yet as the Maliseet scholar and linguistic anthropologist Bernard Perley points out, these categories are themselves built upon Enlightened assumptions.33 For what does it mean to say that these languages are extinct? What are we to make of the vast records of Iroquois and eastern Algonquian left by Jesuit and Protestant missionaries? Collated vocabularies, dictionaries containing thousands of indigenous words, and grammars compose an archive of European attempts to acquire knowledge of North American languages. From this linguistic base came a massive translation project. Scripture, catechisms, psalms, bibles, and prayer books appeared in print and manuscript form in Wampanoag, Mi’kmaq, Mohawk, Abenaki, Miami-Illinois, Delaware, and Mohegan. Laura Murray once identified the pervasive American Indian Vocabulary list as an “elusive” literary genre.34 Her article evokes the contradictory facets of missionary linguistics. Indigenous tongues were not simply erased; they were also preserved. Unscripted America takes as its foundational question: how did erasure happen through a long history of colonial efforts to preserve indigenous languages? Misguided though their efforts may have been, missionaries struggled to find a way to transcribe and maintain living indigenous languages and amassed a vast archive in doing so.

When one looks closely at the scene through which Europeans and American Indians exchanged linguistic knowledge, the intricacies of erasure through preservation emerge. The scene of language/knowledge exchange reveals a much more complex portrait than theories of colonial linguistics and elite dominance lead us to believe. If we consider what Myra Jehlen once labeled “history before the fact” of colonization and language extinction, indigenous languages were not simply destroyed through this process.35 While it is of course true that the linguistic diversity of North America and the numbers of native speakers have dramatically diminished from the mid-seventeenth century to the present day, these languages did not simply recede into the background of the historical stage. Rather, native speakers, interlocutors, and translators actively shaped an archive of manuscript and print language texts that had a dramatic impact on Christian cosmologies, Enlightenment taxonomies, and the rise of a national literary culture. Time and again, indigenous actors practiced forms of what the literary critic Scott Lyons describes as “rhetorical sovereignty” by conveying knowledge in such a way that native languages refused placement and compartmentalization within European systems and structures of organization.36

In place of the narrative of language death, we might instead ask, how did Indian languages transform the structure of European and Euro-American intellectual history? As Jesuit and Puritan missionaries struggled to map indigenous tongues to universal Christian truths, Algonquian and Iroquois resisted this form of translation through a syntax that sustained a completely different cosmology. David Murray, the scholar whose Forked Tongues introduced the concept of missionary linguistics to American literary critics in the early 1990s, examines in his more recent book, Matter, Magic, and Spirit (2007), the non-material power of objects in indigenous belief systems.37 Anthropologists Irving Hallowell and Mary Black have explained that in Ojibwe, for example, plants and animals can take animate and inanimate forms.38 This is represented linguistically. Verbs and nouns are conjugated and gendered to reflect whether the object is animate or inanimate. Animacy is a shifting phenomenon; sometimes it is present in an object and sometimes it is not. Imagine the confusion of a seventeenth- or eighteenth-century missionary who believed that all creation was reducible to Christian truths encountering this semiotic world for the first time. The indigenous cosmologies encoded in words forced missionaries to confront the particularity of language rather than its universality.

In addition to disrupting Christian cosmologies, the texts produced through colonial-indigenous language encounters had two lives. Take the famous example of the 1663 printing of the Bible in Wampanoag, known as the Eliot Bible. Eliot’s translation efforts aligned with those of his patrons in London’s Royal Society to serve the evangelical purpose of propagating the Protestant ideal of sola scriptura. Presentation copies of the Eliot Bible were sent back to England with the hope of garnering more support for the mission. Yet the Eliot Bible represents a fantasy, not the reality, of linguistic control. The transcription, translation, and production of the text itself depended on the labor and intelligence of indigenous contributors, as Philip Round demonstrates in Removable Type. The efficacy of the translation then rested on indigenous interlocutors—whether they read it, believed it, and acted on it in terms that the ministers would have found doctrinally sound. Contextual evidence suggests that reception was not quite as fixed as Eliot would have liked. The Massachusett word for “wind,” for example, was “Waban.”39 Waban was thus used to translate the passage from Ezekiel 37:9–10, “by prophesying to the wind, the wind came and the dry bones lived.”40 This passage was known as a highly effective homiletic among native audiences in particular because of an Indian preacher named Waban who famously converted many native proselytes. The Puritan ministers read this connection typologically. Yet the description of God breathing life into Ezekiel’s dry bones corresponds to Wampanoag belief in manit, the spirit power that can animate people and objects in the natural world. Waban attained Christian authority while also maintaining the power of the spirit healer within traditional indigenous systems of belief. Other examples of American Indians converting to Christianity while still maintaining indigenous beliefs abound, particularly in French Jesuit records. Not only did this multivalent meaning open up syncretic possibility, French Jesuit priests were fascinated by the animate and inanimate ontology of indigenous words.

Jacques Gravier’s Dictionary of the Algonquian-Illinois Language is a massive 580-page book consisting of approximately 25,000 Miami-Illinois words recorded over several decades. In a list of Illinois words pertaining to the spirit world, “Manet8a” is translated as “esprit, Dieu, de la neige, medecine.” Manitou could mean snow, spirit, medical remedy, or God himself. The word medecine refers to the shamanic doctors within the community. The translation of Manitou as snow registers the Illinois belief in animating elements within the natural world. The dictionary records the connection between the indigenous spirit world and North American nature. The list beneath contains multiple variations of the word. Each variant has been altered through prefixes and suffixes that convey a range of meanings: it is not God, it is God, divine, he calls himself a spirit, I am not God, a spirit, and so on. The word variants with their constantly fluctuating meaning represent a fluid cosmology. The word itself conveys the presence or absence of the spirit through an animate or inanimate ending. On the one hand, the dictionary serves its purpose as an instrument of empire, the power that Antonio de Nebrija originally ascribed to vernacular translations.41 The dictionary records the linguistic knowledge necessary to communicate effectively with the local Illinois population in order to convert them and secure their alliance with the French in the ongoing imperial wars. Yet the specificity and breadth of the recorded words also undermine this purpose. Words recorded in Gravier’s Dictionary not only salvage Miami-Illinois language, religion, and culture, they also imported aspects of an indigenous cosmology into Jesuit consciousness.

Indigenous languages existed and continue to exist as porous and malleable records of fluid historical interactions rather than remnants of an all-but-forgotten past. Language exposes the false binary of modernity as it has been constructed throughout US history and literature as a series of ruptures and changes set against a static aboriginal past. By connecting colonial linguistics to its broader intellectual and literary contexts, we see that these languages appear not to have been simply lost or destroyed but rather absorbed into the American literary imagination. Missionaries, philologists, and eventually American poets and novelists represented indigenous words as useless and decaying artifacts of a lost civilization at the same time that they also saw them as aesthetically pleasing, beautiful objects to be integrated into the fabric of American letters and American archaeology. Indigenous language collecting and study evolved over the seventeenth, eighteenth, and nineteenth centuries as a contested space, expressive of mechanisms for asserting control while also radically exposing colonialism’s limits.


Indigenous Words and American Literary History

In his 1998 essay on the “Amerindian Atlantic,” Ian Steele posited that an outmoded anthropological perspective on the disappearing American Indians still shaped the fields of early American history. The long-standing presumption of indigenous language death is a key example of what Steele was describing.42 The new critical focus on cross-cultural exchanges and literacies in indigenous language texts is an attempt to revise this perspective by linking the history of ideas to different forms of indigenous resistance, perseverance, and survival. Work by Matt Cohen, Kristina Bross and Hilary Wyss, Brett Rushforth, Germaine Warkentin, Drew Lopenzina, and Birgit Brander Rasmussen shows that colonial encounters and texts coauthored by European and indigenous peoples actively integrated indigenous sign systems into the spread of Western literacy and its accompanying textual forms.43 Additionally, work by David Silverman, Glenda Goodman, Philip Round, Patrick Erben, Tracy Leavelle, Margaret J. Leahey, and Linford D. Fisher read these textual forms as productive of cross-cultural exchanges, either through the blend between Christianity and indigenous spirituality, or between Euro-American and indigenous material cultures.44 Finally, Anthony Wallace, Sean Harvey, Edward Gray, and Bernard Sheehan have explored the accumulation of linguistic knowledge as anthropological data in relation to the acquisition of land in the territories where Indian languages were collected.45 The outmoded anthropological perspective that Steele identified initially emerged as part of Anglo-America’s national and Enlightenment agenda. The formation of the United States depended on a mindset that ensconced indigenous populations within a primitive past, while making that past indexical of the rise of a new civilization.

From early contact to early nationalism, early American writers investigated and invented stories of American origins. Roger Williams, Brébeuf, Lafitau, the Comte de Volney, Thomas Jefferson, and James Fenimore Cooper each devoted significant amounts of their oeuvre to theories of the origins of indigenous populations, whether understood scripturally or through natural history. After the Seven Years War, the quest for origins becomes a refrain for the establishment of an Anglo-American presence on the North American continent built upon the legacy of a defeated French Empire and the palimpsest of an American Indian past. Early American writers took on the ideological burden of forging a new relationship to the land and its inhabitants. They struggled to generate some form of historical continuity that might assuage the violent ruptures with the indigenous past and the Old World.

This intense quest for origins as a constitutive feature of American literary history, particularly as it relates to the American Indian presence, sits in uneasy contrast to the critique of the origins thesis that has been almost uniformly practiced by Americanists of the past several decades. As a field, we have rightfully corrected the false teleology of linear succession from the Puritans to the rise of mercantile capitalism to the new nation with transatlantic, transnational, and hemispheric frameworks.46 Such approaches also resist the reproduction of ideologies of originalism and exceptionalism in our scholarship such that our own narratives of American literary history no longer culminate with the US nation-state as the beacon of modernity. This corrective has certainly been an important one, yet it does not erase the fact of a teleology of colonial exceptionalism and national triumph as the cornerstone on which Anglo-American identity has been conceived and sustained. The recursive nostalgia for Native American canoes and French explorers that I attributed to Thoreau toward the beginning of this introduction was by no means an isolated gesture. Many nineteenth-century authors struggled to find the ends of America in America’s beginnings.

Early American missionaries, statesmen, novelists, and poets had their own extensive origins historiography that pertained to American Indian tribes through which to construct this narrative of national triumph. Indigenous tongues constituted the archive that Thomas Jefferson, Benjamin Smith Barton, and the Comte de Volney used to measure the antiquity of indigenous America. Ideas about indigenous words and the natural historical framework into which they were placed fueled Anglo-American notions of belonging to the land. As Indian Vocabularies and natural histories proliferated in the early republic, colonial ideas about indigenous words as signs of ancient and prophetic truth persisted and helped to legitimize the British presence within the New World. Even as Enlightened contrasts between the civilized and the primitive relegated the populations that originally spoke these words to an ancient and unrecoverable past, Indian words continued to function as an aesthetic supplement to nineteenth-century literature. In recasting the origins of a literary nation, this study enables us to see how the notion of “America” that emerges around the turn of the eighteenth century, depended on its authors’ capacity to interrogate, translate, and appropriate the indigenous past.
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 The “Savage Sounds” of Christian Translation

Missionaries Confront the limits of Universalism in early America


In 1632 the ship carrying Father Paul Le Jeune from France to Quebec cast anchor in Tadoussac village. According to Le Jeune, nothing was so strange to him as the language spoken by the aborigines he encountered. He writes that “their singing seemed very disagreeable to me; the cadence always ended with reiterated aspirations.” Le Jeune even records these “savage” sounds in his Relation: “oh! oh! oh! ah! ah! ah! hem! hem! hem!” to reiterate his point about an unappealing and foreign tongue.1 Yet Le Jeune soon concluded that gaining knowledge of this foreign language was key to his mission’s success as well as to the French colonial endeavor more broadly conceived. Soon after his arrival, Jérôme Lalemant established a Jesuit headquarters at Sainte-Marie from which the core group of priests were to embark on their missionary efforts in Huron country. Among these men were Jean de Brébeuf, Pierre Chaumonot, and Paul Ragueneau. This early missionary establishment enjoyed a great deal of continuity. Several of the priests lived among the Huron for ten years or more, acquiring a vast amount of linguistic and cultural expertise.2

Le Jeune succeeded in learning Huron and Montagnais and then in teaching his proselytes in their own language. His colleague Father Brébeuf took this linguistic expertise even further. Brébeuf’s education in the Society of Jesus prepared him to encounter the world’s disparate cultures with scientific precision.3 In the twenty years that he spent living in Wendake, he observed, recorded, and categorized the linguistic and cosmological differences of his proselytes. His annual reports to the ecclesiastical authorities display a heightened sense of ethnographic awareness that registered most markedly at the level of astute syntactical and grammatical notations. Brébeuf translated catechisms from French to Huron, compiled the first dictionary of Huron words, and is credited with translating a French hymn into a Huron Christmas carol in 1642, an instance of how translation was often implicated in the process of creating religious ritual and ceremony. Originally a French folk melody with Huron lyrics, this colonial artifact is still widely known and sung in Canada today.

The year before Le Jeune cast anchor in Quebec, Roger Williams came to the Massachusetts Bay Colony. Williams’s theological differences with the Massachusetts Bay orthodoxy surfaced not long after his arrival. Upon learning that the Massachusetts Bay government was preparing to send him back to England, Williams fled southward to found the colony of Providence along the shores of the Narragansett Bay.4 Desiring a more secure legal base, Williams left for London in 1643 to request a royal charter for Rhode Island. In this same year, his Key into the Language of America was printed in London.

Scholars often read Williams’s Key into the Language of America as expressive of Williams’s version of religious toleration—the concept of liberty of conscience—which is in turn seen as conducive to greater degrees of humanity toward the American Indians than his Puritan brethren in the Massachusetts Bay Colony seemed to have registered.5 The Key is then interpreted as exhibiting an anthropological approach to the Narragansett that, by its tacit comparative cultural analysis, suggests some degree of intercultural parity.6 Scholars have observed that Williams at least had the capacity, rare in his time, to recognize this indigenous people and community on their own culturally specific terms, even though—consistent with belief in the New World’s millennial role—he refashioned them as an exemplar of spiritual brethren, a cultural mediation well before its time in England, Plymouth, or the Massachusetts Bay Colony. Yet reading Williams’s theology alongside his ethnography reveals that while he believed in civility as a model for earthly cohabitation, he was, not surprisingly, ultimately fixed in the logic of the Christian mission to integrate all earthly societies into the domain of Christ’s church, and thus his earthly kingdom. He did not, therefore, recognize the Narragansett as culturally autonomous or as partaking in a distinct set of religious practices. Instead, Williams viewed the Narragansett within his own Christian millenarian framework, which espoused the Narragansett as worshippers of pagan idolatry and, as yet, spiritually unprepared for immediate conversion.7 Thus, A Key into the Language of America is designed as a hermeneutically closed text. It is a language key but one designed to grant spiritual intelligibility only at a foreordained time, when Christ would, like the shepherd who left the many to find the one, gather the scattered flock into the one true church. Yet, even as Williams attempts to collapse Narragansett words into an overarching framework of his own reformed theology, he struggles with the Narragansett cosmology’s resistance to assimilation within the prescribed pattern of the Puritan cultus. This cosmology comes into sharp conflict with Williams’s millenarian frame, ultimately resulting in a disjointed text that oscillates between ethnographic constructs of Narragansett culture (and what at times appears to be Williams’s sympathetic ambivalence) and the theological scaffolding inflexible to the accommodation of any difference. Ultimately, the Key fails to sustain scriptural order, resolving itself instead into the depiction of the fractured spiritual world that emerges from this particular colonial language encounter.

Brébeuf and Williams shared an unusual grasp of indigenous languages for members of their generation. Each individual’s understanding of the relationship between the Word and the spirit had an impact on his linguistic practices. While constrained by the limits of their religious world views, both Brébeuf and Williams felt compelled to abandon some of the verities they held dear in order to learn and understand Huron-Wendat and Narragansett, respectively. Even in these early years of French Jesuit and Puritan colonial enterprises, language acquisition required a process of immersion that was cultural as well as spiritual. Missionaries had to acquire knowledge of indigenous cosmologies in order to perform the act of Christian translation. Consequently, the indigenous language texts produced by each of these missionaries exhibit varying degrees of knowledge exchange. Missionaries worked to translate Christian knowledge into indigenous tongues, but they also sought to gather cultural and linguistic information from native interlocutors that could then be relayed to European audiences. Brébeuf’s report on the Huron-Wendat language, dictionary, and translational practices and Williams’s Key similarly struggle to maintain formal coherence and religious order in light of this knowledge exchange. This struggle reveals that despite their religious differences, the consequence of indigenous language immersion for both Brébeuf and Williams had the same dramatic result: a fractured spiritual identity, caught between the putative universality of their respective Christian beliefs and the realities of multiple cosmologies that they experienced through the practice of translation. Despite their efforts to contain the cultural encounter within a Christian framework, Williams and Brébeuf import indigenous cosmologies and evidence of epistemological convergences into their missionary tracts. These fragments of indigenous cosmologies approximate what comparative philology refers to as “alien texts.” The presence of significantly contrasting cosmogonies in missionary texts had a disruptive impact on the missionaries’ respective theologies.8 The colonial texts produced out of these language encounters exhibit a dialectical process of indigenous and Euro-American knowledge formation. The multiple world views inherent in language put pressure on Christianity’s universality, paradoxically causing missionaries to have to confront more secular understandings of language and culture.


Puritan Theology in an American Key

Jesuits and Puritans shared a fundamental belief in religious conversion as an inwardly directed process.9 They differed, however, in their respective understandings of how to translate that inward knowledge to an external form. In North America indigenous people spoke a preponderance of languages within close geographic proximity. European missionaries who encountered this phenomenon struggled to identify ways to communicate inner experience of conversion through language. This struggle became a central component of indigenous evangelism. Jesuits and Puritans developed different ways of adjudicating the relationship between the Word and the spirit. Among the Puritans, words were largely read as types following Luther’s scriptural theology. In his Lectures on Romans, Luther argues that the Bible must be first interpreted according to its literal-grammatical sense, such that the reader understands the ostensible meaning the syntax conveys. Only after exegesis should he attempt to ascertain the typological implication in order to uncover the prophetical-spiritual meaning of the Holy Spirit. Scriptural words and their accretion into narrative thus prefigured and foreshadowed the unfolding of events within scriptural history. Understanding scriptural history depended on a precise and literal interpretation of the Word itself.10 The essential problem of language for the Puritans was that it existed within the economy of a fallen world. Biblical interpretation had to pass through the alembic of the fallible human mind; words spoken—even by the godly—were signs, themselves the postlapsarian residue of the first language, within a visible, material realm and therefore inherently unreliable.

Anglo-Protestants faced a conflict between their commitment to the fallen status of language and of human perceptive capacities and their assertion of language’s potentially prophetic power. How could it be one and both at the same time? Even their ability to recognize the latter was at odds with the former, the basis of the whole of the Augustinian-Calvinist scheme. Theologians developed different ways of managing this conflict, which led to different ideas about the potential for language to be recuperative. To what extent could words regain the signifying power that they lost in the Fall? Much of the confusion and ensuing disagreement centered on debates about whether Christ’s spirit was ascendant or descendant. If Christ descended to earth in each moment of conversion, then the perceptive capacities of the converted could be redeemed. If, however, his spirit remained ascendant, then words, like all visible signs, were only shadowy approximations of invisible truths and therefore never completely reliable.

This divergent perspective on the significatory power of words was integral to the famous dispute between John Cotton and Roger Williams. Cotton took the view that conversion ameliorated language’s fallen status. As his sermon title “Christ the Fountaine” (1651) suggests, he was of the opinion that Christ’s spirit descended in the moment of conversion and radically reconfigured the convert’s sensibilities: “he that is borne of God to a Spirituall life, is become a new Creature, and old things are past away, 2 Cor. 5.17. He hath a new mind, and a new heart, new affections, new Language, and new employments that he was never wont to doe before; now he can read Gods Word, and conferre with Gods people about the things of God.”11 Cotton proposes a world in which conversion and the saving grace of God repairs, at least in part, the ruptured status of human intellect, emotions, and language to create a new spiritual aptitude. The theology Cotton espouses would be propounded in forthcoming generations, perhaps most significantly in Jonathan Edwards’s explanation—rationalized through Lockean epistemology—that the elect have greater access to divine truths than the unredeemed, a thesis first ventured in his sermon “Divine and Supernatural Light” (1734) and later developed in his Treatise Concerning Religious Affections (1746).

Williams, by contrast, did not believe that spiritual conversion renovated the soul in this way or to this degree. For him, the spiritual and the civil realm remained apart, such that even though a soul was regenerated, it remained trapped within a body disfigured by the imputation of Adam’s sin. Just as Williams denied the possibility of the visible church that the Massachusetts Puritans aspired to create as an approximation of Christ’s invisible church, he also vehemently rejected Cotton’s view on language’s capacity to be redeemed. Or, as in the case of the spiritual basis of the primitive tongue, to redeem. Along with the human intellect and civil structures, Williams believed that races would remain incomprehensible to each other until the return of Christ. Only then would “spiritual language” be realizable.12 He, in fact, penned his Key with the goal of creating a millennial text for Christian posterity. With Christ’s return, the Key could, he hoped, be the basis for rendering Narragansett and English mutually intelligible and equally capable of revealing spiritual truths.

Despite labors that would seem to suggest otherwise, Williams continued to believe that language was inherently fallen. While he optimistically held that the Key might pave the way for the collapse of cultural and linguistic difference, it was a consummation indefinitely to be deferred. In addition to his Key into the Language of America, Williams composed another text, primarily a theological tract, on American Indian conversion, titled Christenings Make Not Christians (1645). Whereas the theology structuring the Key is obscure, Christenings clarifies the link between Williams’s doctrine and his perspective on, and the timing of, American Indian conversion. Central to the intersection between theology and evangelism for Williams is a spiritual and millennial framework that negates his stance on language. The first half of the text identifies and explains the etymology of the term “Heathen” as a synonym and Dutch cognate for nation. Williams arrives at this conclusion through a process of translation. The Dutch word HEYDENEN signifies “Heathen or Nations,” he explains. Moreover, scriptural translation from Hebrew and Greek renders the terms “Gentiles, Nations, Heathens” equivalent categories, so that history, geography, and ethnicity divide into commensurately aligned groupings. Williams thus presents a world that does not divide according to a binary division between Heathens and Christians: the visible church divides the world between God’s elect and the reprobate, regardless of whether or not they are faithful Christians. Because Williams believes that some “heathens” will number among those predestined for salvation, he instead divides the world according to truth versus error, labeled in the idiom of reformed theology as “hypocrisy.”

For Williams, the “Christian World” includes “Asia, Europe, a vaste part of Africa, and a great part also of America.” The second half of the essay takes up this point by addressing the question of when it is appropriate to convert the “naked American,” which he ultimately determines is not until the onset of Christ’s millennial reign on earth, heralded with his return.13 In Christenings Make Not Christians, Williams explains that the fallen world is ill-equipped for evangelization. Visible signs are limited in their capacity to signify as spiritual truths in the postlapsarian world, such that:


in matters of Earth men will helpe to spell out each other, but in matters of Heaven (to which the soule is naturally so averse) how far are the Eares of man hedged up from listening to all improper Language?14



While earthly matters can be conveyed through language, Christian truths cannot. The degeneration of the natural world makes visible things and the damaged capacities of human “eares” inadequate in the communication of heavenly truths. For Williams, as for reformed Protestants, the loss was accumulative: material objects in the fallen world were but shadows that, in turn, are represented by words, which are the signs of signs, leaving signification at a double remove. Williams goes on to explain that he views it as his divine “endeavou[r]” “to attaine a propriety of Language.”15 That is, he wrote his Key in an attempt to establish a way, however limited, of communicating with the Narragansett when the proper time came for their conversion into Christian faith.

“Heathens” are defined in this text as those nations whose members are spiritually unprepared to receive Christ in full knowledge of their duty. To convert American Indians in half measures, to bend or diminish spiritual truths to meet the limited apprehension to which all language—particularly one isolated from the “blessed Ordinances” of Christendom for centuries—further reduces humanity’s fallen reason would be but to replace one form of false worship with another:


Why have I not brought them to such a conversion as I speake of? I answer, woe be to me, if I call light darknesse, or darknesse light; sweet bitter, or bitter sweet; woe be to me if I call that conversion unto God, which is indeed subversion of the soules of Millions in Christendome, from one false worship to another, and the prophanation of the holy name of God, his holy Son and blessed Ordinances. America (as Europe and all nations) lyes dead in sin and trespasses.16



To teach the American Indians in the subtleties and nuances of Christian doctrine, to offer them what Christian Europe had accumulated through an unbroken lineage of Christ’s blessed Ordinances, handed down and safeguarded through time, was, Williams believed, to do more harm to them than if he were to leave them in their present peril but with a rudimentary knowledge of the faith. Any pretense to full conversion merely compounds the problem of false worship. Catholicism is, of course, the principal target of his critique, or at least it is the ostensible target until the other direction of his critique comes into fuller view. The Catholic stance on conversion was the polar opposite of that espoused by Williams. The mass conversions that had taken place at the hands of the Spanish, he explains, happen under the “false head” of the “Antichrist” whose “body” consists of “faith, baptimse, hope … preachings, conversions, salvations.” Each of these aspects of Catholic evangelism shares the same “false nature.”

Here and throughout the essay, Williams contrasts this false nature to “the living and true God” who will be revealed “in the Lords time.”17 True conversion, therefore, does not come about through any of the mechanisms of human influence listed above, but rather through the “first pattern[s]” “prefigure[d] and type[d] out” in the Old Testament and perfected in their historical fulfillment in Christ’s new dispensation recorded in the Gospels.18 Williams’s announcement of a true conversion, initiated only through the prefiguration revealed in the Book of Revelation, discloses the Key’s real function. It is not intended as a text to catalyze the conversion process, for even if the text contains much “knowledge of the Country” and the Narragansett culture, he explains, its service as a “key” to Narragansett conversion would require a superior linguistic knowledge than is presently available to bring about the “propriety of speech” required to “open matters of salvation to them.”19

In the preface to the Key, Williams informs his audience that he “drew the Materialls” for this text “in a rude lumpe at Sea.” He explains that he intended the Key as a “private helpe” to his “owne memory.” He wished not to forget what he has “so dearley bought” through recent years of hardship in the fledgling Rhode Island Colony and the hard-earned confidence of the Narragansett people.20 He thus positions his own spiritual identity as caught between two worlds: the world of the Narragansetts with whom he had made his physical and spiritual home and the world of England, a country that was at once his home of origin and a space of deep spiritual alienation. Written during the six-week sea journey, the text attempts to bridge these two worlds.

Yet, the primary function of Williams’s Key is theological. It is a text designed to acquire currency at a future moment that coincides with the second coming of Christ, when the homology between visible and invisible worlds would be restored. Before this time, Williams insists on the futility of translation. The separation of Narragansett and English words into separate columns registers the profound impenetrability between two distinct sign systems. Upholding what might be described as an intensified Augustinian Calvinism, in that Williams’s adhered to a bleaker view of the world’s postlapsarian corruption than his Puritan brethren in the Massachusetts Bay, Williams did not believe that the fallen world could be even partially redeemed before the fulfillment of types described in the Book of Revelation. Yet in the Key, he assures his audience that once this time comes, both Narragansett and English will be reinfused with spiritual plentitude, making them not only mutually intelligible but also fully capable of conveying spiritual truths. The point of the Key is not to make the reader proficient in Narragansett, but rather to prepare him or her for a future time when the Key will serve in a time of millennial evangelism. In the recovery of a sacred dialect, Williams hoped that the Key might better unlock the Narragansett soul and also collapse cultural difference through the revelatory power of the transcribed, translated, and printed word.

The Key begins with the following declaration: “This Key, respects the Native Language of it, and happily may unlocke some Rarities concerning the Natives themselves, not yet discovered.”21 Through the metaphor of a key unlocking the undiscovered, Williams’s Key sets the stage for a sweeping history of language encounters by claiming that both the land and its inhabitants contain the potential for recapturing something rare, wonderful, and original in American Indian words. The Key is more a doctrinal refutation of his English brethren than a missionary pamphlet. Williams ventriloquizes that critique through the Narragansett. He begins by acknowledging that the Narragansetts are cultural outsiders to the English, repeatedly identifying them as “barbarians,” an allusion to Paul’s First Letter to the Corinthians (14:11) in which he defines the barbarian as one whose speech is incomprehensible to anyone unfamiliar with the “voice” of a particular people.22 Because Williams aspires to bring human communication to a closer approximation of the prelapsarian Edenic state, he frames his successful Christian translation of Narragansett more as an obligation to the millennial conditions that will advance Christ’s earthly kingdom, than a missionizing duty to save souls.

Williams presents a favorable link between Narragansett intellectual and spiritual capacity and the quality of their words:


In the braine their opinion is, that the soule (of which we shall speake in the Chapter of Religion) keeps her chiefe seat and residence:

For the temper of the braine in quick apprehensions and accurate judgements (to say no more) the most high and soveraign God and Creator, hath not made them inferiour to Europeans.23



Williams asserts that, like contemporary philosophers, the Narragansetts understood the mind and the soul to be essentially interchangeable entities. In contrast to Brébeuf’s general assessment, Williams finds no difference between the intellectual capacities of the Narragansett and their European counterparts. They have, he finds, little trouble apprehending and discerning differences and extrapolating doctrinal and moral connections and in determining spiritual truths (to gloss the seventeenth-century definition of “judgements,” which denotes a sophisticated chain of faculty operations).

While on the face of it, Williams’s assessment of the intellectual aptitude of the native people provides a preface to a discussion of their language, he also refutes a commonly held assumption about the people of the New World for a political end. The inference often drawn from European encounters with New World peoples was that the “primitive” state of native cultures and the wilds of a landscape, which, in its untamed and unproductive state—unameliorated by Christian civilization—was an impediment to moral development, and thus a socially, intellectually, and spiritually regressive force to civilized prosperity. One only had to look to the Jesuit encounters or even the anti-Indian propaganda coming out of the Bay Colony for the confirmation of the native peoples’ inferiority. In attacking that assumption, Williams both attempts to disabuse his audience of an ethnographic fallacy, and to lay his enemies low. Given the evidence of the native people’s intellectual parity with Europeans, who would not rather live in the wilds of the New World, well away from the corrupting influences and Christian hypocrisy of the Old World that enchains the individual’s conscience? He expresses this ideal in this rather well-known poem from the Key:



1.The courteous Pagan shall condemne

    Uncourteous Englishmen,

    Who live like Foxes, Beares and Wolves,

    Or Lyon in his Den.


2. Let none sing blessings to their soules,

    For that they Courteous are:

    The wild Barbarians with no more

    Then Nature, goe so farre:


3. If Natures Sons both wild and tame,

    Humane and Courteous be:

    How ill becomes it Sonnes of God

         To want Humanity?24





Concluding the chapter “Of Salutation,” Williams’s poem takes direct aim at his former Massachusetts brethren, who, through a tyranny that not only breaks faith and fellowship, but occupies even the private space of the individual’s conscience, have proved themselves less civil or “humane” than “Natures Sons both wild and tame.” Through the Key, Williams works within the English tradition in order to transform it. It is a text written from a consciousness altered through his personal experience of cultural difference. Ultimately, Williams strives to shore up this difference, to collapse the barbaric utterances with which his reflections began into a common root of humanity. After all, the Narragansetts are, Williams tells us, “wandring Generations of Adams lost posteritie.”25 In the affirmation of this biblical genealogy, Williams crystalizes the most significant goal of the Key, albeit one deferred to a future providence: by learning the language in the implicit and seamless mode of translation that Williams has set forth, he aims to translate the pagan tongue of barbarism into the Christian language of salvific transformation that would, through the coming kingdom it would help bring about, spiritually transliterate the English and the Narragansetts alike.

The product of years of study and intercultural contact but written, edited, and printed in a very brief space of time, Williams’s Key into the Language of America proves difficult to categorize generically. It interweaves linguistic, ethnographic, and spiritual themes through three discursive forms: it is a phrase book, consisting of vocabulary lists; a promotional tract with topical organization; and an emblem book with concluding poems that propound spiritual lessons. While these frames best serve the interests of language analysis and thus the purposes here, the Key also evokes other early modern traditions: history, travel narrative, natural history, essay, sermon, social commentary, and primer. In the phrase book section, words are arranged in columns on opposing sides of the page. The organization suggests a one-to-one correspondence between a highly recognizable set of phrases that include salutations, eating and entertainment, keeping time, discourse and news, family matters, and so on. In the tradition of the promotional tract, words are also selected that pertain to the natural landscape of Narragansett country, including a list of fish and fowl, beasts and cattle, and earth and fruit.

Williams’s purpose for Key into the Language of America was thus quite different from the linguistic and cultural expertise that Brébeuf and Le Jeune acquired as a means of affirming their authority over the conversion of the natives. He imagined that the Key would be of use to future Apostles as they traveled through the wilderness to spread the news among the Narragansett of the impending union between Jews and Gentiles. This future vision informs the chapter “Of Discourse and Newes,” particularly the first observation: “Their desire of, and delight in newes, is great, as the Athenians, and all men, more or lesse; a stranger that can relate newes in their owne language, they will stile him Manittóo, a God.”26 Williams imagines that future Apostles will have the capacity to communicate in the language of the Narragansett, a capacity, he infers, in which the Key might play an important part. The phrases he collects function not as prompts for how to do this but rather as declarations that might preface the sacred veracity of God’s word: “I will tell you newes”; “I speake very true”; “I shall know the truth”; and so on.27 While the list suggests what the Apostles might say to convey the joy and solemnity of the “good news,” it is evocative rather than proscriptive.

The vocabulary lists are not designed to reflect or provide linguistic expertise, as is the case with the Jesuit dictionaries. Rather the words arranged into two columns serve the opposite purpose of reminding the reader of the fallen state of the world.





	Katoû eneéchaw.
	She is falling into Travell.



	Néechaw.
	She is in Travell.



	Paugcótche nechaúwaw.
	She is already delivered.



	Kitummâyi-mes-néchaw.
	She was just now delivered.28







A line divides each column, suggesting that even though there may be a one-to-one correspondence between each Narragansett phrase and English translation, there is also a sense of the impenetrability of meaning across the linguistic divide. In contrast to Brébeuf, whose Relations contain ample disposition on Huron-Wendat grammar, particularly the ways that it accords or departs from modern and ancient languages, Williams includes little on Narragansett grammar, an indication that the Key is aimed more at spoken—largely through rote memorization—rather than written translation. It is as if Key into the Language of America is not a text about language at all. For the appropriate audience—that is an audience of the elect—Williams should not have to explain the intricacies of the Narragansett tongue. His own expertise is assumed. The intensive labor behind the text—the acquisition of language, associative analysis, structural study of grammar, hours of immersive conversation—is all but invisible. The conveyance of certain key words is a humble exercise of spiritual devotion rather than a functional vehicle for evangelization. The arrangement of words into two separate columns registers the fallen state of the world; like descending financial accounts flowing into deficit, the columns are memorably emblematic of the confusion and chaos that have befallen creation and humanity. Just as the human body inadequately houses the soul, words are, as Augustine argued in De Magistro, but arbitrary signs.29 They cannot be redeemed or made whole but must remain as divided from spiritual signification as the worlds of flesh and spirit that epitomize Williams’s infralapsarian theology and govern his premillennial vision.

Also like Brébeuf, Williams is a devoted ethnographer, yet in the case of the Key, his is cultural knowledge produced for a much different purpose. Whereas Brébeuf accumulated cultural knowledge as a means of refining his linguistic expertise and, one senses, as a part of the Jesuits’ early modern commitment to knowledge formation, Williams’s ethnography is a means of studying difference in order to then explain it away. In relation to the sequence of phrases on labor and childbirth—even then evocative metaphors of the soul’s regeneration—Williams observes that “it hath pleased God in wonderfull manner to moderate that curse of the sorrowes of Child-bearing to these poore Indian women: So that ordinarily they have a wonderfull more speedy and easie Travell, and delivery then the Women of Europe.” This observation includes a cultural distinction, namely that “the hardnesse of … constitution” found among Narragansett women permits them to bear the pains of childbirth more easily. Williams also comments that the Narragansett “count it a shame for a Woman in Travell to make complaint, and many of them are scarcely heard to groane.”30 Whatever we make of this as a culturally inflected difference, it is finally subsumed into speculation about the overarching design of a Christian God who “moderates” the “curse” for this particular population.

Language thus provides a window into a different culture that once “unlocked” becomes a spiritual bridge. The Narragansett are refashioned as spiritual exemplars, recipients of divine favor to an English audience of whom Williams was deeply critical. Finally, the category of “General Observations” that concludes each chapter elevates the text beyond the linguistic and ethnographic particulars of these modes into evidence of providential design working among lost tribes, even at the farthest reaches of the world:


God hath planted in the Hearts of the Wildest of the sonnes of Men, an High and Honourable esteeme of the Mariage bed, insomuch that they universally submit unto it, and hold the Violation of that Bed, Abominable, and accordingly reape the Fruit thereof in the abundant increase of posterity.31



In contrast to the Jesuit approach, the Key does not seek to manage cultural difference, but rather looks through the prism of Scripture for continuity. For Williams, the natives are atavistic “rarities” or New World curiosities; their simultaneously strange and familiar behavior is an avenue through which Christian phenomena might be more adequately understood.

In his chapter “Death and Buriall,” Williams observes a cultural difference reflected in Narragansett and English modes of expression: death is so terrifying that the natives never “mention the dead by name.”32 This facet of Narragansett culture corresponds directly to the inability to name the dead that Brébeuf observed among the Huron-Wendat. Whereas Brébeuf puzzled over how to accommodate this alternate cosmology in his translation, Williams explains this difference through the universal and natural terror of death to all men. Death marks a passage into the unknown, invisible domain of the spirit world. This is a passage that the Narragansett represent by rendering the names of those who have undergone this journey unspeakable. Williams’s observation about Narragansett culture becomes a mirror through which the English might confront one of the great mysteries at the heart of Calvinism: the terrifying finality of death without salvation. With uncertain knowledge of election, the passage from earth to heaven is a traceless movement and vividly suggests the possibility of a formless soul lost in another world without hope of redemption.

The concluding observation and poem that ends this chapter proposes Christian conversion as the only solution to the universal terror of death because it transforms death into rebirth. The horror of death dissolves through the redeemed convert who confronts the passage from life to death and then death to life, a morphology explained in detail in Romans 6 and reiterated in 1 John 3:14. This, Williams tells us, is the “sweet Paradox” and impenetrable mystery of God that can both be found in Scripture and observed among Christian Indians, as the chapter’s concluding poem suggests:

The Indians say their bodies die,



     Their soules they doe not die;

     Worse are then Indians such, as hold

     The souls mortalitie …

Two Worlds of men shall rise and stand

     ’Fore Christs most dreadfull barre;

     Indians, and English naked too,

     That now most gallant are. … 33





Directing his message toward his English reader in this final poem, Williams moves from the chapter’s former reflection on cultural difference to one of Christian universality. Indians also understand the soul’s immortality. The Key’s linguistic explorations provoke the reconfiguration of the categories that shape English Calvinist thought, just as Williams’s own thought is transformed by his encounter with the Narragansett people.

These entwined discursive modes—linguistic, ethnographic, and theological—combine to fashion the Key into a closed hermeneutical system that collapses cultural and linguistic difference into spiritual similarity, though some chapters are more successful at it than others. The chapter “Of Their Religion” fails to fully synthesize the Narragansett cosmology that Williams discovers through his dialogue with a native interlocutor into a Christian vision. This chapter tells us that “Heaven” translates as “ayre.” The Genesis story includes a singular man called “Adam” who is made out of “red Earth.”34 A recorded conversation between a sachem and a praying Indian illustrates the debate on whether there is more evidence for the transmigration of souls to the southwest as in traditional Narragansett belief, or to heaven and hell, as Christians believe. Williams claims to have witnessed this dialogue on a night when he had already “discoursed” “as farre as [his] language would reach.” Settling into a condition of linguistic liminality, Williams overhears the sachem and praying Indian discuss the inability to know the journey of the soul due to the limitations of human sight. Both concede that they have not seen a soul go either to heaven or to the southwest. The sachem compares the two sources of spiritual authority. The English have “books and writings,” he observes, whereas the Narragansett “take all upon trust from our forefathers.” While the sachem concludes that books and writing might give the English a slight advantage as to authority, it is ultimately a moot point, since neither can demonstrate the souls’ heavenward journey.35
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