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	In Europe, [...] the individual person exists for the glory of the nation; in America the nation exists for the glory of the individual person (Z. Lewicki, American Literature). 


Introduction
By the beginning of the 1930s, the long search by artists to identify American subject matter and American artistic form had come to an end. It was not clear whether America would ever produce a writer as good as William Shakespeare. The period between 1830 and the start of the Civil War in 1861, which is often referred to as the American Renaissance, was the richest period in American literary history. By likening the antebellum period to the artistic flowering of the Renaissance, Matthiessen aimed to celebrate the American literary tradition and to legitimate scholarly interest in American literature, which was still taught as inferior to English literature when it was taught at all. What scholars call the American Renaissance, America’s period of artistic awakening, had begun.   
A. Transcendentalism: Ralph Waldo Emerson and Henry David Thoreau 

Transcendentalism was a religious, philosophical and literary movement. The representative figures of this group are Ralph Waldo Emerson and Henry David Thoreau. Transcendentalists believed that to find the truth about God, the universe, and one’s self, one must transcend, or go beyond, the everyday experiences of the physical world. American Transcendentalists were idealists in a more practical sense. They believed that humanity could be perfected, and they worked to make this idea a reality. A Transcendental View of the World could be summarised as follows

a. Everything, including people, is a reflection of the divine.

b. The physical world is a doorway to the spiritual world.

c. People can use intuition to sense God in nature or in their own souls.

d. A person is his or her own best authority.

e. Feeling and intuition are superior to reason and intellect.

f. The human soul is part of the Oversoul or universal spirit (or "float" for Whitman) to which it and other souls return at death. Death is never to be feared, for at death the soul merely passes to the Oversoul.

g. Every individual is to be respected because everyone has a portion of that Oversoul (God). Emerson’s optimism appealed to many people who lived in a time full of worries such as women, slaves, and poor people.

h. Power is to be obtained by defying fate or predestination, which seem to work against humans, by exercising one's own spiritual and moral strength. Emphasis is on self-reliance.
1. Ralph Waldo Emerson
He is usually seen as the father of Transcendentalism; the publication of his 1836 book of essays, Nature, marks the movement’s emergence on the national scene. In “The Poet” (1844), Emerson shows how self-reliance leads to great art. His essay “The American Scholar” (1837) is often seen as America’s declaration of cultural independence from Great Britain. 
2. Henry David Thoreau
Thoreau’s perception of his life in nature as sacrament has made him, along with Emerson, The Transcendentalists separated morality from Christianity and placed it firmly in nature. Thoreau’s religious acts are designed – to quote R.W.B. Lewis on the subject – “to expose the individual again to the currents flowing through nature, rather than to the grace flowing down from supernature.” Walden (1850) is a record, Thoreau insists, not of what he said or thought but of what he did. Walden is Thoreau’s passionate description of how he learned at the pond to “live deliberately” and “deep” and to know life “by experience.” His essays, “Civil Disobedience”, and his “Plea for Captain John Brown” are eloquent protests against social wrongs – a war with Mexico in the former and the institution of slavery in the latter.  
B. The Anti-Transcendentalists
Nathaniel Hawthorne, Herman Melville, and Edgar Allan Poe are known as the Dark Romantics. Because of their gloomy view of the world, some people see these writers as anti-Transcendentalists. Dark Romantics had much in common with Emerson and his followers: Both groups valued feeling over reason; both groups saw the events of the world as a signs or symbols that pointed beyond. Nevertheless, Dark Romantics did not agree with the optimism of the Transcendentalists. They thought that Emerson took only the bright side of Puritanism and ignored the belief in the wickedness of humanity. To create a greater balance, the Dark Romantics explored both good and evil. They looked at the effects of guilt and sin on the mind, body and soul, including madness; behind the pasteboard masks of polite society, they saw the horror of evil; from this vision, the Dark Romantics shaped a new, truly American literature.
1. Nathaniel Hawthorne: He remains one of America’s most revered authors, appreciated for his unique prose style, his visions of New England and American history, his grasp of psychology, and his vivid characters. Hawthorne’s writing is often intentionally ambiguous, resisting simple moralizing and opening up the possibility of multiple interpretations. Though he wrote several other novels, children’s books, and short stories, The Scarlet Letter (1850) remains his best-known work. 

2. Herman Melville: He was a devoted fan of Hawthorne, dedicated his 1851 novel Moby-Dick to his friend and idol. Moby-Dick is the story of a monomaniacal ship captain, Ahab, seeking to revenge himself on the white whale that cost him his leg (Moby Dick). 

3. Edgar Allan Poe: Poe gained international fame for his poetry and for his short stories—in fact, he is usually seen as the first theorist of the short story, a form that emerged in nineteenth-century America. His best-known poem is “The Raven” (1845), a poem about a scholar who is tormented with memories of his dead love Lenore thanks to the visit of a raven that can only speak the word “nevermore.” Poe inaugurated the detective story with his narratives about Auguste Dupin, including “The Murders in the Rue Morgue” (1841). Poe’s gothic short stories, often revealing an obsession with madness, like “The Tell-Tale Heart” (1843), also remain popular.
C. Fireside or School-Room Poets

Henry Wadsworth Longfellow, James Russell Lowell, and John Greenleaf Whittier are so called because their poetry was often read by families by the fire (and often taught in schools). In addition to love, patriotism, nature, family, God and religion, they deal with New “American” subjects: folk themes, American landscape, abolitionism, American Indian culture, and American history.
1. Henry Wadsworth Longfellow: He was the most popular poet of the nineteenth century. Known for long poems like Evangeline (1847) and The Song of Hiawatha (1855) as well as for short lyrics, Longfellow’s reputation has greatly suffered since his lifetime, with readers critical of what is seen as the simplicity and sweetness of his work. But just as Longfellow was welcome in the nineteenth-century school, he remains so today: his “Paul Revere’s Ride” (1860), the poem that helped to make Paul Revere’s historic ride famous, appears in the Common Core.

2. John Greenleaf Whittier: like Longfellow, he was an immensely popular poet whose reputation has suffered since the nineteenth century. He was a fervent abolitionist and achieved mass popularity only after the Civil War, with the publication of his long narrative poem Snow-Bound (1866), which tells the story of a snowed-in New England family.
D. Sentimentalism

While it’s the male authors of this period who are most frequently remembered and celebrated today, many of the most popular novels of the nineteenth-century were written by women working in a sentimental mode. Sentimentalism prioritized feeling and sought to develop the reader’s sympathy and compassion. It was associated with femininity and domesticity because of the gendering of sympathy, but many men produced sentimental texts as well. Sentimentalism was rooted in a Christian ethos and was often used to mobilize readers against social ills, be it the abuses of slavery or the plight of women.

Harriet Beecher Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin (1852) was the nineteenth-century’s biggest bestseller and was instrumental in drumming up opposition to slavery in the years leading up to the Civil War. While scholars justly object to the racism of Stowe’s portraits of slaves, the book draws powerfully on sentimentalism, especially on Stowe’s culture’s obsession with mother-love and shared Christian ethos, to argue that slavery is inherently unchristian and harmful to slaves and slaveholders alike. By showing how slavery harms the family, Stowe shows how it harms the nation.

E. New Poetic forms: Walt Whitman and Emily Dickinson

The United States, Emerson wrote in 1844, is ready for the appearance of its great poets. When they arrive, he predicted, they will come with a “new thought,” a “whole new experience to unfold” – an American thought, an American experience. And they will have to break away from European forms and seek American techniques, he insisted, because really great poetry has “a thought so passionate and alive, that, like the spirit of a plant or an animal, it has an architecture of its own, and adorns nature with a new thing.” A decade after Emerson’s prediction, two poets emerged as the artists Emerson was waiting for. Walt Whitman would publish his Leaves of Grass, creating with a single book a poetic language unmistakably American. And Emily Dickinson would begin to write the verses which would ultimately establish her as a major American poet.
1. Walt Whitman

Walt Whitman's strong belief in democracy is clearly reflected in the form as well as content of his poetry. His best-known collection of poems Leaves's of Grass (1855), which he rewrote and revised throughout his life, contains Song of Myself, the most stunningly original poem ever written by an American. The poem's innovative, unrhymed, free-verse form, open celebration of sexuality, vibrant democratic sensibility, and extreme Romantic assertion that the poet's self was one with universe and the reader, permanently altered the course of American poetry. Whitman's free-verse revolution has an enduring and permanent influence on his contemporary and subsequent poets. 
2. Emily Dickinson

As for Emily Dickinson, though unknown during her lifetime, critics have considered her as one of the original American poets. She is the embodiment of nineteenth-century American individualism. Both what she says and how she says it is so purely her own, so very much the result of her self-reliance, her independent personal and artistic judgment. In finding her way in life and in poetry she follows neither traditions nor religions. A great deal of her poetry is characterized by eccentric and radical-looking punctuation and capitalization and word choices. While she wrote 1775 poems that people know of, only seven were published in her lifetime, and not until 1955 were all of them printed as she had written them.
Conclusion
In much of Europe the Romantic Movement was fading, but its influence in America was still profound, so American Renaissance literature is almost exclusively Romantic literature. All of the major books which were published during the country’s literary explosion are Romantic books. America’s literary Renaissance, its Romantic Movement, coming three generations after the country achieved its political independence, spoke to many concerns. It explored what it meant to be an American, what it meant to be an American artist.
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