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Principles of Realism 
 The Romantic Age ended abruptly at the 

end of the Civil War 
 Romanticism no longer spoke the facts or 

told the truth of life in America after the 
Civil War. 



Realism 
• Realists felt Romanticism was myths and fantasies; 

hopeless ideals and delusions. 
•  Realists wanted “no make believe,” just the truth, 

“straight and authentic.” Or, “Nothing more and 
nothing less than the truthful treatment of material.”  

• “Let fiction cease to lie about life.” 
• “Let it portray the American people as they are, 

with the motives and passions as we know them to 
have.” 
 



Naturalism 
1895-1920 
 Pessimism is the basic form of naturalism.  
 The word “natural,” doesn’t mean plain 

and simple, or natural, in this case. 
 Naturalism was a new form of Realism, a 

more honest, graphic, darker form of 
Realism. 



Naturalism, cont. 
 Literature was of degradation, portraying 

human exploitation and defeat by forces 
of nature, society, and modern 
economics. 



Realist/Naturalist Authors 
• Mark Twain-The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn 
• Civil War Literature in general-Abe Lincoln, 

Sojourner Truth 
• Frederick Douglass- Slave Narrative 
• Willa Cather- My Antonia, O Pioneers!, A Wagner 

Matinee 
• Ambrose Bierce-An Occurrence at Owl Creek 

Bridge 
• Stephen Crane-A Mystery of Heroism, The Red 

Badge of Courage  
 



Slave Narratives 
• Narratives of slavery recounted the personal 

experiences of African American slaves who had 
escaped from slavery and found their way to safety 
in the North.  

• From 1760-1947 more than 200 book-length slave 
narratives were published in the U.S. and England, 
and more than 6,000 are known to exist. 



Purposes of Slave Narratives 
• Attempted to arouse the sympathy of 

readers in order to promote 
humanitarianism. 

• Emphasized traditional Christian religious 
ideas. 

• Showed acceptance of the ideals of the 
dominant white society. 

• Emphasized the cruelty of individual slave 
owners. 



Influences 
 King James Bible 
 New England sermonizing traditions 
 Rhetoric and aims of abolitionist orators 
 Devotional books like Pilgrim’s Progress 



Narrators of Slave Narratives 

• Typically, the narrator of the slave narrative: 
• Is abruptly brought from state of protected 

innocence to confrontation with the evils of 
slavery and captivity. 

• Is unable to submit or effectively to resist. 
•  Balances yearning for freedom against the 

perils of escape. 
• Sees his or her condition as a symbol of the 

suffering condition of all of the lowly and 
oppressed. 

• Grows in moral and spiritual strength as a result 
of suffering and torment. 
 



Patterns of Slave Narratives 
• Descent from state of innocence or 

peace into recognition of status (slavery). 
• Progressive dehumanization at hands of 

masters and concomitant growth of self-
reliance and decision-making, sometimes 
involving literacy. 

• A spiritual “bottoming-out.” 
• Resolve; for Douglass, the fight with Covey 
• Flight and redemption 



Frequently Repeated Motifs 
• Exposes physical and emotional abuses of slavery; scenes of 

whipping, sexual abuse, starvation (especially of women or 
children). 

• Exposes (sometimes satirically) white owners’ hypocrisy and 
inconstancy. 

• Describes repeated raising of narrator’s expectations, only to 
have them dashed by whites. 

• Describes quest for literacy. 
• Describes quest for freedom. 
• Included vignettes of other character types and the 

experience of slavery; those who succeed and those who fail. 
• Makes overt appeals to imagined audience. 
• Details loss of significant family member(s), and the 

destruction of family ties. 



Frederick Douglass (1818-
1895) 
• Frederick Douglass was born into slavery in 

rural Maryland in 1818.  
• Sent to work in Baltimore, he was taught to 

read by the mistress of the house, and 
regarded this achievement as a turning point 
in his life. Another such point was his violent 
resistance to a beating by the man to whom 
he had been bound as a field slave at age 17. 

• Three years later, he escaped to the North, 
married, and worked menial jobs until his 
debut as an orator at an antislavery 
convention in 1841.  



Douglass, cont. 
• He discovered the newspaper of the leading 

white abolitionist, William Lloyd Garrison, The 
Liberator. Douglass and Garrison soon 
impressed one another and would work 
together for social reform and the abolition of 
slavery.  

• Because of his speaking ability, Douglass 
soon became the major drawing card at 
meetings of the abolitionist society. A deep, 
melodious voice, grace, and a flair for the 
dramatic would allow Douglass to mesmerize 
his listeners at the abolitionist meetings. 



Douglass’ Works 
• Douglass published his autobiography, 

Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass, 
an American Slave, in 1845.  

• The book was critically acclaimed and 
sold well both in the U.S. and in Europe. 
Douglass left for England later the same 
year, where he spent two years writing 
and lecturing. He returned to the U.S. after 
abolitionist friends purchased his legal 
emancipation.  



Politics 
 During the Civil War, he was an adviser to 

President Lincoln, and recruited blacks, 
including his own sons, for the Union army. 

  He was appointed to several government 
positions, including recorder of deeds for 
the District of Columbia and United States 
minister and consul general to Haiti.  



Mark Twain/Samuel 
Langhorne Clemens 
 Born in Missouri in 1835, spent boyhood years 

in Hannibal, Missouri. Died 1910. Born the year 
of Halley’s comet, predicted he would “go 
out with the comet,” knowing the 75 year 
span between the comet’s appearances. He 
was amazingly accurate! 

 Boyhood dream to become steamboat pilot 
 After his father’s death he began 

apprenticeship with a printer, and by the age 
of 16 he began writing sketches 



Twain’s Career 
 Moved to NYC and Philadelphia at 18, returned to 

mid-west several years later and persuaded a 
steamboat pilot to accept him as an apprentice; 
after 2 years, Sam received his pilot’s license in 
1859 at the age of 23. 

 Steamboat career ended when river traffic ended 
at the start of the Civil War 

 1862 begins career as a reporter, became popular 
speaker and lecturer, touring the US 

 1863 begins using pseudonym known by readers 
throughout the world. Riverboating term for water 
two fathoms, or 12 feet, deep: “Mark Twain.” 

 Many trades and careers: writer, lecturer, 
steamboat pilot, editor, miner, military, etc. 
 



Personal life 
 Married Livy Langdon 
 Worked as an editor and monthly 

columnist 
 Published novels 
 4 children, one dies at 2 years old 
 



A new style 
 Begins using his youthful experiences in 

Hannibal as material for his famous novels 
 Begins writing historical fiction with a 

serious theme 
 Uses satire to criticize society; irony, 

imagery, hyperbole 
 Uses humor 
 Regionalism: Use of local color, especially 

dialect 
 



Awesome Quotes 
 Get your facts first, then you can distort them 

as you please. 
 
 Suppose you were an idiot, and suppose you 

were a member of Congress; but I repeat 
myself. 

 
 A person who won't read has no advantage 

over one who can't read. 
 In the first place, God made idiots. That was 

for practice. Then he made school boards. 
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