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American Literature  
 

The Period of Realism and 

Naturalism 

1870-1910 
 

Introduction: 

    When Americans discovered the 

harshness of the frontier life and the 

Civil War, it shocked the nation. For 

the nearly 50 years prior to these 

harsh events, Americans had looked 

at the world through the optimistic 

filters of Romanticism and 

Transcendentalism. As a reaction to 

this dramatic change that occurred 

with the frontier and the Civil War, 

Americans began to prefer to write 



and think about reality instead of 

imagined or fantastic ideas. 

    Between 1870 and 1910, there were 

two main movements that took place 

in American literature: realism and 

naturalism. Realism was a literary 

movement that focused on ordinary 

characters ordinary, everyday life 

situations. Realist stories, like that of 

Stephen Crane, were written simply 

and told stories of simple people. 

    Naturalism was a branch of 

realism. Like realism, it depicted real 

people in real situations, but 

naturalists also believed in forces 

larger than the individual like nature, 

fate, and heredity. Naturalists 

believed that these forces shaped 

individuals and their destiny. 

Naturalism often included themes of 

survival, determinism, and violence. 



Naturalist writers often focused on 

character's unique characteristics. 

"Mary Chesnut's Civil War" shows 

characteristics of Naturalism because 

in her account of the war she 

describes real people and real events, 

but also talks about praying to God 

and asking Him for a good outcome. 

    Though they differ slightly, 

Naturalism and Realism both depict 

the life and experiences of the 

common American man. This 

movement helped Americans cope 

with the realization that their lives 

would not always be as optimistic at 

the Romantics believed it would be 

Literary Themes: 

    After Americans discovered the 

harshness of the Civil War and life on 

the frontier, American authors 

attempted to represent ordinary, 



everyday life instead of imagined and 

fanciful events. Because of this, the 

works of the Realism period revolved 

around the lives of common people. 

With these works, themes like that 

of survival and violence were 

commonly used to portray the harsh 

side of reality. These two themes can 

be seen in the majority of Mark 

Twain's works, and specifically in 

Stephen Crane's An Episode of 

War. Naturalist authors also often 

included the themes of fate and the 

struggle between man and nature. 

The theme of fate can be seen Mary 

Chesnut's Civil War when she talks 

about God keeping her husband safe. 

Naturalist elements can also be seen 

in An Episode of War when the mud 

slows down the main character's 

medical treatment. 



Key Authors: 

Stephen Crane: "An Episode of 

War", The Red Badge of Courage 

Mark Twain: The Adventures of Tom 

Sawyer,  Adventures of Huckleberry 

Finn 

Ambrose Bierce: "An Occurrence at 

Owl Creek Bridge" 

Frederick Douglass: My Bondage and 

My Freedom, Narrative of the Life of 

Frederick Douglass 

Abraham Lincoln: The Gettysburg 

Address 

Jack London: The call of the Wild 
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