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Around the beginning of the 19th century, a literary revolution began to unfold, straying away from colonialism and branching off into a more unique view of humanity. This revolution stemmed into two separate ideals, romanticism/transcendentalism and American gothic. Both of these contrasted sharply while at the same time analyzing human nature and promoting individualism. While neither of these styles created a balanced depiction of life, their contrasting moods and views of life together showed the vastly different sides of humanity, especially in America.

Transcendentalism and romanticism offer what many consider to be the positive or optimistic view of humanity. Their writers, such as Walt Whitman and Ralph Waldo Emerson, celebrated the freedom and diversity of life. They stressed individualism through the use of the natural environment, focusing on a change or separation from society. Their goals were less about the blind obedience of the Puritan age and more about social commentary and striving for a better life. It was more about emotions and intuitions to help one succeed in the present, not the future. They used these feelings to help analyze life and find the “transcended truth” beyond reason or experience. Their over all philosophy centered on trust. If you trust in yourself, not others, success is almost definite.


As many know, there are always two sides to every coin, and this is no different. For everything that was happy and warm about romanticism and transcendentalism, one could say the complete opposite for Gothicism. Know as “the dark side of romanticism,” Gothicism offered a more bizarre, pessimistic view of life at the time. Writers of the era, such as Edgar Allen Poe and Nathaniel Hawthorne, stressed what was wrong with humanity, the negative components of human life, not the positives. Their stories usually revolved around dark, dreary, often twisted and creepy, to reflect the somber tones of their stories. These usually consisted of strange situations and violent events, where mistake were costly and the endings were rarely happy. Unlike romanticism, these stories showed the reader how not to act, as personal weaknesses in the characters often led to tragedy. The writings still focused on analyzing human life while stressing individualism, but by showing the aspect of life not shoed in transcendentalism. Social change was stressed, as the stories served as warnings while leaving a lingering for change for the better.

It is very hard to decide upon which vision of life I would have to agree with more during this era, as neither is completely true, but both are vitally important. One of these views could not exist without the other, so it must depend on how the reader would prefer to hear their analysis of life and human nature. I personally agree with more of the romantic and transcendental views than the gothic. I enjoy hearing about the bright sides of life, with emphasis on a positive change for the better, as foremost it is not as depressing. Being pessimistic and having a darker view of life is not only sad and depressing, but it can be very unhealthy. I know what the gothic views express at many times is true and should not be ignored, but whenever possible I would rather hear good news over bad, as it personally makes me feel better on the inside and out.


Both romanticism/transcendentalism and Gothicism express to completely different take of life and human nature. Both are required to have a real, rational view of the problems in our society and how they can be changed. While both express the need and hope of change, romanticism expresses optimism while Gothicism shows pessimism, and this is the biggest rift between the two. It will not be until later that a more realistic view of life comes that incorporates the elements of both ideals.
