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Study material for BA PART-1 ( 

Honours ) 

American Literature 

The Romantic Period (1830 to 

1870) 

 "Romanticism," as a term, derives 

from "romance" which, from the 

Medieval Period (1200-1500) and on, 

simply meant a story (like the 

chivalric, King Arthur legends) that 

was adventuristic and 

improbable.  "Romances" are 

distinguished from "novels," which 

emphasize the mundane and 

realistic." 

Romanticism as a worldview took 

hold in western Europe in the late 



18th century, and American writers 

embraced it in the early 19th century. 

Edgar Allan Poe most vividly depicted, 

and inhabited, the role of the 

Romantic individual—a genius, often 

tormented and always struggling 

against convention—during the 1830s 

and up to his mysterious death in 1849. 

Three men—Nathaniel 

Hawthorne, Herman Melville, and Walt 

Whitman—began publishing novels, 

short stories, and poetry during the 

Romantic period that became some of 

the most-enduring works of American 

literature. 

As a young man, Nathaniel 

Hawthorne published short stories, 

most notable among them the 

allegorical “Young Goodman Brown” 

(1835). In the 1840s he crossed paths 

with the Transcendentalists before he 



started writing his two most 

significant novels—The Scarlet 

Letter (1850) and The House of the 

Seven Gables (1851). 

During the 1850s, as the United States 

headed toward civil war, more and 

more stories by and about enslaved 

and free African Americans were 

written. 

Philosophical / Political Aspects 

of American Romanticism 
 

Elements of Romanticism 

1. Frontier: vast expanse, freedom, no 

geographic limitations. 

2. Optimism: greater than in Europe 

because of the presence of frontier. 

3. Experimentation: in science, in 

institutions. 

4. Mingling of races: immigrants in 

large numbers arrive to the US. 



5. Growth of industrialization: 

polarization of north and south; 

north becomes industrialized, south 

remains agricultural. 

 

Romantic Subject Matter 

1. The quest for beauty: non-didactic, 

"pure beauty." 2. The use of the far-

away and non-normal - antique and 

fanciful: 

a. In historical perspective: 

antiquarianism; antiquing or 

artificially aging; interest in the past. 

b. Characterization and mood: 

grotesque, gothicism, sense of terror, 

fear; use of the odd and queer. 

3. Escapism - from American 

problems. 

4. Interest in external nature - for 

itself, for beauty: 

a. Nature as source for the 

knowledge of the primitive. b. Nature 



as refuge. 

c. Nature as revelation of God to the 

individual. 

 

Romantic Attitudes 

1. Appeals to imagination; use of the 

"willing suspension of disbelief." 

2. Stress on emotion rather than 

reason; optimism, geniality. 

3. Subjectivity: in form and meaning. 

 

Romantic Techniques 

1. Remoteness of settings in time and 

space. 2. Improbable plots. 

3. Inadequate or unlikely 

characterization. 

4. Authorial subjectivity. 

5. Socially "harmful morality;" a world 

of "lies." 

6. Experimentation in new forms: 

picking up and using obsolete 

patterns. 



7. Cultivation of the individualized, 

subjective form of writing. 
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