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In 1788, there appeared, in pamphlet form, a 778-line
satiric poem entitled The Triumph of Infidelity. Neither
the author nor the publisher was identified. A second
edition of the poem appeared soon after and another edi-
tion was printed in London in 1791. Although the attri-
bution of authorship to the Reverend Timothy Dwight of
Fairfield, Connecticut, is not universal, both contempo-
raries and later scholars have generally agreed that the
pastor of Greenfield Hill Congregational Church and fu-
ture President of Yale was the anonymous poet.[1] It is
this poem that was the subject of Colin Wells’s doctoral
dissertation at Rutgers and that he seeks “to recover for
students of early America” (p. 16) in the The Devil and
Doctor Dwight.[2]

In Wells’s view, The Triumph of Infidelity is “a lost
classic of late Augustan satire ... [and] a unique exam-
ple of the convergence of literature, religion and politics
at the moment the new American Republic was first be-
ing imagined” (p. 16). The poem is a microcosm through
which to view the culture wars of the age and, in embry-
onic form, the thought and career of its author Timothy
Dwight.

The eighteenth century was the great age of English
satire and Wells’s explication de texte identifies many spe-
cific parallels between The Triumph of Infidelity and the
works of Dwight’s Augustan predecessors, particularly
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Alexander Pope’s Dunciad. Common to both is a “dense,
allusive” (p. 3) style that makes them difficult for the
modern reader unfamiliar with the many referents. They
also share the view that satire has a moral function and
has as its theme a “grand struggle of historic forces” (p.
24). In Dwight’s case, according to Wells, the target was
a society “drawn unwittingly towards its own corruption
by self-interest and moral complacency” (p. 37).

According to Wells, The Triumph of Infidelity is also
an entry in ongoing theological debates. For many in
New England, Calvinism’s emphasis on human weak-
ness had become problematic and attempts at theologi-
cal clarification had divided ministers into Edwardseans,
Arminians, Old and New Divinity camps. Added to this
mix were various strands of British thought including
the modern Pelagianism of Lord Shaftesbury, latitudinar-
ianism, deism, and other forms of religious rationalism.
Wells does a commendable job of sorting through this
morass of ideas and capturing the essence of the argu-
ment. In the America of the 1780s, the focus of these de-
bates was on the universalism of Boston minister Charles
Chauncy. Chauncy’s writings had circulated privately
for some time, and the years following the American
Revolution seemed an opportune time for their publi-
cation. The most significant of these was The Mystery
Hid from Ages and Generations (1784). The result was
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an internecine war among New England clergy in which
Chauncy had both his critics and defenders.

Wells sees The Triumph of Infidelity as part of this de-
bate and, more significantly, sees Dwight as looking be-
yond the doctrinal squabble to the broader cultural and
political implications of universalist ideas. To Dwight,
both in the satire and in his posthumously published The-
ology, the idea that all men would be saved leads in-
evitably to a moral complacency by eliminating the in-
dividual Christian’s moral struggle which is essential to
salvation. In Wells’s view, Dwight saw this human strug-
gle as a never-ending effort to overcome self-delusion by
viewing the world from the perspective of a transcendent
“eternal present”

The decades following the publication of The Triumph
of Infidelity saw the evolution and expanding influence of
both universalist theories and Dwight’s thought. Swept
up in the currents of a revolutionary age, universalism
led some of its adherents to various forms of secular
utopianism that “celebrated the virtues and capabilities of
man.” From this perspective, Christianity and its clergy,
including Dwight, were a counter-revolutionary conspir-
acy. When wedded to “the older language of republican
virtue,” these ideas led directly to “the great ideological
victory of Jeffersonian democracy” (p. 141).

To Dwight, this constellation of ideas represented not
simply an attack upon religion, but a competitor religion.
In contrast to the cult of reason, Dwight, according to
Wells, “posit[ed] the harmonious relation of science and
religion” (p. 111). But as the perfectionism expounded
by William Godwin, Bavarian Illuminati and French rev-
olutionary radicals gained in acceptance, “the confident
Augustan voice of _The Triumph of Infidelity” gave way
“to the fierce and thundering tones of the New England
jeremiad” (p. 151). The struggle against infidelity was
the consistent thread that ran through Dwight’s life and
thought from 1788 to his death in 1817.

The conclusion of The Devil and Doctor Dwight is a
wide-ranging attempt to illustrate the long-ignored influ-
ence of Dwight’s struggle against infidelity. Wells finds
echoes in the Unitarian controversies of the 1820s, aboli-
tionism, Transcendentalism, and in the writings of Whit-
tier and Hawthorne.[3]

Wells is to be congratulated for his efforts to look at
Dwight’s poetry, theology, and public career not as iso-
lated parts of his larger life, but as integral parts of the
man. Previous book-length studies of Dwight have failed
to do justice to this poet, preacher, and president of Yale

who played an important (albeit secondary) role in the
early republic. Charles Cunningham’s 1943 biography is
a well-written narrative with only a sprinkling of ana-
lytical substance. As part of the Twayne American au-
thors series, Kenneth Silverman contributed a volume on
Dwight that understandably focuses on his literary en-
deavors and minimizes Dwight as minister and college
president. Stephen Berk’s Calvinism versus Democracy
does an adequate job of connecting Dwight to evangel-
ical reform movements, but ignores the rest of his long
career. Annabelle Wenzke’s 1989 volume has the single-
minded purpose of connecting Dwight to the develop-
ment of Evangelical Protestantism around the globe. The
most recent book length study, John R. Fitzmier’s New
England’s Moral Legislator: Timothy Dwight, 1752-1817,
clearly surpasses other treatments of the subject, but by
focusing heavily upon Dwight as preacher and theolo-
gian it also fails to see Dwight as a whole, rather than
a collection of parts.[4] Readers of The Devil and Doctor
Dwight will never again be satisfied with a unidimen-
sional portrait, nor will they fail to recognize the inter-
play of politics, culture, and religion in late eighteenth-
century America.

This does not mean that The Devil and Doctor Dwight
is successful in achieving its objectives. Part of the reason
for this is that it seems to have three subjects, rather than
one. Moreover, none of these three is the one suggested
by the title, which is too obviously an attempt to mar-
ket the work to Faust scholars, Stephen Vincent Benet
aficionados, or fans of The Devil and Miss Jones. The sub-
title, Satire and Theology in the Early American Republic,
is, however, an accurate descriptor of the work.

First, the work is a close textual analysis of some
of Dwight’s secondary works, most particularly The Tri-
umph of Infidelity. Wells is absolutely correct about the
“dense, allusive” character of eighteenth-century satire
and he does an excellent job in teasing out many of the
allusions. Many of these discoveries, however, are buried
in the explanatory notes and are not integrated into the
analysis. This is particularly true when it comes to at-
tempts to determine whom Dwight might have had in
mind in his portraits of “the Smooth Divine,” Euclio, Flo-
rio, and others. Were these social types or men who
would have been familiar to the closed circle of Connecti-
cut literati?

The Devil and Doctor Dwight curiously rejects a cen-
tral role for Dwight’s millennialism and Biblical exegesis
in the poem and his thought. According to Wells, Dwight
“immediately discarded” his belief in America’s rising
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glory “at the moment the victory [in the Revolution] was
secured” (pp. 42-43; see also, pp. 131-132n). This con-
clusion seems to run counter to the idea expressed in
lines 12-14 of The Triumph of Infidelity where America
is described as “the realms of freedom, peace, and virtue
... /the realms, where Heaven, ere Time’s great empire
fall,/ Shall bid new Edens dress this dreary ball” Refer-
ences to the Book of Revelation suffuse the poem from
these opening lines to the conclusion where Satan has
“mark’d all the throng” (line 775). In Dwight’s poem,
might Chauncy be the false prophet? As Dwight himself
wrote in the early 1770s, “Nothing gives greater weight
and dignity to Poetry than Prophecy”[5] Satire can have
its roots in religion as much as in early modern republi-
can thought.[6]

What is also missing from Wells’ discussion is a sense
of the fun of satire. Whether bawdy, raunchy, or charac-
terized by a sharp wit that with “the fineness of a stroke
... separates the head from the body, and leaves it stand-
ing in its place,” satire since the time of Horace and Juve-
nal has tried to tell the truth with a smile.[7] Visitors to
Dwight’s home in Fairfield and later to Yale saw in him an
engaging conversationalist who enjoyed clever repartee.
This comes across no more clearly than in “The Friend”
essays that appeared in the New-Haven Gazette and Con-
necticut Magazine in 1786 and 1787, the very period in
which Dwight was composing The Triumph of Infidelity.
Since satire forces us to reflect on our own self-delusion
as well as the foibles of others, Dwight’s ability to laugh
at himself was a way of viewing the world from the per-
spective of the “eternal present”

These observations aside, Wells should be com-
mended for the task he has undertaken. Any scholar
who has spent time in the newspapers and other prod-
ucts of eighteenth-century American printers is struck
by the enormous quantity of satiric material-poems, es-
says, drawings. It is easy to dismiss them as poor imita-
tions of Swift, Hogarth, and other critics of British life. A
recent British reviewer of a CD-ROM, for example, dis-
missed M ’Fingal (1775), John Trumbull’s satire of a loyal-
ist in revolutionary America, as worthless.[8] In contrast
to the enormous quantity of scholarly work by students
of Georgian England, few Americanists have shown the
patience to probe the cultural world that lies underneath
the often horrid versification and stilted style.[9]

Second, the work is a study of ideas in the eighteenth
century as they impact and flow from the The Triumph of
Infidelity. Wells does an excellent job of summarizing and
clarifying the ideas of Augustan poets, Charles Chauncy,

and others. The influence of Jonathan Edwards, however,
is minimized. At times it seems that Dwight’s theology
came more from Alexander Pope than his own grandfa-
ther (p. 85). One textual reference (and two explanatory
notes) do not seem to do justice to the important influ-
ence of Edwards’s The History of the Work of Redemption
on Dwight’s poem. Also missing is the profound influ-
ence of Reverend Jonathan Edwards, Jr., Dwight’s uncle
under whom he studied for the ministry. Edwards the
Younger was a major participant in the universalist con-
troversy of the 1780s.[10] Finally, while Wells’s effort to
establish connections between the ideas expressed in the
war over infidelity and “the more momentous ideologi-
cal struggles and transformations taking place in Amer-
ica during this period” (p. 1) is laudable, this argument
needs considerably more elaboration and development.

The discussion of universalism in The Devil and Doc-
tor Dwight is largely limited to debates occurring in the
rarified atmosphere of high culture. In the poem, how-
ever, Dwight showed an awareness of how these ideas
filtered down to the common people through such men
as Ethan Allen and John Murray. Wells refers to this
connection “between Universalism and backwoods itin-
erant religion” (p. 235) in his explanatory notes but does
not explore the development of popular religious move-
ments of the era. Insights garnered from the recent work
of historians such as John Brooke, Peter Hughes, and
Stephen A. Marini would have added a new dimension
to the understanding of the poem and Dwight.[11] While
Dwight’s obsession with infidelity may have dominated
the last three decades of his life, his efforts on behalf of
missionary societies and education on the fringes of New
England evidence his concern with popular universalism
as much as the speculations of Cambridge divines.

Finally, The Devil and Doctor Dwight is an attempt to
set forth the ideas of a man for whom Wells has devel-
oped a certain fondness. While it does succeed in tran-
scending some of the boundaries dividing students of his-
tory, literature, and theology that have limited previous
analyses of Dwight, the portrait presented here has its
own limitations. A faithful portrait of Dwight and his
ideas must take into account his two major poems, The
Conquest of Canaan (1785) and Greenfield Hill (1794), as
well as demonstrate a firmer command of his Travels in
New England and New York (1821-1822). Analysis of these
works shows a Dwight who owes as much, if not more,
to John Milton and such eighteenth-century poets of the
natural order as James Thomson, George Crabbe, and
Oliver Goldsmith than to the Augustan satirists. Such
a portrait must also attempt to show greater connection
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between Dwight’s ideas and his actions as pastor, col-
lege president, and reformer. Attempting to see Dwight
primarily through the lens of The Triumph of Infidelity
creates a blurred image.

Notes

[1]. The Triumph of Infidelity: A Poem ([Hartford]:
printed in the World, 1788); The Triumph of Infidelity: A
poem supposed to be written by Timothy Dwight, D.D., of
Greenfield in Connecticut in 1788 (London, 1791). The first
Connecticut edition has forty pages; the second, twenty-
four pages. There are minor changes in the poem. Sur-
prisingly Wells does not discuss the question of author-
ship. For a discussion of this issue see Lewis Leary, “The
Author of the Triumph of Infidelity,” New England Quar-
terly 20 (1947), 377-385.

In his appendices, Colin Wells provides a workman-
like edition of The Triumph of Infidelity and extremely
helpful explanatory notes. For those unfamiliar with the
poem, the following is meant as a brief synopsis with
which Wells may very well take exception. Some famil-
iarity with the poem, however, seems necessary back-
ground for understanding The Devil and Doctor Dwight.

After a dedicatory epistle to Mons. de Voltaire,
Dwight opens The Triumph of Infidelity with a brief de-
scription of the prince of darkness being majestically
transported from the Old World to the New. Satan then
delivers a monologue occupying over half of the satire
(lines 17-452) in which he sets forth the successes of in-
fidelity in the Old World from before the birth of Christ
as well as his reasons for coming to the American shore.

In this review of two thousand years of providential
history, the triumph of infidelity was never complete.
According to Satan, the final victory seemed near “ere
Bethlehem’s wonder rose” (line 23). But the apostolic
church fell when “My Goths, my Huns, the cultur’d world
o’er ran / and darkness buried all the pride of man” (lines
61-62). Infidelity then took the form of the medieval pa-
pacy and held unquestioned sway until the Reformation.
Infidelity then reared its head again under Charles Il and
gave unbelief new life until God brought forth Newton,
Locke, and Berkeley to turn the tide of battle. New le-
gions now Satan raised and new champions found in
Hume and Voltaire. “While thus by art and perseverance
won, / Again the old world seem’d almost my own” (lines
343-344).

The greatest barrier to infidelity’s triumph, accord-
ing to Satan’s narrative, existed in the New World in the

person of “that moral Newton, that second Paul” (line
356), Dwight’s own grandfather, Jonathan Edwards. Sa-
tan’s response was to raise up the universalist Charles
Chauncy to lead new souls astray with “sweet sophism”
(line 419).

Through the remainder of the poem Dwight intro-
duces the reader to a number of real individuals and so-
cial types who are Satan’s minions in the ongoing bat-
tle. There are epicures and hypocrites, some who culti-
vate wealth and others who curry popular favor. What
all of them share, according to Dwight, is the belief that
the road to salvation is easy and open to all men. They
have no sense of their own sinfulness or belief in eter-
nal damnation. They eagerly listened to the message of
Chauncy that “Hell is no more, or no more to be feared
”(line 654). “The decent christian threw his mask aside, /
and smil’d, to see the path of heaven so wide” (lines 763-
764). The poem ends on a rather enigmatic note:

>From a dim cloud, the spirit eyed the scene,/ Now
proud with triumph, and now vex’d with spleen,/ Mark’d
all the throng, beheld them all his own,/ And to his cause
no friend of virtue won:/ Surpriz’d, enrag’d, he wing’d his
sooty flight,/ And hid beneath the pall of endless night.
(lines 773-778)

Wells recognizes that the weight of scholarly opin-
ion finds this ending an example of what Kenneth Silver-
man labeled the poem’s “technical ineptitudes” (p. 41n).
Wells, however, considers the conclusion as consistent
with his larger interpretation of the poem.

[2]. Colin Wells, “Timothy Dwight, *The Triumph of
Infidelity, and the Universalist Controversy” (Ph.D. diss.,
Rutgers University, 1995).

[3]. Although Wells does not say so, this more pos-
itive image of Dwight is consistent with recent students
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Wonders: The New Divinity and Village Revivals in North-
western Connecticut, 1792-1822 (University Park: Penn-
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idence in Joseph Bellamy’s New England: The Origins of
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the New Divinity in Revolutionary America (New York:
Oxford University Press, 1994). Although its chief focus
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with the more positive image of Dwight and the Feder-
alist world view is Marc M. Arkin, “The Federalist Trope:
Power and Passion in Abolitionist Rhetoric,” Journal of
American History, 88 (June 2001), 75-98.

[4]. Charles Cuningham, Timothy Dwight, 1752-1817:
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