Realism
across the
Globe

s the world grew closer together in the nine-

teenth century, thanks to rapidly expanding

empires and new methods of transportation
and communication, including the steamship and
the tck‘gl‘aph, filcr;lr_\' movements were able to
spread fast, too. Writers could find inspiration in
texts composed across the world; they could nur-
ture new ideas at home that then spread quickly
outward; and they could readily mix and fuse tradi-
tions that came from different continents. “World
literature” as a globally interconnected phenome-
non became a reality in this period. Symbolism,
for example—the poetic movement launched by
Charles Baudelaire in Paris—had an impact as far
away as Nicaragua and Japan, and the ghazal, an
Arabic poetic form used for many centuries in India
and Persia, inspired imitators in nineteenth-century
Europe, including Johann Wolfgang von Goethe,
who made it a popular poetic form in Germany, and
Thomas Hardy in Britain.

One of the most powerfully influential global
artistic movements in the nineteenth century was
realism. It began in Britain and France, hotbeds of
industrial and political revolution, but it soon
spread worldwide. And vet realisnr in literature did
not always arise in response to European influences.

Leo Tolstoi Ploughing a Field, 1882, by Ilva Yefimovich
Repin.
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For example, Higuchi Ichiyd, a Japa-
nese woman writer, published fiction
at the end of the nineteenth century
that departed from Japanese ]ilcr:mj'
conventions, startling and enchanting
her readers with a new style and s.uh—
ject matter that felt fresh and |ifciI|LL'.
She focused on poor and marginal
characters in the city as they struggle
to make choices in a forbidding eco-
nomic environment. She also purpose-
fully incorporated colloquial speech
and lively dialogue that sounded more
natural than the speech of traditional
literary characters. And she did all this
without ever having read a European
novel. Similarly, it would be a mistake
to see Joaquim Maria Machado de
Assis in Brazil, Rabindranath Tagore
in India, and Rebecca Harding Davis in
the United States as mere imitators of
the European model: they invented
techniques, subjects, and plots, lhe._\-'
altered conventions, and they experi-
mented with styles to generate realisms
all their own. N
Despite its rich variety, realist writing
around the world tended to share some
crucial aims and characteristics. In the
nineteenth century many artists felt a

new urgency to tell the un\'urnishfed
truth about the world, to observe social
life unsentimentally, and to convey it as
objectively as possible. To be sure, the
struggle to give a realistic representa-
tion of the world—sometimes called
verisimilitude or mimesis—was nothing
new. But while artists for many genera-
tions had been aiming at truth in their
representations of the world, the nin'e-
teenth century ushered in a new realist
philosophy, shocking new subjec% mat-
ter, and a specific new constellation of
literary techniques.

The revolutionary overturning of old
regimes and hierarchies, the rise of
democracy and the middle class, and
the industrial revolution—which cre-
ated smoky, grimy cities teeming with
an impoverished working class——_had
already inspired writers to throw off old
literary forms and conventions., In
Eur(}p'c and the Americas, t]'fe Rr?man-
tic poets (described in detail in this vol-
ume) had sought to liberate literature
from the grip of traditional courtly
manners and traditions to focus instead
on nature as a model of freedom and
beauty. For them, the natural environ-
ment offered an antidote to the arti-

The Stonebreakers, 1848, by Gustave Courbet. A rea]iel;l m;ist.crpu.‘m.i F|.‘lat W a:;s‘ ,
destroyed in the Allied bombing of Dresden during World War L1, this painting
now exists only in reproductions and photographs.

fices and injustices of human societies.
Realist writers, by and [argc. lost faith
in this ideal: nature no longer seemed
to provide a plausible alternative. Now
all that was left of reality was what you
could see with your naked eves: gritty,
ugly industries; the power of money
starving, broken workers; social hierar-
chies; dirt, decay, and disease. The
realists thus shocked their audiences
by representing characters who for
centuries had been considered too low
and coarse for art: ragged orphans and
exhausted workers, washerwomen and
prostitutes, drunks and thieves. They
routinely chose the city over the coun-
tryside for their settings. And they
were willing to lavish their descriptive
attention on squalid surroundings—
sickening slums, smoggy factories, dusty
barrooms. Gone was the equation of
art with beauty: visual art and litera.
ture could now be delibe ately, power-
fully hideous.

The realists were not only concerned
with the unfortunate, however. In
throwing off the ideals associated with
carlier art forms, realist artists often
threw their energies into represent-
ing the commonplace—the mundane
experience of ordinary people. They
wanted to capture the world as it was,
and that meant describing plausible
individuals in recognizable circum-
stances. Realism is as closely associ-
ated  with  middle-class characters,
then, as it is with the poor, and many of
the most famous realist writers of the
nineteenth century—including Honoré
de Balzac, Charles Dickens, and
Fyvodor Dostoyevsky—wrote fiction
that deliberately cut across different
classes, showing encounters between
rich and Poor in an attempt to give a
realistic picture of a whole society,

While some realist writers tried
Lo capture entire nations and social
classes, others focused intensively on a
few individuals. Some put their empha-
sis on internal, psychological reality,
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others on the shaping force of exter-
nal circumstances, Usually those who
stuck to the small scale implied larger
social relationships, and they used
individual characters to represent
whole groups, but their fictions do feel
more local and intimate than the vast
and sprawling novels of the period—
Bleak House or War and Peace—that
contain many characters and strive to
represent a whole nation. These dif-
ferences were in part philosophical,
revolving around the question of what
it is possible to know. What is reality?
Can we rely on our senses, or do we
need to turn to facts and statistics, the-
ories about hidden causes and social
structures? Can we see reality from a
single, individual perspective, or do we
need to take a bird's-eve view?
The realists did not always agree
about what constituted reality or how
best to capture it in words or paint,
but in general they resisted symbols
and allegories, sentimentality and sen-
sationalism, otherworldly ideals and
timeless values in favor of the literal, the
specific, and observable—the social
world as it appeared in the here and the
now. They tended to focus on the
immediate, material causes of social
misery and looked to scientists and
social thinkers [or solutions, rather
than aspiring to transcendent or beauti-
fulideals. Though frequently the writers
themselves were religious, realism was
typically a secular project that put its
emphasis on  empirical experience—
what we can know through our senses—
rather than on providential explanations.
Many realist writers were influenced by
currents in science, and a later offshoot
of realism, called naturalism, turned to
the evolutionary science of Charles Dar-
win for a brutal explanatory model:
human beings would only survive to the
extent that they could adapt to their
social environments; those who proved
unfit would dje.
Realist writers introduced a whole
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new range of formal techniques that
transformed the literary landscape.
Most wrote novels or short stories,
though realist drama changed the his-
tory of theater in the late nineteenth
century. The novel had the advantage
of being relatively formless: it could be
long or short; it could include many
central characters or a single protago-
nist; it could be told in the first person
or the third person; it could focus on
domestic settings or foreign travel; and
it could entwine many stories or follow
a single main path. Unlike more tradi-
tional and compact forms, such as the
sonnet or ghazal, it could swallow up
other kinds of writing—letters, dia-
logue, description, history, biography,
satire, even poetry—without being
bound by the rules of any of those
particular forms itself. In Europe, the
novel was a new genre in the cigh-
teenth century—hence its name
“novel”—and its flexibility as a form
allowed it to adapt to many different
kinds of philosophies and social cir-
cumstances. Often written and read by
more women than men, novels were a
popular form that did not acquire a
serious, highbrow status until the
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Reading by Lamplight, 1858, by James Abbott McNeill Whistler.

beginning of the twentieth century.

The novel and drama suited the

aims of realism in some very specific

ways. Prose is of course prosaic—suited

to capturing ordinariness and even ugli-

ness. Realist writers often opted for

plain, unstylized diction and usually
tried to convey the many ways of speak-

ing that characterized the social groups

they represented, including dialect
speech. Prose and drama lend them-

selves much better to this linguistic
variety than does poetry, with its striet

forms and connotations of artful
beauty. Fiction also lends itself well to

movement between action and descrip-

tion: it can pause the plot to include
highly detailed depictions of the char-
acters and their environments. For
writers wanting to capture the whole
social world in a style that seemed
objective, the omniscient third-person
narrator provided the perfect, imper-
sonal perspective. Other writers opted
for first-person narrators, guided only
by their own senses and experience as
they try to make sense of the world. Fie-
tion can accommodate both of these
perspectives easily, and some realist
novels even move back and forth
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between the narrator's bird's-eye view
and the characters’ more restricted
knowledge.

The elements of both character and
plot raised particular challenges and
opportunities for realist writers. Some
realists tried to present uniquely indi-
vidual characters, conveying some of
the complexity of real people in the
world; others felt that the truth lay
instead in types, and they used individ-
ual characters to represent whole social
oroups—the outraged worker, the sub-
jusated wile, the social climber. As for
plot, realist writers often tried to steer
clear of sensational events and neat
endings, which jeopardized the goal of
unvarnished truth telling, but they also
wanted to keep their readers absorbed.
One solution was to put characters in
believable social situations where they
faced ethical dilemmas. The dramatic
interest of the plot then lay in having
the character make a difficult choice.
Should the heroine choose respectable
poverty or agree to a luxurious but dis-
reputable life as a kept woman? Should
the hero climb the social ladder at the
expense of an innocent victim?

One of the advantages of dramatiz-
ing ethical predicaments is that these
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allowed fiction to engage the question
of moral action in the new social envi-
ronments of the nineteenth century.
Can individuals have an impact on unjust
social relationships? What responsibil-
ity does each of us have toward others
in a city, a nation, or a densely inter-
connected world? For many realists,
the purpose of describing the social
world in great detail—with a particular
emphasis on poverty and injustice
was to prompt readers to try to change
that world.

With its emphasis on ordinary lan-
guage, new social circumstances, and
plausible human predicaments, real-
ism transformed the literary landscape
across the globe, inviting writers every-
where to try to capture the troubled,
painful, struggling worlds of their own
experience. And the mark these writers
left remains palpable everywhere today,
as realism continues to exert a power-
ful cultural force, still part of the daily
fare of television, fiction, drama, and
film around the world. Realism is noth-
ing if not a capacious, roomy genre—
able to move across borders and oceans,
and as it moves, to take up new social
relationships, new styles, new perspec-
tives, and new resolutions.




