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Chapter One

Among the many destructive forces at work against the life choices and chances of darker-
skinned people in America is the way that their bodies themselves create meaning for the society
around them. To be in “darkness” is to be morally in the wrong, defunct, and ignorant, and these
understandings of this family of words are supported and generated again and again with startling

reliability by our society and its antecedents.! However, the presumed separation between the use

1 One of the main inspirations for this research, in addition to the killing of black people by civic
authorities (and armed citizens acting as authorities), is a Christian hymn: the old favorite “Though
Your Sins Be as Scarlet” by Frances ]. Crosby. The lyrics of the song’s first verse are as follows:

“Though your sins be as scarlet,
they shall be as white as snow;
though your sins be as scarlet,
they shall be as white as snow.
Though they be red like crimson,
They shall be as wool.

Though your sins be as scarlet,
though your sins be as scarlet,
they shall be as white as snow,
they shall be as white as snow.”

The repetition of the phrase “white as snow” is a telling sign of the necessity of whiteness to
salvation, in this case whiteness of one’s own personal history. In this formulation of salvation, the
goal is to remove a stain to reveal a pure, white, saved whole. The problem of the
white=good /black=evil dichotomy is not, however, limited to explicitly theological representations.
[t suffuses our speech, manifesting as a recurrent trope in our speech. “Dark days,” “black humor,”
“a dark time,” “The Dark Side,” are but a few examples of the kind of expressions manifesting the
problem. These expressions are not seen as implicitly racist. Rather, they are considered to be
“universal” in their scope, innocuous so far as racial inequalities are concerned. This is the problem
I intend to tackle in these pages. A “universal,” and therefore non-racializing, application of the
white=good/black=evil dichotomy is impossible given the dichotomy’s representational use over
centuries of our nation’s history. To borrow Toni Morrison’s descriptor, there is an “Africanist
presence” in every application of this dichotomy. (Fannie ]. Crosby, “Though Your Sins Be as
Scarlet” (No. 556) in Trinity Hymnal, Revised Edition (Suwanee, GA: Great Commission Publications,
1



of darkness as a symbol of badness, and the use of darkness as an aesthetic descriptor is a false one,
not borne out by representations of darkness, depravity, the demonic, and the black body.
Moreover, belief in the possibility of this semantic separation allows for discrimination, separation,
invisibility, and death to take hold unabated, as our perception of dark bodies invokes a miasma of
violence, fear, rejection, disgust, and any number of responses deemed only natural when one
responds to moral darkness, unassociated with any particular body.2

In the moment of a naturally occurring phenomenon—i.e., the appearance of a deeply
pigmented human skin, painted so by nature, and unable to change color (save through very

painful, expensive and, to my mind, ethically questionable medical procedures)—a material

1990); accessed online at https://hymnary.org/hymn/TH1990/556; Toni Morrison, Playing in the
Dark: Whiteness and the Literary Imagination (New York: Vintage Books, 1992), 5-6, 11-12.)

2 For the purposes of this project, I will use the descriptor “darker-skinned” to refer to all
Americans who can be socially coded (or mistaken and treated) as black Americans. One of the
functions of the Dark Mask is to obscure the identity of the individual who wears it, and one of the
symptoms of this obscurity is inaccurate grouping or grouping of individuals that is at odds with
the way they name themselves and/or their personal or familial history. The example of Sureshbhai
Patel, a darker-skinned Indian grandfather who was shot and paralyzed by police in Alabama after
looking “suspicious” while out for a walk in the daytime, illustrates the problem of flattening
categories. Patel’s skin roped him into the reality of harsh and unseeing treatment generally
reserved in this country for black Americans (Peter Holley, Abby Phillip, and Abby Ohlheiser,
“Alabama police officer arrested after Indian grandfather left partially paralyzed,” The Washington
Post, Feb 12, 2015, https: //www.washingtonpost.com/news/morning-
mix/wp/2015/02/11/alabama-cops-leave-a-grandfather-partially-paralyzed-after-frisk-goes-
awry/?utm term=.70d3d60d286f (Accessed 16 Feb 2018).

[ will use “fair-skinned” to refer to all Americans who are socially coded (or mistaken and
treated) as white Americans. The etymology of the word “fair” is not lost on us in this choice, and
there is an acknowledged and intentional doubling of meaning, i.e., between who is called “fair” and
the lighter pigmentation of the skin.

The descriptor “dark-skinned” will be reserved for those members of the black American
population who possess a deeper pigmentation, in keeping with the Black English Vernacular’s
designation. This adjective will show up most frequently in chapter three, which deals with Harriet
Beecher Stowe’s Topsy, who is specifically marked as dark-skinned in the narrative.

Finally, [ will use “native peoples” or “indigenous peoples” interchangeably to refer to
populations present on the continent at the start of the European New World colonization project.

2




representation of that which is otherwise symbolic is forged. What might, in a better world than
ours, be merely an example of natural diversity, is turned by the world into which it is born into a
symbol of all that is benighted, rejected, lesser, undesirable, and, perhaps most insidiously, into
something that has been intimately and permanently touched by evil.

This Dark Mask, as [ have named it, is a product of the necessary formation of relationship,
identity, and social life via interactions with others. It is that which lays itself over the "you" that we
presume for those whom we address; it is what comes between, colors, and inhibits equality in the
encounter with another. It is at the foundational level of social interaction that the Dark Mask can
be found, and the trauma it causes to the one wearing it (and also, perhaps not surprisingly, to its
viewers) is terrible. It is this dark mask that eventually breaks Pecola, of Toni Morrison's The Bluest
Eye. In her introduction, Morrison reflects,

In exploring the social and domestic aggression that could cause a child to literally fall apart,

[ mounted a series of rejections, some routine, some exceptional, some monstrous, all the

while trying hard to avoid complicity in the demonization process Pecola was subjected to. .

.. One problem was centering the weight of the novel's inquiry on so delicate and vulnerable

a character could smash her and lead readers into the comfort of pitying her rather than

into an interrogation of themselves for the smashing.3
Hidden underneath Pecola's dark mask is a whole, precious, unique, and loveable child; a child who
is lost and alone, suffocating beneath the mask she wears, which in the world she inhabits can never
be removed, and which does immeasurable harm to her spirit each day she wears it.

[ am interested in the power of the encounter between seer and masked seen, an encounter
which has the power to create that which is only represented by the Mask. It is a power to erase or

to warp, as young Pecola's madness warps her, the human being hidden behind the mask. This is

the problem of a masquerade ball that never ends and which was never announced, whose guests

3 Toni Morrison, The Bluest Eye (New York: Vintage International, 2007), xii.
3



are both unaware and coerced. They do not know that they are guests, neither do they know that
masks are being worn, or that there is even a party going on.

The complaint over the perpetual and perennial association of darkness with that which is
harmful, undesirable, evil, ignorant, or generally lesser is far from being new. Among the many
canonical examples of the lament and challenge is Frantz Fanon's explication of the problem in
Black Skins, White Masks, which follows his comparison of the moral identification of Jews and
Negroes by the general (ergo white and "white") society:

In Europe, the black man is the symbol of Evil. . .. The torturer is the black man, Satan is

black, one talks of shadows, when one is dirty one is black--whether one is thinking of

physical dirtiness or of moral dirtiness. It would be astonishing ... to see the vast number of
expressions that make the black man the equivalent of sin.. .. Blackness, darkness, shadow,
shades, night, the labyrinths of the earth, abysmal depths, blacken someone's reputation;
and, on the other side, the bright look of innocence, the white dove of peace, magical,
heavenly light. A magnificent blond child--how much peace there is in that phrase, how
much joy, and above all how much hope! There is no comparison with a magnificent black

child: literally, such a thing is unwonted. (188-89)

Fanon speaks of the trouble with a black man whose destiny is white, whose moves toward
respectability, achievement, and a positive contribution to the world is, and must be, a move toward
whiteness.# In his analysis, the mask such a man wears is white, while his incongruously hidden and
highly visible black skin endures. However, I wish to explore the problem of a skin that functions,
not only, as Fanon's titular phrase suggests, as a black skin one ironically seeks to cover, but also as
a mask in its own right—a Dark Mask that can never be removed.

Fanon writes of the “scission, a fracture of consciousness into a bright part and an opposing

black part,” which characterizes moral consciousness and produces an internal conflict in the

4 Frantz Fanon, Black Skin, White Masks, Charles Lam Markman, trans. (New York: Grove Press,
1967), 228.



consciousness of the Negro, who is “forever in combat with his own image.”5 [ venture that this
image is the Dark Mask, and it is with this image (black as evil, lesser, other to be removed) that
African descended darker skinned peoples must contend. Beyond the internal conflicts and
(self-)erasure created by the weight of the Dark Mask, the generation of stereotypes that populate
the Mask with content and add to its social power serve to reinforce white identity through the
denigration of black identity.

In Playing in the Dark, Toni Morrison speaks of the abiding Africanist presence in American

literature, and counsels that closer attention to this presence—how and for what purpose black

Americans appear in white author’s narratives—may make it “possible to discover, through a close

look at literary ‘blackness,’ the nature—even the cause—of literary ‘whiteness.””6 The Africanist
presence is a kind of a balance for whiteness, an asset necessary for its creation, maintenance, and
(self-Junderstanding. In speaking about the work of Edgar Allen Poe, the author perhaps most
“important to the concept of American Africanism,” Morrison analyzes his and other authors’ use of
“impenetrable whiteness,” which appears at defining moments of identity creation and
maintenance in opposition to darkness:
These images of impenetrable whiteness need contextualizing to explain their
extraordinary power, pattern, and consistency. Because they appear almost always in
conjunction with representations of black or Africanist people who are dead, impotent, or
under complete control, these images of blinding whiteness seem to function as both
antidote for and meditation on the shadow that is companion to this whiteness--a dark and

abiding presence that moves the hearts and texts of American literature with fear and
longing.”

5 Fanon, 194.

6 Toni Morrison, Playing in the Dark: Whiteness and the Literary Imagination (New York: Vintage
Books, 1992), 9.

7 Morrison, Playing in the Dark, 33.



Blackness, as the “companion to this whiteness” as manufactured by white authors, particularly
romance authors, is quite powerful, particularly “in a country in which there was a resident
population, already black, upon which the imagination could play; through which historical, moral,
metaphysical, and social fears, problems, and dichotomies could be articulated.”® The material
component to representation is crucial here; it matters that there are sufficient black-bodied people
within the nation to sustain the ongoing creation of counter-types through which to identify, place,
and reify whiteness. In my framework, this laying of culturally and artistically manufactured
characteristics onto material bodies in real time is the application of the Dark Mask.
There is a doubling here, a dissociation between the masked and the content of the Dark
Mask, which can be linked to Du Bois’ double consciousness, as recounted in his classic The Souls of
Black Folk:
After the Egyptian and Indian, the Greek and Roman, the Teuton and Mongolian, the Negro
is a sort of seventh son born with a veil, and gifted with second-sight in this American
world,—a world which yields to him no true self-consciousness, but only lets him see
himself through the revelation of the other world. It is a peculiar sensation, this double-
consciousness, this sense of always looking at one’s self through the eyes of others, of
measuring one’s soul by the tape of a world that looks on in amused contempt and pity. One
ever feels his two-ness,—an American, a Negro; two souls, two thoughts, two unreconciled
strivings; two warring ideals in one dark body, whose dogged strength alone keeps it from
being torn asunder.?
This experience of the veil, when combined with the concept of the Dark Mask, can be seen as an
account of the experience from the perspective of the masked. The Dark Mask is that which

surrounds and envelops the bearer, a result of his or her darker skin color, and which is receptacle

for all the “disdain” of which Du Bois speaks. Whether it be for prominent black figures of

8 Ibid., 37.

9 Du Bois, The Souls of Black Folk, Henry Louis Gates, Jr. and Terri Hume Oliver, eds., A Norton
Critical Edition (New York; London: W. W. Norton & Company, 1999), 10-11.

6



revolution and disobedience like Toussaint de I'Overture, or prominent dark figures in the spiritual
imagination like the devil, the bearer of the Dark Mask is heir to same breed of negative feeling,
mistrust, and social rejection reserved for the darkest characters of our collective imagination.

[ am indebted to Emilie Townes' Womanist Ethics and the Cultural Production of Evil for its
introduction of the fantastic hegemonic imagination, which provides a framework for the dynamic
power of cultural imagination, which does not merely stereotype and name society's members, but
"uses a politicized sense of history and memory to create and shape its worldview."10 Aesthetics
and representation are never merely descriptive, rather they interact with their subjects in a
creative and foundational manner:

The fantastic hegemonic imagination traffics in peoples’ lives that are caricatured or
pillaged so that the imagination that creates the fantastic can control the world in its own
image. This imagination conjures up worlds and their social structures that are not based on
supernatural events and phantasms, but on the ordinariness of evil. It is this imagination, I
argue, that helps to hold systematic, structural evil in place. The fantastic hegemonic
imagination uses a politicized sense of history and memory to create and shape its
worldview. It sets in motion whirlwinds of images used in the cultural production of evil.
These images have an enormous impact on how we understand the world, as well as others
and ourselves in that world. Subjugation and consent sashay to deadly images that are
largely unchecked until they lose their force and are replaced by more deadly and sinister
images such as the movement from the Black Matriarch to the Welfare Queen. It is most
important to note at this point that the fantastic hegemonic imagination isin all of us. ...
None of us naturally escape it, for it is found in the deep cultural codings we live with and
through in U.S. society....

[T]he challenge is to resist measuring Black realities by the ideological stereotypes, the
denigrating myths, of the fantastic hegemonic imagination.!!

[ am here concerned with the stereotypes and myths produced by the fantastic hegemonic
imagination that have to do with the extremes of demonization and fearful response—that is, the

Dark Mask deployed to create representations of dark evil and uncanny wickedness. This is a

10 Emilie M. Townes, Womanist Ethics and the Cultural Production of Evil (New York: Palgrave
Macmillan, 2006), 21.

11 Townes, 21-22.



playing in the dark, to borrow Morrison’s turn of phrase, that exceeds the bounds of representation
to infiltrate the living of millions of Americans, who are characterized apart from their deeds, their
predilections, and their voices. These culturally regulated negative moral characterizations are the
content of the Dark Mask, which produces the kind of alienation from self that Fanon rails against in
Black Skin, White Masks.

However, alienation from self and deadly dissociation is not the only wage the Dark Mask
pays; unlike Du Bois’ double-consciousness, which resides in the subject, the Dark Mask is
supremely movable - in fact, it is this mobility that makes possible its maintenance and evolution
through the voices that create and sustain it. The Dark Mask’s mobility is most readily seen in
white/non-black actors’ portrayals of black people (not limited to the work of authors and artists,
as the use of black caricature is so common as to seem a national pastime), in blackface, in
hackneyed attempts at black dialects, and, as Morrison points out repeatedly in her study, in the
creation of unbelievable characters whose representation serves a purpose beyond (and often
opposed to) an attempt at accuracy.

In recent years, we have seen increasing numbers of protestors, activists, and allies calling
out the affirmation and challenge “Black Lives Matter!” in response to the killing of black children
and adults by the police. That darker-skinned lives have been and continue to be undervalued,
devalued, and / or reviled in this country is not news. A painfully slow social, civic, and bodily
genocide of the darker population is well underway in America—this is, to my mind, an

indisputable fact.12 But the why of the consistency of that devaluation over so many centuries

12 See, for instance, the viewpoint as recently articulated by Joy James in Joy James, “The Dead Zone:
Stumbling at the Crossroads of Party Politics, Genocide, and Postracial Racism,” South Atlantic
Quarterly 108:3 (Summer 2009): 459-481.



remains obscured and elusive. I would like to suggest that there is a moral significance, even a
moral requirement, of blackness and the bodies that bear (and perform) its aesthetic(s) to the
white-coded society in which we live. To put it broadly, there is no light without darkness, no white
without the black, no seemly without the unseemly, no saved without the damned. In short, black
lives do matter. And it is their mattering so deeply as black to the sustenance of our moral
consciousness as a nation that prevents them from mattering as they ought to, as human lives of

infinite value. Black lives matter because they are the ones who wear the Dark Mask.

Darkness and Light

Darkness and light are iconic and powerful metaphors, which appear in the Christian Bible
with regularity of respective negative and positive connotations and ethical force. Among some
popular favorites are the following New Testament verses:

And [ say unto you, That many shall come from the east and west, and shall sit down with
Abraham, and Isaac, and Jacob, in the kingdom of heaven. But the children of the kingdom
will be cast out into outer darkness: there shall be weeping and gnashing of teeth. (Mat
8:11-12 KJV)

For ye were sometimes darkness, but now are ye light in the Lord: walk as children of light:
(For the fruit of the Spirit is in all goodness and righteousness and truth;) Proving what is
acceptable unto the Lord. And have no fellowship with the unfruitful works of darkness, but
rather reprove them. For it is a shame even to speak of those things which are done of them
in secret. But all things that are reproved are made manifest by the light; for whatsoever
doth make manifest is light. Wherefore he saith, Awake thou that sleepiest, and arise from
the dead, and Christ shall give thee light. (Eph 5:8-14 KJV)

Ye are all the children of light, and the children of the day: we are not of the night, nor of
darkness. Therefore let us not sleep, as do others; but let us watch and be sober. For they
that sleep sleep in the night; and they that be drunken are drunken in the night. But let us,
who are of the day, be sober, putting on the breastplate of faith and love; and for an helmet,
the hope of salvation. (1Th 5:5-8 KJV)

Darkness is a thing to be escaped, rescued from, rejected, reproved, and dis-identified with. The

application of the aesthetic imagery is not static, rather, it is flexible to express the contours of the

9



identity of those chosen for salvation and those not chosen. Darkness can represent perdition (“cast
out into outer darkness”); a starting point for humanity, pre-salvation (“ye were sometime
darkness”); immoral behavior (“works of darkness”); hiddenness and secret wrongdoing (“all
things are reproved and made manifest by the light”); the time/location for sleep or ignorance
(“they that sleep sleep in the night”) or inebriation (“they that be drunken are drunken in the
night”); something to be fought against (“putting on the breastplate of faith and love”); and death
(“arise from the dead, and Christ shall give thee light”). These meanings are not unrelated. For
instance, the sleep and drunkenness of darkness leads to divine rejection and being cast out into a
supernaturally complete darkness.

Darkness has a representative expansiveness as a terrifying location, a closed frame of
mind, a benighted spiritual/ontological condition (as in, to be “in darkness”), immoral behavior, etc.
Moreover, its application is not limited to the realm of the purely conceptual. In the above verses
from Ephesians, we see that “night” is referenced alongside “light” and “day,” as their antonym.
Read with a knowledge of the trope of darkness vs. light that appears throughout the New
Testament, the use of “night” instead of simply “darkness,” calls us to an experiential understanding
of the imagery and its import. The material darkness of night, which all have experienced, is made
to share the negative attributes of a symbolic darkness, employed as the attribute of the villains, the
crimes, and the punishments of those whom God rejects. By the same representative mechanism,
light and the day are used to represent salvation, truth, and the identity of those whom God has
claimed for God’s own.

There is, in the passages from Ephesians and 1 Thessalonians, a connection between the
symbolism of light/darkness and humans that expands the reach of the imagery beyond the purely
intellectual or even non-human natural. The use of the phrase “the children of” is critical in the

application of the symbol and allows the reader to think of humans not only as being capable of
10



dark or light actions, but also as embodying light or darkness by inheritance. Juxtapositions
between the “children of God,” or the “children of the light” against the “children of the Devil,” or the
“children of the darkness” are recurring in the New Testament and make significant appearances in
the Hebrew Bible and apocrypha (and notably in the Qumranic texts, in particular the Community
Rule/1QS). The symbol is not limited in its reach. Markus Barth’s Anchor Bible commentary on
Ephesians features an exploration of the danger of attempting to compartmentalize the victory of
light over darkness to one category of meaning-making:

One or another aspect of the essence, power, experience, and consequence of light or

darkness may receive special emphasis, but just as Wisdom is manifold and yet one so is the

meaning of light and of darkness. Common to all the various accentuations found in the

Bible is the radical and total mutual exclusion of light and darkness. Either light rules or

darkness does.13
Thus, the “intellectual, ontic, ethical, existential, and cultic dimensions and functions” of light and
darkness are present at each invocation. When one becomes a “child of God”/“child of the light,”
one leaves darkness and everything that is of darkness behind: this is the victory of the faith, a
fulfillment of the imago dei, and an embrace of what the human is supposed to be.

The symbolic application of “light” or “dark” to the human being, who comes in all colors, is
a natural reading of the biblical witness, but it also represents a collapse of linguistic meanings —
how is one to effectively distinguish between that which is “dark” in color, as in a dog with dark-
colored fur, and that which is “dark” in biblical terms, as in a being displaying the antithesis of
Godly behavior? One solution, cause or side effect, is an understanding of the realm beyond and the

earthly realm as deeply intertwined, such that the substance of the world is mutable, noticeably to

the human eye, according to the spiritual reality behind it. The trope of the devil as a “black man” is

13 Markus Barth, Ephesians (Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 1974), 601.
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an ancient one,!4 as is the surprise at finding a black man to become “white at heart.” In a retelling
of the story of Saint Moses the Black, his ordination to the deaconate was followed by a revealing
conversation with the bishop:

After many years of monastic exploits, St Moses was ordained deacon. The bishop clothed

him in white vestments and said, “Now Abba Moses is entirely white!” The saint replied,

“Only outwardly, for God knows that [ am still dark within.”15
The existence of biodiversity in human (and animal) complexions is more than an invitation for
punning and ironies; it is an invitation to a broader application of the nature-based metaphor. If the
neutral darkness of the night can be used to represent evil, ignorance, damnation, and the
undesired past, the naturally appearing dark-skinned human body can be (and even begs to be)
used in the same way.

We can see the application of this representational next step in the cultural productions of
Europe from the Middle Ages onward; it is particularly noticeable in Medieval and Renaissance era
paintings of biblical, cosmological, and historical scenes. Luther Link summarizes the trend of the
use of black bodies to depict the demonic and Satan thusly:

Why is the Devil black? His blackness contrasted with the beautiful white of the angels. The

blackness represents evil and pollution. Satan seated on his throne in Hell is always black.

When he falls from the sky, he is usually black. Perhaps the Devil’s blackness is connected

with Egyptian and Nubian gods.... The Devil is described as a black Ethiopian in

Apocrypha, probably of Egyptian origin, from the second to the fifth centuries. ... The Devil

as a black seductress was not uncommon. . ..

If the Devil is naked because classical pagan gods were naked, then perhaps one reason
he is black is because some Egyptian gods [e.g., Anubis] were black. But the main reason is
probably the most obvious one: the Devil is shown black as a sign of polluted filth, in
contrast to the white, pure angels. The Devil is naked, and so were Adam and Eve in

Paradise. Clothing is society. Michael and his angels are always dressed in robes or armour
as they hurl the revel angels down from Heaven.. .. So strong was this convention that even

14 The trope appears in Athanasius’ Life of Antony, with which Mather was familiar and used in his
attempts at describing the powers of darkness and their dark lord.

15 “Venerable Moses the Ethiopian of Scete,” Orthodox Church in America
https://oca.org/saints/lives/1999/08/28/102414-venerable-moses-the-ethiopian-of-scete
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in the transformation of the Devil from a repulsive demon to a proto-Romantic tragic hero,
one of the agents of this change, William Blake, shows Satan in Hell as naked.16

Here we have nudity and darkness of the skin to signify a doubled removal from the social, and
therefore divine, ideal. Which condition came first, a polluted black skin, or the attendant
uncivilized nudity, would be hard for an audience to determine. Which gives arguments about the
possibility of civilizing or converting the Negro slave a new bite — perhaps the internal pollution
that caused the skin to appear dark is also the reason for the uncivilized, and now uncivilizable,
nature of the African (or Native American, or other indigenous, non-European
combatant/colonized).
In his opening chapter in The Image of the Black in Western Art, Jean Devisse also attempts
to unpack the use of notably racialized depictions in representations of the demonic:
Lucifer, the fallen angel of light, occupies a complex position in our inquiry. As the Devil he
is almost never represented with the physical traits of a Negro, and we rarely find him
colored black. It is true that purely technical considerations may explain this peculiarity. In
fact it seems to us that the painters were reluctant to represent Satan, that angelic creature,
in the form of a man, even an Aethiops, because they were afraid of erring on the side of
anthropomorphism. Hence, perhaps, the adoption of ‘exceptional’ characteristics—the solar
hair arrangement, suitable to an ‘angel of light,” and the horns, which with the passage of
time, came to distinguish the Devil more and more clearly from the Negro. Conversely, when
the Evil One crossed into the created order to tempt men, artists seem to have been no more
hesitant than writers about introducing Negroid characteristics.1?
As European artists moved between attempts at representing the unseen world and representing

the visualizable, human world, their choices morphed to suit the context, i.e,, the invisible or the

material. Devisse notes a move to the use of “Negroid characteristics” at moments when an artist

16 Luther Link, The Devil : The Archfiend in Art from the Sixth to the Sixteenth Century (New York:
Harry N. Abrams, 1996), 52, 53-54.

17 Jean Devisse, The Image of the Black in Western Art, eds. Bindman, David and Henry Louis Gates
(Cambridge; London: Belknap Press and the W.E.B. DuBois Institute for African and African
American Research and the Menil Collection, 2010), 63-64.
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seeks to show the invisible world breaking in on the visible world. It is of particular interest that
this aesthetic choice is frequently found in depictions of demonic possession. One particularly
arresting example is an image of Christ casting out demons from the Gadarene demoniac taken
from the Canterbury Psalter (Fig 1). The image recreates the moment of exorcism, with Christ on
the left, and the pigs who later become hosts for the exiting demons on the right. In the center is the
demoniac, doubled, as though through possession he has become two men fused together. He is
possessed of African features, kinky hair, dark skin, and is wearing a loin cloth (in contrast to the
robes of Christ and the onlookers). The fleeing demons, though eerily chalk white of skin and
depicted with wings, also bear African features and kinky hair.

The application of the features of a recognizable and mistrusted ethnic group—in this case
those of Moorish descent—to representations of demonic activity is significant for our purposes,
because it shows the malleability of racial associations that mirrors the malleability of the
application of “black” as a conceptual descriptor. There is a unity of signifier (“black”), in spite of
the potential diversity of signifieds (“African” / “devil”/ “sin” / etc.) There is a presumed match
between dark skin and a darkness within, in this case, a pair of demons that must be cast out and

destroyed.18

18 The fact that the demons, begging to be sent into another living earthly host, are sent into pigs,
biblically speaking, among the most “unclean” of animals (Lev 11:7, Deu 14:8, Isa 66:3) is also
significant. We will later see that animals are chosen forms taken by assaulting demons in the
Massachusetts Bay Colony. The European anxieties about the boundaries between the human and
the animal, the human and the savage beast are deeply at play in episodes like these. The demonic
choice of the “lesser,” darker and/or non-human dovetails with associations of racialized others
with non-human animals, and as in the case of American indigenous peoples, with the wildness of
untamed (by Europeans) lands.
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But there is also a mutability to blackness that allows it to crop up at moments of demonic
activity, and potentially retreat thereafter, at least for those who do not bear naturally dark skin.
Contemporary beliefs about the sensitivity of the human body to unseen spiritual forces are one
example of this possibility; in the case of the witch, the trappings of darkness become visible,
though the person in question bears fair skin. In Mather’s writing, we will see this problem in
connection with the witch, who, though fair of skin and of British descent, is corrupted by her
connection with the devil to become something other than human—monstrous, dirty, lascivious,

and firmly other.

The Devil in Civilization

In A History of the Devil, Robert Muchembled links the evolution of the image of the devil to
the “civilization process in the West,” during the last four centuries of the Middle Ages. He tracks
the expansion of the devil’s domain in Western European society beyond the realm of religion and
religious expression, but as part of a “germination of powerful symbols that created a new
collective identity, though it retained major contradictions.”t® Muchembled traces the development
of the image of the devil as one of a number of “common cultural symbols” that served to
“strengthen the social cement.”20 The increased presence and power of the devil depicted in
literature and art is, in Muchembled’s analysis, tied to the transition from feudal systems of social
organization to “new theories of centralized political sovereignty”; as such, discussions about hell

and the devil were also “statements about the law and about government”; the punishment of the

19 Robert Muchembled, A History of the Devil : From the Middle Ages to the Present (Cambridge:
Polity Press, 2003), 21.

20 Muchembled, 22.
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state was increasingly linked to the will of God, and therefore the fit punishment for sinners.2!
There is a collapse of sin against heaven and crime against the state, which undergirds the power of
the earthly state. What is additionally significant for our purposes here is the connection
Muchembled draws between the drive to unite dispersed and socially and religiously diverse
peoples under a central political power; specifically the application of “the power of individual guilt
... mak[ing] it a weapon of collective development.”22 This turns the attention to individual actions
and to the body, where a “vivid realism [was] making everyone believe that it was in their own
body that good confronted evil... .
The devil had ceased to be a disgraced or perverted man and become both the foul beast
lurking in the entrails of the sinner and the terrible infernal sovereign reigning over an
immense army of henchmen. It remained to connect the two notions, by the shocking
discovery of a sect of unnatural humans who deliberately practised the most horrible
bestiality, that is, who refused the master their animal side, for the greater glory of a Prince
of Darkness set on destroying God’s work.23
W. Scott Poole notes a similar dynamic of the synchronization of heavenly and earthly
powers/actions in his discussion of Puritan rhetoric about native peoples:
In the Pequot War, Satan’s supposed alliance with the Indians provided legitimacy for the
worst atrocities. In 1637, Puritan forces set ablaze a native palisade on the Mystic River,
burning to death many of the defenders. They then killed, drowned, or enslaved the
survivors. Mather actually referred to ‘the bodies of so many natives barbequed’ as a ‘sweet
sacrifice to God.” Those who survived to be taken captive ‘were the pictures of so many
devils in desperation.’24

Beyond working to strengthen the social cement within European states, Muchembled describes

the devil’s increased presence as part of the work of “prepar[ing] for the projection of the West

21 Muchembled, 23, 24.
22 Muchembled, 26.
23 Muchembled, 33, 34.

24 W. Scott Poole, Satan in America : The Devil We Know (Lanham, Md.: Rowman & Littlefield
Publishers, 2009), 16.
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beyond itself, of crusades to discover the Americas.”25 Read in conversation with Poole’s analysis of
the role of the image of the devil in early American settlements, which depicts diabolical imagery
and rhetoric as a means of delineating and sanctioning the destruction of those who oppose or
threaten the civilization process, the increased (and increasingly material) presence of the devil
and the demonic is a preparation for and reaction to an embodied “other,” with whom one must
interact on earth.

In Awash in a Sea of Faith, Jonathan Butler spotlights the institutional and communal
identity building work of (imported) church powers in early America. I have found Butler’s work
helpful in thinking through the trajectory of Muchembled’s arguments about empire and the
consolidation of the Devil and his demons into a unified vision of (personal) evil. Butler’s churches,
which dot the early American landscape as beacons of orthodoxy and right religious practice, are
engaged in a social battle against the natural “religious eclecticism” of the populace early American
churches sought to mold and represent. In this vision there is an acute awareness of the need for a
consolidation of identity in the face of the “wildness” of the New World and the “spiritual pluralism”
of European immigrants to that world.

Butler’s project is seeking to complicate and even overturn interpretations of Puritanism as
the source par excellence of American religious identity, a reading which “slights America’s rich
religious complexity” and is unable to explain Christianity’s expansion and flavor in America in the
periods that follow. His analysis, perhaps as a result of this choice to read the whole and unseat
Puritanism as the usual suspect, provides an overarching picture in more inclusive terms, which

gives us an opportunity to read the challenges faced by leading thinkers like Mather as issues of

25 Muchembled, 22.
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balancing state-craft with (in this case explicitly religious) identity consolidation. The disconnect
between the rhetoric and prescriptions of Christian religious institutions in the New World and the
actual religious practice, thought, and ritual adherence of the general populace is center stage in
Butler’s analysis of the period. One might imagine this disconnect as a conversation between two
sets of disparately amplified voices; on one side is the speech of institutions and governments,
whose speech seeks to be heard even without words, as in the case of shows of prominent church
buildings, and on the other are the many perspectives of the laity, all of whom hear, but who we
cannot assume were all really listening. I think of the institutionally amplified voices—be they
buildings, courts, laws, sermons, etc.—as creating the water that all participants in the community
swim in together. That is to say they are a powerful source for the collective imagination.
Moreover, a choice away from what has been sanctioned by the institutions governing the
settled New World was not a choice without consequences:
Whether the law and coercion could promote piety remained a matter of great controversy.
But at the least the law demanded regularity, and out of regularity came attendance,
listeners, and perhaps even piety.

Legal proscriptions established intellectual and social boundaries beyond which
respectful men and women should not stray.. .. Indeed the threat was double, because by
law, transgressions offended the state as fully as they offended the church. ... The more
expensive churches of major market towns and the cathedrals of cities reflected both the
financial power of urban places and the importance of these buildings in demanding
religious adherence from an often indifferent, recalcitrant people.2¢

Communication and coercion are closely linked in this analysis—an unavoidable connection given

the unequal force behind the sanctioned utterances of the state and church, still united in the

period. The Salem witch scare had as its theatre both sanctuary and courtroom, common and

26 Butler, 12-13.
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communally identified places in which the dramas of the home, countryside, and warfronts were
played for all to receive and replay.

Just because a law demanded piety—sexual morality, Sabbath attendance, etc.—did not
mean that the attendant punishment promised would be delivered up by the court. Research on the
period has gone against this assumption, as summarized by David Hall thusly:

Every trial that took place within this framework turned on the guilty party’s confessing his

misdeeds. Confession, not punishment, was the crucial moment in this drama, the one sure

and certain means of purging a person and a society of the taint of sin—and every breach of
the moral law contaminated the entire community.2?
[t is important to note the public manner in which these confessions were obtained, i.e., in open
court. One may imagine the way that frequent use of public confession contributed to the growing
community’s understanding of its own identity, by means of these opportunities to view non-
normative and in fact spiritually dangerous behavior being spotlighted.

The civilization process is not only the process of civilizing (or removing) the “savage”
elements of the New World wilderness. It is also a dynamic process of civilizing and recivilizing the
chosen community in one of the most effective ways possible, i.e., over and against that which is
“other” and threatening. As Muchembled’s work suggests, and Mather’s admonitions make clear,
these threatening “others” in the form of demonic forces were not limited in their activities to
people outside (or ejected from) the community. On the contrary, those within needed to be
continually vigilant in avoiding the temptation to sin, and the invitation to the forces of darkness via

transgressive personal behavior. As one of the earliest voices in America (he is the first to call

himself an “American” writer), Cotton Mather is very clear about the necessity of faithfully retaining

27 David Hall, A Reforming People: Puritanism and the Transformation of Public Life in New
England (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 2011), 86.
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and enriching the faith that the Puritans brought with them to the New World; this faithfulness that
Mather seeks to protect and encourage is set in contrast to the “mischievous powers of darkness,”

which are categorically other and dangerous.

Mapping the Dark Mask

In order to get a closer look at the trajectory of the Dark Mask in American cultural
production, I have chosen representative primary cultural sources from three moments in US
history: during the colonial period at the height of the Salem witch scare, in the abolitionism of the
mid-nineteenth century, and at the turn of the century as the nation began moving from
Reconstruction and Redemption to Jim Crow segregation. The texts | have chosen are meant to
show the conceptual and moral work of the Dark Mask in prominent cultural production, which
informs and builds upon the material deleterious effects of this wall of stereotypes on the darker-
skinned.

[ will begin in the 17th century with Cotton Mather's The Wonders of the Invisible World,
which provides us with an account of the tribulations of New England at the time of the Salem witch
trials. Mather laments of the trouble the devil and his servants have caused in a place that was "a
true Utopia,” and is yet unsurprised by this test of "a People of God settled in those, which were
once the Devil's territories."28 | have chosen the text for its disambiguation of darkness from the
black skin of peoples of African descent. The usage of the word darkness in phrases such as "Powers
of Darkness" or "Works of Darkness" plot deftly against biblical accounts of demonic forces, while

its use in phrases like "as far as one of my darkness, can comprehend such a Work of Darkness,"

28 WIW, 14.
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illustrates its usage to mean ignorance or blindness, and as distinct from any physical features of
the author. Mather's account gives us a diversity of usages for the metaphor of darkness, as well as
a means of understanding the reasons why demonic forces have come upon the people:

Thro the wrath of the Lord of Hosts, the Land is Darkned. Our Land is Darkned indeed; since

the Powers of Darkness are turned in upon us: tis a Dark Time, yea, a Black Night indeed,

now the Ty-Dogs of the Pitt, are abroad among us: but, It is thro the wrath of the Lord of

Hosts!29

[ will argue that the advent of dark, demonic forces not only reveals the people's guilt before
God, but also presents an exemplary code of conduct, one to be eschewed and avoided, as it is itself
demonic. Moreover, the physical attributes of the devil and demonic forces are readily
anthropomorphized. When the devil is described in Mather's account, it is in a fashion echoing the
ancient account of St. Antony's trials by Athanasius: "The Devil, exhibiting himself ordinarily as a
small Black man .. ." is called "the Black man" by witches, "and they generally say he resembles an
Indian."30 (49, 100, WIW) The combination of these characteristics produce a devil (and demon)
that is primed to be interchanged with darker-skinned racial others, in this account, native peoples
who were the devil’s alleged acolytes in the land.

In the third chapter, I will explore the application of early American conceptualizations of
the devil and the demonic during the height of slavery, from their reminiscence to "Indian" bodies,
as in Mather’s account, to their use to color kinds of bodies displaying morally undesirable status or

behavior, as well as naturally dark-skinned, enslaved bodies. For this exploration, [ will look at

Uncle Tom's Cabin by Harriet Beecher Stowe. I chose Stowe’s novel for its long and influential life as

29 WIW, 54.
30 WIW, 49, 100.
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a seminal American text as well as for its uncanny encapsulation of the problem of the moral import
of blackness in the child character Topsy, in particular.

I plan to take Stowe’s Topsy as a foundational American representation of a dark-skinned
child, whose story not only invoked pity and encouraged missionary efforts and abolitionist
activism, but also sparked a proliferation of re-presentations of the character (pre-conversion)
portrayed by grown white women actors in blackface. Topsy is a child in (profitable) relationship
from the moment we meet her, first that of having been purchased by St. Clair, and after that of
being ingrafted into the St. Clair household, loved and converted to Christianity by the angelic, fair
Little Eva, taught, tolerated and ultimately adopted by Miss Ophelia, whose challenging relationship
with Topsy helps her to be a better Christian. There are limits, however, to Topsy’s transformation,
which, I argue, only serves to reinforce the powerful manifestation of her blackness, which is
perpetually associated in the text with the demonic and uncanny; accordingly, we can understand
her as having become a Christian, but her dark mask inhibits our ability to envision her as an angel
in heaven. In this case, the aesthetics of absolute contrast is of crucial importance, as we see in
much of the Uncle Tom’s Cabin merchandise boom that follows the novel’s success, in which Little
Eva and Topsy are paired to effect, or in the minstrel show performances of her character in which
she is heavily featured pre-conversion, singing the hit, “I's so wicked.”

[ wish to draw on the figure of Topsy in Stowe and her performance in blackface in order to
reveal the ways in which the relationship between the black child and those who encounter her is
predetermined, closed to diversity, and frustrating to human equality. My intention is to expose the
ways that representations of the role that black children (and adults cast representationally into
those same child roles) have to play in the broader American social scene are comprised in such a
way to perpetuate their existence as a social problem: a problem that by virtue of being perpetual

and perpetually mined for narrative purposes has immense moral capital. The rise of modern-day
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blackface (no face paint) and the ways in which it enables behaviors otherwise considered immoral,
deviant, or déclassé by mainstream American society is one example of this profitability.

In the fourth chapter, I will move the metaphoric problem forward in time, as it shows itself
in the character of and moral meaning-making through violence perpetrated against dark-skinned
people during Jim Crow. The exemplary texts for this chapter are Thomas Dixon’s The Clansman
and D.W. Griffith’s infamous classic epic, The Birth of a Nation (1915). The central aim of this
section is to show the ways in which the Dark Mask operates with and informs its equally imagined
counterpart, the (starkly gendered) White Mask in Griffith’s and Dixon’s recapitulations of the
social, political, and racial problems facing white America in the aftermath of Emancipation. The
solution to the problem of racial difference is the introduction of the ritual of lynching and the
attendant white terror perpetrated on black Americans; in Dixon and Griffith, lynching and the
threat thereof are presented as a necessary measure to contain and control the population of
freedpeople, characterized as a dangerous, malignant black horde. Both The Clansman and its filmic
adaptation The Birth of a Nation feature representations of Americans facilitated by the
dark=demonic, light/white=angelic dichotomy.

In his book Begrimed and Black, Dr. Robert Hood traces the problem of the negative
associations attending blackness and black peoples found in texts seminal to, though not limited to,
Western culture and Western Christianity. Hood is painfully aware of the power of mythical
representations of blackness to inhibit all our best intentions at creating a fair and tolerant society.

The foundational nature of what he calls the mythic and primal understanding of blackness as
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connected to evil, sex, magic, and chaos prevents our being able to escape the power of such notions
by a mere interposition of the high aims of a society, e.g., the American dream of equality.3!

[ would like to suggest, not only that moral interpretations of blackness are of central
importance to understanding the unequal experiences and socially sanctioned/generated sufferings
of darker-skinned peoples in America, but also that the exclusion and destructive treatment of
America’s darker populations has moral meaning. This is the ethical significance that is demanded
by our society’s self-understanding as striving toward becoming a collective of individuals that
value purity, goodness, and fairness — in short, all the values tied to the symbolic “light,” while yet

being in danger of falling far from this goal, as it were, falling prey to the “darkness within.”

31 Robert E. Hood, Begrimed and Black : Christian Traditions on Blacks and Blackness (Minneapolis,
Minn.: Augsburg Fortress, 1994).
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Figure 1.1 Healing of the Gadarene demoniacs. Psalter, fol. 3v (detail). From Canterbury, about

1200.
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Chapter Two

In his article titled "Trying to Make a Monster Human: Judgment in the Biography of Cotton

Mather,” David Levin laments the false and distorted pictures painted of a man whose legacy has

» o«

turned him into a “ogre,” “not only in surprisingly lowbrow media but also . .. in the work of both

the middle and the highest brows.”! In his attempt to encourage a more nuanced view of Cotton
Mather that gives reason to “celebrate [his] extraordinary combination of weaknesses and
strengths,” Levin provides us with a brief and wide selection of damning voices, among them
American poet Robert Lowell’s, which was released as Levin’s manuscript was in final edits:

The pilgrim has learned to grow twisted with subtlety, like the dark, learned, well-
connected Cotton Mather. The supreme bookman: Mather wrote 450 books [a slight
exaggeration], all printed [a larger exaggeration]. It seems a slander that he could have done
so much harm when all his nights and days were spent writing and looking up brilliant
quotations.

Mather, the Salem witch-hanger, was a professional man of letters employed to moralize
and subdue. His truer self was a power-crazed mind bent on destroying darkness with
darkness, applying his cruel, high-minded obsessed intellect to the extermination of witch
and neurotic. His soft bookish hands were indelibly stained with blood--a black image to set
against our white busts of Washington and Lincoln. Perhaps in his cross-examinations of the
harmless and foolish, Cotton Mather oddly exposed a deep, symbolic, incongruous
intelligence that nearly made him immortal.2

Lowell is using color metaphors to express what he sees as the irony and legacy left by our early

American "supreme bookman" and "witch-hanger." In Lowell's excoriation of the Puritan father, we

1 Levin, “Trying to Make a Monster Human: Judgment in the Biography of Cotton Mather,” Forms of
Uncertainty: Essays in Historical Criticism (University of Virginia Press, 1992), 158.

2 Levin, 160 (parentheticals Levin’s).
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have a Mather who says he is fighting "darkness," but he is using "darkness" to do so. He is culpable,
and his culpability has "stained [his hands] with blood,"” and made him stand out in comparison to
the "white busts of Washington and Lincoln."

As he seeks to contend with (and ultimately ignore) the "effigy" of Mather that Lowell's
words present, Levin uses the same family of color-full metaphors to begin making his own point
about the challenge faced by the biographer, who must "[avoid] the temptation to whitewash the
black image."3

In these two treatments by individuals whose views of Mather differ so greatly, I see a
practical illustration of the linguistic liability that I seek to examine in Mather’s own work and in
the later chapters of this dissertation. Though their views and portraits of Mather are as near
opposed as can be, both Levin and Lowell participate in an understanding of the meanings of “black
and white,” and of “darkness and light,” as stand-ins for a third binary: “guilt and innocence.”
Levin’s decision to avoid the question of Mather’s guilt or innocence altogether is laudable and does
some work to free us of the need of a duality that must make a human absolutely one thing or the
other. One might read Lowell as engaging in the kind of naming — “black”/“white”;

“guilty” /“innocent”; “blind” /“visionary” — that Mather does in his writings on witchcraft and the
demonic. Lowell responds to Mather’s naming of “darkness” by calling Mather himself the true (and
deluded) source of “darkness.” The meaning and capability of the metaphor remains, as does its
power in Mather’s and in Lowell’s words to carry with it all its attendant, and ancient, associations.

Despite the span of centuries between us, we are the inheritors of the same light-dark

dichotomy as Cotton Mather was. The light-dark dichotomy is as available and familiar to us in

3 Levin, 161.
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discussions and expressions of good and evil in ways that echo Mather’s usages. The problem of the
use of “darkness” and “light” in moral ways is perennial: consistent in its persistence and moral
application patterns, even as it develops through the ages to partner with changing ideologies and
cultures.

Belief in demons as real material beings is not the issue—to ask the question about how
credulous Mather was vis-a-vis ourselves is to ask the wrong question. It may even be that asking
how the light-dark dichotomy began and why it persists into our time is the wrong question. It is
my goal to begin to trace the trajectory of the metaphor in American culture and to conceive of the
results of this dichotomy—namely, the production of a dark mask and its white counterpart—and
to explore the unity of the conceptual and the actual, the imaginary/envisioned and the
material/embodied.

Thus, it is my goal in this chapter to seek out the domains of color-full language and its
inevitable racialization, even (and perhaps especially) at moments when the actors and authors are
not making explicit mention of or attempting any analysis of race. Matherian scholars speak about
the effect of race and color in Cotton Mather’s writing less frequently than I had first imagined they
might, based on my own readings of his writings about witchcraft, the Devil, and the spiritual and
materialized threats he saw facing New England in his day. Many of the sources I've found helpful
have localized talk of the nascent color line and Mather’s and his community’s own prejudices
against darker-skinned human beings to moments at which Mather himself explicitly names his

» o«

subjects in the racial nomenclatures of the day, e.g., “Negroes,” “Tawnies,” or when he is explicitly
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speaking about the challenges of civilizing “heathens,” “savages,” and other encountered groups

considered to be spiritually, intellectually, and culturally inferior.#

In the secondary texts [ have encountered on Mather, his biography, writings, and role in
the Salem witch trials, including Jan Stievermann’s rather detailed essay “Genealogy of Races” in the
recent Cotton Mather and Biblia Americana, the question of race and of the racializing impact
Mather’s words have is, for the most part, limited to explicit cases like those described above. It is
my goal to see what further we uncover when we apply a sensitivity to color-full language more
broadly in Mather’s work. Mather is fiercely active at a pivotal moment of American identity
formation; the fact that he is writing at a time of communal stress and collective risk is helpful in
bringing to the fore the kind of survivalist pressure and fear of identity loss that assists us in
obtaining a view of the mechanisms of chosen identity formation and enforcement, particularly in
identifying the real-world groups that serve to reinforce and fruitfully antagonize, by their
existence, appearance, and actions, the chosen community’s identity.

In the introduction to Cradle of Liberty, Caroline Levander also identifies the tendency of

scholarship about early American identity to limit discussions of race to explicit moments:

4 Mather does not believe in the inherent division of human beings as having come about as a result
of a biological, created difference. Though the different roles and conditions in which human groups
find themselves, e.g., in bondage to another group, are considered to have been divinely ordained,
these differences in condition do not prove any biological difference among humans, l.e., such that
would mark a separate group of subspecies. Moreover, Mather is insistent in expressing deep
doubts about the tenability of the idea of an ancient curse—the Curse of Ham—that divided peoples
into permanent social categories long ago. He is, nevertheless, not a voice of anti-slavery sentiment;
it is the way in which the roles of master and servant are carried out that concerns him, the
institution itself having plenty of historical and divine sanction in the pages of the Bible he knew so
well.
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When critical commentaries attend to race, they tend to focus on conflicts between different

races within the nation rather than on how the nation is imaginatively created and

sustained through racial principles.5
This dissertation is an attempt to look for the seeds of experience, discourse, and language/rhetoric
that undergird and make possible the association between that which is dark naturally, and that
which is understood to be naturally evil, demonic, disgusting, distressingly enticing, and terrifying.
This is, I believe, the birthing moment for a distinctly American moral aesthetic, to be applied with
meaning at once conceptual and literal. This chapter, [ hope, will give us a brief portrait of the
evolution of an old family of color-full metaphors such that we see the raw materials that make
possible the Dark Mask in American experience. This Mask obscures the individuality and
relationships and struggles of those who are naturally aesthetically “darker,” while also providing
itself to the larger society as a moveable and removable object: a Dark Mask that can be picked up
by, or laid upon, those who do not bear a natural aesthetic resemblance to it, but whose actions or
cultural identities do not fit with the vision of a good, bright, “light” /“white” community.

Moving forward, in chapters two and three, we will see the Dark Mask’s usefulness in
(white) society building, called upon as a prop, costume, or role to be donned and dropped, in play,
in performance, in hyperbole, or for the purposes of measuring whiteness and white identity. In
order to know in a reliable way across individual holders of the sanctioned, white identity what
behaviors are to be repudiated, a living representation of what is not good in human form is
desired. It is into this need that the darker-bodied protagonists (written as enemies or as

supporting cast members) of American history are written, masked and commodified.

5 Caroline F. Levander, Cradle of Liberty: Race, the Child, and National Belonging from Thomas
Jefferson to W. E. B. Du Bois (Durham; London: Duke University Press, 2006), 3.
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The Dark Mask provides a means of seeing the dark (inferior, evil, savage) other,
spotlighting the wicked example of this dark other and encouraging the righteous to walk in (their
innate, if challenged) goodness and light. Moreover, it provides those fairer skinned members of the
community with a vocabulary to describe the transgressions of in-community members. In many
cases, the Dark Mask can be applied for a brief time only and then removed—it hasn’t the power to
permanently strip the fairer skinned of the possibility of reform and re-acceptance into the right-
acting (white-acting) community. In the case of the Massachusetts Bay Colony witches, some of
which, in Mather’s view, are beyond saving, putting on the Dark Mask can make permanent their
separation from the chosen community, and read as a willful rejection of God’s salvation. It is
interesting that unrepentance, rather than the admission of guilt, is what sends so many “witches”
to the executioner. This seems to suggest that when worn by the fairer-skinned, chosen community
member, the Dark Mask must be acknowledged to be removed effectively.

The option to remove the Dark Mask is only fully available to those who possess a fairer
skin. We see the limits of conversion clearly illustrated by Mary Rowlandson’s horrified response to
seeing indigenous faces dressed in English garments, the clothes of civility, as well as in the
necessity of “medals” to identify those darker-skinned individuals who had converted to
Christianity and European-descended society and culture.t Even in such cases of voluntary
assimilation, the Dark Mask makes its power felt — You will never be one of us.

In this chapter, [ would like to take a more holistic look at the deployment of color-full
metaphors — “darkness,” “light,” “black,” etc. — one of the most diffuse and potent of these

mechanisms of identity assignment and reinforcement, as they are in play in Mather’s The Wonders

6 Lepore, x.
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of the Invisible World. By only looking for the seeds of racialization in America in primary sources
that explicitly speak of the tawny Indian or the black Negro, we miss all the ways that a moral
aesthetic is being constructed in the nascent state to ensure a social stratification along color-full
lines. And, perhaps more damningly, we miss the advance of a commoditization of the “darkness” of
the racial other in our midst, which funds the construction of white identity and white moral

superiority.

The Wonders of the Invisible World

Cotton Mather, born into the third generation of influential Puritan leaders in the
Massachusetts Bay Colony, was a man steeped in the Bible his whole life. He mastered Greek, Latin,
and Hebrew early, and is the author of the first American Bible commentary, Biblia Americana,
which is experiencing renewed scholarly interest and finally making its way into print (courtesy of
The Mather Project). Mather’s gifts and family legacy made him well placed to become the prolific
writer and prominent religious personage that he did.

What is perhaps most significant for our purposes is Mather’s commitment to the idea that
the invisible world was not only real, but capable of breaking in on the visible world in power. Paul
Wise notes Mather’s continued attempts throughout his life to “gather tangible proof of the
numinous world around him,” collecting stories of “apparitions” and “deathbed narratives” in order
to prove the tangible existence of the realm beyond in the midst of growing skepticism.” Mather
was himself visited by an apparition early in his life, which he dutifully documented on one of the

frontice pages of his Diary, here translated by Wise from the original Latin:

7 Wise, 232, 233.
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A strange and memorable thing. After outpourings of prayer, with the utmost fervor and
fasting, there appeared an Angel, whose face shone like the noonday sun. His features were
those of a man, and beardless; his head was encircled by a splendid tiara; on his shoulders
were wings; his garments were white and shining; his robe reached to his ankles; and about
his loins was a belt not unlike the girdles of the peoples of the East. And this Angel said
which it is not fit to set down here. But among other things not to be forgotten he declared
that the fate of this youth should be to find full expression for what in him was best: and this
he said in the words of the prophet Ezekiel [Mather quotes Ezek. 31:3, 5, 7, and 9].8
This is light incarnate, in the form of a visible angel in human form. He is beardless, wearing long,
shining white robes, and possessed of a face that shines “like the noonday sun”—the polar opposite
of utter darkness, in terms both natural and symbolic. Mather’s identification of the angel as a
personal messenger is significant, not only for those seeking to understand Mather’s view of his
own divine destiny, but also as illustrative of a self-identification with a light-filled, and “fair”
protagonist. The final verse of Ezekiel that Mather quotes is taken from the thirty-first chapter, in
which God speaks to the prophet, telling him to address himself to the Pharaoh of Egypt. It reads, “I
have made him fair by the multitude of his branches: so that all the trees of Eden, that were in the
garden of God, envied him” (Eze 31:9). In this chapter, the cedar tree, symbol of the defeated
Assyrian, which has grown tall and lovely, to the envy of others in the garden of Eden, has
succumbed to the sin of pride, for “his heart is lifted up in height” (v. 10). For this transgression, “I
[the LORD] have therefore delivered him into the hand of the mighty one of the heathen; he shall
surely deal with him: I have driven him out for his wickedness” (v. 11).
Clothed in the lovely aesthetic contents of Mather’s vision, with its shining, white robed, fair
apparition, is a word of warning. It is only by God’s will that the tree is able to surpass all the other

trees in Eden, but when that tree that God has lifted up begins to exalt itself, God’s punishment is

severe. It makes one wonder to what extent Mather saw himself as having been driven into the land

8 Wise, Cotton Mather and Biblia Americana, 230.
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of the heathen already, surrounded on all sides by indigenous peoples and part of a community
engaged in ongoing wars with both the peoples and the natural elements of the New World.
However, in the case of Mather’s New England, it would not have been as a punishment, but as an
opportunity to remain humble and faithful while bringing the much-needed light of God into dark
places; Mather himself was always on the lookout for ways to intensify his faith experience and to
follow God’s will. Robert Middlekauff records Mather’s tireless efforts, in prolonged prayer, fasting,
and study as a response to an anxiety that comes of such a high call:

This anxiety, perhaps more than anything else, made his psyche what it was. His anxiety

was a psychological component of virtuous epicurism: to satisfy it, which meant simply to

keep it under sufficient control to prevent a breakdown, he could take no rest. Whatever he

did in his outward life, from preaching to rearing his children and performing essential

bodily functions, had to be done with his entire being fixed on God.. .. The result was that

his inner life was marked by tension that few men find tolerable for long.

In his Wonders of the Invisible World, one can see Mather’s anxiety extended beyond his own
experience of and response to the divine to include the experiences and fate of his beloved
community, New England, the New Israel of God.1? There is both opportunity and risk in his vision
for himself, and by extension, for New England. If we imagine that Mather saw himself in the figure
of the tree made fair by God’s will, the use of the biblical passage opens up a possibility for
exaltation and for playing a part in the divine vision for the world by setting an example for its
peoples; the risk is that once made great and fair by God’s hand, the punishment for pride and sin is
fierce and final.

For our purposes here, [ am interested in Cotton Mather as an extraordinarily faith-filled—

often criticized as credulous—witness to the events, which he himself admits are as “snarled” as

9 Robert Middlekauff, The Mathers; Three Generations of Puritan Intellectuals, 1596-1728 (New York:
Oxford University Press, 1971), 199.

w0 WIw, 77.
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can be, of 1692 and 1693, and as a prominent figure deeply concerned with the future of the
Puritan experiment in the New World. It is my hypothesis that the logic of the metaphors that
Mather is making in Wonders of the Invisible World is shared across centuries through changing
politics and an evolving American culture, which is still wrestling with the same representational,
moral aesthetic, and implications of an American identity that has whiteness and goodness (so
often deployed, consciously and subconsciously, as synonyms) at its center. Mather’s involvement
in the Salem witch trials, while unofficial, was significant (like that of his father Increase Mather),
and his reputation has been ill-affected as a result of his role in what is commonly thought of as the
hysteria of the witch trials, not merely in the latter days of his life, but also in the centuries
following his death. Levin laments the popular image of Mather as the “credulous pedant” and
bloody-handed, Puritan “monster,” even while he admits of the impossibility of creating an
“historically human characterization vigorous enough to compete with the effigy for public
attention.”11

What is a representational challenge for the biographer, who seeks to walk a line between
inviting either a blind approval or virulent condemnation, is in our case a helpful complication.
Mather, yet alive in print and American legacy, believes in things that are, for many of us, no longer
socially normative to express explicitly as literal beliefs. However, the language Mather uses to
describe and discuss those things, in particular the ways that he treats the threat of dark demonic
activity and the black and monstrous things that go bump in the night, many of which are records of
eye-witness accounts, are yet in common use. Light versus darkness, day versus night,

righteousness versus wickedness, white versus black, divine versus demonic: these familiar

11 Levin, 161, 163,162, 163
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dichotomies are fiercely at play in Mather’s prose. Mather’s moral aesthetics, as epitomized in his
Wonders of the Invisible World, though certainly not unique to him, are not without significance for
representational meaning-making throughout American history. This is not to say that Mather’s
perspectives and descriptions provide an origin story for the light is good / dark is evil dichotomy
and the attendant pairings in American history. Rather, I find in Mather a rich record of the
application of this light-dark moral aesthetic, and an early compendium of observations and fruitful
ambiguities that will accompany the aesthetic long beyond their use in Mather’s time.

The argument [ am making is based upon a connection that Mather draws without
shrinking: namely, that our conceptions of the material world and invisible world are deeply, and
inextricably, intertwined. The unseen world is the world of spirits, of the divine and its enemies, of
magic and witches, but also of angels, and of Christ’s deliverance of the faithful in time of trial. This
unseen world is in play constantly in the imagination. Meanwhile, the unseen spirit world, the
world of wonders, may break through into the visible world in astounding ways; moreover, these
visible events are instructional, showing those who see and hear of them what lies beneath the
material world. It is not necessary for one to have been present at the appearance of a demon, at the
moment of possession, or at the moment of the onset of convulsions in a victim of witchcraft to have
one’s imagination enriched and shaped by accounts of these events. In this analysis, I will focus on
the ways that what is unseen is made visible, through the apparitions that plague the people of
Massachusetts, and is amplified and codified by Mather’s and eye-witnesses’ choice of descriptors
and Mather’s narratological understanding of the significance of events in New England. My aim is
to use Mather’s descriptions of the 1692 witch scare in New England to gain some insight into the
flavor and content of contemporary representations of the demonic, and into what imaginative
milieu the questions about trial procedures and shared (civilized) identity are being posed.

Beginning this exploration with Cotton Mather will also, I hope, illustrate the way that the light-
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dark moral aesthetic functions on different levels linguistically. It is of interest that his descriptions
contain both material manifestations of darkness, as in the “small Black man,” familiar to us from
Athanasius’ depiction, who appears to witches, and figurative representations of darkness, as in the
“Dark Time, yea, a Black Night indeed” that has fallen on New England.12 In his writings, and
Wonders is no exception, one can see Mather’s commitment to the plumbing not only of the biblical
witness, with which much of his moral aesthetic is in lock step, but also a desire to apply, seek out,
and locate examples of that sacred witness in real-time lived experience, a desire which, we shall
see, attends the problem of what to make of those darker-hued human creatures with whom one is
obligated to interact in a way befitting the faith.

Wise calls Mather’s approach to the biblical testimony concerning the supernatural
“whether demonic or angelic, . . . decidedly empiricist in orientation,” as Mather makes use of his
own experience and visions in his reflections on the supernatural realm. These experiences
complement the biblical witness, but they are not meant to stay in the realm outside the material:

Mather’s deliberations on such experiences always aim at demonstrating, in quasi-scientific

manner, the literal truth of the biblical revelations about the invisible world, and at

establishing the laws of the supernatural realm in order to link these into the known laws of
the natural realm.”13
There is a unity we find in Mather between the natural and the supernatural that I think of, via
Emilie Townes’ work on what she has named the “fantastic hegemonic imagination,” as a unity
between the representational and the material, or between the aesthetic/conceptual /symbolic and

the real. This reading of the presumed truth of the textual, ancient witness onto the complex and

chaotic world of the material present demands a stable, committed framework within the

12 WIw, 88, 91.
13 Smolinski & Stieverman, 228.
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imagination, through which the world can be read satisfactorily as being in harmony with the
framework provided by the authoritative sacred text.

Mather was not alone in viewing the world in this way. As Kai Erikson remarks, for Puritans,
“Everything that happens in the present world is only a flickering reproduction of something that
has happened before, a repetition of some divine truth, and the Puritans assumed that they could
discover the archetypes from which their own experience was derived by careful study of the world
around them.”14 However, this archetypal thinking did not eliminate doubt and fear as regards the
work of salvation, which was not assured for Puritan practitioners—only God knew the salvation
status of the believer. In Worlds of Wonder, Days of Judgment, David Hall notes different possible
responses to an idealized faith in four patterns: 1) living up to the ideal, which produced a “small
core” of the ideally faithful, 2) to be a formal Christian until “provoked to self searching by a sudden
crisis,” 3) to participate in the religious life of the group, but at a distance, as in the case of his
“horse-shed” Christians, 4) to succumb to despair.15 The existence of these diverse responses to the
impositions of an ideal faith show the lack of assurance of salvation experienced by Puritans of the
period:

The crucial fact behind these patterns is that half or more of all lay people never found the

confidence to testify about the work of grace. The men and women who stood up in

Wenham, Cambridge, and Windsor were listened to in silence by most of their neighbors,

who went home year after year without ever qualifying for full membership. ... Too much
striving after grace, too much straining for assurance, could have sad consequences.1¢

14 Kai Erikson, Wayward Puritans; a Study in the Sociology of Deviance (New York: Wiley, 1966),
49,

15 David D. Hall, Worlds of Wonder, Days of Judgment: Popular Religious Belief in Early New
England (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1989), 130.

16 Hall, 130-131.
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Church membership, a means toward the assurance of salvation, declined in the years following the
first arrival of Puritans in the New World, and became a new source of anxiety for church leaders.
Harry Stout describes this problem, which evoked much fear over the immortal fate of the
community’s children, and the stakes that rose with each successive generation:

[Increase] Mather’s challenge to the rising generation was not an easy one. If they

succeeded in keeping the covenant, they praised only the founders; to warrant praise in

their own right the children must somehow outdo the founders, a near-impossible task. And

if they failed, they had no one to blame but themselves. From birth to death they would be a

generation of “great hopes” and “great fears.”1”

These “great hopes” and “great fears” find color-full expression in the writings of Cotton
Mather, son of Increase Mather. That God’s salvation was not assured, even to the chosen
community, did not prevent the creation of a hierarchy of purity and practice within the faith, nor
did it foster feelings of equality with the inhabitants of the land. On the contrary, it is my suspicion
that this lack of assurance was an integral part of the engine of fear and ego driving the chosen

community’s belief in its own superiority and fragility at once, and insistence on the demonic

otherness of the peoples they encountered in the “wilderness.”

Reasonable Fear

Mather delivers up to us in The Wonders of the Invisible World a portrait of a community
besieged, terrified, and at its wit’s end. The following selection from Mather's "Hortatory and
Necessary Address, to a Country Now Extraordinarily Alarum'd by the Wrath of the Devil" is one of

many illustrative passages:

17 Harry S. Stout, The New England Soul: Preaching and Religious Culture in Colonial New England
(Oxford; New York: Oxford University Press, 2012), 70.
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This is the Descent which, it seems, the Devil has now made upon us. But that which makes
this Descent the more formidable is; The Multitude and Quality of Persons Accused of an
Interest in this Witchcraft, by the Efficacy of the Spectres which take their Name and Shape
upon them; causing very many Good and Wise, men to fear, That many Innocent, yea, and
some Vertuous Persons, are by the Devils in this matter Imposed upon; That the Devils have
obtain’d the power, to take on them the Likeness of Harmless People, and in that Like- ness
to Afflict other People, and be so abused by Prastigious Daemons, that upon their Look or
Touch, the Afflicted shall be oddly Affected. Arguments from the Providence of God, on the
one side, and from our Charity towards Man, on the other side, have made This now to
become a most Agitated Controversy among us. There is an Agony produced in the minds of
men, Lest the Devil should sham us with Devices, of perhaps a finer Thred, than was ever yet
practised upon the World. The whole Business is become hereupon so Snarled, and the
Determination of the Question one way or another, so Dismal, that our Honourable Judges,
have a Room for Jehoshaphat's Exclamation, We know not what to do! They have used, as
Judges have heretofore done, the Spectral Evidences, to introduce their further Enquiries
into the Lives of the Persons Accused; and they have thereupon, by the wonderful
Providence of God, been so strengthened with Other Evidences, that some of the Witch Gang
have been fairly Executed. But what shall be done, as to those against whom the Evidence is
chiefly founded in the Dark World? Here they do solemnly demand our Addresses to the
Father of Lights, on their Behalf. But in the mean time, the Devil improves the Darkness of
this Affair, to push us into a Blind Man’s Buffet, and we are even ready to be Sinfully, yea,
Hotly, and Madly, Mauling one another, in the Dark.

The Consequence of these things, every Considerate man trembles at; and the more
because the frequent Cheats of Passion, and Rumour, do precipitate so many, that I wish I
could say, The most were Considerate.

But that which carries on the Formidableness of our Trialls, unto that which may be
called, A wrath unto the uttermost, is this: It is not without the wrath of the Almighty God
Himself, that the Devil is permitted thus to come down upon us in wrath. It was said, in Isa.
9.19. Thro the wrath of the Lord of Hosts, the Land is Darkned. Our Land is Darkned indeed;
since the Powers of Darkness are turned in upon us: tis a Dark Time, yea, a Black Night
indeed, now the Ty-Dogs of the Pitt, are abroad among us: but, It is thro the wrath of the Lord
of Hosts! Inasmuch as the Fire-brands of Hell it self are used for the Scorching of us, with
cause enough may we cry out, What means the Heat of this Anger? Blessed Lord! Are all the
other Instruments of thy Vengeance, too Good for the chastisement of such transgressors as
we are? Must the very Devils be sent out of Their own place, to be our Troublers? Must we be
lash’d with Scorpions, fetch’d from the Place of Torment? Must this Wilderness be made a
Receptacle for the Dragons of the Wilderness? If a Lapland should nourish in it vast numbers,
the Successors of the old Biarmi, who can with looks or words bewitch other people, or sell
Winds to Marriners, and have their Familiar Spirits which they bequeath to their Children
when they dy, and by their Enchanted Kettle-Drums can learn things done a Thousand
Leagues off; If a Swedeland should afford a Village, where some scores of Haggs, may not
only have their Meetings with Familiar Spirits, but also by their Enchantments drag many
scores of poor Children out of their Bed-Chambers, to be spoiled at those meetings; This,
were not altogether a matter of so much wonder! But that New-England should this way be
harassed! They are not Chaldeans, that Bitter and Hasty Nation, but they are, Bitter and
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Burning Devils; They are not Swarthy Indians, but they are Sooty Devils ; that are let loose
upon us. Ah, Poor New-England! 18

What words of comfort can be given to a community so destabilized and beset that its ruling class is
driven to exclaim, “We know not what to do”? By Mather’s account, New England is in a state of
terror and confusion, which has caused “many Good and Wise men” to fear, and “every Considerate
man [to] tremble.” The community in Mather’s description is crying out under the Lord’s wrath, as
executed by the Devil, befuddled as to what has brought this tragedy upon it. Heretofore “Harmless
People” are being impersonated by the Devil, and Mather is filled with dread that the witchcraft,
possessions, and other demonic mischiefs are but a sign of a greater plague, “some wasting
Mortality,” to come.1® The community’s young children, asleep in their beds, are at risk of being
dragged off in the night and “spoiled” at demonic meetings with “Familiar Spirits.”20

In Mather’s narration, it is significant that he includes his own evaluations of the persons he
describes as being afraid; these are not just any men of the community, but “Good and Wise” and
“Considerable” ones; the narrative effect of which is that the object of their terror is made all the
more forbidding. Moreover, the crisis the community is facing is one that has interfered with the

confident functioning of its government, in particular the justice system. The problem is not merely

18 WIW, 90-92.
19 WIW, 92.

20 The imaginative association of the “wilderness” of the New World with dark and demonic spirits
does not end in Mather’s time; the theme is one rehearsed repeatedly in American cultural
production, and can be found iconized in literary classics like Nathaniel Hawthorne’s The Scarlet
Letter and Washington Irving’s “The Devil and Tom Walker.” For example, The Scarlet Letter, with
its retrospective view of Salem, reprises the envisioned threat to the social order in a critical and
sensitive depiction of the boundaries between the town, seat of civilization and order, and the
forest, where the “Black Man” (the Devil) is said to walk and where “an idle and vagrant Indian,
whom the white man'’s fire-water had made riotous about the streets, was to be driven with stripes
into the shadow of the forest.” (Nathaniel Hawthorne, The Scarlett Letter (New York: Bantam Books,
1986),47.)
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that some wrongdoing or diabolical activity was discovered, but that the means of discovering it
and the finality of the punishment (execution) have become a source of “agony in the minds of
men,” lest the Devil’s aim all along was to bring about the wrongful conviction of innocent
individuals—a feared end that many of the primary leaders and witnesses eventually confessed did
come to fruition in the execution of many who were, in fact, innocent and the wrongful
imprisonment of many more. Though Mather never recanted his belief in the truth of the Devil’s
activity in the colony, in The Wonders of the Invisible World, it is crucial to him that he and those
whom he exhorts hold as many possibilities in tension as they can. The Devil may imitate and
possess the innocent, he may send invisible emissaries to make trouble, he and his demons may be
summoned by wicked witches, but he also may be thought to be where he is not. The Devil’s power
to unsettle the leaders of the community and throw them into confusion is a sign of the strength of
the attack, which begs swift and accurate interpretation since, Satan being unable to work without
divine sanction, God’s will must be behind it all.

Mather’s fear on behalf of his terrified, suffering community is not merely borne of his
membership in it. His are the people of the “New-English Israel,” the “vine” chosen by God to be
planted in America: an honor and challenge to which they have risen well. Mather's New
Englanders, and particularly the first founders of the settlement in the New World, are, in his
consideration, so pure that "I suppose there is no land in the Universe more free from the
debauching, and the debasing Vices of Ungodliness."2! This New-English Israel does not exist in a
vacuum, but is tied to its mother, “Old England,” of which Mather speaks highly, and naturally so, for

“her poor American Daughter” is dependent upon her for her ongoing, chartered existence.22

21 WIW, 25.
22 WIW, 84.
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On Mather’s account, the coming of the European to the Wilderness of the New World was
itself an act of spiritual warfare. Given the purpose so many Puritans saw in their arrival and hard-
fought survival in the land, this interpretation of the English unlooked-for presence in unknown
wilderness is not surprising. In Mather’s articulation of the problem, the settling of the New World
caused the Devil great distress, as he saw such a Godly people inhabit the land previously peopled
by the Devil’s own.23 Seeing the blessedness and privilege of New England, the Devil, disturbed,
came upon the people in wrath: “0, says he, I cannot bear it, that man should not be as miserable as
my self.”2¢ Mather speaks of the purpose of the European settlement in America in terms of a divine
plan for the world-wide propagation of the gospel. It is very important that the European, and
specifically English, origins of the chosen people do not pass us by. Mather writes,

Surely, America’s Fate, must at the long run include New-England’s in it. What was the

design of our God, in bringing over so many Europceans hither of later years? Of what use or

state will America be, when the Kingdom of God shall come? If it must all be the Devil's
propriety, while the saved Nations of the other hemisphere shall be Walking in the Light of
the New Jerusalem, Our New-England has then, 'tis likely, done what it was erected for. But if

God have a purpose to make here a seat for any of those glorious things which are spoken of

thee, O thou City of God; then even thou, O New-England, art within a very little while of

better days than ever yet have dawn’d upon thee.25

Salvation and the hoped-for possibility of “Walking in the Light of the New Jerusalem” is not merely

an individual affair; rather, entire nations, and previously savage parts of the world, can be

23 MCA, 42. The full quote reads: “But, as probably, the devil seducing the first inhabitants of
America into it, therein aimed at the having of them and their posterity out of the sound of the silver
trumpets of the Gospel, then to be heard through the Roman Empire; if the devil depreive any
Europeans of the two benefits, Literature and Religion, which dawned upon the miserable world,
one just before, the other just after, the first famed navigation hither, ’tis to be hoped he will be
disappointed of that expectation.” Note that Mather ties salvation and literary production together
in this passage.

24 WIW, 58.
25 WIW, 83.
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considered saved or damned, in keeping with God’s plan for the world, and, more specifically, for
the end of the material world and the final judgment of all peoples.

Thus, Satan’s anger at the European’s arrival in the Wilderness and the power that he has
been given to run amok among the New English are part of a divine plan. Or at least they must be, in
Mather’s estimation, since the Devil has no power but that which he is allowed by the “Concession
of God.”26 Mather struggles with the dissonance between New England’s exemplariness and what
seems to be a divine punishment for wickedness. Whatever the cause—Mather seems to settle on
both the Devil’s jealousy and individual wrongdoing within the New English community, which
invites the Devil’s attacks—if New England has brought the light of Christ to America, making a
place for “those glorious things which are spoken of thee, O thou City of God,” she has great glory in
her future.

There is not only religious identity at stake in Mather’s assessments, but also burgeoning
nationalist identity and pride. Blessed, chosen New England is the envy of the Devil, not only for its
piety, but also for its superior Constitution.2” Though the Devil is in possession of considerable
supernatural powers and legions of demons at his command, he is nevertheless jealous of the
privileges enjoyed by these Europeans, who are under God’s and Godly humans’ exemplary
governance.28 That God should allow the Devil to carry out his wrath on such an exemplary people
is a source of shock for Mather, who questions, “Are all the other Instruments of thy Vengeance, too

Good for the chastisement of such transgressors as we are?” Mather makes favorable comparisons

26 WIW, 59.
27 WIW, 34.

28 This is also Mather massaging the governors of the Bay Colony and the Judges, though that
doesn’t mean he is not sincere. The hyperbole of his praise is a clue to a bit of political motivation
here. Cf. Levin, 219.
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of New England to other locales struck by dragons, familiar spirits, and kidnappings, and wonders
how it can be “that New-England should this way be harassed!” The other recipients of God’s wrath
and judgment were met with earthly foes, “Chaldeans” and “Swarthy Indians,” while poor New
England is suffering under the wrath of “Bitter and Burning Devils,” of “Sooty Devils.”

Mather’s high and prominent praise of the earthly authorities of America in Wonders of the
Invisible World makes a good deal of sense given his recorded reasons for writing it. David Levin’s
and Kenneth Silverman’s biographies discuss Mather’s intent to use his book to defend the
judiciary, “just as popular and ministerial clamor against the trials was bringing them to a halt.”2%
Mather’s book, published controversially alongside his father’s Cases of Conscience, was meant to
“vindicate the country, as well as the judges and juries.”3 Mather describes the work of creating
Wonders of the Invisible World as “Heart-breaking Exercises” done in the sight of God and in
“designed Service for his Glory, and for his People.”3! This work was intended to defend the courts
and educate the people (learned leaders), but was also “aimed at the Information and Satisfaction of
Good Men in another Country, a thousand Leagues off,” and hoped to contribute to America
(Massachusetts Bay Colony) and England remaining on good terms.32

In The Wonders of the Invisible World, Mather is writing as the representative of a
community that is deeply precious and under siege, not only by the Devil’s hordes, but also by
material fears—the fear of attacks from Indian forces, fear of the elements, fear of wasting

sicknesses, and anxieties over the future of the whole Massachusetts Bay Colony enterprise.

29 Silverman, 114.
30 Levin, 219.
31 WIW, 18.
32 WIW, 19.
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Civilization had come to the New World and proved to be a very tenuous thing. Added to the
challenges of maintaining a society in the wilderness that would be readily distinguishable from the
societies and cultures of the savage, “Tawny” inhabitants of that wilderness, was the dark spectre of
witchcraft and the demonic activity it invited. The transgressions of the witches, which removed
them from the chosen community (as well as from the category “human,” as we shall see), stemmed
from their interaction with beings that were decidedly outside the civilization project, and rabidly
opposed to it. To fraternize with the Devil was not only to reject outright the witness of the faith, it
was also a rejection of the civilization project in favor of joining the forces of the chief demonic

spirit whose delight would be to see New England’s promise go unfulfilled.

Things that Go Bump in the Night

The dark and darkness are used in several intertwining and often overlapping ways in
Mather’s text. Since the use of “dark” to refer to anything other than the literal absence of light—as
in the “dark night” during which the people of New England were wont to be harassed by devilish
apparitions—brings us as a reading audience into metaphoric, representational territory, we are in
a great many cases in Wonders of the Invisible World dealing with a multiplication of meanings and
allusions each time the word (and its cousins) appear. A great example of this phenomenon is
Mather’s statement in the opening section titled “The Author’s Defense”:

[ have indeed set myself to countermine the whole PLOT of the Devil, against New-England,

in every Branch of it, as far as one of my darkness, can comprehend such a Work of
Darkness.33

33 WIW, 18.
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In this sentence we have at least two meanings of “darkness” at play: 1) darkness as blindness or
want of the powers of understanding, and 2) darkness as evil. To these two may also be added, in
the case of “Works of Darkness,” darkness as invisible, darkness as incomprehensible, and darkness
as a proper noun describing the powers of supernatural demonic beings.

In theological terms, to be in darkness is to be in damnation, separated from the light and
salvation of God. Mather’s brief summation of the state of the Devil is based on this understanding:
"A Devil is a Spiritual and a Rational Substance, by his Apostasy from God, Inclined unto all that is
Vicious, and for that Apostasy confin’d unto the Atmosphere of this Earth, in Chains under
Darkness, unto the Judgment of the Great Day.”34 Hell, Satan's home, is a dark prison, but it is also a
"Dark Kingdom," populated with those "Incarnate Legions" of demons, who fell from heaven with
the Devil.35 It is not only the quality of the place and the name of the kingdom that bears the name
"Dark,"” but also any of the acts or abilities that come from the Devil and those under his command.
Hence, we have not only a dark kingdom, but also "Works of Darkness" and "Powers of Darkness."3¢

The Devil (and by extension his horde), being not human, but a "spiritual and rational”
substance, is not visible to the human eye, though humans can feel the ill effects of his work and be
made subject to his power, e.g., through the spells of a witch. At the heart of our problem is the use
of descriptive, visual language to describe that which is not usually visually accessible. The Devil is
naturally invisible, until he takes on a visible form. Mather, troubled by the powers of invisibility

associated with witchcraft, goes to the biblical witness for clarification. Since the main aim of the

34 WIW, 54.
35 WIW, 32, 27.
36 E.g., WIW, 91, 67.
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Devil is to tempt the faithful, the account of the temptation of Christ found in Matthew is of
particular use to Mather. His description of the encounter Christ has with the Devil is revealing:

There were especially Three Remarkable Assaults of Temptations, which the Devil it seems,

visibly made upon our Lord; after he had been more invisibly for Forty days together

Tempting of that Holy One.37
Mather emphasizes the three moments at which the Devil is made materially manifest to Christ in
the wilderness, which reveal the form of the being that was “invisibly” tempting Christ prior to
those manifestations. The identity of the tempter and, intuitively, the true appearance of that
tempter, are not changed, only his visibility. The testimony in Matthew’s gospel is an instance of
what Mather earlier calls the “Plastic Spirit of the World” moving to show what is usually hidden
from human view. He defines witchcraft as that which “seems to be the Skill of Applying the Plastic
Spirit of the World, unto some unlawful purposes, by means of a Confederacy with Evil Spirits.”38
The Devil and these evil spirits have the power, particularly, it seems, when summoned by the
criminal activity of witches, to move between invisibility and visibility at will.

From Mather’s accounts and the trial records, it would also seem that there are a limited
number of possibilities for the visible form that demons and the Devil can take. Among these are 1)
in the physical form of a possessed individual, including in the “Appearance of Innocent Persons,” 2)
as a small “tawny” or “black” male-bodied being, 3) as a black or dark animal, e.g., a pig or a puppy,
4) as a monster, e.g., a “black Thing” with a “Body ... Like that of a Monkey, the Feet like a Cocks, but
the Face much like a Mans.”39 Not surprisingly, the potential invisibility of the demonic, which can

imitate “Vertuous Persons,” is quite high on the list of terrors Mather chronicles. It is terrifying that

37 WIW, 177.
38 WIW, 164.
39 WIW, 139.
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the appearance of a demon should not match the truth of its nature, which is black and evil. The
demon that hides in the appearance of the white skin and social/spiritual position of the innocent
acts according to its own lying nature, and thereby brings confusion and “agony” into the minds of
men.

Long before Ralph Ellison made the connection in his Invisible Man, blackness and
invisibility were two sides of the same coin. The demonic apparition, even the apparition of a
respected, innocent member of the community, is still a manifestation of darkness, attained via the
powers of darkness / the “Black Arts.” This capability is not a true crisis of identification or identity,
though it is exceedingly difficult for humans, themselves in darkness and blindness while on earth,
to untangle the “Snarled” business of witchcraft in the land. The demon, however he may appear to
mortal eyes, remains dark, and through his powers resemble the powers attributed to the angels
(e.g., when they appear “Cloathed with Light or Fire upon them”), a demon'’s ability to take on
invisibility and the appearance of virtuousness are “but a Blasphemous Imitation of certain Things
recorded about our Saviour or His Prophets, or the Saints in the Kingdom of God.”40 The demonic
imitation of angelic forms does not change the descriptive language; though they appear clothed
with light, they are yet manifestations of dark power.

The ability to see or to feel the invisible malevolent forces in the material world is limited to
the few who are afflicted; and it is their conviction, their witness in spite of the fact that no one else
can see what they see, which confirms the other-worldly presence of witchcraft. Deodat Lawson’s
account in A Brief and True Narrative, released in 1692, opens with two such scenes:

On the Nineteenth day of March last I went to Salem Village, and lodged at Nathaniel

Ingersol’s near to the Minister Mr. P.’s House, and presently after I came into my Lodging,
Capt. Walcut’s Daughter Mary came to Lieut. Ingersol’s and spake to me; but suddenly after,

40 WIW, 163-164.
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as she stood by the Door, was bitten, so that she cried out of her Wrist, and looking on it

with a Candle, we saw apparently the marks of Teeth, both upper and lower set, on each

side of her Wrist.#1
In the paragraph that follows this passage, Lawson tells of twelve-year-old Abigail Williams’ fits,
during which she was “hurried with violence to and fro in the Room (though Mrs. Ingersol
endeavored to hold her),” attempted flight, and announced that she saw “Goodw. N. And said, Do
you not see her? Why there she stands!” For a modern reader, it can be hard to reconcile the adult
witnesses’ credulity with the fact of the children’s behavior, which may be interpreted without
bringing the Devil into it—e.g., Emerson Baker42 has suggested that the social status of the later
young female accusers (Hubbard, Warren, Lewis, and Churchwell, each a servant and/or an

orphan) and the hard, traumatic treatment they underwent (threats and physical/emotional abuse)

made them susceptible to conversion disorder.43 Or M. M. Drymon, who has recently suggested that

41 Deodat Lawson, A brief and true narrative of some remarkable passages relating to sundry
persons afflicted by witchcraft at Salem village, which happened from the nineteenth of March to
the fifth of April, 1692 collected by Deodat Lawson (Ann Arbor, MI ; Oxford (UK): Text Creation
Partnership,

2004-03 (EEBO-TCP Phase 1)), accessed 21 Dec 2016,
http://name.umdl.umich.edu/A49794.0001.001.

42 Emerson W. Baker, A Storm of Witchcraft : The Salem Trials and the American Experience (Oxford;
New York: Oxford University Press, 2015).

43 The disorder, which Freud identified, is so named for the “conversion” of personal mental
anxieties into physical maladies: “Although a psychological ailment, conversion disorder causes
physical symptoms that are completely real—they are not in any way faked or controllable by the
sufferer” (Baker, 100). It is fascinating, though perhaps not surprising, that the girls’ testimonies
themselves may be read as “true,” in so far as they did see and feel the stimuli in question, and that,
even in the cases where the wounds of purportedly demonic origin may have been self-inflicted,
believe that they were being possessed/attacked by the Devil in material ways, and testify to the
fact. A larger discussion about the role of the mentally disturbed or abnormal in society and in
facilitating spiritual discoveries for those not gifted/cursed with the ability to see the invisible
might be mounted here.
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an outbreak of Lyme Disease resulted in the kinds of fits the bewitched parties in Salem exhibited.+4
Articulated in another, less sensitive way, the children might simply have been called bad seeds,
and their behaviors ignored, treated as willfully disobedient, unexceptional attention-seeking.
However, the possibility of an actual demonic power that employs invisible means elevates the
problem from the domestic sphere to a supernatural one.45
The problem of invisible foes that produce visible injuries and disturbances, in addition to
striking terror in the hearts of the community and its leaders, is a source of information about the
world unseen. Mather remarks,
That we are Safe, when we make just as much Use of all Advice from the Invisible World, as
God sends it for. It is a Safe Principle, That when God Almighty permits any Spirits from the
Unseen Regions, to visit us with Surprising Informations, there is then something to be
Enquired after; we are then to Enquire of one another, What Cause there is for such Things?
The peculiar Government of God, over the Unbodied Intelligences, is a sufficient Foundation
for this Principle.4¢
Mather is here concerned with the risk of false convictions or evidences against the innocent, whose
forms may be produced as “spectres” by “some over-powerful Conjurer.”4” Using their capability to

invisibility, the powers of darkness may enter a meeting house unseen by anyone and cause havoc,

they may underwrite a witch’s conjuring of spectral likenesses of persons living or dead, and they

44 See M. M. Drymon, Disguised as the Devil: How Lyme Disease Created Witches and Changed
History (Brooklyn; New York: Wythe Avenue Press, 2008).

45 One might ask, What then of those who claim the judge’s and townspeople, far from fearing literal
devils, were using the girls’ hysterical testimonies to their own aims - e.g., property seizure,
personal vendettas, etc.? In this case, the problem does become a supernatural one, at least
rhetorically. And rhetoric makes all the difference. This is about something deeper than conscious,
free belief; this is about molding an imaginary landscape, which comes out of, and influences the
material world. Put another way, it doesn’t matter how much an individual believes or doesn’t
believe. This is about language.

46 WIW, 40.
47 WIW, 39-40.
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can act and/or speak to humans without being seen. The power of invisibility compounds the
problem of permeability between the material and supernatural worlds, since those who appear to
be safely part of an (afflicted) in-group might be compromised without appearing any differently;
Moreover, an event that might otherwise seem to have been brought about by material causes—for
instance, the collapse of a meeting house that was known to be in need of repairs—may be in fact a
result of dark, supernatural powers.

These encounters with invisible dark powers were fruitful in the extreme for Mather,
beyond their applications as evidence at trial. Levin writes of Mather’s desire for supernatural
knowledge, which we have seen he regarded as given to men by God. In addition to supplying him
with information to apply to his studies in medicine and the supernatural world, these moments of
breaking through provided him with knowledge that accompanied his own experiences with the
invisible world (e.g., in his early vision of the angel in his youth) and buttressed his “religious
conviction,” itself a higher brand of knowledge:

Actual engagement with the Devil in defense of a human soul [Martha Goodwin and Mercy

Short] confirmed his deepest faith in the same way, though of course in a lower register... .

His experience itself needed no argument. It filled his consciousness with the essential

knowledge beyond articulation.*8
Here we see an example of the need of the (supernatural) other, the foe that makes the convictions
of faith a palpable reality. The manifestations of dark, demonic power in the land confirm the reality
of light, divine, and angelic power.

When the apparitions of the demonic are not spectral recreations of known persons or the

invisible activity of bodily possession or material mischief, they are consistently black or

48 David Levin, Cotton Mather : The Young Life of the Lord’s Remembrancer, 1663-1703
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1978), 226.
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monstrous. The “Black Man,” (“As the Witches call the Devil; and they generally say he resembles an
Indian”), is a favorite of the Devil for appearances, and the phrase is used to mean the Devil, even
when he is acting invisibly.4° The “Black Man” appears to the bewitched and to those who practice
the Black Art of witchcraft; his chief aim is the temptation and subsequent damnation of the chosen
people of New-English Israel (by means of the diabolical Book which his witches have signed and
which he would like all others to sign). Mather gives a vivid description of this black prince of evil
and his descent: “The Devil, Exhibiting himself ordinarily as a small Black man, has decoy’d a fearful
Knot of Proud, Froward, Ignorant, Envious, and Malicious Creatures, to List themselves in his
Horrid Service, by Entring their Names in a Book by him Tendred unto them.”50

What is striking about this passage is the way that fraternizing with this “small Black man”
has blurred the lines of the witches’ humanity. They are not women and men; rather, they are
“fearful ... Creatures,” transformed forever by their pact with the Devil. In the postscript to Cases of
Conscience, Increase Mather uses the same terms to describe witches: “There are such horrid
Creatures as Witches in the World; and . . . they are to be extirpated and cut off from amongst the
People of God. ... More than one or two of those now in Prison, have freely and credibly
acknowledged their Communion and Familiarity with the Spirits of Darkness.”s! The threat of
permanent corruption of one’s humanity by means of communion with these dark spirits is real.
Allegiance and identity are bound tightly together. When I ally myself with the forces of darkness, I
cease to be a part of the beloved (saved) and protected community; what’s more, I also cease to be

of like kind with that community. A witch is not a woman. A sorcerer is not a man. They may look

49 WIW, 130.
50 WIW, 88.
51 CoC, 274.
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and sound the same, and may even speak deceptively fairly, but their allegiance with the powers of
darkness has changed them.52

Humans and those masquerading in human form are not the only material manifestations of
demons in Massachusetts. They also appear in animal form, though the telling black coloring is a
sign of their true nature. In Wonders of the Invisible World, we learn about one John Kembal and an
incident involving some local puppies, one of which Kembel wished to acquire and was turned
down.

Within a few days after, this Kembal, coming out of the woods, there arose a little Black

Cloud in the N. W. And Kembal immediately felt a force upon him, which made him not able

to avoid running upon the stumps of Trees that were before him ... When he came below

the Meeting House, there appeared unto him, a little thing like a Puppy, of a Darkish Colour;
and it shot backwards and forwards between his Legs.53
Kembal seeks to kill the puppy with his ax, but is unable. Another quicker “Black Puppy ... Bigger
than the first, but as Black as a Cole” appears to threaten Kembal, who thought it would “have tore
his Throat out.” Kembal'’s late invocation of the name of Jesus Christ saves him in his distress, and at
the Name, the dark phantom vanishes into thin air.

Kendal’s fear is not merely a fear of things otherworldly or of that which threatens one’s
eternal soul after death. Kendal fears imminent physical injury, the likes of which we see play out in
the Salem courtroom as those testifying to the presence of witches among them are stabbed with
pins, sent into fits, and thrown 