literature and writers in the 1850s

literature and writers in the 1850s marked a significant period in the
development of literary movements and the emergence of influential authors
whose works shaped the cultural and intellectual landscape of their time.
This decade was characterized by the growth of realism, romanticism’s waning
influence, and the early stirrings of naturalism. Writers in the 1850s
grappled with social issues, political upheaval, and rapid industrialization,
which were reflected in their narratives, themes, and styles. The literature
of this era includes notable novels, poetry, and essays that continue to be
studied for their artistic merit and historical significance. This article
explores the key literary trends, prominent authors, and major works that
defined literature and writers in the 1850s, providing an in-depth overview
of this transformative decade.
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Literary Movements of the 1850s

The 1850s witnessed significant shifts in literary movements, with realism
gaining momentum as a dominant force. This period marked a transition from
romanticism, which emphasized emotion and individualism, to realism, which
focused on depicting everyday life and society with fidelity and attention to
detail. Additionally, early elements of naturalism began to appear,
emphasizing a more scientific and deterministic approach to human behavior.
These movements were responses to the changing social and political climates,
including industrialization, urbanization, and increasing awareness of social
inequalities.

Realism

Realism became the defining literary movement of the 1850s, prioritizing
accurate representation of life without idealization. Realist writers sought
to portray ordinary characters and situations, often highlighting social
issues and moral dilemmas. The movement was characterized by detailed
descriptions, complex characters, and a focus on plausible events rather than



romanticized or fantastical elements.

Romanticism’s Decline

While romanticism dominated the early 19th century, its influence began to
wane during the 1850s. Romantic literature’s emphasis on emotion, nature, and
individual heroism gradually gave way to more pragmatic and socially
conscious narratives. Nonetheless, romantic ideals still influenced many
writers, blending with realist techniques to create nuanced works.

Emergence of Naturalism

Though naturalism fully flourished later in the century, its roots were
planted in the 1850s. This literary approach emphasized the impact of
environment, heredity, and social conditions on human behavior, often
portraying life as governed by forces beyond individual control. Early
naturalist themes began to surface in the decade’s literature, signaling a
shift toward more deterministic storytelling.

Prominent Writers and Their Contributions

The decade of the 1850s featured a host of influential writers whose works
contributed to the evolving literary landscape. These authors not only
advanced the prevailing literary movements but also addressed pressing
societal issues through their storytelling. Their contributions remain
central to the study of 19th-century literature.

Charles Dickens

Charles Dickens was one of the most prominent writers of the 1850s. His
novels during this period, such as Bleak House and Hard Times, exemplify the
realist tradition. Dickens used his narratives to critique social injustices,
poverty, and the inefficiencies of legal and industrial systems. His vivid
characterizations and complex plots captivated readers while exposing
societal flaws.

Herman Melville

American author Herman Melville contributed significantly to mid-19th-century
literature with works like Benito Cereno and essays exploring themes of
identity and morality. Although his magnum opus Moby-Dick was published in
1851, its initial reception was mixed. Melville’s writing combined elements
of romanticism and realism, often delving into philosophical and existential
guestions.



George Eliot

George Eliot, the pen name of Mary Ann Evans, emerged as a major literary
figure during the 1850s. Her novel Adam Bede, published in 1859, showcased
her commitment to psychological realism and social commentary. Eliot’s
detailed character studies and moral complexity contributed to the era’s
realist movement.

Walt Whitman

Walt Whitman revolutionized American poetry with his 1855 collection Leaves
of Grass. His free verse and celebration of democracy, individuality, and
nature broke with traditional poetic forms. Whitman’s work reflected the
democratic spirit of the age and influenced future generations of poets.

Major Literary Works of the Decade

The 1850s produced several landmark literary works that have since become
classics. These texts reflect the diversity of styles and themes
characteristic of the decade, from social critique to philosophical inquiry
and poetic innovation.

Moby-Dick by Herman Melville (1851) — A complex exploration of
obsession, the human condition, and nature’s power.

e Bleak House by Charles Dickens (1853) — A critique of the British legal
system and social inequality.

e Hard Times by Charles Dickens (1854) — An examination of industrial
society and its impact on human values.

e Leaves of Grass by Walt Whitman (1855) — A groundbreaking poetry
collection celebrating democracy and individuality.

e Adam Bede by George Eliot (1859) — A realist novel focusing on rural
life and moral complexity.

Thematic Concerns in 1850s Literature

Literature and writers in the 1850s frequently engaged with themes that
mirrored the social and political realities of the time. These thematic
concerns provided a framework for exploring human experience amid rapid
change.



Social Reform and Critique

Many authors used their works to highlight social injustices, including
poverty, class disparity, and the plight of the working class. Literature
became a vehicle for advocating reform and raising awareness about societal
problems.

Industrialization and Urbanization

The rapid growth of industry and cities influenced literary themes, with many
writers portraying the alienation and challenges faced by individuals in
these new environments. The clash between traditional values and modern
progress was a common motif.

Individualism and Identity

The exploration of selfhood and personal identity gained prominence, with
writers delving into psychological depth and moral ambiguity. This focus
reflected broader philosophical inquiries of the era.

Nature and the Environment

While romanticism’s idealization of nature declined, nature remained a
significant theme, often contrasted with industrial encroachment or used
symbolically to explore human emotions and existential concerns.

Impact on Future Literary Developments

The literature and writers in the 1850s laid the groundwork for later
literary movements and innovations. The emphasis on realism and social
critique influenced the rise of naturalism and modernism in the decades to
follow.

Foundation for Naturalism

The determinism and scientific approach to human behavior introduced in the
1850s were expanded upon by naturalist writers later in the 19th century. The
decade’s literature contributed to a more nuanced understanding of
environment and heredity in shaping character.

Evolution of the Novel

The complex narratives and character development pioneered by 1850s authors



advanced the novel as a literary form. Their work demonstrated the genre’s
capacity to engage with social issues and psychological depth.

Influence on Poetry and Prose

The innovative techniques of poets like Walt Whitman inspired new poetic
forms and expressive possibilities, while prose writers’ commitment to
realism shaped narrative conventions well beyond the century.

Advancement of social realism in literature

Introduction of psychological complexity in character portrayal

e Expansion of literary forms and experimentation

Increased focus on ethical and philosophical questions

Frequently Asked Questions

Who were some prominent writers in the 1850s?

Prominent writers in the 1850s included Charles Dickens, Nathaniel Hawthorne,
Herman Melville, Elizabeth Barrett Browning, and Walt Whitman.

What were common themes in literature during the
1850s?

Common themes included social reform, romanticism, realism, moral questions,
and the exploration of individualism and nature.

How did the 1850s literature reflect the social
issues of the time?

Literature in the 1850s often addressed issues such as slavery,
industrialization, class struggles, and women's rights, reflecting the social
and political tensions of the era.

What is the significance of Herman Melville's works
in the 1850s?

Herman Melville's works, especially 'Moby-Dick' (published in 1851), are
significant for their complex narrative style and exploration of existential



questions, marking a key moment in American literature.

How did Charles Dickens influence literature in the
1850s?

Charles Dickens influenced literature by highlighting social injustices
through his serialized novels like 'Bleak House' and 'Hard Times,' combining
vivid characters with social critique.

Which literary movements were prominent in the
1850s7?

Romanticism was waning while Realism and Transcendentalism were gaining
prominence, especially in American literature during the 1850s.

What role did women writers play in the 1850s
literature?

Women writers like Elizabeth Barrett Browning and Harriet Beecher Stowe
played crucial roles by addressing issues such as gender roles, abolition,
and morality, contributing significantly to literary and social discourse.

Additional Resources

1. Bleak House

Charles Dickens published "Bleak House" in the early 1850s, offering a
critical look at the British legal system through a complex narrative filled
with vivid characters. The novel combines mystery, social commentary, and
satire, reflecting the Victorian era’s concerns and intricacies. It remains
one of Dickens’s most acclaimed works for its innovative narrative style and
profound social insights.

2. Moby-Dick

Although first published in 1851, Herman Melville’'s "Moby-Dick" was initially
met with mixed reviews. This epic novel explores themes of obsession, fate,
and the human condition through the story of Captain Ahab’s relentless
pursuit of the white whale. Its rich symbolism and narrative complexity have
established it as a classic of American literature.

3. Lady Audley’s Secret

Mary Elizabeth Braddon’s 1862 sensation novel, "Lady Audley’s Secret,"
captures the Victorian fascination with secrets, identity, and social
mobility. Though slightly outside the 1850s, it reflects the decade’s
literary trends with its melodramatic plot and exploration of gender roles.
The book was a bestseller and contributed to the sensation fiction genre’s
popularity.



4. Wuthering Heights

Emily Bronté’s only novel, "Wuthering Heights," was published posthumously in
1847 but gained significant attention and influence throughout the 1850s. Its
dark romanticism and complex character relationships challenged conventional
Victorian narratives. The novel’s exploration of passion, revenge, and the
supernatural left a lasting impact on English literature.

5. The Scarlet Letter

Nathaniel Hawthorne’s "The Scarlet Letter," published in 1850, delves into
themes of sin, guilt, and redemption in Puritan New England. The novel’s
symbolism and psychological depth mark it as a key work in American
Romanticism. It remains widely studied for its critique of moral rigidity and
exploration of individual identity.

6. David Copperfield

Charles Dickens continued his literary success with "David Copperfield,"
released in 1850. This semi-autobiographical novel follows the life of its
protagonist from childhood to maturity, touching on themes of perseverance,
social class, and personal growth. Its vivid characterizations and narrative
warmth have made it one of Dickens’s most beloved works.

7. The Woman in White

Wilkie Collins’s 1859 novel "The Woman in White" is considered one of the
earliest examples of the mystery and sensation genres. With its intricate
plot, multiple narrators, and suspenseful atmosphere, the book captivated
Victorian readers. It also addresses themes of identity, mental illness, and
the position of women in society.

8. Leaves of Grass

Walt Whitman’s groundbreaking poetry collection "Leaves of Grass" underwent
significant expansions throughout the 1850s after its initial 1855
publication. Whitman’s free verse and celebration of the individual
challenged traditional poetic forms and themes. The work’s emphasis on
democracy, nature, and the human spirit was revolutionary for American
literature.

9. Jane Eyre

Charlotte Bronté’s "Jane Eyre," published in 1847, continued to influence
literary circles through the 1850s with its blend of Gothic elements and
social critique. The novel’s portrayal of a strong, independent female
protagonist and its exploration of morality and passion resonated deeply in
Victorian society. It remains a cornerstone of English literature and
feminist discourse.
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