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    Thou ill-formed offspring of my feeble brain,

     Who after birth did'st by my side remain,    

 Till snatched from thence by friends, less wise than true,

     Who thee abroad, exposed to public view,    

 Made thee in rags, halting to th' press to trudge,

     Where errors were not lessened (all may judge).

     At thy return my blushing was not small,

     My rambling brat (in print) should mother call, 

    I cast thee by as one unfit for light,

     The visage was so irksome in my sight; 

    Yet being mine own, at length affection would

     Thy blemishes amend, if so I could.  

   I washed thy face, but more defects I saw, 

    And rubbing off a spot still made a flaw. 

    I stretched thy joints to make thee even feet, 

    Yet still thou run'st more hobbling than is meet;

     In better dress to trim thee was my mind,   

  But nought save homespun cloth i' th' house I find. 

    In this array 'mongst vulgars may'st thou roam.   

  In critic's hands beware thou dost not come,    

 And take thy way where yet thou art not known; 

    If for thy father asked, say thou hadst none; 

    And for thy mother, she alas is poor,     

Which caused her thus to send thee out of door. 

This immediate cultural context of Puritan Boston informs Anne Bradstreet's poem "The Author to Her Book." Along with others' interpretations that the poem is Bradstreet's modest claim of authorship along with a justification of the unfinished, private work that her brother-in-law published in England without her consent. As most critics agree, Bradstreet treats her poetry anthropomorphically by comparing it with a child, but the child in the comparison is essential to the milieu of the poem. 

To have been a Puritan in colonial America was to agree to a firm set of rules regarding daily life, and to have been a Puritan woman meant that the rules were even more abundant and strict. Anne Bradstreet, whose father was the Massachusetts Bay Company's Deputy Governor John Dudley and whose husband was Chief Administrator Simon Bradstreet, was well aware of Puritan standards and, more important, knew the consequences of every behavior. Governor John Winthrop dealt consistently with infidels of any sort and preferred to conduct civil as well as church trials to use the criminal sinners as examples for the community and the congregation. 

Seemingly, one of Winthrop's fascinations was miscarriage, as he discusses several instances in his Journal, calling the stillborn fetuses "monsters" and describing them in dramatic, horrific language, as in the case of Mary Dyer's child:</p> <pre> It had a face, but no head, and the ears stood upon the shoulders and were like an ape's; it had no forehead, but over the eyes four horns, hard and sharp; two of them were above one inch long, the other two shorter; the eyes standing out, and the mouth also; the nose hooked upward; all over the breast and back full of sharp pricks and scales, like a thornback. (141) </pre> <p>He emphasizes shape, directions, and distortions to distinguish the stillbirth from a healthy, full-term newborn. Winthrop deemed it necessary to record these specific details into his Journal, which he used for preparing sermons and for recording memorable events in his colony. 

Winthrop continues his 2 April 1638, entry by telling of the woman's convulsions during the miscarriage of the "said monster": "The bed whereon the mother lay did shake, and withal there was such a noisome savor as most of the women were taken with extreme vomiting and purging, so as they were forced to depart" (142). Apparently, this "noisome savor," or unpleasant odor, was a sure sign that Satan was responsible. Throughout his Journal, Winthrop seems enthralled by Anne Hutchinson's persistent objections to Puritan teachings, and when she miscarries "six weeks before her delivery" while under house arrest for heresy, Winthrop goes into even more grotesque detail with her "monstrous birth":</p> <pre> I beheld innumerable distinct bodies in the form of a globe, not much unlike the swims of some fish, so confusedly knit together by so many several strings (which I conceive were the beginning of veins and nerves) so that it was impossible either to number the small round pieces in every hump, much less to discern from whence every string did fetch its original, they were so snarled one within another. (147) </pre> <p>Unable to resist a closer investigation, Winthrop says, "The small globes I likewise opened, and perceived the matter of them (setting aside the membrane in which it was involved) to be partly wind and partly water" (147). He confers with a doctor, who gives his clinical description of the fetal tissue: "The lumps were twenty-six or twenty-seven, distinct and not joined together; there came no secundine after them" (Winthrop 147). These traumatic, intimate moments of miscarriage certainly gained an audience of distinguished men. After their examination, the men assume that the only source of these "monsters" is Satan, which meant that the women had to be punished. 

As John Winthrop describes in his Journal, consequences of misbehavior varied in severity. Some women in the Puritan community were persuaded to conceal the miscarriage and to grant "instruction" by a minister. In some cases, midwives were accused of witchcraft, therefore causing the pregnancy; apparently no human male could have created such atrocities. After Mary Dyer's miscarriage, her midwife fled the area because it became known that she "practised physic." William and Mary Dyer's minister intervened and made a public apology for both of them, on Winthrop's request (Winthrop 141-43). 

The first six lines of Bradstreet's poem call attention to the defects in her book, compared with the features of a deformed newborn. Right away, Bradstreet calls the book her "ill-form'd offspring ... who after birth did'st by my side remain, / Till snatcht from thence by friends" (1-3). Bradstreet surely had heard reports of John Winthrop and others' treatment of miscarried fetuses and stillbirths taken from their mothers and examined; in fact, Bradstreet's father had presided at the civil and church trials of Anne Hutchinson (Winship 131). In the extended metaphor, Bradstreet says her child's "errors were not lessened (all may judge)" (6), similar to Winthrop's lengthy, graphic descriptions of the births of Mary Dyer and Anne Hutchinson. 

In the middle section of the poem, Bradstreet's poem takes a different turn from the dismayed descriptions of birth defects. She describes her futile efforts to make her child more appealing: "I stretcht thy joints to make thee even feet, / Yet still thou run'st more hobbling than is meet" (15-16). In the metaphor, the child has one foot longer than the other, and she stretches its legs so that the child can run more smoothly--and more swiftly away from temptation. On a poetic level, the effort describes her manipulation of metrical feet so that her poems will read more traditionally. There may be another biographical level to these lines, as Bradstreet suffered from "lamenesse" in her joints. 

Bradstreet, like Mary Dyer and Anne Hutchinson with their miscarriages, claims responsibility for her child ("being mine own"), and she denies that anyone else was at fault for the deformities. Bradstreet tells the child, "If for thy father askt, say, thou hadst none" (22). In this line Bradstreet exonerates her husband, as she does not want him to be implicated if she is to be punished. With this statement no one can bring charges against Simon Bradstreet, and Bradstreet is careful not to mention any godly or evil influences at the risk of heresy. 

Knowing her immediate audience, Bradstreet conveys the anxiety of Puritan women who feared not only an abnormal childbirth, but also the public castigation of her motivations and influences. Read as a poem about the birth of a child, Anne Bradstreet's "The Author to Her Book" is filled with a degree of shame, guilt, and fear of repercussions. In light of her immediate surroundings, Bradstreet certainly could have been charged with heresy for creating something that did not meet with the approval of Puritan elders. Bradstreet surely sensed that her own well-being was in jeopardy as well as the sometimes tenuous reputation of her father with Winthrop and her husband's irregular employment in the colony. In addition to Bradstreet's self-effacing sarcasm in "The Author to Her Book," the poem also contains a culturally significant subtext of anxiety. 

--LISA DAY-LINDSEY, Eastern Kentucky University 
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