Realism and Naturalism Activity: Examples and Explanations

Edouard Manet's portrait of the novelist and spokesman for naturalism, Emile Zola, 1868. One of the ironies of the painting may be that the paintings in the background look less real than the figure of Zola (since we generally read 'inset' images as less real than the image they occur in), yet they are also paintings by Manet who was a noted realist painter. One of the inset paintings is a sketch for Manet's painting Olympia (1863), which was regarded as shockingly realistic, because it portrayed a naked woman, attended by a black servant delivering flowers: the scene was read as being set in a brothel. The problem was not the nudity - since nudity was a traditional subject for painting, but that this was not the classical, slightly unreal nude suggested by the classical title Olympia. Better quality images of both paintings and others regarded as being in a realist tradition can be seen at:
http://www.humanitiesweb.org/human.php?s=g&p=c&a=i&ID=31
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Realism is one of the dominant modes of European art (certainly in literature and the visual arts – though you will see discussion of music too in some of the material below). Realism has a long and complex history, but a distinction is usually made between a general aim to represent ‘truth’ through art, and a more specific aim, dating from the 18th century and the Enlightenment period, but rising to dominance in the 19th century, of representing reality objectively or fully (note that the two may not be identical). The movement called naturalism represents a climax in this trajectory: naturalism aspired to be more conscientiously realist than realism, to leave behind the remaining taints of (unreal) literary or artistic traditions such as classicism or romanticism.

Though differing in many respects, both realism and naturalism as conceived in the 19th and early 20th centuries share some fundamental problems or issues. The activity below will try to help you distinguish between the approaches of these two kinds of representation of reality. First though raising some issues faced by both modes may help to sharpen the nature of the debate. Realism and its more specialised sub-set naturalism seem to have a simple broad objective (to represent things as they are), but in both theory and practice, as soon as that simple aim is stated great complexities immediately arise. For instance:

· What if the conventions of art are inherently opposed to or different from the disorder and indescribable nature of reality? Would we not need then an art without convention – and is that possible?

· Whose reality? What if reality as understood by humans is inherently always partial, always seen from particular viewpoints,and therefore cannot be objective or full? (might it be true, nevertheless, that drama at least can escape more easily from narrative perspectives than fiction, since each character in a drama can at least appear to speak for themselves?).

· Don’t literary texts and other works of art usually have themes, messages, particular visions of the world, an emphasis on selected kinds of experience? For example, the whole of reality may be neither tragic nor comic, but these modes of writing perhaps highlight these kinds of experience at the expense of a total account. Are they therefore rather stories or commentaries drawn from or about reality, rather than direct representations of it?

· Thus no art can be realist in fact, because art is unavoidably selective (it has to have limitations, a frame, a beginning and an end, a genre and so on) and true realism would be wholly inclusive?

· Still, perhaps all this is rather ‘abstract’ or ‘philosophical’ or ‘absolutist’. If an audience recognises its own reality in a representation, then perhaps that is enough: they see the realities of their own culture, at least. However, as specific plays by Ibsen, Chekhov, Synge, O’Casey suggest, realist drama actually seems closely associated with rejection rather than familiarity. That which playwrights presented as the ‘real truth’ was often precisely resented by contemporary audiences and reviewers as grossly untrue. Maybe despite its aim to represent reality, realism actually tended to draw attention to the disputable nature of reality, the fact that reality was not necessarily shared at all. Perhaps paradoxically in realism the concept of ‘reality’ was foregrounded as an assertion of political, social, cultural, national or other points of view, and thus seen as obviously multiple, rather than single or ‘objective’.

These questions by no means exhaust the issues, but should give a sense of the complexity of the idea and practice of realism and naturalism. Read through the following definitions and discussions of realism and naturalism, trying to gauge a sense both of shared ground and differences.

	Realism 
	Naturalism

	http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Realism_(arts)
Brief definition of 19th c realism (Wikipedia - treat with caution!). Includes an image of Courbet’s painting Bonjour Monsieur Courbet (1854), considered to be realist art.
	http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Naturalism_(arts)
A simplistic definition of naturalism and an example of why Wikipedia should be treated with caution. Contains links to better articles on Naturalism in literature and in the theatre.

	http://www.getty.edu/art/collections/bio/a369-1.html
Brief article on the artist Courbet and 19th c responses to his realism as new and shocking (Getty museum).
	http://www.wsu.edu/~brians/hum_303/naturalism.html
Discusses naturalist art, music and writing, especially French and American (University of Washington)

	http://www.csustan.edu/english/reuben/pal/chap5/CHAP5.HTML
Good entry on American realism in fiction (Perspectives on American Literature). Try the introduction first.
	http://www.csustan.edu/english/reuben/pal/chap6/CHAP6.HTML
Good entry on American naturalism in fiction (Perspectives on American Literature). Try the introduction first.


Try now to write a paragraph (say, 100 words), which contrasts the approach of realism and naturalism to the representation of reality.

Follow-up work

Ibsen and Chekhov may not have set out to fulfil anyone’s ‘prescriptions’ for representing reality (there is no necessary merit in simply slotting authors into simple categories). However, my feeling is that Ibsen looks in many ways more like a realist dramatist (his plays seem to be reasonably clear commentaries on contemporary social problems set in a familiar seeming world), while Chekhov may have a more naturalist effect (his plays have less evident conventional structures, and his characters wander through a rather random world in which it is difficult – for them or for us - to select the important from the trivial, as if the play is life relatively unedited and unthemed).

A Doll’s House: Helmer: (of Nora’s Tarantella): ‘though possibly a trifle too realistic – more so than was aesthetically necessary’

What kind of reality do the characters in the plays A Doll’s House and The Cherry Orchard believe they live in? (of course, different characters may have different viewpoints on this . . . but perhaps there is a house style?).
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