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1865-1915

First, it is important to understand the aesthetic that came before Realism--Romanticism.

(1) true reality is not found in the actual, material world (ex: Edgar Allen Poe)
(2) the soul is immortal and dwells in all things. (ex: Walt Whitman)
(3) the goal of art is to transcend the mundane and the material to express transcendent truth through beauty. (ex: John Keats’ Ode to a Grecian Urn: “Beauty is truth, truth beauty--that is all”

At about the middle of the nineteenth century, the influence of many social forces caused aesthetic taste to change from romantic idealism to realism. Many writers felt that the romantics-- with their focus on the spiritual, the abstract, and the ideal--were being dishonest about life as it really was. The realists felt they had an ethical responsibility to be honest. They felt that the romantic impulse had led to escapist literature that presented life as we wished it to be, but not life as it was. Therefore for writers realism was not merely a literary technique: it was a way of speaking truth and destroying social conventions.

This new attitude was influenced by what was going on historically at the time:

1. The industrial revolution had created a society with many new socio-economic problems. 

2. Mass production also led to a more affluent, materialistic middle class. 

3. Democracy had created a society in which ordinary people were seen as worthy of respect.

4.  Increased public education created a more literate society. 

5. In Europe, there were revolutions, and serious class issues being contested; in the United States, the Civil War ended slavery, and waves of immigrants created a multi-ethnic society. 

6. Women in Europe and the U.S. were challenging their limitations. 

7. Technology was transforming countries with railroads and telegraph. 

8. Photography gave us a new view of our world. 

9. Inexpensive magazine publication brought literature to ordinary people, and made it easier for ordinary people to become published authors.

10. Intellectuals were being stimulated and disturbed by new ideas; for example:

Freud 



Darwin



Marx
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Realism was more than an artistic aesthetic; it was an ethical position. Realistic writers felt that it was their responsibility to tell the truth about life as it really is, rather than as we wish it to be.

	Genre
	American Author
	Perceived the individual as...

	Romantics
	Ralph Waldo Emerson
	a god

	Realists
	Henry James
William Dean Howells
Mark Twain
	simply a person

	Naturalists
	Stephen Crane
Frank Norris
	a helpless object


Some characteristics of realism writers and their works are:

1. Many realists--like Leo Tolstoy and Henrik Ibsen--wished to depict life honestly in the hope that seeing social conditions accurately would lead to improving those conditions. ex: A Doll’s House by Ibsen
2. Many realists-- like Henry James and Gustave Flaubert--felt compelled to remain objective--to depict life as it is, without commenting on it. ex: Madame Bovary by Gustave Flaubert
3. The writing of the realists reflects a shift in values from the idealism of the romantics. ex: Chekhov
4. Realism focuses on the common, everyday life of average, ordinary people. ex: The Death of Ivan Illych by Leon Tolstoy
5. Authors of realistic fiction see themselves as scientists. ex: The Red Badge of Courage by Stephen Crane
6. Most realists attempt to provide an objective reproduction of life—they attempt to be depicting rather than affecting. ex: The Age of Innocence by Edith Wharton
7. Realist authors often use dialogue or “local color” to depict real, ordinary speech. ex: The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn by Mark Twain
8. Realists are often impelled by the urge for social reform.
9. Realists develop characters that are unheroic--they are flawed, often cannot be "true to themselves", and any changes they undergo (if they undergo them at all) are usually internal.
10.  There also exists a type of realism called “psychological realism”. ex: The Turn of the Screw by Henry James.
SOURCES:
· http://www.faculty.de.gcsu.edu/~dvess/ids/fap/realism.htm
· http://www.ncteamericancollection.org/amer_realism.htm
“Realism is nothing more and nothing less than the truthful treatment of material.” –William Dean Howells

