literary movements 1850s

literary movements 1850s marked a dynamic and transformative period in
literary history, reflecting broader societal changes and evolving artistic
sensibilities. This decade witnessed the rise and consolidation of several
influential literary movements that shaped the course of literature in
America and Europe. The 1850s were characterized by a shift toward realism,
the endurance of romanticism, and the emergence of early naturalist ideas,
all of which responded to rapid industrialization, social upheaval, and
philosophical developments. Writers explored themes such as individualism,
nature, social justice, and the human condition with renewed vigor and
complexity. This article examines the major literary movements of the 1850s,
their key characteristics, notable authors, and the lasting impact they had
on literature. The discussion will encompass Romanticism, Transcendentalism,
Realism, and the early stirrings of Naturalism, providing a comprehensive
understanding of this pivotal literary era.
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Romanticism in the 1850s

Romanticism continued to be a dominant literary movement during the 1850s,
especially in Europe and parts of America, despite the gradual rise of
realism. This movement emphasized emotion, imagination, and the sublime,
often focusing on nature, individual experience, and the supernatural.
Romantic writers of the 1850s sought to evoke intense feelings and explore
themes of heroism, beauty, and the transcendence of everyday life. Their
works frequently celebrated the power of the natural world as a source of
inspiration and spiritual renewal.

Characteristics of Romanticism

Romantic literature in the 1850s was marked by distinct features that set it
apart from earlier classical forms and the emerging realistic style. Key
characteristics included a focus on emotion over reason, glorification of the
past and nature, an interest in folklore and the exotic, and an emphasis on



individual creativity and freedom. The movement often embraced idealism and
mysticism, portraying the artist as a visionary figure.

Impact on 1850s Literature

Although Romanticism was beginning to give way to realism, its influence
remained strong, particularly in poetry and novels that explored personal and
social ideals. The movement inspired authors to delve deeply into the
psychological and emotional states of their characters, setting the stage for
later developments in literary style and thematic exploration.

Transcendentalism's Influence

Transcendentalism, primarily an American philosophical and literary movement,
reached its height in the 1850s, profoundly impacting the literary landscape.
It emphasized individual intuition, the inherent goodness of people and
nature, and the belief that spiritual insight transcends empirical knowledge.
Transcendentalists challenged established religious and societal norms,
advocating for self-reliance and social reform through literature and
philosophy.

Core Beliefs of Transcendentalism

At its core, transcendentalism held that individuals could attain truth
through personal intuition rather than traditional doctrine or scientific
observation. It celebrated the interconnectedness of all living things and
posited that nature was a direct reflection of the divine. This worldview
encouraged writers to explore themes of spirituality, social justice, and the
human connection to the natural world.

Prominent Transcendentalist Writers

Key figures associated with transcendentalism in the 1850s included Ralph
Waldo Emerson and Henry David Thoreau, whose essays and books articulated the
movement’s philosophy. Their works emphasized simplicity, individual
conscience, and civil disobedience, influencing both contemporary and future
literary movements.

The Rise of Realism

The 1850s saw the emergence and increasing popularity of realism, a literary
movement that aimed to depict everyday life and society with accuracy and
honesty. Realism rejected the idealization and emotional excesses of
romanticism, focusing instead on ordinary characters, plausible events, and



detailed settings. This movement reflected growing interest in social issues
and the complexities of human behavior during a time of rapid economic and
social change.

Defining Features of Realism

Realist literature is characterized by its commitment to portraying life
without embellishment. Writers in this movement emphasized character
development, ethical dilemmas, and social conditions. The style is often
straightforward and unadorned, with a focus on dialogue and narrative that
mirrors actual speech and behavior.

Social and Historical Context

The rise of realism corresponded with significant developments such as
urbanization, the expansion of the middle class, and political upheaval.
These changes prompted authors to explore themes related to class struggle,
gender roles, and the impact of industrialization, providing readers with a
mirror to their own experiences and societal conditions.

Early Naturalist Tendencies

Although naturalism is generally considered to have fully developed in the
later decades of the 19th century, its foundations were laid during the
1850s. This movement extended realism by incorporating a more scientific and
deterministic view of human life, often highlighting the influence of
environment, heredity, and social conditions on individuals.

Naturalism’s Philosophical Underpinnings

Naturalist writers embraced theories from emerging sciences such as Darwinism
and psychology, applying them to literature to explain human behavior as
shaped by forces beyond free will. This approach presented a more pessimistic
and objective perspective on life, emphasizing survival, struggle, and the
often harsh realities of existence.

Examples of Early Naturalist Themes

Literary works displaying early naturalist tendencies often dealt with
characters facing uncontrollable circumstances, such as poverty, addiction,
or social marginalization. These narratives aimed to reveal the underlying
mechanisms driving human action, contrasting sharply with the idealism of
previous movements.



Notable Authors and Works

The literary movements of the 1850s produced numerous influential authors and
landmark works that continue to be studied for their artistic and cultural
significance. These writers embodied the ideals and transitions of their
respective movements, contributing to a rich and diverse literary heritage.

Key Authors of the 1850s

e Herman Melville — Known for his complex exploration of human nature and
society, particularly in works like Moby-Dick (1851), which blends
romanticism and realism.

e Nathaniel Hawthorne — His novels and short stories often incorporated
romantic and transcendentalist elements, addressing themes of morality
and human fallibility.

e Ralph Waldo Emerson — A central figure in transcendentalism, Emerson’s
essays shaped American thought on individuality and nature.

e Henry James — Beginning his career in the late 1850s and early 1860s,
James would become a key realist author, focusing on psychological depth
and social nuance.

e Charles Dickens — Though English, Dickens’'s works during this period,
such as Bleak House, reflect realistic portrayals of social injustice.

Representative Works

Some of the most significant literary works from the 1850s that illustrate
the era’s movements include:

1. Moby-Dick by Herman Melville — A monumental novel combining symbolism,
romanticism, and early realism.

2. The Scarlet Letter by Nathaniel Hawthorne — A novel steeped in romantic
and moral exploration with transcendentalist undertones.

3. Walden by Henry David Thoreau — A foundational transcendentalist text
emphasizing simplicity and nature.

4. Bleak House by Charles Dickens — A realist critique of social
institutions and class disparities.



Frequently Asked Questions

What were the major literary movements in the 1850s?

The major literary movements in the 1850s included Realism, Romanticism
(which was declining but still influential), and the early stages of
Naturalism. Transcendentalism was also prominent, particularly in American
literature.

How did Realism influence literature in the 1850s?

Realism in the 1850s focused on depicting everyday life and society with
accuracy and detail, moving away from the idealized subjects of Romanticism.
Writers aimed to portray ordinary characters and social issues realistically.

Which authors were key figures in the literary
movements of the 1850s?

Key authors of the 1850s included Gustave Flaubert and Honoré de Balzac in
Realism, Nathaniel Hawthorne and Herman Melville in American Romanticism, and
Ralph Waldo Emerson and Henry David Thoreau in Transcendentalism.

What role did Transcendentalism play in 1850s
literature?

Transcendentalism, centered in America, emphasized individual intuition,
nature, and spirituality. It influenced many writers in the 1850s by
promoting ideas of self-reliance and the inherent goodness of people and
nature.

How did the social and political climate of the
1850s impact literary movements?

The 1850s were marked by social and political upheaval, including debates
over slavery and industrialization. These issues influenced literature by
encouraging writers to explore themes of social justice, human rights, and
the realities of industrial society.

What distinguishes Naturalism from Realism in the
1850s literary context?

Naturalism, which began emerging in the late 1850s and later, is an extension
of Realism but with a more scientific and deterministic view, emphasizing how
environment and heredity shape human behavior, often portraying darker or
more pessimistic themes.



Were there any significant literary works published
in the 1850s that exemplify these movements?

Yes, notable works include Gustave Flaubert's "Madame Bovary" (1857)
representing Realism, Nathaniel Hawthorne's "The Scarlet Letter" (1850)
reflecting American Romanticism, and Ralph Waldo Emerson's essays promoting
Transcendentalist ideas.

Additional Resources

1. “The Scarlet Letter” by Nathaniel Hawthorne

This classic novel, published in 1850, is a hallmark of American Romanticism
and Dark Romanticism. It explores themes of sin, guilt, and redemption in a
Puritan society. Hawthorne’s use of symbolism and psychological depth
reflects the broader literary movement’s fascination with human nature and
morality.

2. “Moby-Dick” by Herman Melville

Published in 1851, this epic sea novel is a cornerstone of American
Romanticism. Melville blends adventure with philosophical musings on
obsession, fate, and the human condition. Its complex narrative style and
exploration of existential themes align it with the transcendentalist and
dark romantic movements of the era.

3. “Leaves of Grass” by Walt Whitman

First published in 1855, Whitman’s poetry collection broke conventional
poetic forms and celebrated individualism, nature, and democracy. It is a
seminal work in the American Transcendentalist movement and reflects the
spirit of innovation in mid-19th century literature. Whitman'’s free verse
style was revolutionary and influential for future literary developments.

4. “Bleak House” by Charles Dickens

Serialized between 1852 and 1853, this Victorian novel critiques the English
legal system and social injustices. Dickens combines realism with intricate
plotting and a large cast of characters to expose societal flaws. The novel'’s
style and social commentary are representative of the Victorian literary
movement.

5. “Great Expectations” by Charles Dickens

Published in 1861 but written during the 1850s, this novel reflects the
Victorian era’s focus on social class, personal development, and morality.
Dickens explores themes of ambition, gquilt, and redemption through the life
of Pip. Its detailed character development and social critique are hallmarks
of Victorian literature.

6. “The Woman in White” by Wilkie Collins

This 1859 novel is one of the earliest examples of the sensation novel, a
popular Victorian literary genre. Collins combines mystery, suspense, and
psychological drama to explore themes of identity and social injustice. The



novel’s serialized format and intricate plot reflect the tastes of mid-19th
century readers.

7. “Uncle Tom’s Cabin” by Harriet Beecher Stowe

Published in 1852, this anti-slavery novel had a profound impact on American
society and literature. It belongs to the abolitionist literary movement and
uses sentimentalism to evoke empathy and spur social change. Stowe’s vivid
characters and moral urgency made the book a catalyst for the growing
abolitionist cause.

8. “The Marble Faun” by Nathaniel Hawthorne

Released in 1860, this novel marks Hawthorne’s exploration of themes related
to art, gquilt, and innocence within the framework of American Romanticism.
Set in Italy, it incorporates elements of Gothic fiction and allegory. The
work reflects the mid-19th century literary movement’s interest in moral
complexity and symbolism.

9. “Wuthering Heights” by Emily Bronté

Published in 1847 but influential throughout the 1850s, this novel is a
definitive work of English Romanticism and Gothic literature. It explores
intense emotions, nature, and the supernatural through the turbulent
relationship of Heathcliff and Catherine. Bronté’s innovative narrative
structure and dark themes influenced many writers of the period.
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struggles and overseas imperial structures, The Politics of Imperial Memory in France, 1850-1900
explains how and why French Republicans embraced colonial conquest as a central part of their
political platform. Christina B. Carroll explores the meaning and value of empire in
late-nineteenth-century France, arguing that ongoing disputes about the French state's political
organization intersected with racialized beliefs about European superiority over colonial others in
French imperial thought. For much of this period, French writers and politicians did not always
differentiate between continental and colonial empire. By employing a range of sources—from
newspapers and pamphlets to textbooks and novels—Carroll demonstrates that the memory of older
continental imperial models shaped French understandings of, and justifications for, their new
colonial empire. She shows that the slow identification of the two types of empire emerged due to a
politicized campaign led by colonial advocates who sought to defend overseas expansion against
their opponents. This new model of colonial empire was shaped by a complicated set of influences,
including political conflict, the legacy of both Napoleons, international competition, racial science,
and French experiences in the colonies. The Politics of Imperial Memory in France, 1850-1900
skillfully weaves together knowledge from its wide-ranging source base to articulate how the
meaning and history of empire became deeply intertwined with the meaning and history of the
French nation.
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characterized by speed, work, and mechanized travel, this books asserts a counter-narrative in
which certain writers embraced idleness in travel as a radical means to ‘re-subjectification’ and the
assertion of a ‘late-Romantic’ sensibility. Attentive to the historical and literary continuities between
‘Romantic’ and ‘Victorian’, the book reconstructs the Victorian discourse on idleness. It draws on an
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Topical coverage is equally broad, including major trends and events in international relations and
domestic politics, in social and gender structures, in the economy, and in the natural and social
sciences, the humanities, religion and the arts. For this second edition, the text has been completely
revised, the latest directions in historical research considered, the further reading brought up to
date and special attention has been paid to Europe’s global interactions with the rest of the world
and the structures and norms of gender relations. Tables, charts, maps and other explanatory
features help students explore further in the areas that interest them. Written in sprightly,
jargon-free clear prose, the book is ideal for use as a text in secondary school or university courses,
as well as for general readers wishing to gain an overview of a crucial era of modern European
history.
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survey of European history from the middle of the nineteenth century to the outbreak of the First
World War tells the story of an era of outward tranquillity that was also a period of economic
growth, social transformation, political contention and scientific, and artistic innovation. During



these years, the foundations of our present urban-industrial society were laid, the five Great Powers
vied in peaceful and violent fashion for dominance in Europe and throughout the world, and the
darker forces that were to dominate the twentieth century - violent nationalism, totalitarianism,
racism, ethnic cleansing - began to make themselves felt. Jonathan Sperber sets out developments in
this period across the entire European continent, from the Atlantic to the Urals, from the Baltic to
the Mediterranean. To help students of European history grasp the main dynamics of the period, he
divides the book into three overlapping sections covering the periods from 1850-75, 1871-95 and
1890-1914. In each period he identifies developments and tendencies that were common in varying
degrees to the whole of Europe, while also pointing the unique qualities of specific regions and
individual countries. Throughout, his argument is supported by illustrative material: tables, charts,
case studies and other explanatory features, and there is a detailed bibliography to help students to
explore further in those areas that interest them.

literary movements 1850s: Parties and Slavery, 1850-1859 Theodore Clarke Smith, 1906

literary movements 1850s: Parties and Slavery 1850-1859 Theodore Clarke Smith,

literary movements 1850s: Sir Robert Peel: 1843-1850 Robert Peel, 1899

literary movements 1850s: Hagia Sophia, 1850-1950 Robert S. Nelson, 2004-07-14 Hagia
Sophia, the Church of Holy Wisdom, sits majestically atop the plateau that commands the straits
separating Europe and Asia. Located near the acropolis of the ancient city of Byzantium, this
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transformed into a cathedral, mosque, monument, and museum. In Hagia Sophia, 1850-1950, Robert
S. Nelson explores its many lives. Built from 532 to 537 as the Cathedral of Constantinople, Hagia
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