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I« Introduction

William Dean Howells, referred to throughout his life-

time as the Dean of American Letters, is indisputably-

recognized as the chief prophet and major practitioner of the

movement of realism. He became the preeminent figure in the

field of /onerican fiction during the last half of the century,

and, as the leader of the realists in the long and hard literarj-

battle which ended in their triumph, he was always something of

a storm center. After his death, it became even more the

fashion for critics to attack him and disparage his works,

although this time from a different angle. There are still

spasmodic recurrences of the latter dispute.

The first literary controversy in \diich Hewells was

involved was the conflict be-tween the supporters of the old

romanticism and the proponents of the new realism. He was

assailed by the former as being uninteresting and even

degrading. The romanticists averred that readers of "light”

literature preferred that the plots and characters of fiction

be withdrawn frcm the inspiration of life; in other words, they

wished their fictional diaracters to be essentially noble and

involved in plots that were built up of thrilling and \musual

climaxes which finally ctilminated in happy endings. In

addition, they asserted that literature should elevate through
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the Qiiployinent of characters of superior mold and the

narration of stirring events, an entirely idealistic situation.

Howell’s fiction, created under the influence ©f his theories

of realism in literature, produced nothing of the kind;

therefore it was received by the followers of romanticism with

but scant kindliness, and his supporters were hard pressed to

establish the worth of his innovation. The battle between the

realists and the romanticists was slowly won by the former, and

by the time of Howell’s death, all important literary men

admitted, either expressly or by implication that the major

tenets of the realists were sound.

With the triumph of realistic standards in American

literature, the debate subsided, but another one was preparing

for the attack; this time the victory was not so easily gained.

Indeed, the contest, although the fury of the battle has almost

entirely subsided, still finds an occasional champion for ome

side or the other. This time the question was: "Is William Dean

Howells essentially a realist?" There were numerous ardent

opponents against his position as such, ?hi ch were faced by as

many and as ardent defenders. In recent years, however, there

seems to be a tendency to weigh the matter a little more

dispassionately with the result that the author and his works

are being rescued frcci the oblivion to which thej’’ had once been

consigned.

The opponents of Howell’s realism based their arguments
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not so much on what he included in his novels as on what he

excluded. Professor Oscar Firkins, in discussing the themes of

the forty novels said,

"They have very evident and very curious

limitations, Mr. Howells restricts himself to

an experience on which fortune and imture have

laid their own restrictions, A prosperous and

virtuous man of letters living in good society,

is shut out from many of those fluctuations which

diversify the experience of less fortunate and

less exemplary men, Mr, Howell’s taste has also

played the part of censor for his themes. In

these forty volumes, adultery is never pictured;

seduction never; di-vorce once and sparingly (A

Modern Instance ); marriage discordant to the

point of cleavage, only once and in the same

novel with the divorce; crime only once with any

fulness;

(

The Quality of Mercy ); politics never;

religion passingly and superficially; science

only in crepuscular psychology; mechanics,

athletics, bodily exploits or collisions very

rarely,"

(1) Firkins, Oscar r William Dean Howells , A Study, p, 65
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The ignoring of such questions might well have indicated a

romanticist; surely they constituted so large a part of the

actual phenomena of social behavior even in the life he knew,

that he had no business to ignore them.

For this neglect of the harsher realities which existed

thro\:ghout the America of his time, Howells was called narrow,

squeamish, and timid. The sphere of his novels, confined as it

was, almost entirely to a certain small section and a limited

class group caused the former criticism by those v4io believed

that he should have made broader and more inclusive studies of

life. The accusation of timidity and squeamishness,

"respectable as a church, proper as a deacon", were the words

of Frank Norris—arose from the fact that Howells did not cut

through the surface to probe life, but dealt with trivialities,

a practice occasioned by the confusion of transient with

permanent values and an attendant lack of the appreciation of

their relative worths. There was no progress from trifles to

principles, no penetration of the external crust of character

traits to find the real source of the national character, with

the result that there wfts no effective touching on national

problems and failure to enter into the earnestness of the

national life with its abundance of energies that every year

made the American character more distinct. Thus his novels

were made dull because vital and significant materials were

harred from them.
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The revelations of Freud and his school of psychoanalysts

would seem to discredit Hew ells and his school of realists as

being only examiners of the surface of life, suggesting at, but

not probing its depths. They were objective, not subjective,

and did not try to say what went on in the souls fkf their

characters, A theory of art which would condone such a

practice was all surface and no depth. "Reticent realism" was

a term applied by some critics to realists of this type who

failed to portray the stark realities about them, imputing the

failure to the reticence of the writer, although others seemed

to believe this explanation to be a doubtful one.

The gentility which marks Howells works has also been a

point of controversy, while the animosity of the anti -puri tans

,

during their campaign against gentility before and after the

war, destroyed his hold upon American literary taste and

thought, and threatened to over- shadow him. Their arguments

were that he was ultra-genteel in matters pertaining to sexual

morality and squeamish udien faced with dirt, disease, pain and

crime - all part of the lives of the majority of people. That

Howells, the exponent of realism and the controversialist for

truth shrank from such realities and truths caxised his fiction

to be, to that extent, a weak and false eipression of this

country, belying his own critical doctrines and weakening them

with foolish qualifications.

Before all this storm of reproach, the friends of Howells
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had to entrench themselves,and they based their defense, for th<!

most part upon the author’s temperament which directed the kind

of realism he employed. The following statement by William

Lyon Phelps, an admirer and a close friend of Howells, was mde
I

in support of this stand:

"The noticeable reticence in the art of

Mr. Howells—udiich led him instinctively to

shun detailed descriptions of the coarser

aspects of life— sprang, I think, from a

certain delicacy in his nature so reinarkable

that I have never seen its like in any other

man. It is astonishing that one who was

brought up in a newspaper office, who was at

home in every city of the world, who must

have met all varieties of human nature, should

have remained so virginally sensitive.,,. Yet

Mr. Howells was the last man in the world that

I should call effeminate. He was so masculine,

so democratic, so simple, that I shall always

think of him as a homespun American,"

Howells slowly grew into a firm belief in restrained

realism, and by precept and example pointed the way toward a

frank critical appraisal of the characters of the individual

CD Phelps, William Lyon: Howells . Jame

s

. Bryant and Other
Essays , pp, 178-180
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and of the nation* By some critics he was said to be an

unusually skilful portrayer of the various types of the nationaf.

character and as fully .AnKrican as any author of his time.

Besides revealing, with graphic details, the typical New Englanf

village and the Boston viiioh he loved, he pictured typical,

democratic American scenes: the railway car, the country store,

and the swarming city streets.

”Dr. Eliot, president emeritus of Harvard, drew

attention to the innumerable phases of American

life, common and uncommon, that Mr. Howells had

portrayed always with accuracy, sweetness, and

sympathy with all the good there is in

character on the whole squalid or malignant,

as well as all that is noble and lovely in the

best of humanity."

Of late years the tendency has been to judge Howells a

little more fairly - to concede his worth as a pioneer in the

field of realism and as an influence upon youn? writers, and to

recognize the fact that his failure to touch the heights or

depths of life was largely due to his theory that literature

should be trxje to life in its ordinary aspects instead of in

its unusual appearances.

(l) Current Opinion, 62: 357, May 1917
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Chapter I

Realism in American Literature

The history of literature is a story of alternating

currents. Innovators declare the old forms to be lifeless and

outworn, and sound a ’back to nature" call of revolt. Usually

it is the work of young men with no reverence for conventional

and long-standing forms, and when the revolt has beccme

successful, its ideas are in turn hardened into rules of art,

only to be in time over-thrown by a new moven^nt. Such is the

story of the triumph of realism which has now won a recognized

place for itself, in American letters. It arose from the

turmoil, indecision and conflicting tendencies of the Cilded

Age, and it drew all American writers either into its train or

into opposition. It appeared as an attempt to make a true

transcript of the life of the new found country and its varied

inhabitants.

There has been a lack of agreement as to the mesning of

the term "realism", some critics contending that the method was

only a form of romanticism carried to a more advanced stage,

T/diile others declared it to be an entirely new movonent.

However, the aims of the realists have been well defined in the

definition by William Dean Howells in his Criticism and Fiction

"Realism is nothing more nor less than the truthful presentatiok

8 ,
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of inaterial." This definition would indicate a complete

break with the methods of the romanticists, who assumed an

idealistic and grandiose attitude in their fiction. They did

not tell the truth about life, but they reasoned that they were

only doing with their dreams what man would do with his world

of realities, were he able. Therefore, unusual characters,

interesting action, and thrillii^ climaxes were the stock-in-

trade of the romanticists. The realist refused to follow in

the footsteps of his predecessors. He

"quietly set to work with a new method. He

sought out those quiet, unobtrusive aspects

of life that occupy the average inan almost

exclusively. This step eliminated a great

many of the stock characters and situations

from the novel, for the realist contended,

quite correctly, that man is not naturally

the colorful, melodramatic figure visualized

by the romantics, and that life was more

placid and commonplace than climatic, and

that heroes were dis tressiigly scarce. The

realist had only one great aim; to reproduce

the material of everyday life as truthfully as

possible. This aim created an entirely new

ITT Howells, William Dean: Criticism and Fiction , p, 73.



aiteXqinfvO s bL’JCv iic i? xa siflT ^ .li3jtic^ aaf lo

as i>9JCL'ass ori« ^ s je Jb isl’ n naiotr ©xld' lo a.tcd'^''-m ilS" jtft

^ tt . ao oi A 1 .brl ^ n i oofS s^o M^rr^-a 3 f>iie 0 i e J: S 'c^b

t

10'.? Xsu^- fisiigsesi ^erf;J Sud Guccis rii'w’s;}' ed^ IIa;f «orx

M'Tow 3irf riXXw 06 blijow Gsm Xjed«? GiiHiS jiJ£> *ii‘9xi J dl’iTr ^.nlaij ^:Xnc

,6’i3;j‘0B*T r?ifo Xjcxra0G5x lo'^sioffT . 'Cds <3rf siew
5
aoio "*o

sd^ sisw adx>^:axIo ^atlyos sfiiXaeitsiG:!

• 'Jl ^roiXo*!: c^ ed'"^ . 3 to i:trr.i{ioz ectf “te Oj^stJ

eH .aio3se©3jfe0T:g aid lo sgeislool adi

sH .xicrfi^ic *:73if s dilw >r’iow c;f ^jlieiup”

s.d'ooqBS © tay-r^'doai; lijp ^eod* due fdr^’C^

it e^sTOYS ^d;}' ’^gi/ooo tc

is©!^ B Soisaiuit Is geil'a sidT , ^lov lasjlox3

id la 5 u.'^ aisjosisdo dooda odd lo

.bebio^^noc ieili5»a; edd id -Xavo/i odd mcil

v|r4?rx^‘dB£i ton 3 i 2 bci dsdd ^vld 001100 od ix'p

;. 3S rX ?^£/3 ir Qiu^n 0 idjsi''0xfco.r0ffl ^XgiioXoo add

01 ok «3^7 ©liX isXi ft.TB tEcidassioi arid vd

br'^ tOidaaii.0 ladd ©ooXgao 2:0100 6bb Jbio^Xq

'•a'** .-i.o'rsoa ^jX^ixsaeiJ aiX aiow o^oisd tMd

0 T>jjf)cig-3i cd ;irJ:B dsai^ arco \Xno 6ari daiXssa

G£ ^XXi/lridL’id as aliX /aDt'isYs lo Xaiiodex 'Sdd

iXo'ild'T© fia Dads^io m.?» sXrlT .sXdicaoq

.q , •'loi'd Di'il r;g ioldXiP jEBilXX^ ,
rZe^?alt ’(*7

jf



10 .

type of fiction that contained no interpretation

of values."

It is an accepted truism that "literature is the product

of an age", the "mirror of a civilization". Therefore to

understand the period of' realism in America, one must look at

the history of the nation in the years immediately following

the Civil War, as the country "grew from a land of opportunity

to becore the seat of a disillusioned and concentrated

civilization". The war marks a definite break in the historj^

of American literature, and a number of new literary schools

and tendencies have appeared since its close. It signalized

the triumph of the philosophy of industrialism over that of

romantici an, and it has been called the "Gethsemane of

adolescent America" from the experiences of which the youthful

nation "found its soul".

In the years before the war, American fiction was

predominantly romantic in tone. This tendency was largely due

to the general feeling of hopefulness and exuberance on the

part of the American people. America was the land of

opportunity, the futiire held glowing promises, and proof of the

doctrine of individualism— that a man had equal chances with

any of his fellows, to carve a place for himself in the world

(1) Blankenship, Russell : American Literature as an Expre ssi on
of the National Mind . p. 478

(2) Foerster, Norman: American Poetry and Pro se , p. 981
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was found in the careers of many self-made loen. In the

literature of the age such ideas found expression, coloring it

with a high degree of romanticism, and causing it to stand for

high idealism and the life of the spirit. The war awoke the

country from its dream, and following the conflict a much more

subdued note was struck. The age became one of questioning and

testing, A new spirit—social, dramatic, intense—took the

place of the old dreaning and sentiment and sadness,

"Back of every changing technique lies

a changing philosophy and back of a changing

philosophy lies changing social ideas that in

the end determine the national culture,"

The growth of realian in -fiineri can literature had its foundation

in the gradual necessity for the American people of facing the

hard realities of life» The free lands of the West diminished

rapidly after the war; the frcntier suddenly reached the

western coast and was hurled back into the continent, with the

result that the countiy was forced to realize that the day of

seemingly unlimited land resources had gone forever; and that

the time fior careful conservation of those at hand had cane.

No longer could a man who had failed to prosper in his eastern

home turn his face to fresh western territory in the hope of

recouping his fortunes there. Thus the age, which had begun as

TTT Foerster, Norman; Reinterpretaticxi of American Literature,
|

p. 139




































































































































































































































































































































