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On the Discrimination
in the Literary Work

of Realisms
of Art

MENACHEM BRINKER

The vocabulary of 'realist' and 'realism' is extremely confusing, .and there
is virtually no hope of introducing order into the use of these terms, since
any attempt at unifying our use of them will require the reformulation of a
great many terminologies in the rich theoretical literature of the past. Readers
no longeI certain about the exact meaning of these terms must deduce it from
the implied or explicit opposites of 'realist' and 'realism' in each text. 'Realist'
takes on a more precise and unambiguous meaning when contrasted with
'romantic' or 'symbolist', 'abstract' or 'schematic', 'fantastic' or 'idealisational'.

An attempt at a systematic description of admissible and responsible uses
of the vocabulary of 'realism' in theoretical and critical writings on literature,
theatre, the cinema and the visual arts is, therefore, desirable in itself. But
such an attempt may also lead us to a better understanding of nothing less
than the possibilities of literary and artistic representation.

I

The term 'realist' when predicated of a literary or artistic representation

ma.v denote the following:

1) Its belonging to a specific literary (or artistic) school or trend, which

is differentiated from other schools and trends by its thematic preferences,
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artistic devices, etc. Its opp.)sites in this case will be, for example, 'symbolist'
or 'romantic'.

2) The qualities of the representation within the given literary or artistic
work. Its opposites in this case will be terms such as 'abstract' or 'schematic'
whereas the 'realist' representation would be described as 'rich', or 'vivid', or
'illuEionistic' (the latter in the sense of tending to create the illusion of a full
resemblance to reality).l

3) The relation of the

it. In this case its opposites
'unrealistic' .

representation within the work to reality outside
would be 'fantastic', 'idealhational' or simply

Each of these fUl1ddmental meanings of 'realism', moreover, can itself be
interpreted in a number of ways. There have been, for example, manY'fealisms'
in the history of arts, and each of them has been described diferently by different
scholars. The second fundamental meaning of 'realist'- that which has to do with the
'lifelikeness' of the representation- is particularly pregnant with submeanings: a
description that is lifelike may be construed to be 'vivid' or 'detailed' or

'complete' or 'natural'in the sense of being unconventional and free of cliche.2
As for the third fundamental meaning, a novel may be regarded 'very realistic'
in presenting a locale or a milieu and yet 'very unrealistic' in describing the
psychology or the motivation of the people belonging to this milieu.

It is nevertheless useful to distinguish clearly these t.hree kinds of uses of
'realism' even if there are works of art to which we may legitimately ascribe the
term in two or all of its fundamental uses.

In what follows I intend to analyse only the second and third meanings
of 'realist', which I shall call the first and second universal meanings of the term.
I will therefore confine my discussion of historical 'realism' to remarking the
difference between them and those 'realisms' which are universal in the sense
that they may be ascribed to an artistic representation irrespective of its period
or place. "

The identification of a spJcific historial 'realism' is usually done in terms
of one or both universal 'realisms', or, more precisely, in terms of universal
qualities of representation. For instance, the historical phenomenon described by

E. Auerbach as reali'im, culminating in the 19th-century novel is characterised
not only by a union of the separate 'stylistic levels' of antiquity and classicism
but also by a greater completeness in the presentation of human life.3 The
historical phenomenon described by G. Lukacs is congruent oIlly in part with
the phenomenon described by Auerbach. The term 'realism' is justified in Lukacs
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by the relation between the representation within the WOT:kand nonliterary reality.
This is carefully distinguished from particular qualitit:s of representation within
the work. These immanent qualities of the representation (repleteness of detail,
illusion) are {:onsidered as one of the contraries of 'realism' ('naturalism' or
'decadence') if they are not aimed at representing typical characters and
&ituations, while typicality is seen as the condition for representing historical
trends, social forces and other 'universals' of human reality.4

We may thus conclude - and an examination of specific 'realisms'
in the history of the visual arts will buttress this conclusion -that a given
historical realism will be assessed as the specific realisation of some universal
norms (such as the capability of inspiring 'poetic faith' or of being 'a true
representation of general nature'), all drawn from one or both universal meanings
of 'realism'.

The discrimination of (historical) realisms will involve quite often a
certain combination of the two universal meanings of 'realist'. A representation
complete with details might seem more faithful to the external reality it seeks
to represent. R. Wellek considers the introduction of descriptions of sex a.nd
dying as one of the defining characteristics of modern literary realism.s E Auerbach
takes a similar view of the introduction of economic and political factors into
the literary portrayal of human life. All these may signify not merely a greater
completeness in the representation of human reality, but also a truer, because
a less id6alised, representation. The accumulation of details in atepresentation
makes it more complete -but the completeness of a representation may not of
itself make it more true, or, to put it differently,the values of one universal
meaning of realism cannot always be translated into the values of another'.

Despite, the clear dependence of historical realisms on certain universal
- -

, ,.. -<.;

qualitiesrecog1'lized as 'realistic', it is of course easy - to distinguish between
them. A reader may judge, for example, the description of. old age in
Ecclesiastes6 as being more 'realist' than a description of old age as, say,

'a sage and serene envoi to life'. It is clear that this use of 'realist' - taken
here in its second universal meaning -has to do with the view one takes of
old age, and only indirectly with the poetic presentation of this view. Still it
is a legitimate use of the term, even if it has nothing to do with anY union
of 'stylistic levels' or with the representation of any sochll or historical types.

. Another reader may find Homer's description of Pandaros shooting ~n arroW

at Menelaus7 a very realistic description due to the narrative's patience for
detail. Of course Homer's mrrative may be offered as a model for a specific
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historical 'realism'. But it may also be recognized for the specific qualities of
realism (in its first universal meaning), and contrasted with more schematised
and formulaic. and therefore less realistic - repres::ntations in Homer himself.

The dIstinction between historical and non-historical 'realism' is cogently
illustrated when we judge the representation of reality in work of a certain
historical 'realist' style to be less realistic than the representation of that re,iIity,
in a 'classicist' or a 'romantic' work. One might say, for example, that human
wickedness is represented in the classicist drama of Racine more realistically
than in Shakespeare. It is not clear what rules of interpretation allow one to
see such inventions as Iago or Phaedra as representing real human wickedness.
But this very latitude of interpretation makes it impossible to prevent the reader
from seeing these characters as representative of this more general moral reality,
and such a reader may indeed prefer Racine to Shakesp.:are.

II

The last example can assist us in discriminating oot only b;:tweeo hLtori-
cal and universal realisms but also between the two universal realisms themselves.
A representation X may be much more lifelike than a representation r without
representing any reality at all or while representing it in a much inferior way.
A science fiction novel may create 'aesthetic illusion' but unless we see it wholly
or partly as an allegory we do not treat it as a representation of reality; and We
see no point in di'icussing it in terms of the second universal meaning of
'realist'. On the other hand, naive allegory may present us with an image of a
social reality which We may accept as 'realistic' yet we shall not find any reason
to discuss this representation in terms of lifelikeness. A lifelike representation
cim represent nothing at all and an abstract symbol may represent reality
without resembling it in any way. Iago is presented more 'fully' than Phaedra.
We see him in a plurality of actions and situations and in a variety of styles.
Phaedra, on the other hand, is more fixed, both dramatically and stylistically.

But as soon as We stop considering them as dl amatis personae and seeing
them as representations of a gent"ral 'essence', the richness and multiplicity of
their aspects become less important. In this sense the absence of guilt in Iago
might discredit him dramatically as too pure and perfect a villain; realism would
require a more complex, and hence more faithful, personification of human evil.

The description of novels, plays and paintings as 'realist' usually conflates
these two distinct meanings since the paradigmatic cases of realism in literature-
such as Tolstoy or Balzac- often involve both meanings. Their work's representa-
tioas are considered to b;} both: a) 'lifelike' (vivid or full) and b) accurate

4



,..
-'

portrayals of a certain milieu or historical moment. Yet we can see from many other
us~s of 'realist' that its two universal meanings are quite distinct. Critics talk
of 'schematic realism' meaning a true representation devoid of details. The

author of an essay on pastoral describes it as distinguished by a kind of
'idealisational realism':8 there is a repleteness of detail in the description of
the shepherds' lives, yet surely there exists no shepherd who could answer
to these 'realistic' descriptions. 'Dry realism' can be used to designate a
representation of reality unclouded by sentiment or a generalized representation
lacking vividness and colour.

Therefore the number of representations that can be characterized as
'realistic' or 'non-realistic' in each one of the two separate senses is much
greater than the number of representations which would plausibly fall under
both rubrics. Of realism as repleteness, vividness or illusion we may speak in
connection with imaginary landscapes in painting and any other representation
which is grasped as purely imaginary. A narrative of an invasion from Mars
can - in this sense -be more or less 'realistic'. 'Realism' in its other universal
meaning may be attributed to the content of non-artistic communications in
much the same way as it is attributed to artistic representations. (A represention
that is 'faithful to reality' need not abo be a work of art and to be a
literary work of art a reapresentation cannot fall only under the second
universal meaning of realism.)

'Realist' in its two universal meanings is a comparative and relative
term. Representations are 'realist' compared to other actual or possible repsent-
ations, but the comparison is made in the two cases against a different
background. The background of

,
realist' as lifelike (in any of its submeanings)

is always generic. A vivid, full or illusionist representation of X will be judged
by a comparison with other representations of X, and by attributing to X

in the representation generic qualities: the invaders from Mars will be 'of flesh
and blood', the unicorn will act 'like an animal', the devil will be 'real' (that
is, he will have the featureS of things that belong to the recognizable genus
of 'real' things). The background of the comparison between different represent-
ations of the same reality, which introduces the use of 'realist' in its second
sense, will always involve real and particular cxistenc;.} which is seen as reality
explicitly or implicitly represented. This reality does not have to be individual
from the point of view of ordinary Ontology. It need not be an individual
human face or a particular landscape. It may very well be the Russian nobility
of the nineteenth century, or British society, or youth, or even 'the human
condition' .
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'Resemblance to reality' or 'verisimilitude' is usually invoked in
popular discussions of paintings, films and fiction. We can always ascertain

the sense of realism meant in such - discussions by asking the question:
'Resembling what?' When the answer is given in generic terms- resembling a
big city, a marriage or even 'reality' -We use 'realist' in its first sense. Only
when we conceive resemblance to be r.elated to a particular real existence
which may in principle be known outside the series of artistic or fictional
representations We use 'realist' in its second sense. In the discussion of a
specific representation it is, therefore, possible to move from one sense of
'realism' to the other by introducing the assumption that some actual reality
is being represented. The portrait will then be discussed not only in terms of
'truth' or 'faithfulness to reality'. Even science fiction is amenable to such a
move, once we are ready to consider it as wholly or partially an allegory
or some other indirect description of real things.

It is therefore impossible to discuss in pure artistic terms the 'realism'
of representations in the last sense, since such a discussion will always involve
prior beliefs about reality.

III

We may now catesorize variou') arti5ti~ representations in terms of the
relations or tensions created in them by the presence or absence of the
qualities of these two 'realisms'. There are in theor y four possibilities, all of
which are realized in literature, cinema or drama.

There is, first, the possibility that a representation will be very lacking
in lifelikeness, and in this sense, 'unrealistic'. Such a representation will be
very schematic or its verisimilitude will have been discredited. It will there-
fore exclude any possibility of 'poetic faith' or illusion. Its mimetic deficiencies
will nevertheless point up its intention to represent 'realistically' some aspects

of reality.

This is the case with fables - such as those in which animals are made
to speak, but for the sake of faithfully conveying actual characteristics of
moral life - and with pure or naive allegories. When fables are not explicitly
concluded with a moral - and allegories do not include in their text rules or
instructions for allegorical interpretation -it is precisely their deficiencies as
lifelike representations which drive us to interpret them in terms of the moral,
psychological or social reality represented. On the other hand, as the replesentation
tends towards lifelikeness the risk grows that the represented world will be
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mistaken for a self-sufficient, and
will be the need for explicitness,
rules for interpretation.

The second possibility is the symmetrical opposite of the first one. The
representation will be mimetically rich, as in the farce, or situationally vivid,
as in the joke. Yet it will not be 'serious' : the paradigmatic elements of the
representation - the story and the characters - will lack logic, consistency or
plausibility, and the problem or the conflict will be sharply revealed as spurioUS.9
The tension derived from the expectation for a genuine resolution
will be released at one stroke (in the joke) or will be gradually
dissolved (in the farce) by the persistent contradiction between the visual life-
likeness of the image and the implausibilities or absurdity of the chain of events.
That is how jokes formulating in their story familiar or clear-cut problems, and
cinematic farces - such as Buster Keaton's -presenting the spectator with splendid
visual 'realistic' images on the screen, carry the extreme life likeness of their
representation to a point where it may no longer be taken as a model of any
realiiJ. In doing so they rely heavily on the frustration of expectations formed
in the reader, listener or spectator by 'serious' fiction. Those who view fiction as
parasitic on real speech-act map consider these non-serious fictions as parasites
of parasites.lO

The second pair of possible relations b~tween the two different qualities of
realism in the artistic representation aim at balance rather than tension. This

pair consists of a) the explicit representations of reality in non-fictional works of
literature (memoirs, histories) insofar as they aspire to aesthetic values such as
vividness or lifelikeness and b) works of fiction insofar as they aspire to contain
cognitive 'implied truths', or any kind of serious speech act.! L

The issue here is the equilibrium of aesthetic and cognitive values in works
which aspire to both -and therefore not included are memoirs and histories

which are mere protocols of events, and hence of only informational value, as
well as works of fiction that do not intend to communicate or imply truths
about reality. What distinguishes the two kinds of works is fictionality; the
sentences of a memoir or a history refer, the sentences in a work of pure fiction
do not (except, perhaps, to fiCtional entities). But the sheer distinction between
fictionality and non-fictionality does not warrant the classification of works
according to the dominance of the aesthetic function over the cognitive function
or vice-versa,12 Such a procedure of classification would be imprt:cise because the
dominance of a function in a multifunctional work is bestowed upon the work
by the reader. It is reading which fixes the hierarchy of functions or values

autonomous "poetic world" and the greater
either of the fable's proverb or the allegory's
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in the text by bringing a group of elements or qualities to the foreground
of its attention while allowing other groups to recede to the background. And
here every work permits in principle two kinds of readings, 'cognitive' and
'aesthetic': the r.ovel may be read for the ethnographic or historical
information it provides and the memoir or history may be read for the aesthetic
pleasure of its vivid portrayals of characters and events. It should be observed
that the aesthetic values of which we speak have to do not with felicities
of style, but rather with qualities of the repres::ntation. For this reason not
every artistic non-fiction belongs here.

A more proper procedure of classification would discriminate the avowed
points of departure of the two kinds of works; what matters is the tradition
of writing from which they set out, and not so much the value-reaiations
within them.

Ye~ it is important to remember that it is nonetheless always legitimate
for the critic to assess both the veracity or vividness of the representation
in a work of these two kinds, no matter how they are read; which is to
say that in the case of a work aspiring to both cognitive and aesthetic
values 'realism' in both senses can be predicated of 'the work itself' over
and above the various readings it may receive.

Unlike allegory and farce which are polar opposites, the relation between
a memoir which is rich with aesthetic values and pure fiction whose "world"
may be taken as a model of some non-fictional aspect of life, is a binary
one. We may speak of a continuum ranging from memoir or history to pure
fiction. The roman a cl"f, the fictional temoignage (e.g. one Day in the Life
of Iven Denisovitch), find their place on this axis. Yet their place in this
continuum - easily defined by the deglee of their fictionality - tells us nothing
about the extent of the representation of reality (cognitive values) contained
in them. Fictionality and degrees of fictionality may be determined by the
number of sentences in the text which refer outside (I.e. to independently
existing entities) and by the centrality of these sentences to the poetic world
created by the text.13 Yet it i~ clear, however, that any fantastic work may
contain explicit references to existing events, institutions and people without
losing its fanta~tic character, while a purdy fictional story may offer a model
for the understanding of some real aspe;t of life thereby becoming a 'realistic'
story (in the second universal meaning of 'realistic').l4

The capacity to fe-present reality may be built into the supralinguistic
qualiti:.~s of the poetic world and lack any dire;t conne;tbn with the logical
and semantic status of the individual sentences of the text. In this case it
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will have to do with our recognition of the existence of rese)Jlblances between
fictional persons and types and prototypes of reality. Such a recognition may
bring us to the conclusion that the fictional poetic world represents (in. the
strong, referential, sense of this word) some non-fictional event, person, institu-
tion or social structure. In the same way the purely imaginary character of
a poetic world may also be recognized by the qualities of the representation
and not by the amount of non-referential sentences in the text from which
it was constructed.

A,s there is no such thing as a 'non-figurative' or 'abstract' literaturelS
a verbal description or a poetic world is always taken by the readers to be
more -or less -or not at all - realistic in the two different univers~ll meanings
of the term.

Any literary work involves, therefore, a tension between the two different
qualities of realism and enables a constant play in which a work may move from
serious fiction to farce, or from the mode of pure farce to a more serious
speech-act. It is here, I believe, that recognition of the four possibilities of
relations between the two different kinds of 'realism' may be of value both
to literary theory and to the interpretation and evaluation of specific text.
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