
19th century american literature authors
19th century American literature authors played a pivotal role in shaping the landscape of literary
expression in the United States. This period, spanning from 1800 to 1900, was marked by profound
social, political, and economic changes, all of which influenced the themes and styles of the
literature produced during this time. The 19th century witnessed the emergence of distinct literary
movements, including Romanticism, Transcendentalism, and Realism, each characterized by its own
set of philosophies and aesthetics. Prominent authors from this era not only explored the American
experience but also contributed to broader global literary traditions.

Major Literary Movements

The 19th century was defined by significant literary movements that reflected the evolving American
identity and cultural values.

Romanticism

Romanticism in America was characterized by an emphasis on emotion, nature, and individualism.
This movement sought to break from classical forms and explore the human experience's depth and
complexity.

- Key Features:
- Emphasis on imagination and intuition over reason.
- Celebration of nature and the natural world.
- Focus on individual experience and emotion.
- Critique of industrial society and urbanization.

- Notable Authors:
- Washington Irving: Often regarded as the first American man of letters, Irving is best known for his
short stories such as "The Legend of Sleepy Hollow" and "Rip Van Winkle."
- Edgar Allan Poe: A master of the macabre, Poe's works, including "The Tell-Tale Heart" and "The
Raven," delve into themes of death, love, and human psychology.
- Nathaniel Hawthorne: Known for his exploration of moral complexity and sin, Hawthorne's major
works include "The Scarlet Letter" and "The House of the Seven Gables."

Transcendentalism

Transcendentalism, a philosophical and literary movement, emerged in the 1830s and 1840s as a
response to the prevailing rationalism of the time. It emphasized the inherent goodness of people
and nature.

- Key Features:
- Belief in the innate goodness of individuals.



- Advocacy for self-reliance and individual intuition.
- Connection between the divine and the natural world.

- Notable Authors:
- Ralph Waldo Emerson: A central figure in the movement, Emerson’s essays, such as "Nature" and
"Self-Reliance," articulate the foundational ideas of Transcendentalism.
- Henry David Thoreau: Best known for his book "Walden," Thoreau's reflections on simple living in
natural surroundings exemplify Transcendentalist ideals.

Realism

Realism emerged in the latter half of the 19th century as a reaction against Romanticism, focusing
on depicting everyday life and society with accuracy and detail.

- Key Features:
- Representation of everyday life and ordinary people.
- Exploration of social issues and moral dilemmas.
- Emphasis on character development and psychological depth.

- Notable Authors:
- Mark Twain: Often hailed as the father of American literature, Twain's works, including "The
Adventures of Huckleberry Finn" and "The Adventures of Tom Sawyer," capture the complexities of
American life.
- Henry James: Known for his intricate narratives and psychological realism, James’s works, such as
"The Portrait of a Lady," explore themes of consciousness and social dynamics.

Influential Authors and Their Contributions

The 19th century produced a plethora of authors whose works continue to resonate today. Here are
some of the most influential figures and their contributions to American literature.

Emily Dickinson

Emily Dickinson is considered one of the most important American poets. Her unique style—marked
by unconventional punctuation and slant rhyme—challenges traditional poetic forms.

- Notable Works:
- "Because I could not stop for Death"
- "Hope is the thing with feathers"
- "I heard a Fly buzz – when I died"

Dickinson's exploration of themes such as death, immortality, and nature reflects her deep
introspective nature and has garnered her posthumous acclaim.



Walt Whitman

Walt Whitman, often called the father of free verse, revolutionized American poetry with his
expansive and inclusive style. His seminal work, "Leaves of Grass," celebrates the individual and the
collective human experience.

- Notable Works:
- "Song of Myself"
- "I Hear America Singing"
- "Crossing Brooklyn Ferry"

Whitman's poetry embodies the spirit of democracy, diversity, and the interconnectedness of all
living beings.

Louisa May Alcott

Louisa May Alcott is best known for her novel "Little Women," which offers a glimpse into the lives
of four sisters growing up during the American Civil War.

- Themes Explored:
- Gender roles and women's rights.
- Family dynamics and personal growth.
- The struggles and triumphs of adolescence.

Alcott’s work resonates with readers for its honest portrayal of family life and the challenges faced
by women in a patriarchal society.

Frederick Douglass

Frederick Douglass was a former enslaved person who became a prominent abolitionist, orator, and
writer. His autobiographies provide a powerful indictment of slavery and a testament to the quest
for freedom.

- Notable Works:
- "Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass, an American Slave"
- "My Bondage and My Freedom"
- "Life and Times of Frederick Douglass"

Douglass’s eloquent prose and passionate advocacy for social justice have made him a significant
figure in both American literature and the fight for civil rights.

Impact of 19th Century Literature

The literature of the 19th century laid the groundwork for future literary movements and social



change in America. Its impact can be examined through various lenses.

Social Commentary and Reform

Many authors used their works as a platform to address pressing social issues, such as slavery,
women's rights, and class struggles.

- Examples of Social Impact:
- Harriet Beecher Stowe’s "Uncle Tom's Cabin" played a crucial role in shaping public opinion
against slavery.
- The works of authors like Rebecca Harding Davis and Kate Chopin highlighted the challenges faced
by women in a male-dominated society.

Establishment of American Literary Identity

The 19th century marked a significant shift in how American literature was perceived both
domestically and internationally. Authors began to embrace themes and styles that were distinctly
American, moving away from European influences.

- Emergence of a National Literature:
- The development of unique American genres such as the Western and the Southern Gothic.
- The rise of regionalism, which celebrated the diverse cultures and landscapes of different American
regions.

Legacy and Influence

The authors of the 19th century left an indelible mark on subsequent generations of writers and
poets. Their exploration of complex themes and innovative styles paved the way for modern
American literature.

- Influence on Later Movements:
- The Realist movement influenced 20th-century writers like F. Scott Fitzgerald and Ernest
Hemingway.
- The feminist themes explored by authors like Alcott and Dickinson laid the groundwork for later
feminist literature.

Conclusion

In summary, 19th century American literature authors were instrumental in capturing the
complexities of American life during a time of significant change. Their contributions not only reflect
the social and political currents of their time but also continue to inspire and resonate with readers
today. As we explore the works of these authors, we gain insight into the American psyche, the
struggles for identity and justice, and the enduring power of literature to effect change. The legacy



of these writers remains a vital part of the American literary canon, reminding us of the rich tapestry
of voices that have shaped our cultural heritage.

Frequently Asked Questions

Who is considered the father of American literature in the
19th century?
Mark Twain is often referred to as the father of American literature due to his significant
contributions with works like 'The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn' and 'The Adventures of Tom
Sawyer'.

What themes are prevalent in the works of Emily Dickinson?
Emily Dickinson's poetry often explores themes of death, immortality, nature, and the inner
workings of the mind, characterized by her unique use of form and punctuation.

How did Nathaniel Hawthorne's background influence his
writing?
Nathaniel Hawthorne's Puritan ancestry greatly influenced his writing, leading him to explore
themes of guilt, sin, and moral complexity, particularly in works like 'The Scarlet Letter' and 'The
House of the Seven Gables'.

What is the significance of the Transcendentalist movement in
19th century American literature?
The Transcendentalist movement, led by figures like Ralph Waldo Emerson and Henry David
Thoreau, emphasized individualism, nature, and social reform, significantly shaping American
thought and literature.

Which 19th century author is known for their critical stance
on slavery and social injustices?
Harriet Beecher Stowe is known for her impactful novel 'Uncle Tom's Cabin', which criticized slavery
and played a crucial role in shaping public opinion in the lead-up to the Civil War.

What role did regionalism play in the works of 19th century
authors?
Regionalism, as exemplified by authors like Sarah Orne Jewett and Willa Cather, focused on
depicting the distinct cultures, dialects, and landscapes of specific American regions, offering
readers a rich sense of place and identity.
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