
literature and writers in the 1850s

literature and writers in the 1850s represent a fascinating period in
literary history marked by significant cultural, social, and technological
changes that influenced the written word. This decade witnessed the rise of
realism, the continued influence of romanticism, and the emergence of new
literary voices in both Europe and America. The 1850s were characterized by
prolific output from some of the most renowned authors, who explored themes
of social reform, human nature, and the complexities of modern life.
Innovations in printing and publishing also contributed to broader
dissemination of literature, making books and periodicals more accessible to
the public. This article examines the key writers, literary movements, and
notable works that defined literature and writers in the 1850s, providing a
comprehensive overview of this dynamic era. The discussion includes an
exploration of major authors, thematic trends, and the historical context
that shaped literary production during the decade.
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Key Literary Movements of the 1850s

The 1850s were a transitional period in literature, witnessing the
coexistence and evolution of several important literary movements. These
movements significantly influenced the themes, styles, and literary forms
that dominated the decade.

Realism

Realism emerged as a dominant literary movement during the 1850s, emphasizing
accurate, detailed depictions of everyday life and society. Writers sought to
portray ordinary characters and situations without romantic idealization,
focusing on social issues, moral dilemmas, and the human condition. This
movement reflected the growing interest in empirical observation and
scientific inquiry characteristic of the mid-19th century.



Romanticism’s Continuing Influence

Although realism gained prominence, romanticism still held considerable sway
over literature in the 1850s. Romantic writers emphasized emotion, nature,
individualism, and the sublime. Their works often explored imaginative and
exotic themes, serving as a counterbalance to the emerging realist aesthetic.
Many writers blended romantic and realist elements in their works during this
decade.

Transcendentalism in America

In the United States, transcendentalism—a philosophical and literary movement
promoting individual intuition and the inherent goodness of people and
nature—remained influential in the 1850s. Although its peak was in the 1830s
and 1840s, transcendentalist ideas continued to shape American literature and
thought, especially through the works of authors associated with the
movement.

Prominent Writers and Their Contributions

The 1850s featured an impressive roster of writers whose works have had
lasting impacts on literature. These authors explored diverse themes and
contributed to the evolving literary landscape of the decade.

Charles Dickens

Charles Dickens was one of the most prominent literary figures of the 1850s.
His novels often addressed social injustices and the plight of the poor in
Victorian England. Dickens’ serialized publications during this decade, such
as “Bleak House” (1852–1853), showcased his mastery of complex plots and
vivid characterization.

Herman Melville

American author Herman Melville made significant contributions during the
1850s, most notably with the publication of “Moby-Dick” in 1851. This novel,
blending adventure, philosophical inquiry, and symbolism, has since become a
cornerstone of American literature and exemplifies the era’s experimental
narrative techniques.



George Eliot

Under the pen name George Eliot, Mary Ann Evans published works that brought
psychological depth and social realism to English literature. Her novel “Adam
Bede” (1859) marked the beginning of her literary career and exemplified the
realist movement’s focus on everyday life and moral complexity.

Walt Whitman

Walt Whitman’s poetry, particularly the 1855 edition of “Leaves of Grass,”
introduced an innovative free verse style and celebrated the individual,
democracy, and nature. Whitman’s work was influential in shaping American
literary identity during the 1850s.

Other Notable Writers

Emily Dickinson, whose early poetry began gaining attention

Elizabeth Barrett Browning, known for her passionate and socially
conscious poetry

Fyodor Dostoevsky, whose psychological novels deepened during the 1850s

Nathaniel Hawthorne, continuing to explore moral complexity and Puritan
legacy

Major Literary Works Published in the 1850s

The decade saw the release of numerous influential literary works that shaped
the cultural and intellectual climate of the time. These works ranged across
various genres and reflected the era’s thematic preoccupations.

Noteworthy Novels

Several novels published in the 1850s remain essential to literary studies
today. These works often addressed social reform, individual struggles, and
moral questions.



"Moby-Dick" (1851) by Herman Melville – an epic exploration of obsession
and the human spirit

"Bleak House" (1852–1853) by Charles Dickens – a critique of the English
legal system

"The Scarlet Letter" (1850) by Nathaniel Hawthorne – a study of sin and
guilt in Puritan society

"Adam Bede" (1859) by George Eliot – a realist depiction of rural
English life

Poetry and Essays

Poetry and essay writing flourished, with works that often intertwined
personal reflection and social commentary.

"Leaves of Grass" (1855) by Walt Whitman – revolutionary American poetry
celebrating democracy

Elizabeth Barrett Browning’s collections addressing political and
humanitarian themes

Essays by Ralph Waldo Emerson and other transcendentalists continuing to
influence literary thought

Social and Historical Influences on Literature

The literature and writers in the 1850s were deeply shaped by the social and
historical context of the decade, including major political events, social
movements, and technological advancements.

Industrial Revolution and Urbanization

The rapid industrialization and urban growth of the mid-19th century affected
the themes of literature, prompting writers to explore issues such as
poverty, class disparity, and the alienation of modern life. These
developments encouraged the rise of realism as authors sought to portray
authentic social conditions.



Abolitionism and Social Reform

In the United States and Europe, literature reflected the growing debates
over slavery, workers’ rights, and women’s roles. Many writers used their
works to advocate for social change and to critique prevailing injustices.

Political Turmoil

The 1850s were marked by significant political upheaval, including
revolutions in Europe and tensions leading to the American Civil War. These
events provided rich material for writers concerned with themes of freedom,
identity, and conflict.

Impact of Publishing and Technology

Advancements in printing technology and changes in the publishing industry
had a profound impact on literature and writers in the 1850s, facilitating
wider dissemination and new forms of literary expression.

Serialization and Periodicals

The serialization of novels in magazines and newspapers became a popular
method of publication, enabling authors to reach broader audiences and
maintain reader engagement over extended periods. This format influenced
narrative structures and pacing.

Improved Printing Techniques

Technological improvements in printing made books more affordable and
accessible, contributing to increased literacy rates and the expansion of the
reading public. This democratization of literature encouraged a diversity of
voices and genres.

Rise of Literary Criticism

The growth of periodicals also fostered the development of literary
criticism, with reviews and essays shaping public opinion and literary
reputations. Critics played an important role in defining the literary



standards and trends of the 1850s.

Frequently Asked Questions

Who were some of the most influential writers of the
1850s?
Some of the most influential writers of the 1850s include Charles Dickens,
Herman Melville, Nathaniel Hawthorne, Elizabeth Barrett Browning, and Walt
Whitman.

What are some notable literary works published in
the 1850s?
Notable literary works from the 1850s include Herman Melville's "Moby-Dick"
(1851), Nathaniel Hawthorne's "The Scarlet Letter" (1850), Elizabeth Barrett
Browning's "Sonnets from the Portuguese" (1850), and Charles Dickens' "Bleak
House" (1853).

How did the social and political climate of the
1850s influence literature?
The social and political climate of the 1850s, including issues like slavery,
industrialization, and women's rights, heavily influenced literature by
inspiring themes of social justice, human rights, and critiques of society in
works by writers such as Harriet Beecher Stowe and Frederick Douglass.

What role did women writers play in the literature
of the 1850s?
Women writers in the 1850s played a critical role by contributing to the
emergence of feminist literature and social reform. Writers like Elizabeth
Barrett Browning, Harriet Beecher Stowe, and the Brontë sisters challenged
societal norms and highlighted women's experiences.

How did the novel evolve during the 1850s?
During the 1850s, the novel evolved to include more complex characters and
social commentary. Realism began to gain prominence, and novels increasingly
explored psychological depth, social issues, and moral questions.

What literary movements were prominent in the 1850s?
Prominent literary movements in the 1850s included Romanticism, which still
influenced poetry and prose, and the early stages of Realism, which focused



on depicting everyday life and social realities more accurately.

How did American literature develop in the 1850s?
American literature in the 1850s saw a rise in national identity and distinct
themes such as nature, democracy, and individualism. Writers like Walt
Whitman and Herman Melville contributed to a uniquely American literary
voice.

What impact did Harriet Beecher Stowe's "Uncle Tom's
Cabin" have in the 1850s?
Published in 1852, Harriet Beecher Stowe's "Uncle Tom's Cabin" had a profound
impact by exposing the brutal realities of slavery, fueling abolitionist
sentiment, and influencing public opinion in the years leading up to the
American Civil War.

Were there any significant literary magazines or
journals in the 1850s?
Yes, significant literary magazines and journals in the 1850s included "The
Atlantic Monthly" (founded in 1857), which became an important platform for
American literature and social commentary.

How did poetry in the 1850s reflect the era's
cultural trends?
Poetry in the 1850s often reflected Romantic ideals such as emotion, nature,
and individualism, while also beginning to incorporate social and political
themes, as seen in the works of Elizabeth Barrett Browning and Walt Whitman.

Additional Resources
1. "The Brontë Sisters: Voices of the 1850s"
This book explores the lives and literary contributions of Charlotte, Emily,
and Anne Brontë during the 1850s. It delves into their major works, including
"Jane Eyre," "Wuthering Heights," and "The Tenant of Wildfell Hall,"
highlighting how their writing shaped Victorian literature. The author also
examines the social and personal challenges the sisters faced in a male-
dominated literary world.

2. "Charles Dickens and the Social Novel of the 1850s"
Focusing on Charles Dickens’ works from the 1850s, this book analyzes novels
such as "Bleak House" and "Hard Times." It discusses how Dickens used his
storytelling to critique social injustice, poverty, and industrialization in
Victorian England. The book provides insight into Dickens’ narrative style
and his impact on literature and society.



3. "American Transcendentalists: Emerson, Thoreau, and the 1850s"
This volume covers the key figures of the Transcendentalist movement during
the 1850s, including Ralph Waldo Emerson and Henry David Thoreau. It explores
their philosophical essays and journals, emphasizing themes of nature,
individuality, and social reform. The book also considers how their writings
influenced American literature and thought.

4. "The Victorian Poet: Alfred Lord Tennyson in the 1850s"
A detailed study of Alfred Lord Tennyson's poetry during the 1850s, this book
highlights his role as Poet Laureate and his influence on Victorian culture.
It examines major works like "In Memoriam" and "The Charge of the Light
Brigade," analyzing themes of grief, heroism, and faith. The author also
situates Tennyson’s poetry within the broader social and historical context
of the era.

5. "George Eliot: Realism and Morality in the 1850s"
This book provides an in-depth look at Mary Ann Evans, known as George Eliot,
and her early career in the 1850s. It discusses her development as a novelist
and her commitment to realism and moral complexity in works like "Scenes of
Clerical Life." The study also explores her influence on later Victorian
literature and her challenge to traditional gender roles.

6. "Walt Whitman and the American Literary Renaissance"
Focusing on Walt Whitman's poetry in the 1850s, particularly the first
edition of "Leaves of Grass," this book examines his innovative free verse
style and celebration of democracy and the individual. It considers Whitman’s
role in breaking literary conventions and his impact on the American literary
landscape. The author also discusses the cultural and political environment
that shaped his work.

7. "The Rise of Realism: French Literature in the 1850s"
This book explores key French writers such as Gustave Flaubert and Honoré de
Balzac, who contributed to the rise of literary realism in the 1850s. It
analyzes seminal works like "Madame Bovary" and "La Comédie Humaine,"
focusing on their detailed portrayal of everyday life and social critique.
The volume also examines how these authors influenced European literature.

8. "The Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood and Literary Influences"
This work investigates the connections between the Pre-Raphaelite
Brotherhood, founded in the late 1840s, and literature in the 1850s. It
discusses how poets like Dante Gabriel Rossetti and William Morris combined
visual art and poetry to challenge conventional aesthetics. The book sheds
light on the group’s impact on Victorian literature and art.

9. "Harriet Beecher Stowe and the Literature of Abolition"
This book centers on Harriet Beecher Stowe’s literary activism in the 1850s,
especially through her landmark novel "Uncle Tom’s Cabin." It explores how
her writing galvanized anti-slavery sentiment in America and abroad. The
author also examines the novel’s reception, its role in the abolitionist
movement, and its enduring literary significance.
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